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After The End


Gathering Darkness

There is a gathering on the horizon... It's a place where Vampires feed off your desires, Weres dominate you, Demons seduce you and Aliens whisk you away to fulfill fantasies you never knew you had. Where your darkest appetites are sated, leaving you weak and breathless... Come and join us as we lead you into the Gathering Darkness.

 

Close Liaisons by Anna Zaires & Dima Zales

His people took over her planet. Now he wants her.

In the near future, the Krinar rule the Earth. An advanced race from another galaxy, they are still a mystery to us—and we are completely at their mercy.

Shy and innocent, Mia Stalis is a college student in New York City who's led a normal life. Like most people, she’s never had any interactions with the invaders—until one fateful day in the park changes everything. Having caught Korum’s eye, she must now contend with a powerful, dangerously seductive Krinar who wants to possess her and will stop at nothing to make her his own.

How far would you go to regain your freedom? How much would you sacrifice to help your people? What choice will you make when you begin to fall for your enemy?

 

Shifted Undercover by C.E. Black

Between secrets and deceit, lies an untamed desire neither of them can resist.

Nikki Hughes is newly married to a man she’s only known for six months. Adam is the perfect guy. He’s loving, hot as hell and only has eyes for Nikki. They have spent months getting to know each other and falling madly in love, but Nikki hasn’t been completely honest with Adam. She has a secret life he knows nothing about, and she plans on keeping it that way.

Nikki has a job to do. One that means the difference between life or death. So what if she’s on a flight traveling to their honeymoon destination. Except, how is she supposed to work a secret job with a sexy as sin husband trying to seduce her every ten minutes? Well, it is one the reasons she agreed to marry the insufferable man so easily.

When all hell breaks loose on the flight, Nikki finds herself in a deadly situation. And she quickly comes to realize that she’s not the only one keeping secrets in this relationship.

 

Capturing Her Bear by Charlie Daye

She wants her freedom, he wants her heart.

She's no lab rat...

Naked and caged in a lab, Apsen has no idea why she's there, and no one will talk to her. After experimenting on her, they let her go into the woods...only to hunt her with rifles. Terrified, she tries to out run her pursuers. But gunshot wounds and exhaustion take their toll, and she falls, welcoming the darkness that envelopes her.

She's his mate...

Bear shifter Torbin is hunting for dinner when the smell of blood permeates the air. It's not just any blood, it's the blood of his mate and she's dying. He rushes to her side and whisks her back to his cabin, where he tends her wounds and waits for her to recover.

When Aspen wakes in the arms of the sexiest man she's ever seen, she's torn between wanting to succumb to the urge to mate him and wanting to return to the life she knew before. But when Torbin is mortally wounded by the same people who tried kill her, she makes a choice that will change both their destinies.

Will her choice bind them, or break them?

 

Bitten By Choice by Izzy Szyn

Sold to the billionaire vampire boss.

Out of all the stepsiblings Becky has had over the years, the one that she always felt closest to was Bryan. They remained friends long after their parents’ brief marriage ended. 

When Bryan asks her out to dinner to meet with her stepbrother’s new bosses, she discovers that he is a male escort for vampires. Not only that they are recruiting more escorts for their business Dark Cravings and want to hire Becky as their newest escort.

 

Let the Fur Fly by Jenika Snow

Two shifters, one night…the fur will definitely fly.

Hannah has just come into her mating heat and wants Beau to ease her suffering. But Beau is an over-the-top alpha, and used to having his way in all things. For what she needs him for, though, Hannah knows he is just the shifter to have her blissfully sated.

When she propositions him for one night of uninhibited sex, she doesn’t realize the feelings that will rise inside of her when she’s with the wolf shifter. But Beau doesn’t seem ready to let her go just yet either.

Hannah must decide if being with a growly alpha shifter is really what she wants.

 

Red’s Wolf by Jenika Snow

Where the fairytales are twisted.

After leaving a costume party, Red gets lost and finds herself deep within the woods that surround her town. With her fear of not knowing where she is comes the realization that she is being stalked. The harder and faster she runs, the more she feels like the prey to a very deadly predator.

And then she is caught, and she has nowhere to hide. The man that comes out of the darkness is naked, massive in form, and seems feral. He is solely focused on her, yet he doesn't touch her. The way he watches Red, inhales her scent like he is trying to imprint her into his body, makes her feel shockingly aroused.

He doesn't seem to want to hurt her, but to mate with her, like a beast in the wild claiming his woman. Red should be fighting for her life to escape, not submitting to a man that has these kinds of sexual needs moving through her like a violent animal.

 

Walking Dead Girl by Lili Saint Germain

I was seventeen years old the first time I died. I didn't expect to wake up afterwards.

This is not a story about love. There is no happy ending. There is only darkness, and the struggle to avoid being consumed by it. 

This is a story about survival. 

I was seventeen years old the first time I died. When I was first taken, I thought that my ending had arrived, a smirk on his mouth and bloodlust alight in his beautiful eyes. I waited to die, to be torn apart by sharp teeth and vicious hands. 

And I did die. 

I just didn’t expect to wake up afterwards.

 

Dragon’s Chase by Mina Carter

He’s found his mate. But can he convince her that he’s her man?

Working for the Paranormal Protection Agency has never been boring, but shadow-dragon Duke didn’t expect to meet his mate in the line of duty. He certainly didn’t expect a warrior every inch his match, or for her to slap him across the ass with her tail and take off across the city.

With Baron on a very personal protection detail, Duke has to fly solo on the pair’s investigation into the warlock who nearly killed Baron’s mate. Just one problem, his mate is working with the warlock. So, dead or alive, he has to bring her in…

She found the one thing she didn’t want. Her mate. Now she needs to get rid of him before he ruins her mission…

Sleeping for centuries has it’s drawbacks, Chase knew that going in. What she didn’t expect was to wake with a Warlock’s spelled collar around her neck and to find her charge, the Queen’s daughter, in a cage. Vowing to free them both will take skill and strength and she doesn’t need the distraction of a hot as hell male dragon trying to make his claim on her. Even though her heart aches to complete their joining, she can’t. Not yet.

The mission, or her heart. Can she have both? Or will she need one to complete the other?

 

Zane (Were Zoo One) by R.E. Butler

He saved his soulmate's life. Will she save his in return?

Gorilla shifter Zane Keeton has spent the last twenty-seven years of his life at Amazing Adventures Safari Park, where shifters live in secret away from humans.  The enjoyment he gets from tuning up safari vehicles and hanging out in his shifted form for the park visitors has slowly ebbed, and now his thoughts are consumed with finding a mate of his own.

When human Adriana and her best friend, Celeste, receive free tickets for a VIP tour of the safari, they decide that it’s just the sort of exciting adventure that they’ve been waiting for.  But when their vehicles are separated, Adriana finds herself on the receiving end of unwanted attention from a creepy tour guide.  As the tour guide suddenly attacks her in front of the gorilla paddock, she’s rescued by an unlikely hero – one of the gorillas.

Adriana quickly discovers that her rescuer is no ordinary gorilla.  Not only are shifters real, but the gorilla who saved her life claims that she’s his soulmate.  Is she willing to let go of everything she knows and embrace being Zane’s mate?

 

Captive’s Kiss by Sharon Kay

A hardened warrior. A woman coerced. Both must trust each other to escape a brutal fighting ring.

It was only supposed to be one hookup. One hot night to ease the mating urge of his race’s fertile period.

But after scorching, up-against-the-wall sex in a darkened club. Tanner can’t get Saige out of his mind. And when he spots her the next day, in league with an enemy, he’s determined to uncover more about her than her delectable curves.

Saige knows Tanner is one of the good guys. And that’s why she can never see him again.

Her life has crumbled into a horrific turmoil, forced to aid criminals in the act of kidnapping men for bloody arena fights. Held against her will, she has no hope of escape from her captors. 

Determination rages through Tanner until he tracks Saige down. But to save her from her jailers’ sadistic whims, his only option is to go willingly into her underground hell. Posing as her victim and locked in a cell, he must find a way to save them both before he is pushed into a fight to the death.
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Close Liaisons

by Anna Zaires & Dima Zales

 

The Krinar Chronicles: Volume 1

 

His people took over her planet. Now he wants her.

 

In the near future, the Krinar rule the Earth. An advanced race from another galaxy, they are still a mystery to us—and we are completely at their mercy.

Shy and innocent, Mia Stalis is a college student in New York City who's led a normal life. Like most people, she’s never had any interactions with the invaders—until one fateful day in the park changes everything. Having caught Korum’s eye, she must now contend with a powerful, dangerously seductive Krinar who wants to possess her and will stop at nothing to make her his own.

How far would you go to regain your freedom? How much would you sacrifice to help your people? What choice will you make when you begin to fall for your enemy?

Note: This is book 1 of a completed trilogy. All three books are now available.


PROLOGUE

 

Five Years Earlier

 

“Mr. President, they’re all waiting for you.” 

The President of the United States of America looked up wearily and shut the folder lying on his desk. He had slept poorly for the past week, his mind occupied by the deteriorating situation in the Middle East and the continued weakness in the economy. While no president had it easy, it seemed like his term had been marked by one impossible task after another, and the daily stress was beginning to affect his health. He made a mental note to get himself checked out by the doctor later this week. The country didn’t need a sick and exhausted president on top of all of its other woes. 

Getting up, the President exited the Oval Office and headed toward the Situation Room. He had been briefed earlier that NASA had detected something unusual. He’d hoped that it might be nothing more than a stray satellite, but that didn’t appear to be the case, given the urgency with which the National Security Advisor requested his presence.

Entering the room, he greeted his advisors and sat down, waiting to hear what necessitated this meeting.

The Secretary of Defense spoke first. “Mr. President, we have discovered something in Earth’s orbit that doesn’t belong there. We don’t know what it is, but we have reason to believe that it may be a threat.” He motioned toward the images displayed on one of the six flat screens lining the walls of the room. “As you can see, the object is large, bigger than any of our satellites, but it seems to have come out of nowhere. We didn’t see anything launching from any point on the globe, and we haven’t detected anything approaching Earth. It’s as though the object simply appeared here a few hours ago.”

The screen showed several pictures of a dark blur set against a dark, starry background.

“What does NASA think it could be?” the President asked calmly, trying to analyze the possibilities. If the Chinese had come up with some new satellite technology, they would have already known about it, and the Russian space program was no longer what it used to be. The presence of the object simply didn’t make any sense.

“They don’t know,” the National Security Advisor said. “It doesn’t look like anything they’ve ever seen before.”

“NASA couldn’t even venture an educated guess?”

“They know it’s not any kind of an astronomical body.”

So it had to be man-made. Puzzled, the President stared at the images, refusing to even contemplate the outlandish idea that had just occurred to him. Turning to the Advisor, he asked, “Have we reached out to the Chinese? Do they know anything about this?”

The Advisor opened his mouth, about to reply, when there was a sudden flash of bright light. Momentarily blinded, the President blinked to clear his vision—and froze in shock. 

In front of the screen that the President had just been looking at, there was now a man. Tall and muscular, he had black hair and dark eyes, and his olive skin contrasted with the white color of his outfit. He stood there calmly, relaxed, as though he had not just invaded the inner sanctum of the United States government.

The Secret Service agents reacted first, shouting and firing at the intruder in panic. Before the President could think, he found himself pushed against the wall, with two agents forming a human shield in front of him.

“There’s no need for that,” the intruder said, his voice deep and sonorous. “I don’t intend to hurt your president—and if I did, there’s nothing you can do about it.” He spoke in perfect American English, without even a hint of an accent. Despite the gunfire that had just been directed at him, he appeared to be completely uninjured, and the President could now see the bullets lying harmlessly on the floor in front of the man.

Only years of handling one major crisis after another enabled the President to do what he did next. “Who are you?” he asked in a steady voice, ignoring the effects of terror and adrenaline rushing through his veins.

The intruder smiled. “My name is Arus. We’ve decided that it’s time for our species to meet.”

 







CHAPTER ONE

 

The air was crisp and clear as Mia walked briskly down a winding path in Central Park. Signs of spring were everywhere, from tiny buds on still-bare trees to the proliferation of nannies out to enjoy the first warm day with their rambunctious charges. 

It was strange how much everything had changed in the last few years, and yet how much remained the same. If anyone had asked Mia ten years ago how she thought life might be after an alien invasion, this would have been nowhere near her imaginings. Independence Day, The War of the Worlds—none of these were even close to the reality of encountering a more advanced civilization. There had been no fight, no resistance of any kind on government level—because they had not allowed it. In hindsight, it was clear how silly those movies had been. Nuclear weapons, satellites, fighter jets—these were little more than rocks and sticks to an ancient civilization that could cross the universe faster than the speed of light.

Spotting an empty bench near the lake, Mia gratefully headed for it, her shoulders feeling the strain of the backpack filled with her chunky twelve-year-old laptop and old-fashioned paper books. At twenty-one, she sometimes felt old, out of step with the fast-paced new world of razor-slim tablets and cell phones embedded in wristwatches. The pace of technological progress had not slowed since K-Day; if anything, many of the new gadgets had been influenced by what the Krinar had. Not that the Ks had shared any of their precious technology; as far as they were concerned, their little experiment had to continue uninterrupted.

Unzipping her bag, Mia took out her old Mac. The thing was heavy and slow, but it worked—and as a starving college student, Mia could not afford anything better. Logging on, she opened a blank Word document and prepared to start the torturous process of writing her Sociology paper.

Ten minutes and exactly zero words later, she stopped. Who was she kidding? If she really wanted to write the damn thing, she would’ve never come to the park. As tempting as it was to pretend that she could enjoy the fresh air and be productive at the same time, those two had never been compatible in her experience. A musty old library was a much better setting for anything requiring that kind of brainpower exertion.

Mentally kicking herself for her own laziness, Mia let out a sigh and started looking around instead. People-watching in New York never failed to amuse her. 

The tableau was a familiar one, with the requisite homeless person occupying a nearby bench—thank God it wasn’t the closest one to her, since he looked like he might smell very ripe—and two nannies chatting with each other in Spanish as they pushed their Bugaboos at a leisurely pace. A girl jogged on a path a little further ahead, her bright pink Reeboks contrasting nicely with her blue leggings. Mia’s gaze followed the jogger as she rounded the corner, envying her athleticism. Her own hectic schedule allowed her little time to exercise, and she doubted she could keep up with the girl for even a mile at this point.

To the right, she could see the Bow Bridge over the lake. A man was leaning on the railing, looking out over the water. His face was turned away from Mia, so she could only see part of his profile. Nevertheless, something about him caught her attention. 

She wasn’t sure what it was. He was definitely tall and seemed well-built under the expensive-looking trench coat he was wearing, but that was only part of the story. Tall, good-looking men were common in model-infested New York City. No, it was something else. Perhaps it was the way he stood—very still, with no extra movements. His hair was dark and glossy under the bright afternoon sun, just long enough in the front to move slightly in the warm spring breeze. 

He also stood alone. 

That’s it, Mia realized. The normally popular and picturesque bridge was completely deserted, except for the man who was standing on it. Everyone appeared to be giving it a wide berth for some unknown reason. In fact, with the exception of herself and her potentially aromatic homeless neighbor, the entire row of benches in the highly desirable waterfront location was empty.

As though sensing her gaze on him, the object of her attention slowly turned his head and looked directly at Mia. Before her conscious brain could even make the connection, she felt her blood turn to ice, leaving her paralyzed in place and helpless to do anything but stare at the predator who now seemed to be examining her with interest. 

***

Breathe, Mia, breathe. Somewhere in the back of her mind, a small rational voice kept repeating those words. That same oddly objective part of her noted his symmetrical face structure, with golden skin stretched tightly over high cheekbones and a firm jaw. Pictures and videos of Ks that she’d seen had hardly done them justice. Standing no more than thirty feet away, the creature was simply stunning.

As she continued staring at him, still frozen in place, he straightened and began walking toward her. Or rather stalking toward her, she thought stupidly, as his every movement reminded her of a jungle cat sinuously approaching a gazelle. All the while, his eyes never left hers. As he approached, she could make out individual yellow flecks in his light golden eyes and the thick long lashes surrounding them.

She watched in horrified disbelief as he sat down on her bench, less than two feet away from her, and smiled, showing white even teeth. No fangs, she noted with some functioning part of her brain. Not even a hint of them. That used to be another myth about them, like their supposed abhorrence of the sun. 

“What’s your name?” The creature practically purred the question at her. His voice was low and smooth, completely unaccented. His nostrils flared slightly, as though inhaling her scent.

“Um . . .” Mia swallowed nervously. “M-Mia.”

“Mia,” he repeated slowly, seemingly savoring her name. “Mia what?”

“Mia Stalis.” Oh crap, why did he want to know her name? Why was he here, talking to her? In general, what was he doing in Central Park, so far away from any of the K Centers? Breathe, Mia, breathe.

“Relax, Mia Stalis.” His smile got wider, exposing a dimple in his left cheek. A dimple? Ks had dimples? “Have you never encountered one of us before?”

“No, I haven’t.” Mia exhaled sharply, realizing that she was holding her breath. She was proud that her voice didn’t sound as shaky as she felt. Should she ask? Did she want to know?

She gathered her courage. “What, um—” Another swallow. “What do you want from me?”

“For now, conversation.” He looked like he was about to laugh at her, those gold eyes crinkling slightly at the corners.

Strangely, that pissed her off enough to take the edge off her fear. If there was anything Mia hated, it was being laughed at. With her short, skinny stature and a general lack of social skills that came from an awkward teenage phase involving every girl’s nightmare of braces, frizzy hair, and glasses, Mia had more than enough experience being the butt of someone’s joke.

She lifted her chin belligerently. “Okay, then, what is your name?”

“It’s Korum.”

“Just Korum?”

“We don’t really have last names, not the way you do. My full name is much longer, but you wouldn’t be able to pronounce it if I told you.”

Okay, that was interesting. She now remembered reading something like that in The New York Times. So far, so good. Her legs had nearly stopped shaking, and her breathing was returning to normal. Maybe, just maybe, she would get out of this alive. This conversation business seemed safe enough, although the way he kept staring at her with those unblinking yellowish eyes was unnerving. She decided to keep him talking.

“What are you doing here, Korum?”

“I just told you, making conversation with you, Mia.” His voice again held a hint of laughter.

Frustrated, Mia blew out her breath. “I meant, what are you doing here in Central Park? In New York City in general?”

He smiled again, cocking his head slightly to the side. “Maybe I’m hoping to meet a pretty curly-haired girl.” 

Okay, enough was enough. He was clearly toying with her. Now that she could think a little again, she realized that they were in the middle of Central Park, in full view of about a gazillion spectators. She surreptitiously glanced around to confirm that. Yep, sure enough, although people were obviously steering clear of her bench and its otherworldly occupant, there were a number of brave souls staring their way from further up the path. A couple were even cautiously filming them with their wristwatch cameras. If the K tried anything with her, it would be on YouTube in the blink of an eye, and he had to know it. Of course, he may or may not care about that.

Still, going on the assumption that since she’d never come across any videos of K assaults on college students in the middle of Central Park, she was relatively safe, Mia cautiously reached for her laptop and lifted it to stuff it back into her backpack.

“Let me help you with that, Mia—” 

And before she could blink, she felt him take her heavy laptop from her suddenly boneless fingers, gently brushing against her knuckles in the process. A sensation similar to a mild electric shock shot through Mia at his touch, leaving her nerve endings tingling in its wake.

Reaching for her backpack, he carefully put away the laptop in a smooth, sinuous motion. “There you go, all better now.” 

Oh God, he had touched her. Maybe her theory about the safety of public locations was bogus. She felt her breathing speeding up again, and her heart rate was probably well into the anaerobic zone at this point. 

“I have to go now . . . Bye!” 

How she managed to squeeze out those words without hyperventilating, she would never know. Grabbing the strap of the backpack he’d just put down, she jumped to her feet, noting somewhere in the back of her mind that her earlier paralysis seemed to be gone. 

“Bye, Mia. I will see you later.” His softly mocking voice carried in the clear spring air as she took off, nearly running in her haste to get away.

 







CHAPTER TWO

 

“Holy shit! Get out of here! Seriously? Tell me what happened, and don’t leave out any details!” Her roommate was nearly jumping up and down in excitement. 

“I just told you . . . I met a K in the park.” Mia rubbed her temples, feeling the band of tension around her head left over from her earlier adrenaline overdose. “He sat down on the bench next to me and talked to me for a couple of minutes. Then I told him that I had to go and left.” 

“Just like that? What did he want?”

“I don’t know. I asked him that, but he just said he wanted to talk.”

“Yeah, right, and pigs can fly.” Jessie was as dismissive of that possibility as Mia herself had been. “No, seriously, he didn’t try to drink your blood or anything?”

“No, he didn’t do anything.” Except briefly touch her hand. “He just asked me my name and told me his.”

Jessie’s eyes now resembled big brown saucers. “He told you his name? What is it?” 

“Korum.”

“Of course, Korum the K, makes perfect sense.” Jessie’s sense of humor often kicked in at the strangest times. They both snickered at the ridiculousness of that statement. 

“Did you know immediately that he was a K? How did he look?” Recovering, Jessie continued with her questions.

“I did.” Mia thought back to that first moment she saw him. How did she know? Was it his eyes? Or something instinctual in her that knew a predator when she saw one? “I think it maybe had to do with the way he moved. It’s difficult to describe. It’s definitely inhuman. He looked a lot like the Ks you’d see on TV—he was tall, good-looking in that particular way that they have, and had strange-looking eyes—they looked almost yellow.”

“Wow, I can’t believe it.” Jessie was pacing the room in circles. “How did he talk to you? What did he sound like?”

Mia let out a sigh. “Next time I get ambushed in the park by an extraterrestrial, I will be sure to have a recording device handy.” 

“Oh come on, like you wouldn’t be curious if you were in my shoes.” 

True, Jessie did have a point. Sighing again, Mia relayed the whole encounter to her roommate in full detail, leaving out only that brief moment when his hand brushed against hers. For some odd reason, that touch—and her reaction to it—seemed private.

“So you told him ‘bye,’ and he said he will see you later? Oh my God, do you know what that means?” Far from satisfying Jessie, the detailed story seemed to send her into excitement overdrive. She was now almost bouncing off the walls.

“No, what?” Mia felt weary and drained. It reminded her of the feeling after an interview or an exam, when all she wanted was to give her poor overworked brain a chance to unwind. Maybe she shouldn’t have told Jessie about the encounter until tomorrow, when she’d had a chance to relax a bit. 

“He wants to see you again!”

“What? Why?” Mia’s tiredness suddenly vanished as adrenaline surged through her again. “It’s just a figure of speech! I’m sure he meant nothing by that—English is not even his first language! Why would he want to see me again?”

“Well, you did say he thought you were pretty—”

“No, I said that he said he was there to meet ‘a pretty curly-haired girl.’ He was just mocking me. I’m sure that was just his way of toying with me . . . He was probably just bored standing there, so he decided to come by and talk to me. Why would a K be interested in me?” Mia cast a disparaging glance in the mirror at her two-year-old Uggs, worn jeans, and a too-big sweater she got on sale at Century 21. 

“Mia, I told you, you’re constantly underestimating your appeal.” Jessie sounded earnest, the way she always did when trying to boost Mia’s self-confidence. “You look very cute, with that big mass of curly hair. Plus, you have really pretty eyes—very unusual, to have blue eyes with hair as dark as yours—”

“Oh, please, Jessie.” Mia rolled said eyes. “I’m sure cute doesn’t cut it if you’re a gorgeous K. Besides, you’re my friend—you have to say nice stuff to me.”

As far as Mia was concerned, Jessie was the pretty one in the room. With her curvy athletic build, long black hair, and smooth golden skin, Jessie was every guy’s fantasy—particularly if they happened to like Asian girls. A former high school cheerleader, her roommate of the last three years also had the outgoing personality to match her looks. How the two of them had become such good friends will always remain a mystery to Mia, as her own social skills at the age of eighteen had been all but nonexistent.

Thinking back to that time, Mia remembered how lost and overwhelmed she’d felt arriving in the big city after spending all her life in a small town in Florida. New York University was the best school she’d been accepted to, and her financial aid package ended up being generous, making her parents very happy. However, Mia herself had been far from excited about going to a big-city school with no real campus. Getting caught up in the competitive college application process, she’d applied to most of the top fifteen schools, only to face numerous rejections and inadequate financial aid offers. NYU had seemed like the best alternative all around. Local Florida schools had not even been considered by Mia’s parents at the time, as the rumor had been that the Ks might set up a Center in Florida and her parents wanted her far away from there if that happened. It hadn’t happened—Arizona and New Mexico ended up being the preferred K locales in the United States. However, by then it was too late. Mia had started her second semester at NYU, met Jessie, and slowly began to fall in love with New York City and everything it had to offer.

It was funny how everything turned out. Only five years ago, most people thought they were the only intelligent beings in the universe. Sure, there had always been crackpots claiming UFO sightings, and there had even been things like SETI—serious, government-funded efforts to explore the possibility of extraterrestrial life. But people had no way of knowing whether any kind of life—even single-celled organisms—actually existed on other planets. As a result, most had believed that humans were special and unique, that homo sapiens were the pinnacle of evolutionary development. Now it all seemed so silly, like when people in the Middle Ages thought that the Earth was flat and that the moon and the stars revolved around it. When the Krinar arrived early in the second decade of the twenty-first century, they upended everything that scientists thought they knew about life and its origins.

“I’m telling you, Mia, I think he must’ve liked you!” Jessie’s insistent voice interrupted her musings.

Sighing, Mia turned her attention back to her roommate. “I highly doubt it. Besides, what would he want from me even if he did? We’re two different species. The thought of him liking me is just plain scary . . . What would he want from me, my blood?”

“Well, we don’t know that for a fact. That’s just a rumor. Officially, it’s never been announced that the Ks drink blood.” Jessie sounded hopeful for some weird reason. Maybe Mia’s social life was so bad in her roommate’s eyes that she was eager to have Mia date someone, anyone—same species optional.

“It’s a rumor that many people believe. I’m sure there’s a reason for that. They’re vampires, Jessie. Perhaps not the Draculas of legend, but everyone knows they’re predators. That’s why they’ve set up their Centers in isolated areas . . . so they can do whatever they want there with none the wiser.”

“All right, all right.” Her excitement waning, Jessie sat down on her bed. “You’re right, it would be very scary if he actually did intend to see you again. It’s just fun to pretend sometimes that they’re simply gorgeous humans from outer space, and not a completely different mystery species.” 

“I know. He was unbelievably good-looking.” The two girls exchanged understanding glances. “If only he were human . . .”

“You’re too picky, Mia. I’ve always told you that.” Shaking her head in mock reproach, Jessie used her most serious tone of voice. Mia looked at her in disbelief, and they both burst out laughing.

***

That night, Mia slept restlessly, her mind replaying the encounter over and over. As soon as she would drift off to sleep, she would see those mocking amber eyes and feel that electrifying touch on her skin. To her embarrassment, her unconscious mind took things even further, and Mia dreamed of him touching her hand. In her dream, his touch would send shivers through her entire body, warming her from within—then he would slide his hand up her arm, cupping her shoulder, and bring her toward him, mesmerizing her with his gaze as he leaned in for the kiss. Her heart racing, Mia would close her eyes and lean toward him, feeling his soft lips touch hers, sending waves of warm sensations throughout her body. 

Waking up, Mia felt her heart pounding in her chest and heat pooling slowly between her legs. It was 5 a.m. and she’d barely slept for the last five hours. Dammit, why was a brief encounter with an alien having such an effect on her? Maybe Jessie was right, and she needed to get out more, meet some more guys. Over the past three years, under Jessie’s tutelage, Mia had shed a lot of her former shyness and awkwardness. For her high school graduation, her parents got her laser eye surgery, and her post-braces smile was nice and even. She now felt comfortable going to a party where she knew at least a few people, and she could even go out dancing after having a sufficient number of shots. But for some reason, the dating world still eluded her. The few dates she’d been on in recent months had been disappointing, and she couldn’t remember the last time she had actually kissed a guy. Maybe it was that nice kid from biology last year? For some reason, Mia had never clicked with any of the men she’d met, and it was becoming embarrassing to admit that she was still a virgin at twenty-one years of age. 

Thankfully, she and Jessie no longer shared a room, having found a flex one-bedroom that could be converted into a two-bedroom apartment for a reasonable (for NYC) rate of only $2,380. Having her own room meant a degree of freedom and privacy that was very nice in situations like this. 

Turning on her bedside lamp, Mia looked around the room, making sure that the door to her bedroom was fully closed. Reaching into her bedside drawer, she took out a small package that was normally hidden all the way in the back of the drawer behind her face cream, hand lotion, and a bottle of Advil. Carefully unwrapping the bundle, she took out the tiny rabbit-ears vibrator that had been a gag gift from her older sister. Marisa had given it to her for high school graduation with the joking admonition to use it whenever she “felt the urge” and “to stay away from those horny college boys in the big city.” Mia had blushed and laughed at the time, but the thing had actually proven handy. At certain times in the dark of the night, when her loneliness became more acute, Mia played with the device, gradually exploring her body and learning what a real orgasm felt like. 

Pressing the small object to the sensitive nub between her legs, Mia closed her eyes and relived the sensations brought on by her dream. Gradually increasing the speed of vibration on the toy, she let her imagination soar, picturing the K’s hands on her body and his lips kissing her, stroking her, touching her in sensitive and forbidden places, until the ball of tension deep within her belly got even tighter and exploded, sending tingly warmth all the way to her toes. 

***

The next morning, Mia woke up to a grey and overcast sky. Reaching for the phone to check the weather, she groaned. Ninety percent chance of rain with temperature in the mid-forties. Just what she needed when her Sociology paper awaited. Oh well, maybe she would make it to the library before the rain started.

Jumping out of bed, she pulled on her comfiest pair of sweats, a long-sleeved T-shirt, and a big hooded sweater she got on a high-school trip to Europe. It was her studying/paper-writing outfit, and it looked just as ugly today as it had the first time she’d worn it while cramming for her algebra test in tenth grade. The clothes fit her about the same now too, as she seemed to have developed a disgusting inability to gain inches either in girth or height since the age of fourteen.

Hastily brushing her teeth and washing her face, Mia stared critically in the mirror. A pale, slightly freckled face looked back at her. Her eyes were probably her best feature, an unusual shade of blue-grey that contrasted nicely with her dark hair. Her hair, on the other hand, was a whole different animal. If she spent an hour carefully blowdrying it with a diffuser, then she could maybe get her corkscrew curls to resemble something civilized. Her normal routine of going to sleep with it wet, however, was not conducive to anything but the frizzy mess she had on her head right now. Letting out a deep sigh, she ruthlessly pulled it back into a thick ponytail. Some day soon, when she had a real job, she might go to one of those expensive salons and try to get a straightening treatment. For now, since she didn’t have an hour each morning to waste on her hair, Mia figured she just had to live with it. 

Library time. Grabbing her backpack and her laptop, Mia pulled on her Uggs and headed out of the apartment. Five flights of stairs later, she exited her building, paying little attention to the peeling paint on the walls and the occasional cockroach that liked to live near the garbage chute. Such was student life in NYC, and Mia was one of the lucky ones to have a semi-affordable apartment so close to campus.

Real estate prices in Manhattan were as high as they’d ever been. In the first couple of years after the invasion, apartment prices in New York had cratered, just as they had in all the major cities around the world. With the hokey invasion movies still ruling the public’s imagination, most people figured that cities would be unsafe and departed for rural areas if they could. Families with children—already a rare commodity in Manhattan—left the city in droves, heading for the most remote areas they could find. The Ks had encouraged the migration, as it relieved the worst of the pollution in and around urban areas. Of course, people soon realized their folly, since the Ks wanted nothing to do with the major human cities and instead chose to build their Centers in warm, sparsely populated areas around the globe. Manhattan prices skyrocketed again, with a few lucky people making fortunes on the real estate bargains they’d picked up in the crash. Now, more than five years after K-Day—as the first day of the Krinar invasion came to be called—New York City rents were again testing record highs.

Lucky me, Mia thought with mild irritation. If she had been a couple of years older, she could’ve rented her current apartment for less than half the price. Of course, there was something to be said for graduating next year, instead of in the depths of the Great Panic—the dark months after Earth first faced the invaders.

Stopping by the local deli, Mia ordered a lightly toasted bagel (whole-grain, of course, the only kind available) with an avocado-tomato spread. Sighing, she remembered the delicious omelets her mom used to make, with crumbled bacon, mushrooms, and cheese. Nowadays, mushroom was the only ingredient on that list that was in any way affordable for a college student. Meat, fish, eggs, and dairy were premium products, available only as an occasional treat—the way foie gras and caviar used to be. That was one of the main changes that the Krinar had implemented. Having decided that the typical developed-world diet of the early twenty-first century was harmful both to humans and their environment, they shut down the major industrial farms, forcing meat and dairy producers to switch to growing fruits and vegetables. Only small farmers were left in peace and allowed to grow a few farm animals for special occasions. Environmental and animal-rights organizations had been ecstatic, and obesity rates in America were quickly approaching Vietnam’s. Of course, the fallout had been huge, with numerous companies going out of business and food shortages during the Great Panic. And later on, when the Krinar’s vampiric tendencies were discovered (though still not officially proven), the Far Right activists had claimed that the real reason for the forced change in diet was that it made the human blood taste sweeter to the Ks. Be that as it may, the majority of the food that was available and affordable now was disgustingly healthy.

“Umbrella, umbrella, umbrella!” A scruffy-looking man stood on the corner, hawking his wares in a strong Middle Eastern accent. “Five-dollar umbrella!”

Sure enough, less than a minute later, a light drizzle began. For the umpteenth time, Mia wondered if the street umbrella vendors had some kind of sixth sense about rain. They always seemed to appear right before the first drop fell, even if there was no rain in the forecast. As tempting as it was to buy an umbrella to stay dry, Mia only had a few blocks left to go and the rain was too light to justify an unnecessary expenditure of five dollars. She could’ve brought her old umbrella from home, but carrying an extra object was never high on her list of priorities. 

Walking as fast as she could while lugging her heavy bag, Mia turned the corner on West 4th Street, with the Bobst Library already in sight, when the downpour began. Crap, she should’ve bought that umbrella! Mentally kicking herself, Mia broke into a run—or rather a jog, given the backpack weighing her down—as raindrops pelted her face with the force of water bullets. Her hair somehow managed to escape from the ponytail, and was in her face, blocking her vision. A bunch of people rushed past her, hurrying to get out of the rain, and Mia was pushed a few times by pedestrians blinded by the combination of heavy rain and umbrellas held by more fortunate souls. At times like this, being 5’3” and barely a hundred pounds was a severe disadvantage. A big man brushed past her, his elbow bumping into her shoulder, and Mia stumbled, her foot catching on a crack in the sidewalk. Pitching forward, she managed to catch herself with her hands on wet pavement, sliding a few inches on the rough surface.

All of a sudden, strong hands lifted her from the ground, as though she weighed nothing, standing her upright under a large umbrella that the man held over both of their heads. 

Feeling like a dirty, drowned rat, Mia tried to brush her sodden hair off her face with the back of one scraped hand, while blinking the remnants of rain out of her eyes. Her nose decided to add to her humiliation, choosing that particular moment to let loose with an uncontrollable sneeze all over her rescuer. 

“Oh my God, I’m so sorry!” Mia frantically apologized in utter mortification. Her vision still blurry from the water running down her face, she desperately tried to wipe her nose with a wet sleeve to prevent another sneeze. “So sorry, I didn’t mean to sneeze on you like that!”

“No apologies necessary, Mia. Obviously, you got cold and wet. And injured. Let me see your hands.” 

This could not be happening. Her discomfort forgotten, all Mia could do was stare in disbelief as Korum carefully lifted her wrists palms-up and examined her scrapes. His large hands were unbelievably gentle on her skin, even as they held her in an inescapable grip. Although she was soaked to the skin in chilly mid-April weather, Mia felt like she was about to burst into flames, his touch sending a wave of heat rushing through her body. 

“You should get those injuries treated immediately. They could scar if you’re not careful. Here, come with me, and we’ll get them taken care of.” Releasing her wrists, Korum put a proprietary arm around her waist and began shepherding her back toward Broadway.

“Wait, what—” Mia tried to recover her wits. “What are you doing here? Where are you leading me?” The full danger of the situation was just now beginning to hit home, and she began to shiver from a combination of cold and fear. 

“You’re obviously freezing. I’m getting you out of this rain, and then we’ll talk.” His tone brooked no disagreement.

Desperately looking around, all Mia saw were people rushing to get out of the pouring rain, not paying any attention to their surroundings. In weather like this, a murder in the middle of the street was likely to go unnoticed, much less the struggles of one small girl. Korum’s arm was like a steel band around her waist, completely unmovable, and Mia found herself helplessly going along in whichever direction he was leading her.

“Wait, please, I really can’t go with you,” Mia protested shakily. Grasping at straws, she blurted out, “I have a paper to write!” 

“Oh really? And you’re going to write it in this condition?” His tone dripping with sarcasm, Korum gave her a disparaging once-over, lingering on her dripping hair and scraped hands. “You’re hurt, and you’re probably going to catch pneumonia—with that puny immune system you’ve got.”

As before, he somehow managed to get a rise out of her. How dare he call her puny! Mia saw red. “Excuse me, my immune system is just fine! Nobody catches pneumonia from getting stuck in the rain these days! Besides, what concern is it of yours? What are you doing here, stalking me?”

“That’s right.” His reply was smooth and completely nonchalant.

Her temper immediately cooling, Mia felt tendrils of fear snaking through her again. Swallowing to moisten her suddenly dry throat, she could only croak out one word. “W-Why?”

“Ah, here we are.” A black limo was sitting at the intersection of West 4th and Broadway. At their approach, the automatic doors slid open, revealing a plush cream-colored interior. Mia’s heart jumped into her throat. No way was she getting into a strange car with a K who admitted to stalking her. 

She dug in her heels and prepared to scream.

“Mia. Get. In. The. Car.” His words lashed at her like a whip. He looked angry, his eyes getting more yellow by the second. His normally sensuous-looking mouth appeared cruel all of a sudden, set in an uncompromising line. “Do NOT make me repeat myself.” 

Shaking like a leaf, Mia obeyed. Oh God, she just wanted to survive this, whatever the K had in store for her. Every horror story she’d ever heard about the invaders was suddenly fresh in her mind, every image from the gruesome fights during the Great Panic. She stifled a sob, watching as Korum got in the limo and closed the umbrella. The car doors slid shut. 

Korum pressed the intercom button. “Roger, please take us to my place.” He looked much calmer now, eyes back to the original golden brown.

“Yes, sir.” The driver’s reply came from behind the partition that fully blocked him from view.

Roger? That was a human name, Mia thought in desperation. Maybe he could help her, call the police on her behalf or something. Then again, what could the police do? It’s not like they could arrest a K. As far as Mia knew, they were above the reach of human law. He could pretty much do anything he wanted with her, and there was no one to stop him. Mia felt tears running down her rain-wet face as she thought about her parents’ grief when they found out that their daughter was missing.

“What? Are you crying?” Korum’s voice held a note of incredulity. “What are you, five?” He reached for her, his fingers locking around her upper arms, and pulled her closer to stare into her face. At his touch, Mia started shaking even harder, gasping sobs breaking out of her throat. 

“Hush, now. There’s no need for that. Shhh . . .” Mia suddenly found herself cradled fully on his lap, her face pressed against a broad chest. Still sobbing, she vaguely registered a pleasant scent of freshly laundered clothing and warm male skin, as his hand moved in soothing circles on her back. He really was treating her like a five-year-old crying over a boo-boo, she thought semi-hysterically. Strangely enough, the treatment was working. Mia felt her fear ebbing as he held her gently in those powerful arms, only to be replaced by a growing sense of awareness and a warm sensation somewhere deep inside. Adrenaline amplified attraction, she realized with a peculiar detachment, remembering a study on the subject from one of her psychology classes.

Still ensconced on his lap, she managed to pull away enough to look up at his face. Up close, his appearance was even more striking. His skin, a warm golden hue that was a couple of shades darker than her roommate’s, was flawless and seemed to glow with perfect health. Thick black lashes surrounded those incredible light-colored eyes—which were framed by the straight dark slashes of his eyebrows. 

“Are you going to hurt me?” The question escaped her before she could think any better of it. 

Her kidnapper let out a surprisingly human-like sigh, sounding exasperated. “Mia, listen to me, I mean you no harm . . . Okay?” He looked straight into her eyes, and Mia couldn’t look away, mesmerized by the yellow flecks in his irises. “All I wanted was to get you out of the rain and to treat your injuries. I’m taking you to my place because it’s nearby, and I can provide you with both medical assistance and a change of clothes there. I really didn’t mean to scare you, much less get you into this kind of state.”

“But you said . . . you said you were stalking me!” Mia stared at him in confusion.

“Yes. Because I found you interesting at the park and wanted to see you again. Not because I want to hurt you.” He was now rubbing her upper arms with a gentle up-and-down motion, as though soothing a skittish horse. 

At his admission, a wave of heat surged through her body. Did that mean he was attracted to her? Her heart rate picked up again, this time for a different reason. 

There was something else she needed to understand. “You forced me to get into the car . . .”

“Only because you were being stubborn and refusing to listen to common sense. You were wet and cold. I didn’t want to waste time arguing in the rain when a warm car was standing right there.” Put like that, his actions sounded downright humanitarian.

“Here.” Pulling a tissue from somewhere, he carefully blotted the remaining tears on her face and gave her another tissue to wipe her nose, watching with some amusement as she tried to blow into it as delicately as possible. “Feeling better now?” 

Strangely enough, she was. He could be lying to her, but what would be the point? He could do anything he wanted with her anyway, so why waste time trying to soothe her fears? Her earlier terror gone, Mia suddenly felt exhausted from her emotional roller coaster. As though sensing her state, Korum gathered her closer to him, pressing her face gently against his chest again. Mia did not object. Somehow, sitting there on his lap, inhaling his warm scent and feeling the heat of his body surrounding her, Mia felt better than she had in a long time.

 







CHAPTER THREE

 

“Here we are. Welcome to my humble abode.” 

Mia stared around in amazement, her gaze lingering on floor-to-ceiling windows looking out over the Hudson, gleaming wooden floors, and luxurious cream-colored furnishings. A few pieces of modern art on the walls and luscious-looking plants near the windows provided tasteful touches of color. It was the most beautiful apartment she had ever seen. And it looked completely human.

“You live here?” she asked in astonishment.

“Only when I come to New York.” 

Korum was hanging his trench coat in the closet by the door. It was such a simple, mundane action, but somehow his movements were just too fluid to be fully human. He was now clad only in a blue T-shirt and a pair of jeans. The clothes hugged his lean, powerful body to perfection. Mia swallowed, realizing that her incredible surroundings paled next to the gorgeous creature who was apparently occupying them. 

How could he afford this place? Were all the Ks rich? When the limo had pulled into the parking garage at the newest luxury high-rise in TriBeCa, Mia had been shocked to find herself escorted to a private elevator that took them directly to the penthouse floor. The apartment looked huge, particularly by Manhattan standards. Did it occupy the entire top floor of the building?

“Yes, the apartment is the whole floor.”

Mia blushed, just realizing that she had asked the question out loud. “Umm . . . it’s a beautiful place you’ve got here.”

“Thank you. Here, sit down.” He led her to a plush leather couch—cream-colored, of course. “Let me see your hands.”

Mia hesitantly extended her palms, wondering what he intended to do. Use his blood to heal them, the way vampires from popular fiction used to do?

Instead of cutting his palm or doing anything vampiric, Korum brought a thin silvery object toward her right palm. The size and thickness of an old-fashioned plastic credit card, the thing looked completely innocuous. That is, until it began to emit a soft red light directly over her hand. There was no pain, just a pleasant, warm sensation where the light touched her damaged skin. As Mia watched, her scrapes began to fade and disappear, like pencil marks getting erased. Within a span of two minutes, her palm was completely healed, as though there had been nothing there to begin with. Mia tentatively touched the area with her fingers. No pain whatsoever.

“Wow. That is amazing.” Mia exhaled sharply, releasing a breath she hadn’t even realized she was holding. Of course, she had known that the Ks were far more technologically advanced, but seeing what amounted to a miracle with her own eyes was still shocking.

Korum repeated the process on her other hand. Both of her palms were now completely healed, with no trace of an injury.

“Uh . . . thank you for that.” Mia didn’t really know what to say. Was this a K version of offering a Band-Aid, or did he just perform some kind of a complicated medical procedure on her? Should she offer to pay him? And if he said yes, would he accept student health insurance? Snap out of it, Mia! You’re being ridiculous!

“You’re welcome,” he said softly, still lightly holding her left hand. “Now let’s get you changed out of your wet clothes.”

Mia’s head jerked up in horrified disbelief. Surely he couldn’t mean to—

Before she even had a chance to say anything, Korum blew out an exasperated breath. “Mia, when I said that I don’t intend to harm you, I meant it. My definition of harm includes rape, in case you think we have some cultural differences there. So you can relax, and stop jumping at every word I say.” 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to imply . . .” Mia wished the ground would open up and simply swallow her. Of course, he wouldn’t rape her. He probably wasn’t even interested in her that way. Why would he want some skinny, pale little human when he could have any of the gorgeous K females she’d seen on TV? He’d never said he was attracted to her—just that he found her “interesting.” For all she knew, he could be a K scientist studying the New York breed of humans—and he had just found a curly-haired lab rat.

Letting out another sigh, Korum rose gracefully from the couch, his every move imbued with inhuman athleticism. “Here, come with me.”

Still feeling embarrassed, Mia barely paid attention to her surroundings as he led her down the hall. However, she couldn’t help but gasp at the first sight of the enormous bathroom that lay before her. 

The glass shower enclosure was bigger than her entire bathroom back home, and a large elevated jacuzzi occupied the center of the room. The entire bathroom was done in shades of ivory and grey, an unusual combination that nonetheless paired well in this luxurious environment. Two of the walls were floor-to-ceiling mirrors, further adding to the spacious feel. There were plants here too, she noticed with bemusement. Two exotic-looking plants with dark red leaves seemed to be thriving in the corners, apparently getting enough sunlight from the large skylight in the ceiling. 

“This is for you.” Korum slid open part of the glass wall and took out a large ivory towel and a soft-looking thick grey robe. “You can take a hot shower and change into this, and then I will throw your clothes in the dryer.” 

With a nod and a murmured thank-you, Mia accepted the two items, watching as Korum exited the room and closed the door behind him. 

A sense of unreality gripped her as she stared at the cutting-edge luxury all around her. This could not be happening to her. Could this be a really vivid dream? Surely Mia Stalis, from Ormond Beach, Florida, was not standing here in a bathroom fit for a king, having been told to take a hot shower by a K who had practically kidnapped her in order to heal her insignificant scratches with an alien magic device. Maybe if she blinked a few times, she would wake up back in her cramped room at the apartment she shared with Jessie.

To test that theory, Mia shut her eyes tightly and opened them again.  Nope, she was still standing there, feeling the plush towel and robe heavy in her arms. If this was a dream, then it was the most realistic dream she’d ever had. She might as well take that shower—now that the excitement was starting to wear off a bit, she felt the chill from her damp clothes sinking deep into her bones.

Putting down her burden on the edge of the tall jacuzzi tub, Mia walked to the door and locked it. Of course, if Korum really wanted to get in, it was doubtful that the flimsy lock would keep him out. The incredible strength of the Krinar was discovered in the first few weeks after the invasion, when some guerrilla fighters in the Middle East ambushed a small group of Ks in violation of the recently signed Coexistence Treaty. Video footage of the event, recorded by some bystander on his iPhone, showed scenes straight out of a horror science fiction movie. The band of thirty-plus Saudis, armed with grenades and automatic assault rifles, had stood no chance against the six unarmed Ks. Even wounded, the aliens moved at a speed exceeding that of all known living creatures on Earth, literally tearing apart their attackers with bare hands. One particularly dramatic scene showed a K throwing two screaming men—each with one hand—high up into the air. The exact height of the throw was later determined to be about sixty feet. Needless to say, the men had not survived their descent. The sheer savagery of that fight—and some subsequent encounters during the days of the Great Panic—stunned the human population, lending credence to the rumors of vampirism that emerged some months later. For all their advances in technology and seeming eco-consciousness, the Ks could be as brutal and violent as any vampire of legend.

And here she was stuck with one. Who wanted to heal her negligible scratches and have her take a hot shower in his fancy penthouse. And put her clothes in his dryer.  

A hysterical giggle escaped Mia at the thought.

Of course, he might like his snacks clean and sweet-smelling, but somehow Mia believed him when he said he didn’t want to hurt her. Besides, there was very little she could do about her current situation—she might as well stop freaking out and take advantage of the most luxurious shower of her life.  

Peeling off her wet clothes, Mia caught sight of herself in the mirror. Why was he interested in her? Sure, she was skinny, which was still in vogue, but he probably had the most beautiful women of both species fawning over him. Standing there naked, Mia tried to look at herself objectively and not through the eyes of a self-conscious teenager. The mirror reflected a thin young woman, with small, but nicely rounded breasts, slim hips, and a narrow waist. Her butt was reasonably curvy, considering the rest of her frame. Naked, she didn’t look like the shapeless stick figure she always felt like in her baggy clothes. If she were taller, she might even think she had a nice figure. However, her skin was way too pale and the dark mess of curls framing her face was much too frizzy for her to ever be considered more than moderately cute or passably pretty. 

Sighing, Mia stepped into the shower. After a brief battle with the touchscreen controls, she figured out how to work them and was soon enjoying warm water coming at her from five different directions. She even used his soap, which had a very faint but pleasing scent of something tropical. 

Ten minutes later, Mia regretfully turned off the water and stepped out onto a thick ivory bath rug. She dried herself with the towel Korum had so graciously provided, wrapped it around her wet hair, and put on the robe—which was, to her surprise, only a little big on her. It had to be a woman’s robe, she realized with an unpleasant pang of something that felt oddly like jealousy. Don’t be silly, Mia, of course he has female guests! A creature that gorgeous would hardly be celibate. He might even have a girlfriend or a wife.

Mia swallowed to get rid of an obstruction in her throat that seemed to rise up at that thought. Stop it, Mia! She had no idea what he wanted from her, and she had absolutely no reason to feel like this about an alien from outer space who may or may not drink human blood.

Padding to the door in her bare feet, Mia picked up her discarded clothes from the floor. They felt wet and yucky in her hands, and she was glad she was no longer wearing them. Carefully opening the door, she peeked out into the hallway, spotting a soft-looking pair of grey house slippers that Korum apparently left for her. 

No sign of Korum himself. 

Putting on the slippers, Mia left the bathroom and headed to the left, hoping that she was going back toward the living room. The last thing she wanted was to stumble into his bedroom, even though that thought made her feel warm and flushed all over.

He was sitting on the couch, looking at something in his palm. Sensing her presence, he lifted his head, and a luminous smile slowly lit his face at the sight of her standing there in the too-big robe and turban-like towel on her head. 

“You look adorable in that.” His voice was low and somehow intimate, even from across the room, making her insides clench in a strangely sexual way. Oh God, what did he mean by that? Was he actually interested in her? Mia was sure she had just turned beet-red as her heart rate suddenly picked up. 

“Ah, thanks,” she mumbled, unable to think of a better response. Was it her imagination, or did his eyes turn an even deeper shade of gold? 

“Here, let me have those.” Before she had a chance to recover her composure, he was next to her, taking her wet clothes from her slightly shaky arms. “Have a seat, and I’ll drop these in the dryer.” 

With that, he disappeared down the hall. Mia stared after him, wondering if she should be worried. He said he wasn’t going to hurt her, but would he take no for an answer if he really was interested in her sexually? More importantly, would she be able to say no, given her response to him thus far? 

She’d heard of humans having sex with Ks, so their species were definitely compatible in that way. In fact, there were even websites where people who wanted to have sex with Ks posted ads designed to attract them. Some of the ads must have garnered responses, since the websites stayed in business. Mia always used to think that these xenos—short for xenophiles, a derogatory term for K addicts—were crazy. Sure, most of the invaders tended to be very good-looking, but they were so far from being human that one might as well have sex with a gorilla; there were fewer differences between gorilla and human DNA than between human and Krinar. 

Yet here she was, apparently very attracted to one particular K.

A minute later, Korum returned empty-handed, interrupting Mia’s chain of thought. “The clothes are drying,” he announced. “Are you hungry? I can make us something to eat in the meanwhile.” 

Ks could cook? Mia suddenly realized that she was, in fact, famished. With all the excitement of the past hour, her bagel breakfast seemed like a very long time ago. Cooking and eating also seemed like a very innocuous way to pass the time. 

“Sure, that sounds great. Thank you.”

“Okay, come with me to the kitchen, and I’ll make something.” 

With that promise, he walked over to a door she hadn’t noticed before and slid it open, revealing a large kitchen. Like the rest of the penthouse, it was striking. Gleaming stainless steel appliances, black and ivory marble floors, and black enameled lava countertops populated the space, for an almost futuristic look. Some kind of big-leafed plants in silvery pots hung from the ceiling near the windows, seeming very much at home in an otherwise sterile-looking environment. 

“How do you feel about a salad and a roasted veggie sandwich?” Korum was already opening the refrigerator, which looked like the latest version of the iZero—a smart fridge jointly created by Apple and Sub-Zero a couple of years ago. 

“That sounds great, thanks,” Mia answered absentmindedly, still studying her surroundings. Something was nagging at her, some obvious question that begged an answer. 

Suddenly, it hit her. 

“Your home only has our technology in it,” Mia blurted out. “Well, except for the little healing tool you used on me. All of these appliances, all of our technology—it must seem so primitive to you. Why do you use it instead of whatever you guys have instead?”

Korum grinned, revealing the dimple in his left cheek again, and walked over to the sink to rinse the lettuce. “I enjoy experiencing different things. A lot of your technology is really so ingenious, considering your limitations. And, to use one of your sayings, when in Rome . . .”

“So you’re basically slumming,” Mia concluded. “Living with the primitives, using their basic tools—”

“If you want to think of it that way.” 

He started chopping the veggies, his hands moving faster than any professional chef’s. Mia stared at him in fascination, struck by the incongruity of a creature from outer space making a salad. All of his movements were fluid and elegant—and somehow very inhuman. 

“What do you normally eat on Krina?” she asked, suddenly very curious. “Is your diet very different from ours?”

He looked up from the chopping and smiled at her. “It’s different in some ways, but very similar in other ways. We’re omnivorous like you, but lean even more toward plant foods in our diet. There’s a huge variety of edible plants on Krina—more so than here on Earth. Some of our plants are very dense in calories and rich in flavor, so we never quite developed the taste for meat that humans seem to have acquired recently.” 

Mia blinked, surprised. There was something predatory in the way he moved—the way all Ks moved. Their speed and strength, as well as the violent streak they’d displayed, did not make sense for a primarily herbivorous species. So there must be something to the vampire rumors after all. If they didn’t hunt animals for their meat, then how had they evolved all these hunter-like traits? 

She wanted to ask him that, but had a feeling that she might not want to know the answer. If his species really did view humans as prey, it was probably best not to remind him about it when she was alone with him in his lair. 

Mia decided to stick with something safer instead. “So is that why you guys emphasize plant foods so much for us? Because you like it yourselves?”

He shook his head, continuing to chop. “Not really. Our main concern was the abuse of your planet’s resources. Your unhealthy addiction to animal products was destroying the environment at a much faster rate than anything else you were doing, and that was not something we wanted to see.”

Mia shrugged, not being particularly environmentally conscious herself. Since he was being so accommodating, though, she decided to resume her earlier line of questioning. “Is that why you’re here in New York, to experience something different?”

“Among other reasons.” He turned on the oven and placed sliced zucchini, eggplant, peppers, and tomatoes on a tray inside.

How frustrating. He was being evasive, and Mia didn’t like it one bit. She decided to change her approach. “What brings you to Earth in general? Are you one of the soldiers, or the scientists, or do you do something else . . .” Her voice trailed off suggestively.

“Why, Mia, are you asking me about my occupation?” He sounded like he was again laughing at her.

Predictably, Mia felt her hackles rising. “Why, yes, I am. Is that classified information?”

He threw back his head and burst out laughing. “Only for curious little girls.” Mia stared back at him with a stony expression on her face. Still chuckling, he revealed, “I’m an engineer by profession. My company designed the ships that brought us here.”

“The ships that brought you here? But I thought the Krinar had been visiting Earth for thousands of years before you formally came here?” That had been one of the most striking revelations about the invaders—the fact that they’d been observing humans and living among them long before K-Day.

He nodded, still smiling. “That’s true. We’ve been able to visit you for a long time. However, traveling to Earth had always been a dangerous task—as was space travel in general—so only a few intrepid individuals would attempt it at any given time. It’s only in the past few hundred years that we fully perfected the technology for faster-than-light travel, and my company succeeded in building ships that could safely transport thousands of civilians to this part of the universe.”

That was interesting. She’d never heard this before. Was he telling her something that wasn’t public knowledge? Encouraged and unbearably curious, Mia continued with her questions. “So have you been to Earth before K-Day?” she asked, staring at him in wide-eyed fascination.

He shrugged—a human gesture that was apparently used by the Ks as well. “A couple of times.”

“Is it true that all our UFO sightings are based on actual interactions with the Krinar?”

He grinned. “No, that was mostly weather balloons and your own governments testing classified aircraft. Less than one percent of those sightings could actually be attributed to us.”

“And the Greek and Roman myths?” Mia had read recent speculation that the Krinar may have been worshipped as deities in antiquity, giving rise to the Greek and Roman polytheistic religions. Of course, even today, some religious groups had embraced the Ks as the true creators of humankind, spawning an entirely new movement dedicated to venerating and emulating the invaders. The Krinarians, as these K-worshippers were known, sought every opportunity to interact with the beings they viewed as real-life gods, believing it increased their odds of reincarnating as a K. The Big Three—Christianity, Islam, and Judaism—had reacted very differently, refusing to accept that Ks were in any way responsible for the origin of life on Earth. Some more extreme religious factions had even declared the Krinar to be demons and claimed that their arrival was part of the end-of-days prophecy. Most people, however, had accepted the aliens for what they were—an ancient, highly advanced species that had sent DNA from Krina to Earth, thus starting life on this planet.

“Those were based on the Krinar,” confirmed Korum. “A few thousand years ago, a small group of our scientists, sent here to study and observe, became overly involved in human affairs—to the point that they overstayed their mission by a few hundred years. They ultimately had to be forcibly returned to Krina when it became obvious that they were purposefully preying on human ignorance.” 

Before Mia had a chance to digest that information, the oven let out a little beep signifying the food’s readiness. 

“Ah, here we go.” He took out the roasted veggies and dropped them into a marinade he’d managed to whip up during their conversation. Placing a large salad in the middle of the table, he picked up a sizable portion and deposited it on Mia’s plate. “We can start with this while the veggies are marinating.”

Mia dug into her salad, holding back an inappropriate giggle at the thought that she was literally eating food of the gods —or at least food that had been prepared by someone who would’ve been worshipped as a god a couple of thousand years ago. The salad was delicious—crispy lettuce, creamy avocado, crunchy peppers, and sweet tomatoes were combined with some type of tangy lemony dressing that was mildly spicy. She was either super-hungry, or it was the best salad she’d had in a long time. In the past few years, she’d learned to tolerate salad out of necessity, but this kind of salad she could actually grow to like. 

“Thank you, this is delicious,” she mumbled around a mouthful of salad. 

“You’re welcome.” He was digging in as well, with obvious enjoyment. For a little while, there was only the sound of them munching on the salad in companionable silence. After finishing his portion—he even ate faster than normal, Mia noticed—Korum got up to make the sandwiches. 

Two minutes later, a beautifully made sandwich was sitting in front of Mia. The dark crusty bread appeared to be freshly baked, and the veggies looked tender and were seasoned with some kind of orange spices. Mia picked up her portion and bit into it, nearly stifling a moan of enjoyment. It tasted even better than it looked. 

“This is great. Where did you learn to cook like this?” Mia inquired with curiosity after swallowing her fifth bite. 

He shrugged, finishing up his own larger sandwich. “I enjoy making things. Cooking is just one manifestation of that. I also like to eat, so it’s helpful to know how to make good food.”

That made sense to her. Mia ate the last bite of her sandwich and licked her finger to get the remainder of the delicious marinade. Lifting her head, she suddenly froze at the look on Korum’s face. 

He was staring at her mouth with what looked like raw hunger, his eyes turning more golden by the second. 

“Do that again,” he ordered softly, his voice a dark purr from across the table.

Mia’s heart skipped a beat. 

The atmosphere had suddenly turned heavy and intensely sexual, and she had no idea how to deal with it. The full vulnerability of her situation dawned on her. She was completely naked underneath the thick robe. All he had to do was pull on the flimsy belt holding the robe together, and her body would be fully revealed to him. Not that clothes would provide any protection against a K—or a human male for that matter, given her size—but wearing only a robe made her feel much more exposed. 

Slowly getting up, she took a step away from the table. Her heartbeat thundering in her ears, Mia nervously blurted out, “Thank you for the meal, but I should really get going now. Do you think my clothes might be dry?” 

For a second, Korum did not respond, continuing to look at her with that disconcertingly hungry expression. Then, as if coming to some internal decision, he slowly smiled and got up himself. “They should be ready by now. Why don’t you put the dishes in the dishwasher while I go check?”

Mia nodded in agreement, afraid that her voice would tremble if she spoke out loud. Her legs felt like cooked noodles, but she started gathering the dishes. Korum smiled approvingly and exited the room, leaving Mia alone to recover her composure. 

By the time he came back, his arms loaded with her dry clothes, Mia had managed to convince herself that she had overreacted to a potentially harmless remark. Most likely, her imagination was working in overdrive, adding sexual overtones to where there were none. Given his apparent fascination with human technology and lifestyle, it wasn’t all that surprising that he would find an actual human interesting as well—maybe even cute in something they did—the same way Mia felt about animals in the zoo. 

Feeling slightly bad about her earlier awkwardness, Mia tentatively smiled at Korum as he handed her the clothes. “Thanks for drying these—I really appreciate it.”

“No problem. It was my pleasure.” He smiled back, but there was a hint of something mildly disturbing in the look he gave her. 

“If you don’t mind, I’ll just go change.” Still feeling inexplicably nervous, Mia turned toward the kitchen exit. 

“Sure. Do you remember the way to the bathroom? You can go change there.” He pointed down the hall, watching with a half-smile as she gratefully escaped. 

 

 

Locking the bathroom door, Mia hurriedly changed into her comfortably ugly—and pleasantly warm from the dryer—clothes. He had somehow managed to dry her Uggs as well, Mia noticed with pleasure as she pulled them on. Feeling much more like herself, she unwrapped the towel from her hair, which was only slightly damp at this point, and left the curly mess down to finish drying. Then, thinking that she was as ready as she would ever be, Mia left the relative safety of the bathroom and ventured back out into the living room to face Korum and his confusing behavior.

He was again sitting on the couch, analyzing something in his palm. He seemed very absorbed in it, so Mia cautiously cleared her throat to notify him of her presence. 

At the sound, he looked up with a mysterious smile. “There you are, all nice and dry.”

“Ah, yeah, thanks for that.” Mia self-consciously shifted from one foot to another. “And thanks again for your hospitality. I really should get going now, try to write that paper and finish up some other homework . . .”

“Sure, I’ll take you wherever you want to go.” He got up in one smooth motion, heading to the coat closet. 

“Oh no, you don’t have to do that,” protested Mia. “Really, I have no problem taking the subway. The rain has stopped, so I’ll be totally fine.”

He just gave her an incredulous look. “I said I will take you there.” His tone left no room for negotiation. 

Mia decided not to argue. It’s not as if she rode in a limo every day. Since Korum was so determined to give her a lift, she might as well enjoy the experience. So Mia kept quiet and meekly followed him as he entered a posh-looking elevator and pressed the button for the ground floor. 

Roger and his limo were already waiting in front of the building. The doors slid open at their approach, and Korum courteously waited until Mia climbed inside before getting in himself. Mia wondered where he had learned all of these polite human gestures. Somehow she doubted that “ladies first” was a universal custom. 

“Where would you like to go?” he inquired, sitting down next to her. 

Mia thought about it for a second. As much as she’d love to run home and blab about the entire unbelievable encounter to Jessie, the deadline for her paper was looming. She needed to go to the library. She only hoped that she could put the day’s events out of her mind for a few hours, or however long it took her to write the damn paper. “The Bobst Library, please, if it’s not too much trouble,” she requested tentatively.

“It’s no trouble at all,” he reassured her, pressing the intercom button and conveying the instructions to Roger. 

Sitting in the closed quarters of the limo, Mia became increasingly aware of his large, warm body less than a foot away from her. Her body reacted to his nearness without reservations. 

He really was an incredibly beautiful male specimen by anyone’s standards, Mia thought with an almost analytical detachment. She guessed his height to be somewhere just over six feet, and he appeared to be quite muscular, judging by the way his T-shirt fit him earlier. With his striking coloring, he was easily the most handsome man she’d ever seen, in real life or on video. It was no wonder he was having such an effect on her, she told herself—any normal woman would feel the same. Understanding the rationale behind her attraction to him, however, did not lessen its power one bit. 

“So, Mia, tell me about yourself.” His softly spoken directive interrupted her thoughts. 

“Um, okay.” For some reason, the question flustered her. “What do you want to know?” 

He shrugged and smiled. “Everything.” 

“Well, I’m a junior at NYU, majoring in psychology,” Mia began, hoping she wasn’t babbling. “I’m originally from a small town in Florida, and I came to New York to go to school.” 

He stopped her with a shake of his head. “I know all that. Tell me something more than basic facts.”

Mia stared at him in shock, suddenly feeling like a hunted rabbit. With surprising calm, she asked, “How do you know all this?” 

“The same way I knew where to find you today. It’s very easy to find information on humans, especially those with nothing to hide.” He smiled, as though he hadn’t just shattered all of her illusions about privacy. 

“But why?” Mia could no longer hold back a question that had been tormenting her for the last two days. “Why are you so interested in me? Why go to all these lengths?” She waved her hand, indicating the limo and everything he had done so far.

He looked at her steadily, his gaze nearly hypnotizing in its intensity. “Because I want to fuck you, Mia. Is that what you’re afraid of hearing, why you’ve been acting so scared of me all along?” Without giving her a chance to catch her breath, he continued in the same gently mocking tone. “Well, it’s true. I do. For some reason, you caught my attention yesterday, sitting there on that bench with your curly hair and big blue eyes, so frightened when I looked your way. You’re not my type at all. I don’t typically go for scared little girls, particularly of the human variety, but you”—he reached across with his right hand and slowly stroked her cheek—“you made me want to strip you down right there in the middle of that park, and see what’s hidden underneath these ugly clothes of yours. It took all my willpower to let you go then, and, when you licked your little finger so enticingly in my kitchen, I could barely stop myself from spreading open your robe and burying myself between your thighs right there on the kitchen table.” 

His touch felt like it was leaving burning streaks in its aftermath as he tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and gently brushed his knuckles across her lips. “But I’m not a rapist. And that’s what it would be right now—rape—because you’re so frightened of me, and of your own sexuality.” Leaning closer, he murmured softly, “I know you want me, Mia. I can see the flush of arousal on your pretty cheeks, and I can smell it in your underwear. I know your little nipples are hard right now, and that you’re getting wet even as we speak, your body lubricating itself for my penetration. If I were to take you right now, you would enjoy it once you got past the fear and the pain of losing your virginity—yes, I know about that too—but I will wait for you to get used to the idea of being mine. Just don’t take too long—I only have so much patience left for you.”

 







CHAPTER FOUR

 

Mia hardly remembered the remainder of the ride.

At some point in the next few minutes, the limo had pulled up to the Bobst Library, and Korum had courteously opened the door for her again and handed her the backpack. He then proceeded to gently brush his lips against her cheek, as though parting ways with his sister, and left her standing on the curb in front of the imposing library building. 

Moving on autopilot, Mia somehow found herself inside, sitting in one of the plush armchairs that were her favorite place to study. Going through the motions, she took out her Mac and placed it on the side table, noting with some interest that her hand was shaking and her fingernails had a slight bluish tint to them. She also felt cold deep inside. 

Shock, Mia realized. She had to be in a state of mild shock. 

For some reason, that pissed her off. Yes, she felt like he had stripped her naked with his words in the car, leaving her feeling raw and vulnerable. Yes, if she thought too deeply about the meaning of his last words, she would probably start running and screaming. But she was hardly a Victorian maiden—her lack of experience notwithstanding—and she refused to let a few explicit phrases send her into vapors.

Resolutely getting up, Mia left her bag in the chair as a placeholder—nobody would steal a computer that old—and headed to the coffee shop to get something hot to drink. On the way there, she stopped by the bathroom. Splashing warm water on her face in an attempt to regain her equilibrium, Mia inadvertently caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. The usual pale face staring back at her looked subtly different—somehow softer and prettier. Her lips appeared fuller, as though slightly swollen where he had touched them. Her eyes looked brighter, and there was a hint of color on her cheeks. 

He was right, Mia thought. She had been extremely turned on in the car, his words alone bringing her nearly to the edge of orgasm—despite her shock and fear. What that said about her was not something she cared to analyze too deeply. Even now, she could feel the residual dampness in her underwear and a slight pulsing sensation deep within her sex whenever she thought back to that limo ride. 

Taking a deep breath, Mia squared her shoulders and exited the restroom. Her sex life in all its extraterrestrial manifestations would have to wait until the paper was done and submitted. 

Her priorities were two-fold right now—an extra-large coffee and a few hours of uninterrupted quality time with the Mac. 

***

The ringing of the doorbell and an excited squeal by her roommate woke up Mia twelve minutes before her alarm. 

Groaning, she rolled over and put her pillow over her head, hoping that the source of the noise would go away and let her get the remaining few minutes of precious sleep. 

She had gotten home at three in the morning, after finally finishing the evil paper. Unfortunately, she had a 9 a.m. class on Mondays, which meant that she would get less than five hours of sleep that night. Even so, her overtired brain had refused to let go of the day’s events, with dark, erotic dreams interrupting her sleep—dreams in which she would see his face, feel his touch burning her skin, hear his voice promising both pain and ecstasy. 

And now she couldn’t even enjoy a few moments of peaceful rest, as Jessie apparently couldn’t contain her excitement over whatever it was that came to the door. 

“Mia! Mia! Guess what?” Jessie was practically singing as she knocked on Mia’s bedroom door. 

“I’m sleeping!” Mia growled, wanting to smack Jessie for the first time in her life. 

“Oh come on, I know your alarm is about to go off. Rise and shine, Sleeping Beauty, and see what you got from Prince Charming!”

Mia bolted upright in her bed, all trace of sleepiness forgotten. “What are you talking about?” Jumping out of bed, she flung open the door, confronting her disgustingly cheerful and bright-eyed roommate.

“This!” With a huge excited grin, Jessie gestured toward a large vase of exotic pink and white flowers that occupied the center of their kitchen table. “The delivery guy just came and brought this. Look, there’s even a card and everything! Do you know who sent it? Is there some secret admirer that you haven’t told me about?”

Mia felt a sudden inner chill even as her pulse speeded up. Approaching the table, she reached for the card and opened it with trepidation. The content of the note—written in neat, but clearly masculine handwriting—was simple: 

Tonight, 7pm. I will pick you up. Wear something nice.

Her hand shaking slightly, Mia put down the note. For some reason, she hadn’t thought he would want to see her again so soon, much less come to her apartment. 

“Well? Don’t keep me in suspense!” Unable to wait any longer, Jessie grabbed the note and read it herself. “Ooh, what’s this? You have a date?”

Mia felt the beginnings of a throbbing headache. “Not exactly,” she said wearily. “Let me get dressed for class, and we can talk on the way.” 

Ten minutes later, Mia grabbed a breakfast bar and headed out the door with Jessie, who was nearly bursting with curiosity at this point. Sighing, Mia relayed a shortened version of the story, leaving out a few details that she felt were too private to share—such as his exact words and her reaction to him. 

“Oh my God.” Jessie’s face reflected horrified disbelief. “And now he wants to see you again? Mia—this is bad, really bad.” 

“I know.”

“I can’t believe he just openly told you he intends to have sex with you.” Jessie was wringing her hands in distress. “What if you don’t show up tonight—go to the library instead or something?”

“I’m pretty sure he’ll be able to find me there. He’s done that before. And I don’t know what he’ll do if he gets mad.”

Jessie’s eyes widened. “Do you think he would hurt you?” she asked in a hushed tone. 

Mia thought about it for a few seconds. All his actions toward her thus far had been . . . solicitous, for lack of a better word. It could all be an act, of course, but somehow she doubted that he would physically abuse her. 

“I don’t think so,” she said slowly. “But I don’t know what else he might be capable of.”

“Like what?”

“Well, that’s the thing—I just don’t know.” Mia nervously tugged at one long curl. “He’s definitely not playing by any kind of normal dating rules. I mean, he practically kidnapped me off the street yesterday . . .”

“What if you go home to Florida?” Jessie was obviously desperate to find a solution. 

“That seems like an overreaction. Besides, it’s the middle of the semester. I can’t go anywhere until this summer.” 

“Crap.” Jessie sounded stumped for a second. “Well, then just tell him no when he shows up tonight. Do you think he would force you to go with him anyway?”

“I have no idea,” Mia said wryly, pausing in front of the building that was her destination. “I’m going to have to think about this some more. Maybe if I look particularly ugly tonight, he’ll lose interest.”

“That’s a great idea!” Jessie clapped her hands in excitement. “He wants you to wear something nice tonight? Well, you show him! Put on your ugliest clothes, eat some fresh garlic and onion, put some oil in your hair so it looks all greasy, and maybe do something that makes you sweaty—like a run—and don’t shower or use deodorant afterwards!”

Mia stared at her roommate in fascination. “You’re scary. How did you come up with all of this? It’s not like you try to un-attract guys on a regular basis.”

“Oh, it’s easy. Just think of all the things you’d do to get ready for a date—and do just the opposite.” Jessie breezily waved one hand with such a know-it-all expression that Mia couldn’t help but burst out laughing.

***

At six o’clock, Mia began implementing Jessie’s plan. Her roommate had been dying to see her first K and lend Mia moral support for the confrontation, but she had a biology lab that couldn’t be missed. Mia was glad about that. The last thing she wanted was to put Jessie in harm’s way. 

 She started out by doing jumping jacks, lunges, squats, and sit-ups. Within fifteen minutes, her leg and stomach muscles—unused to so much exertion—were burning, and Mia was covered with a fine layer of sweat. Without bothering to shower, she put on her oldest, rattiest underwear, thick brown tights that her sister absolutely despised, and a long-sleeved black dress that Jessie had once claimed made her look completely washed out and shapeless. A pair of old black Mary-Janes with medium-height heels, worn out and scuffed, completed the look. No makeup, except for a slight dusting of dark blue shadow directly under her eyes—to imitate under-eye circles. Her hair already looked like a frizzy mess, but Mia brushed it for good measure and added hair conditioner only to the roots, leaving the ends to poof out in every direction. And for the grand finale, she cut up an entire clove of garlic, mixed it with green onion, and thoroughly chewed it, making sure that the smelly mixture got into every nook and corner of her mouth before she spit it out. Satisfied, she took one last look in the mirror. As expected, she looked ghastly—like somebody’s crazy spinster aunt—and probably smelled even worse. If Korum remained interested in her after tonight, she would be very surprised. 

When the doorbell rang promptly at seven, Mia put on her scruffy wool peacoat and opened the door with a mixture of trepidation and barely contained glee. 

The sight that greeted her was breathtaking. 

Somehow, in the short span of a day, Mia had managed to forget just how beautiful he was. Dressed in a pair of dark designer jeans and a light grey button-down shirt that fit his tall, muscular body to perfection, he fairly gleamed with health and vitality, his bronzed skin and glossy black hair providing a stark contrast for those incredible amber-colored eyes. Mia suddenly felt irrationally embarrassed about her own grungy appearance. 

At the sight of her, his lips parted in a slow smile. “Ah, Mia. Somehow I suspected that you would be difficult.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Mia said defiantly, lifting her chin. 

“I’m glad you decided to play this game.” He reached out and stroked her cheek, sending an unwanted shiver of pleasure down her spine. “It will make your eventual surrender that much sweeter.” 

Still smiling, he politely offered her his arm. “Ready to go?”

Fuming, Mia ignored his offer, stomping down the stairs on her own. Idiot! She should’ve realized he would see her deliberately ugly appearance as a challenge. With his looks and apparent wealth, he probably had women fawning all over him. It must be refreshing to meet someone who didn’t immediately fall into his bed. Maybe she should just sleep with him and get it over with. If the pursuit was what he enjoyed, then he would lose interest very quickly if he got what he wanted.

The limo was waiting as they exited the building. “Where are we going?” Mia asked, wondering about it for the first time.

“Percival,” Korum answered, opening the door for her. The place he named was a popular restaurant in the Meatpacking District that was notoriously difficult to get into, even on a Monday night. 

Mia mentally kicked herself again. It was one thing to look repellent for Korum—a wasted effort, as it turned out—but it was a whole different level of embarrassing to show up in the fanciest, trendiest district of New York City looking and smelling like a homeless person. Still, she’d rather die of embarrassment than give Korum the satisfaction of knowing how discomfited she felt. 

He climbed into the car and sat down next to her. Reaching out, he took one of her hands and brought it to his lap, studying her palm and fingers with some apparent fascination. Her hand looked tiny in his large grasp, his golden skin appearing much darker next to her own whiteness, creating a surprisingly erotic contrast. Mia attempted to yank her hand away, trying to ignore the sensations his touch was provoking in her nether regions. He held her hand just long enough to let her feel the futility of her struggles, and then let go with a small smile. 

It was strange, Mia thought, somewhere along the way she had stopped being so afraid of him. For some reason, knowing his intentions toward her—as crude and base as they were—gave her a peace of mind. The scared girl who sat in this car yesterday would not have dared to oppose him in any way for fear of unknown retaliation. Mia no longer had such qualms, and it was oddly liberating. 

A minute later, the limo pulled up to the door of the restaurant. Korum exited first and Mia followed, noticing with mortification the double-takes they got from the well-dressed men and women on the street. A gorgeous K in his limo was bound to attract attention, and Mia was sure they wondered about his dowdy companion. 

A tall, rail-thin hostess greeted them at the door. Without even asking for their reservations, she led them to a private booth in the back of the restaurant. “Welcome back to Percival,” she purred, leaning suggestively over Korum while handing them the menus. “Should I start you off with sparkling or flat?”

“Sparkling would be fine, Ashley, thanks,” he said absentmindedly, studying the menu. 

Mia felt a sudden, shocking urge to tear out every straight blond hair from Ashley’s model-like head. A strange nausea-like sensation roiled her stomach as she pictured the two of them together in bed, his muscular body wrapped around the blonde’s. Stop it, Mia! Of course, he slept with other women! Undoubtedly, the creature left a trail of Ashleys anywhere he went. 

“Have you decided what you’d like?” he inquired, looking up from his menu, seemingly oblivious to the murderous expression on Mia’s face.

“No, not yet.” Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to concentrate on the menu. This was undoubtedly the nicest restaurant she’d ever been to, and the menu—which lacked prices for some reason—listed some dishes and ingredients that she’d never heard of. Her eyes widened as she noticed goat cheese and caviar in the appetizer section and eggs in one of the noodle dishes. Her mouth watered. “I think I’ll get the roasted beets and goat cheese salad, followed by the pesto-artichoke Pad Thai.” 

Korum smiled at her indulgently. “Of course.” He motioned to the waiter and relayed her order. “And I will have the watercress jicama salad and the shiitake parsnip ravioli in cashew cream. We’ll also get a bottle of Dom Perignon.”

Mia looked at him in fascination. She hadn’t known that Ks consumed alcohol. In fact, there was so much that she—and the public in general—didn’t know about the invaders who now lived alongside them. It dawned on Mia that she had the perfect opportunity to learn sitting across her at the table. 

Feeling slightly reckless, she decided to start with the question that had been bothering her ever since their first meeting. “Is it true that you drink human blood?”

Korum’s eyebrows shot up on his forehead, and he nearly choked on his drink. “You don’t pull any punches, do you?” A big grin breaking out on his face, he asked, “Are you asking if we have to drink human blood, or if we do it anyway?”

Mia swallowed. She was suddenly far from sure this was the best line of questioning. “I guess both.”

“Well, let me set your mind at ease . . . We no longer require blood for survival.”

“But you did before?” Mia’s eyes widened in shock. 

“Originally, when we first evolved into our current form, we needed to consume significant amounts of blood from a group of primates that had certain genetic similarities to us. It was a deficiency in our DNA that made us vulnerable and tied our existence to another species. We have since corrected this defect.”

“So it’s true? There were humans on your planet?” Mia was staring at him open-mouthed.

“They weren’t exactly human. Their blood, however, had the same hemoglobin characteristics as yours.” 

“What happened to them? Are they still around?”

“No, they are now extinct.” 

“I don’t understand,” Mia said slowly, trying to make sense of what she’d learned thus far. “If you needed them to survive, how and when did they go extinct? Was that before or after you . . . um . . . fixed your defect?”

“It happened long before then. We succeeded in developing a synthetic substance before the last of their kind disappeared, and it enabled us to survive their demise. They were an endangered species for millions of years. It was partially our fault for hunting them, but a lot of it had to do with their own low birth rate and short lifespan. Just like you, they had a weak immune system, and a plague nearly wiped them out. That’s when we began to work on alternative routes of survival for our species—synthetic hemoglobin substitutes, experimentation with our own DNA, and attempting to develop a comparable species both on Krina and on other planets.”

A lightbulb went off in Mia’s brain. “Is that why you planted life here on Earth? Is that how humans came to be—you needed a comparable species?”

“More or less. It was a shot in the dark, with minuscule odds of success. We disseminated our DNA as far as our then-primitive technology could reach. We didn’t know which planets and where would be hospitable to life, much less bear any similarities to Krina, so we blindly sent billions of drones to planets that are located in what you now call the Goldilocks Zones.”

“Goldilocks Zones?”

“Yes, these are also called the habitable zones—regions in the universe around various stars that potentially have the right atmospheric pressure to maintain liquid water on the surface. Based on our knowledge, those are the only places where life similar to Krina’s could arise.”

Mia nodded, now remembering learning about that in high school.

Satisfied that she was following along, he continued his explanation. “One of the drones reached Earth, and the first simple organisms succeeded in surviving here. Of course, we didn’t know that at the time. It wasn’t until some six hundred million years ago that we reached this part of the galaxy and found Earth.”

“Right before the Cambrian explosion began?” asked Mia, goosebumps breaking out on her arms. It was public knowledge now that the Ks had influenced evolution on Earth to a fairly significant degree, the timing of their initial arrival coinciding with the previously puzzling appearance of many new and complex life forms during the early Cambrian period. But their motives for planting life on Earth and later manipulating it had remained a mystery, and it was incredible to hear him speak about it so nonchalantly, revealing so much to her over dinner.

“Exactly. We have occasionally stepped in to guide your evolution, particularly when it threatened to drastically diverge from ours—such as when the dinosaurs had become a dominant life form—”

“But I thought the dinosaurs had been killed by an asteroid?”

“They were. But we could have easily deflected that strike. Instead, we simply ensured that the necessary life forms, such as the early versions of mammals, survived.” 

Mia stared at him open-mouthed as he continued the story. 

“When the first primate appeared here, it was a tremendous achievement for us because its blood carried the hemoglobin. However, we no longer needed it by then because we’d recently had the breakthrough that allowed us to manipulate our own DNA without adverse consequences.”

He paused when the salads were served, and continued speaking between bites of his watercress. “At that point, Earth and its primate species had become the grandest scientific experiment in the history of the known universe. The challenge for us became to see whether we could nudge along evolution just enough to see another intelligent species emerge.”

Mia felt chills going down her spine as she listened to the story of human origins told by an alien from the gazillion-year-old civilization that had essentially played God. An alien who was munching on his salad at the same time, as though discussing nothing more important than the weather. 

“You see,” he continued, “the primates on Krina were of the same intelligence level as your chimpanzees, and few of us thought that a species as short-lived as yours could develop a truly sophisticated intellect. But we persisted, occasionally stepping in with genetic modifications to make you look more like us, and the result has surpassed all our expectations. While you share a lot of the characteristics of the Krinian primates—presence of the hemoglobin, a relatively weak immune system, and a short lifespan—you have a much higher birth rate and an intelligence that’s nearly comparable to ours. Your evolution rate is also much faster than ours—mostly due to that higher birth rate. The transition from primitive primates to intelligent beings took you only a couple of million years, while it took us nearly a billion.”

Dozens of questions were running through Mia’s mind. She latched onto the first one. “Why did you care if we looked like you? Is that somehow a requirement for intelligence?”

“No, not really. It just made the most sense to the scientists who were overseeing the project at the time. They wanted to create a sister species, intelligent beings that looked like us, so that it would be easier for us to relate to them, easier to communicate with them. Of course,” he said with a wicked smile, twirling his empty fork, “there was an unexpected side benefit.”

Mia looked at him warily. “What benefit?”

“Well, you see, when the first Earth primates appeared, some of the Krinar tried drinking their blood out of curiosity. And they quickly discovered that, in the absence of the biological need for the hemoglobin, drinking blood gave them a very pleasurable high—an almost sexual buzz. It was better than any drug, although synthetic versions of your blood have since become quite popular in our bars and nightclubs.”

Mia nearly choked on her salad. Coughing, she drank some water to clear the obstruction in her throat while he watched with an amused look on his face.

“But the best thing of all was our more recent discovery.” He leaned closer to her, his eyes turning a now-familiar shade of deeper gold. “You see, it turns out that there’s nothing quite as pleasurable as drinking blood from a living source during sex. The experience is simply indescribable.”

Mia reflexively swallowed, feeling horrified and oddly aroused at the same time. “So you want to drink my blood while . . . fucking?” 

The corners of his mouth turned upward in a sensuous smile. “That would be the ultimate goal, yes.”

She had to know, even if the answer made her sick to her stomach. “Would I die?”

He laughed. “Die? No, taking a few sips of your blood won’t kill you any more than giving blood at a doctor’s office. In fact, our saliva contains a chemical that makes the whole process quite pleasurable for humans. It was originally intended for our prey, to make them drugged and docile when we fed on them—but now it merely serves the purpose of enhancing your experience.”

Mia’s head felt like it was exploding with everything she’d just learned, but there was something else she needed to find out. “How exactly do you do it?” she asked cautiously. “Drink blood, I mean? Do you have fangs?”

He shook his head. “No, that’s an invention of your literary fiction. We don’t need fangs—the edges of our top teeth are sharp enough that they can penetrate the skin with relative ease, usually by just slicing through the top layer.” 

Their main course arrived, giving Mia a few precious moments to regain her composure. 

It was too much, all of it. 

Her thoughts spun around, all jumbled and chaotic. Somehow, in the past twenty-four hours, she’d gotten used to the idea that an extraterrestrial wanted to have sex with her, for whatever reason. But now he also wanted her to serve as a blood donor during sex. His species had basically created her kind, and they now used human blood as some sort of an aphrodisiac. The idea was disturbing and sickening on many levels, and all Mia wanted to do was crawl into her bed, pulling covers over her head, and pretend that none of this was happening. 

Something of her inner turmoil must have shown on her face because Korum reached out, gently covering her hand with his, and said softly, “Mia, I know this is all a huge shock to you. I know that you need time to understand and get to know me better. Why don’t you relax and enjoy your meal, and we can discuss something else in the meantime?” He added with a teasing smile, “I promise not to bite.”

Mia nodded and obediently dug into her food as soon as he released her hand. It was either that or run out of the restaurant screaming, and she wasn’t sure how he would react to that. After everything she’d learned today, the last thing she wanted was to provoke whatever predatory instincts his species still possessed. 

The Pad Thai was delicious, she realized, tasting the rich flavors complemented by bits of real egg. For some reason, despite her delicate build, nothing ever interfered with her appetite. Her family often joked that Mia must really be a lumberjack in disguise, given the large quantities of food she liked to consume on a regular basis. “How is your ravioli?” she asked between bites of her noodles, searching for the most innocuous subject. 

“It’s great,” he answered, enjoying his dish with similar gusto. “I often come to this restaurant because they have one of the best chefs in New York.”

“I don’t know,” Mia teased, trying to keep the conversation light. “The salad and sandwich you made yesterday was pretty tasty.”

He grinned at her, exposing the dimple that made him seem so much more approachable. It was only on his left cheek, not the right—a slight imperfection in his otherwise flawless features that only added to his appeal. “Why, thank you. That’s the best compliment I got all year.” 

“Do you cook a lot for yourself or mostly go out to restaurants?” Food seemed like a nice safe topic. 

“I do both quite a bit. I like to eat, as you apparently do too”—he motioned to her rapidly disappearing portion with a smile—“so that necessitates a lot of both. What about you? I imagine it’s tough to go out too much in New York on a student’s budget.”

“That would be an understatement,” Mia agreed. “But there are some really nice cheap places near NYU and in Chinatown, if I want to venture out that far.”

“What made you decide to come to New York for school? Your home state has a number of good universities, and the weather is so much better there.” He seemed genuinely perplexed. 

Mia laughed as the irony of her school choice only now occurred to her. “When I was applying to colleges, my parents were afraid that you—the Krinar, I mean—might establish a Center in Florida, so they wanted me to go to an out-of-state school.”

Korum smiled in response. “We did actually think about settling there, but it was too densely populated for our taste.” He took a sip of his champagne. “So I’m guessing they wouldn’t be particularly happy that you’re here with me today?”

“God, no.” Mia shuddered. “My mom would probably be hysterical, and my dad would get one of his stress migraines.” 

“And your sister?”

“Um, she wouldn’t be particularly happy either.” For a moment, she had almost forgotten how much he knew about her. 

“She’s older than you, right?”

“By nearly eight years. She got married last year.”

“I wonder what it would be like to have a sibling,” he mused. “It’s not a very common occurrence for us, having more than one child.”

Mia shrugged. “I’m not sure if my experience was particularly authentic, given our age difference. By the time I was old enough to be anything more than a brat, she had already left for college.” Her curiosity kicking in again, she asked, “So you don’t have any siblings? What about your parents?”

“I’m an only child. My parents are back on Krina, so I haven’t seen them in a while. We do communicate remotely, though, on a regular basis.”

Their waiter returned to clear the table and give them their dessert menus. Mia chose tiramisu—made with real cheese and eggs—and Korum went with the apple pecan tart. Somehow, in the course of their conversation, she’d managed to down two glasses of champagne, and was beginning to feel buzzed. The evening took on a slightly surreal tint in her mind, from the restaurant filled with Manhattan’s most beautiful people to the gorgeous predator who sat across the table from her, blithely chatting about their families. 

Mia wondered how old he was. She knew the Ks were very long-lived, so there was really no way to tell his age from appearance. Had he been human, she would have guessed late twenties. Her curiosity got the best of her again, and she blurted out, “How old are you?” 

“About two thousand of your Earth years.”

Mia stared at him in shock. That would put him somewhere in the very ancient category by human standards. Two thousand years ago, the Roman Empire still ruled the Western world, and the Christian religion was just getting its start. And he had been alive since that time? 

She drank some more champagne to help with the dryness in her throat. “Does that make you old or young in your society?”

He shrugged his broad shoulders. “I guess on the younger side. My parents are much older. It doesn’t matter, though. Once we reach full maturity, age literally becomes just a number.” 

“We must all seem like infants to you then, huh?” Mia took a big gulp from her glass and felt the room tilt slightly. She hoped she wasn’t slurring her words. She probably should stop with the champagne. He could easily take advantage of her if she got drunk. But, then again, he could easily take advantage of her sober too. She was completely at the mercy of an alien who wanted to fuck her and drink her blood, so she might as well enjoy this undoubtedly excellent vintage.

“Not infants. Just naive in certain ways. More like teenagers, if anything.”

Mia rubbed an itchy spot on her nose with the back of her hand, wondering if she wanted to know the answer to her next question. She decided to go for it. “So are you immortal, like the vampires of our legends?”

“We don’t think of it that way. Everybody can die. Our species has always enjoyed negligible senescence, but we can still be killed or die in a bad accident.”

“Negligible senescence?”

“Basically, we don’t have the symptoms of aging. Before we were sufficiently advanced with our science and medicine, we could still die from a variety of natural causes, but we’ve now succeeded in achieving a very low—almost negligible—mortality rate.”

“How is this possible?” asked Mia. “How can a living creature not age? Is that something peculiar to Krina?”

“Not really. There are actually a number of species right here on Earth that have that same characteristic. For instance, have you ever heard of the four-hundred-year-old clam?”

“What? No!” He had to be making fun of her ignorance; surely such a thing didn’t exist. 

He nodded. “It’s true—look it up if you don’t believe me. There are a number of creatures that don’t lose their reproductive or functional capabilities with age—some species of mussels and clams, lobsters, sea anemones, giant tortoises, hydras . . . In fact, hydras are pretty much biologically immortal; they die from injury or disease, but not from old age.” 

Trying to process this incredible information, Mia rubbed her nose again. That’s it, she realized, no more alcohol for her. For some reason, her nose had a tendency to get itchy after a few drinks, and Mia had learned to respect it as a sign of when to stop. The few times she’d ignored this warning, the consequences hadn’t been pretty.

Seeing her weaving slightly in her seat, Korum motioned the waiter for the check. Mia hazily wondered if she should offer to split it, the way she always did when she went out with college guys. Nah, she decided. He had practically forced her to come out today, so she might as well get a free meal out of it. Besides, she wasn’t sure she could afford this place, given the priceless menu. So instead, she just observed when Korum waived his wristwatch phone-wallet over the waiter’s tiny digital receptor, and added what seemed to be a generous tip, judging by the grateful expression on the waiter’s face.

“Ready to go?” He helped her put on her coat and again offered her his arm. Mia accepted this time, as she felt somewhat woozy and didn’t have a high degree of confidence in her own ability to make it out of the restaurant without tripping at some point. 

“Are you drunk?” he asked with amusement, observing her slightly unsteady gait as they exited onto the street. “I only saw you drink a couple of glasses.”

Mia raised her chin and lied, “I’m perfectly fine.” She hated it when people pointed out what a lightweight she was.

“If you say so.” He looked like he was about to laugh, and Mia wanted to smack him.

Roger and the limo were waiting at the curb, of course. Mia hesitated, her heart rate accelerating at the realization that she would be alone with an extraterrestrial predator who wanted her blood. 

She turned to him. “You know, I really feel like getting some fresh air. I can just walk from here—my apartment is only about a dozen blocks away, and the weather is really quite nice and refreshing.” The last bit was a lie. It was actually quite chilly, and Mia was already shivering in her thin coat.

His expression darkened. “Mia. Get in. I will take you home.” It was his scary tone of voice, and it worked just as well on her the second time around. Shaking slightly from a combination of nerves and the cold air, she climbed into the car.

 

 

The ride to her apartment was oddly uneventful, taking only a few minutes in the absence of traffic. He again held her hand, gently rubbing her palm in a soothing manner. Despite her initial nervousness, Mia closed her eyes, leaned back against the comfortable seat, and was just starting to drift off when they arrived at their destination.

He walked her up the five flights of stairs to her apartment, holding her arm as an apparent precaution against any alcohol-induced unsteadiness. She felt tired and sleepy, wanting nothing more than to collapse into her bed at home. At one point, she managed to stumble and nearly fall anyway, missing a step with her high-heeled shoe. Korum sighed and lifted her into his arms, carrying her up the remaining two flights despite her mumbled protestations. 

Upon reaching her apartment, he carefully set her back on her feet, briefly keeping her pressed against his hard body before letting her pull away. His hands remained on her waist, holding her at a short distance. Mia stared at him, mesmerized. Her breathing picked up, and warm moisture pooled between her legs as she realized what the large bulge she’d felt in his jeans meant. His breathing was a little fast too, and she doubted that it had anything to do with carrying a hundred-pound human girl up two flights of stairs. He leaned toward her, eyes nearly yellow at this point, and Mia froze as he cupped the back of her head and pressed his lips to hers. 

He kissed her leisurely, his tongue exploring her mouth with exquisite gentleness, even as he held her against him in an unbreakable grip. Mia moaned, a wave of heat surging through her body and leaving an oddly pleasurable sense of lethargy in its wake. Somewhere in the back of her mind, a warning bell was going off, but all she could concentrate on was his mouth and the sensations spreading throughout her body. He brought her closer, pressing his groin against her belly, and she felt his hardness again, her sex clenching in response. He lightly sucked on her lower lip, pulling it into his mouth, and his hand slid down her back to cup her buttocks, lifting her off the ground so he could grind his erection directly against her clitoris through their layers of clothing. 

The pressure building inside her was different and stronger than anything she’d ever experienced, and Mia groaned with frustration, wanting more. Her hands somehow found their way to his shoulders, kneading the heavy muscles through his shirt, and it was not enough. She wanted, needed the feel of his naked skin against her own, the slide of his heavy cock into her sex, quenching the empty pulsing sensation she felt there. She wrapped her legs around his waist, grinding against him, and the sensations built to a fever pitch. She hovered on the edge for a few delicious seconds, and then went over, climaxing with a muffled scream against lips. He groaned as well, his other hand reaching under her skirt and tearing at her tights as he let go of her mouth to press burning kisses on her neck and collarbone.

“Mia? Is that you?” A familiar voice reached through her daze, and Mia realized with mortification that Jessie had opened the apartment door and was staring at them in shock. “Are you okay? Do you want me to call the police?” Her roommate clearly wasn’t sure how to interpret what she was seeing.

Still wrapped around Korum, Mia felt a shudder go through his body as he visibly fought to regain control. Suddenly fearing for Jessie, Mia barked at her, “Yes, I’m fine! Go back inside and leave us alone!” A hurt look appeared on her roommate’s face, and she vanished inside the apartment, slamming the door behind her. 

Mia pushed at Korum, trying to put some distance between them. “Please let me go,” she said quietly, wanting nothing more than to curl up into a little ball in her room and cry. He hesitated for a second, and then lowered her to her feet, still keeping her pressed against his body. His golden skin appeared flushed from within, and his eyes still had a strong yellow undertone. The bulge against her stomach showed no signs of abating, and Mia shivered, realizing that he was holding onto his self-control by a hair. “Please,” she repeated, knowing that there was nothing she could do to make him release her until he was ready.

“You want me to let you go? After all that?” His voice was harsh and guttural, and the arms locked around her back tightened until she could barely breathe.

Mia nodded, trembling, the white-hot desire she’d felt earlier giving way to a confusing jumble of fear and acute embarrassment. He looked at her, his expression dark and unreadable, and then very deliberately removed his arms from around her waist and stepped away.

“All right,” he said softly. “Have it your way. Go to your little room, and tell your roommate all about it. Have yourself a good cry about what a little slut you are, coming like that from a kiss right out in the hallway.” His eyes glittered at the stricken expression on her face. “And then you better get used to the idea that you’ll come a lot more, from everything I do to you—and I will literally do everything.” 

With that promise, he turned away and walked toward the stairs. Pausing before entering the stairwell, he looked back and said, “I will pick you up after class tomorrow. No more games, Mia.”

 







CHAPTER FIVE

 

Her legs shaking, Mia made her way into the apartment with as much dignity as she could muster considering that her underwear was soaking wet and her tights were hanging in shreds around her knees. Jessie sat on the couch in the living room, waiting for her to come in. She didn’t look mad anymore, just extremely concerned. 

“Oh my God, Mia,” she said slowly. “What the hell was that out in the hallway?”

Mia shook her head, barely holding back tears. “Jessie, I’m sorry. I really can’t talk now,” she said, going directly to her room and closing the door. 

Collapsing on the bed, she wrapped the coverlet around herself and pulled her knees up to her chest. Her body seemed like it didn’t belong to her, with her sex still pulsating in the aftermath of her orgasm. Her lips were swollen from his kisses, and her nipples felt so sensitive that the bra was too abrasive against her skin. She also felt raw and devastated inside, exposed in a way that she’d never before experienced in her life. 

She didn’t want this—any of this. The complete loss of control over her own body was overwhelming, and the fact that Korum was the one to solicit such a powerful response made her feel even more vulnerable. 

He frightened her. 

She was completely out of her league with him, and she knew it. As scary as it was to think about what the sexual act with an extraterrestrial vampire was likely to entail, the thing that Mia dreaded most was the effect he had on her emotions. He would take everything from her—her body and her soul—and when he was done, he would move on, leaving her broken and scarred for life, unable to ever forget her dark alien lover. 

This was not how her life was supposed to turn out. Coming from a family of second-generation Polish immigrants, Mia had always followed the right path. She studied hard in school, both to please her parents and out of her own desire for achievement. Once she finished grad school, she intended to use her degree to counsel high school or college students on their own career path. She was close to her parents and sister, and she hoped to be a good mother to her own children one day. At some point, she was supposed to fall in love with a nice man from a good family and have a long happy marriage, the way her own parents did. While other girls dreamed of adventures and chased after bad boys, Mia just wanted a regular life, done the right way. 

She had always known that she was a sexual creature. Despite her lack of experience, she had no doubt that she would enjoy sex once she found the right person. She loved reading racy novels and watching R-rated movies, and she considered herself far from a prude. In fact, she liked the idea of trying out new things and having several relationships before ultimately settling down. When she went out clubbing with Jessie, Mia frequently found herself turned on from dancing with some attractive guy, particularly after having a couple of shots. For some reason, it had never gone beyond a few kisses, perhaps because Mia was too cautious and rational to pick up a guy at a club for a one-night stand. Still, she had looked forward to her first time, preferably with a special someone that she cared about and who cared about her. An alien predator who wanted to fuck her and drink her blood was as far removed from that ideal as anything that Mia could imagine.

She wanted a shower. 

Slowly getting up, Mia took off her clothes. The tights were beyond salvation, so she threw them in the trash. Her black dress was also slightly ripped in the front—Mia could not even remember when that happened—and she discarded it also. Feeling reckless, she chucked the Mary-Janes and her underwear into the bin as well, wanting nothing to remind her of this night. Wrapping herself in her robe, Mia left the safety of her room and headed into the shower, hoping that Jessie had gone to sleep.

*** 

The next morning, Mia woke up with a headache. 

As soon as she opened her eyes, the events of the last evening rushed back into her mind, accompanied by a scalding feeling of humiliation. He had mockingly called her a slut, and she very much felt like one, particularly given what Jessie had been privy to. She also remembered what he’d said about picking her up today, and she suddenly felt nauseous from a combination of fear and some kind of sick excitement. 

She only had one class today, and it didn’t start until eleven. It was just as well, since she didn’t even know if she wanted to get out of bed at all.

There was a timid knock on her door. 

“Yes, come in,” Mia said in resignation, knowing that Jessie must’ve been anxiously waiting for her to wake up and listening for any movements in her room.

Her roommate entered sheepishly and sat down on Mia’s bed. “So I guess my patented guy-repellent strategy was a total fail, huh?”

Mia rubbed her eyes and gave Jessie a bitter smile. “It’s pretty fair to say, yes.” Taking a deep breath, she said, “Look, I’m sorry about yesterday. I didn’t mean to yell at you—I just really didn’t want you out there, seeing what I guess you saw.”

Jessie nodded, clearly having figured it out on her own. “No worries. I would’ve done the same. I was just worried that he was forcing you or something. So, are you, like, really into him now?”

Mia groaned and buried her head in her pillow. “I don’t know. Every sane part of me says to run as far away as I can, but every time he touches me, I just can’t help myself. It’s like I don’t have any control over this thing. I hate it.”

Jessie’s eyes widened. “Oh, wow. That’s so hot. It’s like the kind of thing you read about in romance novels—he kisses her and she swoons!”

An elusive something kept nagging at Mia this morning, and Jessie’s words suddenly put the puzzle pieces together. 

Of course! He did kiss her, and he had explicitly told her that K saliva contained some chemical that kept their prey docile and drugged. It all made sense now—the pleasant lethargy that had spread through her veins and the way her brain had simply turned off the second his lips touched hers, leaving her to operate on pure animal instinct. The chemical was probably even more potent directly in the bloodstream, but she had undoubtedly gotten a nice dose of it last night. 

No wonder she had acted like such a slut—not only was she drunk from champagne, but she was also literally high from his kiss.

A burning fury slowly built in her stomach, replacing the sense of humiliation she’d felt earlier. The bastard. He had basically drugged her and very nearly took advantage, and then he had the nerve to accuse her of playing games. Well, screw him! If he thought she would meekly go with him today after class, he had another thing coming. 

Her brain whirled, searching for alternatives.

“Jessie,” she said slowly. “Didn’t you once tell me that a cousin of yours had some kind of connections in the Resistance?” 

“Uh—” Jessie was clearly surprised. “Are you talking about that thing I once told you about Jason? That was a long time ago, when we were still freshmen. I’m pretty sure he doesn’t have anything to do with that anymore, not that I’ve kept in touch with him.” She stared at Mia with a concerned look on her face. “Why are you even asking? What, you want to join the freedom fighters now?”

Mia shrugged, not sure where she was going with this. All she knew was that she refused to meekly become Korum’s sex toy, to be used and discarded at whim. 

She had never believed in the anti-K movement and thought that the Resistance fighters were crazy. The Krinar were here to stay. Human weapons and technology were hopelessly primitive in comparison to theirs, and Mia had always thought that trying to fight them was the equivalent of banging your head against the wall—futile and likely dangerous. Besides, it didn’t seem all that bad, once the days of the Great Panic were over. The Ks had mostly left them alone, choosing to live in their own settlements, and life went on with a few minor differences—cleaner air, a healthier diet, and a lot of shattered illusions about humanity’s place in the universe. However, now that she’d had some personal interactions with one particular K, she felt a bit more sympathetic to the fighters’ cause—not that it made the Resistance movement any less futile. 

She sighed. “Never mind, it was just a stupid idea. I think I just need to clear my head.” Hopping out of bed, Mia pulled on her jeans, an old T-shirt, and a comfy sweater.

“Wait, Mia. What’s going on?” Jessie was confused by her actions. “Are you upset about what happened last night?”

Mia pulled on her socks and a pair of sneakers. “I guess,” she muttered. Telling her roommate the whole story would just make her worry, and a worried Jessie sometimes did drastic things—such as calling the police once to report Mia missing, when she had simply fallen asleep in the library with a dead phone battery. Not that Jessie could do anything in this case, but she still preferred not to cause her unnecessary distress. “Look, I’m fine,” Mia lied. “I just really need to take a walk and get some air. You know I haven’t exactly had a lot of experience with this type of thing, and this is a little like being thrown in the deep end of the pool. I just want to try to figure out how I feel about all this before I can even begin to talk about it.”

Jessie looked at her with a faintly hurt expression. “Okay, well, sure. Whatever you need to do.” Then she brightened. “Are you going to be home for dinner tonight? I was thinking of cooking some pasta, and we could just have a girls’ night in, watch some old movies . . .”

Mia shook her head with regret. “That sounds amazing, but I really don’t know. I think I’ll be seeing him again today.” 

Seeing the worried look on Jessie’s face, she quickly added with a sly smile, “And it might be quite fun.” Before Jessie had a chance to reply, Mia grabbed her backpack and ran out the door with a quick “see you later.” 

 

 

She walked briskly down the street with no particular destination in mind. Stopping by a deli, she bought a pack of chewing gum—since she hadn’t even brushed her teeth this morning—and a wrap loaded with hummus, avocado, and fresh veggies. Her brain seemed to have gone into hibernation, and she simply walked without thinking about anything in particular, enjoying the feel of her feet striking the pavement and the mid-morning sun warming her face. She must’ve walked like that for a long time because, by the time she started paying attention to street signs, she was already in TriBeCa, a block away from the luxury high-rise that she’d been in less than forty-eight hours ago. 

And just like that, she knew what she was going to do—what her subconscious must’ve known even earlier because it had brought her here. 

It was really quite simple. 

Running was futile. He could track her down anywhere she went, and he had already proven that he could manipulate her body into responding to his with the aid of various chemical substances. No, running wasn’t the answer. He was a hunter. The chase was what he loved, and there was really only one thing she could do to thwart him. She could deny him the chase, take away the enjoyment of pursuing a reluctant prey. 

She could come to him herself.

***

Having reached the decision, Mia lost no time in putting it into action. 

Entering the lobby of his building, she calmly told the concierge that she was there to see Korum. The man’s eyes widened a little—he clearly knew what the occupant of the top floor was—and he notified the unit of her presence. Ten seconds later, he motioned toward the elevator that was positioned a little to the left of the main one. “Please go ahead, miss. Just enter in 1159 when prompted for a code, and it will take you to the penthouse floor.”

Korum was waiting when the elevator doors opened. 

Despite her intention to remain unmoved, her breath caught in her throat and her pulse jacked up at the sight. He wore a soft-looking pair of grey pajama pants and nothing else. His upper body was completely bare, with bronze skin covering chiseled muscle and a light smattering of dark hair visible around small, masculine nipples. Broad shoulders, thick with ropy muscles, tapered down to a slim waist, and an actual six pack covered his flat abdomen. There wasn’t an ounce of fat anywhere on his powerful body. 

Mia swallowed to help the dryness in her throat, suddenly far less sure of the wisdom of her plan.

“Mia,” he purred, leaning on the doorway and looking for all the world like a big jungle cat about to pounce. “To what do I owe this pleasure? I was not expecting to see you so early.” Something in her expression must’ve betrayed her because he let out a short laugh. “Ah, I see. It was because I wasn’t expecting you. Well, come on in.”

Padding to the kitchen in his bare feet, he asked, “Have you had breakfast?”

Mia nodded, feeling like a mute but afraid that her voice might betray her nervousness. This was definitely not the best plan. Why had she thought that bearding the lion in his den was somehow better than trying to avoid him altogether? 

But there was no turning back now.

“Okay, then, perhaps I might interest you in some coffee or tea?” His tone was overly courteous, making a mockery of the normally polite question. 

Her chin went up at the realization that he found the whole situation amusing. “No, thanks,” she said coolly, taking pride in the level tone of her voice. “You know why I’m here. Why don’t you stop playing games, so we can just get on with it?”

He stopped and looked at her. There was no trace of laughter on his face. “All right, Mia,” he said slowly. “If that’s how you wish it.” 

“One more thing,” she said, wanting to needle him and no longer caring about the consequences. “No drugs of any kind. No alcohol and no saliva anywhere in my body. If you want my blood, you can just cut my vein and drink it that way. And no mouth-to-mouth kissing. I don’t want to be drunk or high today.”

His face darkened, and his eyes seemed to turn into pools of liquid gold. “You think you were high yesterday? Is that what you’re telling yourself to explain what happened? That a couple of glasses of champagne and my magic kisses turned you into a nymphomaniac?” He laughed sardonically. “Well, sorry to disappoint you, darling, but the chemical in our saliva only works if it gets directly into your blood. Maybe if I kissed you all day long, after a few hours you might feel a tiny buzz—if you’re lucky. Of course, if I kissed you all day long, you would probably come dozens of times and be long past noticing any kind of saliva-induced effects.” Still smiling, he said pleasantly, “But have it your way. No kissing and no biting. All else is fair game.” 

Coming up to her, he took her hand and led her down the hall. Her heart pounding, Mia went without protest, knowing that the time for changing her mind was long past. She didn’t know whether to believe him and, more importantly, she didn’t want to believe him. If he was telling the truth, then she had made a huge mistake in coming here today. Some foolish part of her had thought that she could do this—let him have sex with her unwilling, unresponsive body, reduce him to being the rapist he’d claimed he was not—and walk away with her emotions untouched, maintaining some kind of moral high ground. If he wasn’t lying, then she was, quite literally, screwed.

He led her into what had to be his bedroom. Like the rest of his penthouse, the room was both modern and opulent at the same time. A large circular bed dominated the center of the room. It was unmade and had obviously been recently slept in. The sheets were a soft ivory color, and the thick blankets and pillows strewn around the bed were a pale shade of blue. Mia’s heart climbed into her throat as she fully realized what she’d just agreed to do.

He released her hand and stepped back, leaving her standing in the middle of the room. “All right,” he said softly, “now take off your clothes.”

Mia stood there frozen, a hot wave of embarrassment rolling through her. He wanted her to remove her clothes, right there in the middle of the sunlit room?

“You heard me,” he repeated, his voice cold despite the yellow heat in his eyes. “Take them off.” Seeing her hesitation, he added, “I can guarantee your clothes will not survive it if I lay my hands on them.” 

Mia’s hands shook as she slowly raised them to pull the sweater over her head. He merely watched her, his face inscrutable despite the hunger in his eyes. She took off her sneakers, and her jeans were next, leaving her clad in pink boy-short panties and a T-shirt. She had forgotten to wear a bra and now acutely felt that lack, with her nipples hard and visible against the thin fabric of the T-shirt.

“Now take off your shirt,” he instructed, seeing her pause. The front of his pants was tented, she noticed, and somehow that was oddly reassuring—to know that she had that kind of effect on him, that he wasn’t turned off by her awkwardness or her skinny body. Trembling slightly, she pulled the shirt over her head, revealing her breasts to male eyes for the first time. It took all her willpower not to cross her arms over her chest in a silly virginal gesture; instead, she stood there with her hands fisted at her sides, letting him look his fill.

He came toward her then and touched her, slowly stroking one palm down her back while another hand cupped her left breast, gently kneading it as though to test its weight and texture. “You’re very pretty,” he murmured, looking down at her as his hands deliberately explored her body, every stroke sending ripples of heat down to her nether regions. Standing there in her bare feet, Mia was acutely aware of how much larger his body was compared to hers, with her head barely reaching his shoulder and each of his arms thicker than half of her torso. His hands appeared dark against her pale skin, and she shivered when he moved his palm down to her belly, the width of his open hand nearly spanning the distance between her hip bones. His erection prodded her side, the thin material of his pajama pants doing little to conceal its heat and hardness.

Without the blurring effect from the alcohol or the shield of darkness, there was no retreat from his brutally intimate actions, no merciful escape into a sensual fog. Instead, Mia stood there in broad daylight, exposed and vulnerable, intensely aware of each stroke of his large hands over her body and the warm moisture lubricating her sex in response. 

Hooking his thumbs into her underwear, he pushed her panties down her legs, removing her last defense. “Step out of them,” he hoarsely ordered, and Mia obeyed, standing completely naked in his arms. The fact that he was still wearing his pants somehow made the whole thing worse, adding to her sense of complete powerlessness.

He touched her buttocks, his hands curving around the small pale globes of her ass and lightly squeezing them. “Very nice,” he whispered, and Mia blushed for some inexplicable reason. The dark curls between her legs attracted his attention next, and Mia flinched when his fingers slowly stroked her pussy hair, looking for the tender flesh underneath. Feeling her wetness, he smiled with purely masculine satisfaction, and Mia’s embarrassment grew tenfold. This was the worst part—knowing that her own body betrayed her, that a creature who was not even human could provoke this kind of response from her under the circumstances. 

“No mouth-to-mouth, right?” he murmured, picking her up and carrying her over to the bed. Mia nodded, squeezing her eyes shut in the hopes that it would be over with quickly. Instead, he placed her in the middle of the circular bed, like some virginal sacrifice, and crawled down her body until his head was above the juncture of her legs. Mia tried to rear up then, realizing his intentions, but he had no intention of letting her go. Instead, he easily held down her flailing legs with his elbows while his fingers leisurely parted her folds, exposing her most sensitive place to his burning gaze. Lowering his head, he gently pressed his tongue, soft and flat, against her clitoris—just holding it there and letting her struggle until she could bear it no longer, her entire body arching with the most powerful climax of her life.

While she lay there, still shuddering with little aftershocks, he rose up on his knees, deftly stripping off the pants to reveal a large jutting penis. Mia’s eyes widened as she realized that her first time would likely involve more than a minor discomfort, given the size of the cock in front of her. 

Seeing her fear, he paused. “Mia,” he said quietly, “we don’t have to do this if you’re not ready. I can wait—”

She shook her head, unable to think past the fog of desire clouding her brain. It had taken all her courage to get this far, to allow him so much intimacy. To retreat now seemed cowardly, and Mia felt a sudden, irrational dread that this was it—that if she gave up a chance to experience such passion now, she would never feel it again.

He didn’t need much encouragement. Before her logical side could reassert itself, he was already over her, parting her legs with one powerfully muscled thigh and settling in between them. Looking steadily into her eyes, he began to push his cock into her opening, slowly working it in inch by slow inch.

Regretting her decision almost immediately, Mia writhed under him, feeling like a heated baseball bat was attempting to enter her channel. Despite the wetness from her orgasm, her inner muscles did not want to let him in, desperately clenching to repel the invasion. “Shhh,” he whispered soothingly as tears rolled down her face at the burning discomfort that threatened to morph into pain. Beads of sweat appeared on his own face at the obvious strain of holding back, his arms flexing as he held himself steady, trying to let the delicate muscles stretch around his shaft before proceeding. But Mia could not hold still, every instinct leading her to fight the penetration, little cries escaping from her throat as he pressed further, pausing briefly at the internal barrier. “I’m sorry,” he said hoarsely, and Mia screamed as he pushed forward in one smooth motion, tearing through the membrane that was blocking his entrance and sheathing his cock to the hilt, his pubic hair pressing against her own. 

Mia’s vision went dark for a second, and hot nausea boiled up her throat as a knife-like pain tore through her insides. She had never expected to feel such agony, and she dug her nails into his shoulders, raw, guttural cries breaking out from her throat, desperately wanting to escape the object tearing her body apart. All earlier pleasure forgotten, she writhed under him like a fish on a hook, barely registering the soothing platitudes he was murmuring in her ear and the gentle kisses he was raining on her cheeks and forehead.

At some point, the agonizing pain began to abate, and she realized that he wasn’t moving, just holding himself deep inside her, his muscles quivering from the effort it took to stay still. “I’m sorry,” he was saying, apparently repeating it for the umpteenth time, “it will get better, I promise. Just let yourself relax, and it won’t hurt like that anymore, I promise you . . . Shhh, my darling, just relax . . . there’s a good girl . . . It will get better soon, I promise . . .”

Liar, Mia thought bitterly. How could it get better when he was still inside her, the organ that had caused her so much pain lodged deeply within? She felt violated and betrayed, pinned under his much larger body with no hope of escape until he was done. “Just finish it,” she told him harshly, willing to tolerate anything to have this be over. 

A small smile curved his lips despite the strain on his face. “Ah Mia, my sweet brave girl, your wish is my command.” He pulled out slowly, and Mia squeezed her eyes shut, unable to hold back tears as the motion brought more pain at first. He kept moving, however, slowly retreating from her body and penetrating her again, and the ancient rhythm somehow ignited a small spark inside her again. Sensing it, he gradually picked up the pace and changed his angle slightly, so that the broad head of his shaft nudged some sensitive spot deep inside. His arm reached between them, knowing fingers unerringly finding her clitoris, and he pressed lightly, keeping the pressure steady and letting his strokes move her against his hand. Mia’s body tensed again, this time for a different reason, and liquid heat began to gather in her core. She found herself starting to pant, echoing his heavy breathing, and the tension inside her became nearly unbearable, every thrust of his cock bringing her closer and closer to the edge without sending her over. The pain didn’t go away—it was still there—but somehow it didn’t matter as every nerve in Mia’s body focused on her desperate need for the release. He groaned, his hips now hammering at her, and she screamed in frustration, small fists beating uselessly against his chest, her body vibrating like a guitar string from the intolerable tension deep inside. And suddenly it was too much. She felt him swell up even more, and then he was coming with one final deep thrust that sent her over the edge, his pelvis grinding against her sex as her entire body seemed to explode with an orgasm so powerful that she literally saw stars, her brain almost short-circuiting from the intensity of the climax.

She lay there afterwards, feeling his cock still twitching inside her even as it became softer and smaller. His shoulders and back were slick with sweat, and his breathing sounded like he had just run a marathon, his body lying heavily on top of hers. Her own limbs were shaking slightly, she noticed with a curiously detached interest, and her heart was pounding as though from a physical exertion. 

He pulled out then, and Mia felt the loss of heat from his body, a strange inner coldness taking its place. He left the room, and she brought her knees up to her chest in a slow, painful motion, her body feeling foreign as she curled into a fetal position on her side, her mind oddly blank. There were streaks of blood on her thighs, much more blood than the spotting she’d always thought was the norm.

He came back a minute later, a small white tube in his hands. Squeezing out some clear substance, he coated his finger in it and reached between her legs, entering her sore opening despite her faint protest. Almost immediately, Mia felt the burning pain beginning to abate as the mystery gel worked its magic. 

“It’s an analgesic, and it will speed your recovery,” he explained, wiping his hand on the sheets to get rid of the excess. “Unfortunately, I can’t heal you completely because the last thing I want is for your membrane to regrow itself.”

Mia responded by curling up into an even smaller ball. More than anything, she wanted to shrink and disappear, to pretend that none of this was real. He didn’t let her though, gathering her closer to him in a spooning position, his large warm body curling around her own. “I hate you,” she told him, wanting to lash out and hurt him somehow. She felt his sigh against her back. “I know,” he said, gently stroking her tangled curls. 

They must have lain like that for a few minutes. The sheets smelled like sex, Mia noticed, and like him. There was also a metallic odor that Mia realized had to be the remnants of her virginity. 

“You never drank my blood,” she said, finding it easier to communicate like that, with her back turned toward him. 

“No, I didn’t,” he agreed, adding, “I think you’ve had enough new experiences for one day.”

How considerate of him, Mia thought bitterly. Such a gentleman, sparing the poor virgin additional trauma. Never mind that he was the cause of that trauma in the first place. 

As though sensing the direction of her thoughts, he said, continuing to stroke her hair, “I’m sorry it was so painful for you. I know you won’t believe me right now, but I never wanted to hurt you like that and I never will again. Had I known how narrow you were inside and how thick your membrane would be, I would have made sure to remove it before we got anywhere near this bedroom. Once I was inside you, it was too late—I just couldn’t stop. It won’t be like this next time, I promise.” 

Mia listened to his little speech with a growing dread in her stomach. “Just to be clear,” she said slowly, “I don’t ever want to do this with you again. Ever. If you touch me again, it will be rape in the very real sense of the word.”

Korum didn’t answer, and Mia realized with a sinking feeling that he very much intended for there to be a next time. “You’re a monster,” she told him, trying to pull away. He let her go, getting up himself. Before she realized what he wanted, he bent over the bed and lifted her in his arms, carrying her naked out of the room. 

 

 

He brought her to the same bathroom Mia had showered in before. At some point, he must have filled the jacuzzi because it was ready for them. He carefully set her on her feet in the wonderfully hot water that came up to her waist. Her legs still felt shaky, so Mia lowered herself into the bubbles, finding a step on which she could sit. Powerful jets pleasantly massaged her tired muscles, washing off dried blood and semen on her thighs, and Mia leaned back against the edge and closed her eyes, trying to ignore Korum’s naked presence. 

A scary thought suddenly entered her mind, causing her eyes to pop open. “You didn’t use any protection,” she hissed at him, horrified at the realization. “Am I going to catch some kind of a weird STD or worse—get pregnant?”

He laughed, throwing his head back. “No, my sweet—both would be an impossibility. You’re far safer having sex with me than with any human male, regardless of how many condoms he wears.”

Mia exhaled in relief. The gel he’d used earlier and the hot water were doing wonders for her physical state, and she felt nearly back to her old self. She was also hungry, she realized. 

“I should get going,” she said, looking around the bathroom for a towel or a robe to wrap herself in. She still didn’t feel comfortable being naked in front of him. 

“Why?” he asked lazily, moving his muscular back to take better advantage of the jets. “You already missed your class and you don’t have anything on Wednesdays.” 

Apparently, he knew her class schedule by heart. 

Mia shrugged, no longer surprised by anything. “I’m hungry, and I want to go home,” she said, telling the truth. 

He grinned at her, looking happy for some reason. “I’ll make you something to eat. Why don’t you relax here some more, and I’ll come get you when the food is ready.” 

She nodded, deciding not to argue at the memory of the delicious meal he’d made before. 

Still smiling, Korum rose and stepped out of the tub, water streaming down his golden skin and well-defined muscles. Despite everything that happened, Mia felt a spark of arousal at the sight of him fully naked. His back was broad and muscular, and his hips were narrow. His ass was the best she’d ever seen on a man, tight with muscle, and his legs looked powerful. She wondered if Ks needed to work out to maintain their looks and resolved to ask him at some point later.

“Like what you see?” he asked with a sly smile, obviously noticing her scrutiny. 

Mia blushed a little and then told herself not to be a ninny. “Sure,” she said with a straight face. “You’re very pretty, like a male Barbie doll.”

Far from offended, he laughed with genuine amusement. “Not like Ken, I hope. Isn’t he missing the requisite equipment?”

Mia just shrugged in response, not wanting to get into this kind of banter with him right now. Grinning, he exited the room, leaving her alone to enjoy the jacuzzi for the next twenty minutes.

By the time he came back, Mia was already showered and wrapped in the familiar robe she’d discovered in the bathroom closet. She even found the slippers she’d worn before and gladly put them on. Showering here was becoming a habit. 

She accompanied Korum to the kitchen, her mouth watering at the delicious smells emanating from there. He had made another one of his signature salads and a dish of roasted buckwheat with stir-fried carrots and mushrooms. Feeling like she was starving, Mia attacked her food with appreciation, and so did he. For a while, the kitchen was silent, except for chewing noises and the clattering of their silverware. Finally feeling replete, Mia leaned back in her chair. He was done with his portion, as usual, and was observing her with a half-smile. 

“What?” asked Mia self-consciously, wondering if she had a bit of lettuce stuck between her teeth.

“Nothing,” he said, and his smile got wider. “I just love watching you eat. You do it with such enthusiasm—it’s very endearing.”

Mia flushed a little. He obviously thought she was a glutton. Shrugging her shoulders, she said, “Yeah, what can I say? I really like food.”

He grinned. “I know. I really like that about you. Very unexpected in a girl your size.”

Mia smiled back tentatively and got up from her chair. Now was as good a time as any. “Okay, well, thank you for the meal. I’ll just change and get out of your hair.”

The smile left his face. He clearly didn’t like hearing that. “Why don’t you stay?” he suggested softly. “I promise not to touch you again today, if that’s what worries you.”

Mia swallowed, suddenly feeling on edge. “I really have to get going,” she said, hoping that she was misreading his body language—that he didn’t really have the intention of keeping her there against her will. 

He looked directly into her eyes. Whatever he had seen there seemed to make up his mind. “Okay,” he said slowly. “You can go home.” Mia’s breath escaped in relief—prematurely, as it turned out. Because he added next, “But I want you to come back here tonight. Gather whatever you need for the next day or two—or I can buy you new things if you prefer—and come back here by 7 p.m. I’ll make us dinner.”

Mia stared at him. “And if I don’t?” she asked defiantly.

“Then I will come and get you,” he answered, the look in his eyes leaving no doubt of his seriousness. 

“But why?” Mia burst out in frustration. “Why do you want to be with someone who doesn’t want you? Who hates you, in fact? Surely, there can’t be a shortage of willing women for you. You’ve already gotten what you wanted from me. Can’t you move on to another victim?”

His eyes narrowed in anger. “Well, Mia, you’re right. There is no shortage of women who would love to be in your shoes, and I could easily get myself another ‘victim,’ as you so nicely put it.” He took a step toward her. “The reason why I want you—as unwilling as you pretend to be—is because chemistry like ours is very rare. You’re very young, even for a human, so you don’t realize what we have. Do you honestly think that sex would be like that for you with another man? Or that just any woman could have that kind of effect on me?” He paused and continued in a softer tone, “This kind of attraction happens once in a blue moon, and I know better than to give up on it even if you’re running scared right now.” Staring into her shocked face, he added with a familiar golden gleam in his eyes, “I know this is all very new to you, and that you probably felt more pain than enjoyment today. It won’t be like that again. The next time you’re in my bed, I promise that your only screams will be those of pleasure.”

 







CHAPTER SIX

 

Mia left his apartment and walked home, her thoughts whirling in chaos. She was no longer a virgin, and she had the residual soreness between her thighs to prove it. His gel thingy had helped with the majority of the pain, but she could still feel echoes of his fullness inside her. Her sex clenched slightly at the memory of the orgasms he’d given her, and she shivered with the intensity of her recollection. And he wanted to see her again, tonight. In fact, it sounded like he had no intention of dropping his pursuit—in complete disregard of her wishes. 

At that thought, Mia got angry again. He had no right to do this to her. His species may have guided human evolution, but that didn’t mean he owned her. Whatever special chemistry he thought they had did not excuse his behavior, and Mia hated the idea that he thought he could have her whenever he wanted. She wished there was something she could do to thwart him, but her own response to him had made a mockery of any resistance. 

It was a long walk back to her apartment, but Mia wanted to stretch her legs and clear her head before potentially seeing her roommate. By the time she got to her building, she was sufficiently tired that going up five flights of stairs seemed like a chore. She was looking forward to plopping down on the couch and doing something totally brainless—like watching a show on her laptop. 

This was not her day, however. Jessie had guests, Mia realized as she opened the door and heard masculine voices in the living room. Walking in, she was surprised to see two men she’d never met before. 

One of them—an Asian guy—looked to be somewhere in his mid-twenties, while the other had to be at least thirty. The older guy caught her attention immediately. There was something about the way he sat on the couch that gave her the impression of a coiled spring. His hair was blond, and his ice-blue eyes were extraordinarily watchful. He looked to be of medium height and lean, maybe even a bit on the skinny side. 

At Mia’s entrance, they both got up. Jessie remained sitting, looking pale and strangely guilty. “Hi, Mia,” she said with some hesitation. “This is my cousin Jason and his friend John.”

Mia’s eyebrows rose. “The Jason we mentioned this morning?” she asked in confusion. 

The Asian guy nodded. “The one and only.”

“Oh, hi . . . nice to meet you,” Mia said politely, trying to connect the dots. 

“They’re here to talk to you,” Jessie said, and Mia realized why she looked so guilty. 

“Are you guys, like, the Resistance or something?” she asked incredulously. At their non-response, she drew her own conclusion. “Look, I don’t know what Jessie told you, but we really don’t have anything to talk about—”

“On the contrary, Miss Stalis,” John said, speaking for the first time in a slightly raspy voice, “we have a lot to discuss. Jason—why don’t you catch up with your cousin while Miss Stalis and I conclude our discussion?”

Seeing Mia’s response in the stormy expression gathering on her face, Jessie gave her a pleading look. “Please, Mia, I know you’re mad at me, but I really think they can help you. Just hear them out, okay? Jason said they can give you some good tips on how to handle this situation—that’s why they’re here.”

Mia sighed heavily and bit out, “Fine.” Apparently, her relaxing afternoon at home was not to be. 

“When does he want to see you again?” John asked quietly.

Mia blinked in surprise. “Uh—tonight at seven.”

“Okay,” he said, “that gives us enough time to bring you up to speed. Tell me—have you been shined?” 

“Shined?” 

“Did he use any kind of alien device on you that shined a reddish light on any part of your body where the skin was broken?”

Mia stared at him in shock. “How do you know about that?”

Taking that as an affirmative, he said, “You can’t leave the apartment then. Jason—why don’t you take your cousin to see a movie while Miss Stalis and I talk here?” 

Jason nodded and left with Jessie in tow, although Mia could see that her roommate was just dying with curiosity. 

When they were alone, Mia asked angrily, “What do you mean, I can’t leave the apartment?” 

“You have been shined. He basically branded you—you now have little nano machines embedded in whatever part of your body has been shined on. They transmit your location to him at all times. If you were to do something he doesn’t expect, such as leaving your apartment when he thinks you should be home, he would know immediately—and it could make him suspicious.”

Mia looked at her palms in horror. “You mean, when he healed my scrapes, he was really putting a tracking device inside me? Why would he do this?” She raised her head with suspicion. “And how do you know all this?”

“Miss Stalis—” he said wearily. 

“Please call me Mia,” she interrupted.

“Okay, Mia,” he agreeably repeated, “we have been fighting the Krinar for a very long time. Don’t you think we would’ve learned a lot about our enemy in the process?”

“Okay,” Mia said slowly, “let’s say I believe you. Why would he do this? Brand me like that?”

“To know your whereabouts at all times, of course. It’s standard operating procedure for them.”

Mia stared at him with shock. “Well then, what can you do to help me?”

“We can’t help you, Mia,” John said bluntly. “But you can help us.”

Mia inhaled sharply. She was afraid it might be something like this. “I think you’ve been misinformed. I don’t want to get involved with your cause in any way, shape, or form. You can’t win, and the last thing we need is to return to the days of the Great Panic. I just want to be left alone—by Korum, by you, and by everyone else—and if you can’t help me with that, then you should just get out.” She pointed at the door.

“You are already involved, Mia, whether you like it or not. Do you know who your K lover is?”

“He’s not my lover!” Mia said sharply.

“You haven’t slept with him?” Seeing the color flooding her face, he said, “That’s what I thought. I’m sure he wasted no time taking exactly what he wanted from you, just like they took our planet.”

Mia fought her embarrassment. “What do you mean, do I know who he is?”

“Did he tell you anything about himself? Do you know why he’s here, in New York? How the Ks ended up coming to Earth in general?”

Mia nodded slowly. “He said that he’s an engineer, that the company he works for made the ships that brought them here to Earth.”

“An engineer? That’s rich.” John let out a humorless chuckle. “He’s one of the most powerful Ks on this planet, Mia. He owns the ships that brought them here—his company, in fact, has been the driving force behind them settling on Earth.”

Seeing the look of sheer disbelief on her face, he added, “He’s part of their ruling council—some even say he runs the council. His company provides everything for their Centers. Without him, there would be no K Centers and no Krinar on Earth.”

“I don’t understand,” Mia said in confusion. “If he’s all that, then why is he here? And what does he want with me?”

“He’s here because, for the first time since K-Day, we actually stand a chance against them.” John’s eyes glittered with excitement. “Because he knows that we’re very close to being able to give them a fair fight. Because he wants to stamp out the Resistance before we go any further.” 

He took a deep breath. “As to what he wants with you, it’s pretty obvious. Do you know what a charl is?”

Mia shook her head, feeling overwhelmed.

“The literal translation of charl is one who pleases. It’s the term they use for the human slaves they keep in their settlements. The purpose of the charl is to provide Ks with pleasure. As you may or may not know yet, they enjoy drinking blood during sex. So they keep us as captives, locked up in their high-tech cages, and use us whichever way they want.”

Mia felt hot bile rising in her throat. “You’re lying. Why would they do this? We’re intelligent beings.”

“They don’t necessarily think of us that way. Most of them regard us as pets that they bred explicitly for this purpose—little better than the primates they’d hunted into extinction on their planet.”

“So what are you saying? That Korum wants to keep me as a slave?” Mia asked incredulously. “That’s bullshit. If he wanted to keep me locked up, I wouldn’t be here, now would I?” 

He sighed. “Mia, I don’t know exactly what game he’s playing with you. Maybe he finds it fun to give you the illusion of freedom for now. It’s not real—you understand that, right? If you tried to leave New York instead of staying here and going to him whenever he wants, I don’t know what he would do, whether your family would ever see you again. You’re a smart girl. You sensed that, right? That’s why you haven’t been exactly avoiding him. That’s why your roommate was so scared for you, why she came running to Jason even though they haven’t spoken in three years—because she said you were in way over your head.”

Mia wanted to throw up. If John was telling the truth, then her situation was far worse than she’d imagined. He was right; her subconscious must have realized the danger of running from Korum because she had never seriously contemplated leaving town. Her brain buzzed with a million questions, even as a hopeless pit of despair grew in her stomach. 

“So what do you want from me?” she asked bitterly. “Did you come all the way here to tell me that I’m screwed? That I’m going to end up as an alien’s pet, locked up somewhere and used for sex? Is that what you’re here to say?” 

“Yes, Mia,” John answered calmly, his expression oddly flat. “There are no good options for you. If he gets tired of you, then you might be able to resume your life—particularly if you’re still in New York at that time. Of course, you might also catch the attention of some other K and never be seen again. That’s what happened to my sister—that’s why I’m doing what I’m doing, so that other innocent young women can have a normal life.”

Mia looked at him in horror. “Your sister? What happened to her?”

His mouth twisted bitterly. “What happened is I gave her a trip to Mexico as a college graduation present. She went with her girlfriends and met a handsome stranger on the beach. Turns out, he wasn’t exactly human . . . The night before they were supposed to return home, Dana disappeared from her room. For the longest time, we had no idea what happened—just suspicions that the K was somehow involved. That’s why I started fighting the Ks, to avenge my sister. It wasn’t until a year ago that I learned she’s still alive and is being held as a charl in the Costa Rican K Center.” 

Mia’s eyes welled up with tears as she pictured his family’s suffering. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry,” she said. “Is there any way you can get her back?”

“No.” He shook his head with angry regret. “Even if we succeeded in rescuing her from there—an impossibility in and of itself—she’s been shined, like all charl. They will always know her exact whereabouts—there’s no way we can reverse that procedure.”

“Shined,” Mia said. “Like all charl—like me.”

“Like you,” John agreed. 

She wanted to scream and cry and throw things. She settled for asking, “So why did you come here today?”

“Because, Mia, although we can’t really help you, you are actually in a position to help us. If we succeed, not only will you get your life back, but you will also have saved countless other young women—and men—from my sister’s fate.”

“I don’t understand . . . What are you asking me?” Mia said slowly, her pulse picking up.

“We want you to work with us. To notify us of Korum’s whereabouts, what he likes to eat, how he sleeps, any weaknesses that he might have. And if you happen to come across any information that might be even remotely useful—any passwords, security measures, anything at all—to convey that information to us.”

“You’re asking me to spy for you?” Mia’s voice rose incredulously. 

“I’m asking you to make the best of your admittedly unfortunate situation. To help yourself and all of humanity. All you have to do is keep your eyes and ears open when you’re with him and occasionally report your findings to us.”

“And you think I will be able to pull this off? With no training of any kind and no acting skills? Somehow fool one of the most powerful Ks on this planet? What makes you think he’s not already aware that you’re here, particularly if his goal is to crush your movement?”

“This apartment is not bugged—we checked. He would have no reason to spy on you here if you don’t do anything suspicious and continue to play along. He doesn’t know that we’re here—if he did, we’d already be dead. Look, we’re not asking you to be James Bond or some kind of femme fatale. You don’t need to try to get close to him or seduce him or anything like that—just continue your relationship with him, such as it is, and occasionally give us information.”

“How? And what would that accomplish anyway? What makes you think you have a chance in hell when all the governments in the world with their nuclear weapons were completely helpless in the invasion?” The whole thing was insane, and Mia had no intention of becoming a martyr in the name of some hopeless cause.

“The how—leave that up to us. If he still gives you a similar degree of freedom, it will definitely be much easier. If not, then it gets more complicated, but we have our ways.” He paused for a second, apparently debating the wisdom of his next words. “As to why we think we can win, let’s just say that not all Ks are the same. They don’t all share the same beliefs about human inferiority. I can’t tell you more without putting you in danger, but rest assured—we have some powerful allies.”

Human allies among the Ks? The implications of that were mind-boggling.

“I don’t know,” Mia said, trying to think it through. “What if he catches on? What will happen to me then?”

He said truthfully, “I don’t know. He may choose to have you killed or punished in some other way. I honestly don’t know.” 

Mia let out a short bitter laugh. “And you don’t care, right?”

John sighed. “I do, Mia. More than anything, I wish that things were different. That I wasn’t asking you to do this, that the only thing you had to worry about were your midterms. But we don’t live in that kind of world anymore. If we are to regain our freedom, we have to risk everything. You are our best chance to get close to Korum. You can really make a difference, Mia.” 

Mia walked over to the table and sat down, closing her eyes for a minute so she could think. She had no reason to trust John, and she had no idea if anything he had told her was the truth. Still, she was somehow inclined to believe him. There was too much pain in his voice when he talked about his sister; he was either the best actor in the world, or the Ks really were abducting and enslaving humans who caught their eye. The way she had inadvertently caught Korum’s. 

Another question occurred to her. Opening her eyes, she asked, “What if Korum knows that Jason is Jessie’s cousin, and he is already suspicious of me?”

John shrugged. “It’s a possibility, of course. But Jason is Jessie’s third cousin, so the connection is very distant. Also, he’s a nobody in our operation—he has barely been involved in the last two years. He only came to me today because Jessie had called him about you. We can’t completely rule out this possibility, but the odds are in our favor. Also, don’t forget—Korum is the one who has been pursuing you, not the other way around, so he really has no reason to suspect anything.”

“All right,” said Mia, “let’s pretend for a second that I do decide to spy for you. How do you expect me to go to him tonight, knowing everything you’ve just told me, and act like nothing has changed? He’s thousands of years old—he can read me like an open book. I don’t stand a chance.”

“I don’t know, Mia. At this point, you know him far better than we do. I know you’ve never been tested like this, but I believe in you. Your biggest advantage may simply be the fact that he likely underestimates your intelligence. As long as you’re just his charl, he may not see you as a threat.”

Mia had finally had enough. She stood up, a feeling of exhaustion washing over her. 

“John,” she said wearily, “I understand what you’re trying to do, and I do sympathize with your cause. I can’t promise you anything. I will not put my life in danger to report to you on Korum’s whereabouts and what he had for dinner. But if I do happen to come across any information that could be material, I will do my best to get it to you.”

He nodded. “That’s fair, Mia. If you need to get in touch with us, just talk to Jessie—or if that’s not possible, send her an email with ‘Hi’ in the subject line—we’ll be monitoring her account. That way, if he decides to keep tabs on your email—which he probably will—he won’t get suspicious. You’ll just be saying hi to your roommate.”

Mia nodded in agreement, wanting nothing more than to be alone. Her head was pounding with a brutal headache, and she gladly locked the door behind John as soon as he left.

Making her way to her room, she collapsed on the bed. 

She felt sick, her stomach churning from John’s revelations. It just couldn’t be true—she didn’t want to believe it. Yes, Korum did seem to ride roughshod over her objections, and he really hadn’t given her much choice in their relationship thus far. But to actually keep her as a very real sex slave? To take away all her freedom and keep her locked up somewhere within a K Center? If the existence of the charl was anything more than a figment of John’s imagination—and Korum intended to make her one—then he was definitely the monster that she’d accused him of being. 

Mia felt nauseous at the thought that she would see him tonight and feel his touch on her body. And probably respond to it, as though he were really her lover. That last part made her want to throw up again. How could her body want him when he didn’t even regard her as a person with basic human—or rather, intelligent being’s—rights? 

She was also terrified about spying on him. If she got caught, she was sure that she would probably be killed—perhaps even tortured first, for information. Anyone who kept slaves likely wouldn’t blink at torture. 

She shuddered. 

In fact, if he found out about her conversation with John today, she might be doomed. 

She tried to imagine him intentionally inflicting pain on her. For some reason, it was difficult. For the most part, he had been very gentle with her. Even her loss of virginity this morning—as traumatic as that had been—could have been much worse if he hadn’t tried to control himself. In fact, some of his actions were almost caring—feeding her, making sure she was warm and dry, healing her (well, maybe not that one, given what she’d just learned)—and that hardly jived with the villainous image John had painted for her. Then again, she wouldn’t want to hurt a kitten either, but would have no problem keeping said kitten locked up in her house. If that was truly how he saw her—as a cute pet that he just happened to want to fuck—then his behavior made perfect sense. 

Mia tried not to think about the implications of it all, but it was impossible. Her future had always seemed so bright, and she had enjoyed thinking about it, planning out the next few years of her life. And now she had no idea what the next few weeks would hold—whether she would even be alive, much less still attending NYU. 

The thought that she might end up as Korum’s charl in an alien settlement was devastating, especially if she started thinking of her family’s reaction to her disappearance. Would he at least let her tell them that she was alive, or would she vanish without a trace? 

A wave of self-pity washing over her, Mia felt the hot prickle of tears behind her eyelids. Unable to contain her battered emotions any longer, she buried her face in her pillow and sobbed at the bitter unfairness of it all—until her eyes were red and swollen and she couldn’t squeeze out another tear. 

Then she got up, washed her face, and began to pack her things for tonight as per Korum’s suggestion. 

***

At 6:45 p.m. she took the subway down to TriBeCa and entered Korum’s building at 6:59. Mentally patting herself on the back, Mia thought that she made quite a punctual spy. 

He greeted her with a slow sensuous smile, looking as gorgeous as ever in a pair of light blue jeans and a plain white T-shirt. Even after John’s revelations, Mia’s heart skipped a beat at the sight. Her inner muscles clenched, and she felt herself starting to get wet. His smile got wider, exposing that damnable dimple. He could obviously sense her arousal.

Mia cursed her body. It had gotten conditioned to respond to him, despite everything. Then again, if she was literally sleeping with the enemy, she figured she might as well enjoy it. Now that she knew the truth about his kind and his probable intentions toward her, she was fairly certain that she could keep her emotions in check, no matter how many screaming orgasms he gave her. 

The dinner that he prepared was outstanding as usual. Tender roasted potatoes with wild mushrooms, dill, and caramelized onions were the main course, preceded by an appetizer of spinach salad with poached pears. The dessert was a platter of fresh fruit, cut in various unique shapes, with a sweet walnut dip. The entire meal was served by candlelight. If she didn’t know better, she would have thought he was wooing her with a romantic dinner. The more likely explanation was that he simply enjoyed great food in a beautiful setting, and she was the beneficiary of that. 

Still, this hardly fit with the evil overlord image John had painted.

Despite Mia’s initial concern, she found it easy to act naturally with him—perhaps because she didn’t have to pretend to like him or be calm in his presence. He knew her feelings toward him perfectly well from this morning, and he wouldn’t expect her to be anything but nervous, snarky, and reluctantly turned on—all of which Mia genuinely was.

Dinner flew by, dominated by light banter—she learned that he really enjoyed American movies from the early twenty-first century—and delicious food. As the meal drew to a close, Mia’s anxiety levels began to rise at the thought of what awaited her later in the evening. Despite the gel he’d used on her, she still felt a slight discomfort deep inside and was not looking forward to experiencing sex again any time soon—even if, theoretically, it would hurt less the second time. She doubted that it could ever be completely pain-free, given the size of his cock and her own supposedly unusual narrowness. Still, her body did not appear to care as warm moisture gathered between her legs in anticipation.

After dinner was over, Mia helped Korum clean up, stacking the dishes in the dishwasher and wiping the table. It was a disconcertingly domestic task—something that she might have done with a boyfriend or husband in the future—and it made her even more aware of the strange turn her life had taken. It was difficult to believe that just four days ago, she was dreading her Sociology paper and worrying that her dating life was in the dumps. And now she was trying not to get caught spying on a two-thousand-year-old extraterrestrial who likely wanted to keep her as a sex slave. 

Once the clean-up was done, Korum led her to the bedroom. 

At this point, Mia felt like a nervous wreck, fear and desire fighting with each other in her stomach. Noticing her obvious apprehension, he said, “No intercourse tonight, I promise. I know you’re still sore.”

Mia’s anxiety ratcheted up another notch. What exactly did he intend to do if intercourse was out of the question? 

They entered the bedroom, and he led her to the familiar circular bed, now covered with a fresh set of blue and ivory sheets. The room was lit with a soft yellow light, and some kind of sensuous music was playing in the background. Sitting down on the bed, he pulled her closer to him until she stood between his open legs. In this position, Mia was nearly at his eye level. Trembling slightly, she stood still and tried not to look at him as he pulled her shirt over her head, revealing a plain white bra that she had remembered to wear this time. “You’re so beautiful,” he murmured, holding her gently by her sides while studying the body revealed to him thus far. Inexplicably, Mia blushed, her insecure inner teenager absurdly pleased at the compliment. 

Bending toward her, he pressed a warm kiss to the sensitive spot where her neck met her shoulder. Mia shivered from the sensation, goosebumps appearing all over her body. Apparently pleased with the reaction, he did it again, and then lightly blew cool air on the damp spot his mouth left behind. Mia gasped, her nipples hardening from the pleasurable chill. He smiled, eyes gleaming with gold. “Still no mouth-to-mouth?” he asked softly, and Mia shrugged, remembering what happened the last time she set that condition. 

Interpreting that as consent, he brought her toward him, burying one hand in her hair and keeping the other on the small of her back. Putting her own hands on his clothed shoulders, Mia closed her eyes and felt him press small butterfly-light kisses on her cheeks, forehead, and closed lids. By the time his soft lips reached her mouth, she was nearly squirming with anticipation. 

At first, he kissed her very lightly, just brushing her mouth with his. Then he began gently nibbling on her lips, carefully teasing the rim with his tongue. She moaned, her body pressing closer to his, and he pushed his tongue into her mouth, penetrating it in an obvious imitation of the sexual act. A rush of moisture inundated her already wet sex as he alternated fucking her mouth with his tongue and lightly sucking on her swollen and sensitive lips. 

Lost in the sensations, Mia only vaguely registered his unfastening of her bra. Tearing his mouth away from hers, he kissed her ear, sucking carefully on her earlobe. She arched with pleasure, knees buckling and head falling back, and he took advantage, licking and sucking his way down the delicate column of her throat and the collarbone region until his hot mouth reached the small white globes of her breasts. “So pretty,” he whispered, before pulling one pink nipple into his mouth and scraping it softly with his teeth. Mia cried out, her clit throbbing on the verge of orgasm, and he gave her other breast the same treatment, holding her tightly as she writhed in his arms, maddeningly close to finding relief. He held her like that, pausing for a few seconds until the sensation waned a bit, and then lifted her astride one of his bent legs, grinding her jean-clad pussy firmly against his knee and swallowing her scream with his mouth as the long-awaited climax rushed powerfully through her body. 

Collapsing bonelessly against him, Mia felt her inner muscles pulsing with little aftershocks. Without waiting for her to recover, Korum got up, lifting her in his arms, and lowered her onto the bed. Stripping off his own clothes with a speed that made her blink, he climbed over her, unzipped her jeans, and pulled them off together with her panties. 

Lying there completely naked, Mia was unpleasantly reminded of the pain that followed the last time she was in this position. However, despite the large cock jutting aggressively at her, all he did was gently kiss his way down her body, starting with the sensitive spot near her shoulder and ending near her lower belly. She tensed in anticipation, and he did not disappoint. Pulling open her legs with strong hands, he bent his head and gently licked her folds, avoiding direct contact with the clitoris. Mia was surprised to feel herself getting turned on again, just minutes after her last orgasm. One long finger slowly entered her opening, pressing carefully on some sensitive spot deep inside, while his tongue flicked over her nub in an accelerating rhythm. There was no slow build-up this time; instead, her body simply spasmed around his finger, releasing the tension that had managed to coil inside her in a matter of seconds. 

Stunned, Mia lay there. At some point, she must have grabbed his head because her fingers were buried in his short glossy strands. Feeling irrationally embarrassed, she let go, pulling her hands away. He slowly took his finger out, making her sex clench with a residual tremor, and licked it while looking up at her. Mia nearly moaned again.

He sat up, still maintaining eye contact with her. Mia realized that he was still extremely hard, not having come yet. She licked her lips nervously, wondering what he intended. His eyes hungrily followed her tongue, and she suddenly knew what he wanted her to do. 

Sitting up herself, Mia cautiously extended her hand and gently brushed against his shaft with her fingers, feeling its smooth hardness. To her surprise, it jumped in her hand, as though alive. Mia’s eyes flew up to Korum’s face, and what she saw there was reassuring. He looked like he was in pain, eyes tightly shut and sweat beading up near his temples. Feeling her pause, he opened his eyes and hoarsely whispered, “Go ahead.”

Emboldened, Mia wrapped her fingers around his cock and slowly stroked it in an up-and-down motion, the way she’d seen it done in porn. Her hand looked white and small wrapped around his thickness, and she wondered how it had ever fit inside her. He groaned at her action, his whole body tensing, and Mia suddenly felt very empowered. To know that she had this effect on him, that this formidable creature was at the mercy of her touch—somehow that went a long way toward restoring the balance of power in a relationship that had been very one-sided thus far. 

Deciding to take things further, she got on her knees and bent over him. Her dark curls brushing against his thighs, she tentatively licked the engorged head. He hissed, thrusting his hips toward her, and she smiled, reveling in her ability to control him like this. Holding his shaft with one hand, she cupped his heavy balls with the other hand and squeezed gently, exploring the unfamiliar part with curiosity. “Mia . . .” he groaned, and she smiled, pleased. She wanted to wring an even stronger response from his body, the way he had from hers. Still holding his balls, she carefully wrapped her lips around the tip of his cock and swirled her tongue around it inside her mouth while moving her other hand on his shaft in a rhythmic motion. He let out a hoarse cry, his hips bucking, and she felt a warm, slightly salty liquid spurting out into her mouth. Surprised and delighted, Mia let him go, watching as the rest of the thick cream-colored fluid landed on his bronzed stomach. There was a strange taste in her mouth—not unpleasant—and she wondered briefly if there were differences between K and human semen. His cock was still twitching slightly before her eyes, even as it began to diminish in size.

Looking up, Mia found him staring at her with a smile. “Have you ever done this before?” he asked, motioning toward his sex.

Mia shook her head in response. For some weird reason, she had never wanted to go past a few kisses with any of the guys she’d dated in the past. 

“Well, then, you’re a natural,” he said, his smile getting even wider. Reaching somewhere under the bed, he pulled out a box of tissues and used one to wipe his stomach. Mia blinked, wondering what else he kept under there. After cleaning himself, he got up and walked to the door completely naked. “Shower?” he asked, and Mia gladly agreed, following him to the bathroom.

They got into the giant shower stall together, and Korum set the water controls to have warm water raining at them from all directions. Pouring shampoo into his hand, he massaged it into her hair, washing it with experienced movements. Eyes closed, Mia just stood there, enjoying the feel of his fingers on her scalp and the water pouring over her sensitized skin. Afterwards, he washed her entire body, making her blush with his thoroughness. Feeling slightly shy, Mia tentatively reciprocated, rubbing soap all over his golden skin and powerful muscles. He unashamedly took pleasure in her touch, arching into it like a big cat getting stroked. 

When they were done, he dried her body with a thick towel and then toweled off himself. Relaxed from the warm water and the two orgasms, Mia felt a wave of drowsiness washing over her. Noticing her barely stifled yawn, Korum picked her up and carried her back to bed. Putting her in the middle, he pulled a soft blanket toward them and lay down next to her, hugging her from the back. Feeling oddly comforted by the feel of his large body curving around her own, Mia closed her eyes and fell asleep easily for the first time since her world got turned upside down by the extraterrestrial lying next to her.

 







CHAPTER SEVEN

 

Streaming sunlight woke up Mia the next morning. 

Keeping her eyes closed against the brightness, Mia thought with a minor annoyance that she must’ve forgotten to close the blinds last night. It didn’t matter, though; she felt well-rested and extremely comfortable. Perhaps too comfortable? At the sudden realization that the bed she was lying on was much too soft to be her own IKEA mattress, Mia jackknifed to a sitting position and stared in shock at her surroundings. Memories of yesterday rushed into her brain, and she recognized where she was. 

She was also completely naked and alone. 

Pulling the blanket up to her chest, Mia warily surveyed the room. She was sitting in the middle of the giant round bed—she guesstimated it had to be at least fifteen feet in diameter—in Korum’s beautifully decorated bedroom. A few potted plants were thriving near the large window that looked out over the Hudson River. 

Noticing the robe and slippers that Korum must have left for her, she put them on and went in search of the restroom. Surprisingly, there wasn’t one connected to the bedroom. Peeking out into the hallway, Mia spotted the bathroom door. She made a quick beeline for it, not wanting Korum to know that she was awake yet.

After taking care of business, Mia gratefully brushed her teeth with the toothbrush that he left for her and washed her face. Staring into the bedroom mirror, she was surprised to see that she actually looked quite well. Her pale skin was almost radiant, and her eyes looked unusually bright. Even her hair—the bane of her existence—seemed silkier, with dark brown curls glossy and nicely defined. Whatever shampoo he had used on her yesterday clearly worked miracles. As did orgasms, apparently. 

Mia wondered where her clothes were. Her tummy rumbled, reminding her that the dinner last night was already in the distant past. Still wearing the robe, she decided to go in search of food.

Entering the living room, Mia heard voices coming from somewhere to her left. 

Thinking that Korum might be watching TV, she headed in that direction. The voices got louder, and she realized that they were speaking in a foreign language she’d never heard before. Slightly guttural, it nonetheless flowed smoothly, unlike anything she was familiar with. 

Mia’s breath caught. 

She had to be listening to the Krinar language—which meant that Korum likely had visitors, and there were other Ks in the house. This might be her chance to learn something useful, she realized even as her heart skipped a beat. 

Quietly approaching the room, she was startled when the heavy doors abruptly slid open in front of her, revealing its occupants and exposing her to their eyes. 

Korum and two other Ks stood around a large table that had some kind of a three-dimensional image displayed on it. At the sight of her, Korum waved his hand and the image vanished, leaving only a smooth wooden surface. 

Mia froze as three pairs of alien eyes examined her. 

The expression on Korum’s face was cold and distant, unlike anything she’d seen before. The other male K, about Korum’s height, had brown hair and hazel eyes, with a similarly golden skin tone. The female was a bit lighter-skinned, closer to Jessie’s color, and the silky hair streaming down to her waist was an unusual shade of dark red. Her eyes were nearly black and looked enormous in her strikingly beautiful face. She was also tall, probably close to 5’9”, and wore a dress that looked like it had been poured on her curves. She could have easily stepped off the pages of an old Victoria’s Secret catalogue—if they had first air-brushed the image, of course. 

Standing there in her bath robe, Mia felt like a naughty child getting caught stealing from a cookie jar. 

There was no help for it. She cleared her throat, heart pounding in her chest. “Um, hi. I was just looking for the kitchen—”

A small smile appeared on Korum’s face, warming up his features, and his distant look vanished. “Of course,” he said, “you must be hungry.” 

He turned toward his visitors. “Mia, these are my . . . colleagues,” he said, seeming to hesitate slightly at the last word, “Leeta and Rezav.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” Mia said politely, eyeing them with caution. 

She had a strong impression that those two were not happy to see her. Leeta stared back, her beautiful mouth pinched with dislike. Rezav was a bit friendlier, curving his lips in a half-smile and inclining his head graciously toward her. Speaking to Korum, he asked him something in their language, to which Korum absently nodded in response. 

“Okay, well, I didn’t mean to intrude,” Mia apologized, her pulse roaring in her ears. “I’ll leave you to your work.”

Korum gestured toward the kitchen. “Feel free to grab some fruit or whatever you wish. I’ll join you soon.”

With a muttered thanks, Mia escaped as fast as her shaking legs could carry her. 

Entering the kitchen, she sank down on one of the chairs, hugging herself protectively. Her head spun in a sickening manner, and her stomach churned with nausea. 

Because in Rezav’s question, spoken entirely in Krinar, Mia had caught one familiar word: charl. 

***

By the time Korum came to the kitchen, Mia had managed to compose herself. 

At his entrance, she gave him a small smile and continued eating her blueberries as though she had not a care in the world—as though she had not just heard him confirm her worst fears. 

He came toward her and bent down, thoroughly kissing her mouth. For the first time, Mia simply endured his touch, the bile in her stomach too strong to allow her normal sexual response. 

She didn’t know why she’d needed this confirmation. For the most part, she had believed John when he’d told her about the Ks and their atavistic approach to human rights. Yet some small part of her must have been clinging to the hope that John was mistaken—that Korum would feel differently about her, that she was somehow special in his eyes. 

To hear him admit that she was his glorified sex slave—his human pet—was like being punched repeatedly in the stomach. 

If he had treated her with cruelty from the very beginning, it would have been easy to hate him. Instead, his arrogance toward her was often tempered with tenderness—and that made the whole thing so much worse. Despite her better judgment and common sense, he had succeeded in getting under her skin, and today’s revelation felt like the cruelest of betrayals. 

Sensing her lack of response, he pulled away and frowned slightly. “What’s the matter?” he asked, perplexed. “Are you feeling all right?”

Mia’s brain worked quickly. It would be dangerous for her—and for the Resistance—if he knew she had understood Rezav’s question. However, she couldn’t hide the fact that she was upset—Korum was too astute for that. Suddenly, a risky but brilliant idea came to her. 

“I’m fine,” she said with quiet dignity, obviously lying. 

“Uh-huh,” Korum said sarcastically, “sure you are.” 

Sitting down next to her, he lifted her chin toward him so he could look into her eyes. “Now tell me again what’s going on.” 

Mia felt a furious tear escape. “Nothing,” she told him angrily.

“Mia,” he said her name in that special tone he reserved for intimidating her. “Stop lying to me.” 

Staring directly into his beautiful eyes, Mia channeled all of her frustrated fury and irrational feelings of betrayal into her next words. “How often do you fuck her?” she threw at him, summoning up remembered feelings of jealousy at his familiarity with Ashley the hostess. “In general, how many women do you go through in any given day? Two, three, a dozen?” 

At the surprised look on his face, she continued, injecting as much bitterness into her tone as possible, “Why are you even forcing me to be here if you have her? And Ashley, and God knows how many others?”

Still holding her chin with his fingers, Korum said slowly, “Are you talking about Leeta? You think we’re somehow involved?”

Mia allowed another tear to slide down her face. “Aren’t you?”

He shook his head. “No. In fact, we’re actually distant cousins, so that would be an impossibility.”

“Oh,” Mia said, pretending to be embarrassed about her outburst. She tried to pull away, and he let her go, watching as she got up and walked over to the window, carelessly wiping her face with the robe sleeve.

Mia stood there, looking out over the Hudson. Some stupidly romantic part of her was foolishly glad to hear about Leeta, even though her little jealousy act had been designed to throw him off track. She didn’t say anything when he came up to her, embracing her from behind. He didn’t make any promises or offer any other clarifications, Mia noticed. Of course, why should he try to reassure her, to convince her that she meant something special to him when she clearly didn’t? She wouldn’t have been particularly concerned about her dog’s feelings either. 

“I’m thinking of going for a walk in the park,” he murmured, still holding her close. “Would you like to come with me?”

She was to be given a choice? What would happen if she said no? “I don’t know,” she said. “I have some studying that needs to get done, and I wanted to catch up with my parents. Wednesday is usually our day to Skype . . .” 

She couldn’t see his expression, and she was glad about that. Now he would show his true colors, she thought. 

“Okay,” he said, “that sounds good.” 

Mia blinked, surprised. Then he continued, “For tonight, I made us a reservation at Le Bernardin at 7 p.m. I’ll pick you up at 6:30. Since you don’t seem to have any nice clothes, I’ll have something appropriate sent to your apartment.”

Now that was the dictator she knew—and now truly hated. 

“I don’t need any clothes,” Mia protested. “I have better dresses. I just didn’t wear them that time.”

Turning her around in his arms, he looked down and smiled. “Mia, no offense, but I haven’t seen you wear a single piece of clothing that was in any way flattering. You’re a very pretty girl, but your clothes make you look like a ten-year-old boy most of the time. I think it’s safe to say that dressing nicely is not one of your strengths.” 

Mia flushed with anger and embarrassment, but decided to hold her tongue. If he wanted to dress her up like a doll, then let him. It was hardly the worst thing he would likely do to her, anyway.

At the mutinous expression on her face, his smile got wider and his eyes gleamed with gold. Lifting her by the waist, he brought her up toward him and kissed her again. His lips were softly searching on hers, and his tongue stroked the recesses of her mouth with such expertise that Mia felt a spark of desire kindling again. Relieved that she no longer had to act, she looped her arms around his neck, let her mind go blank, and focused on the sensations. Her body, already so used to his touch, reacted with animal instinct, and she kissed him back with all the passion she could muster. 

At her response, he groaned and pressed her closer to him, grinding his hips against her and letting her feel the hard bulge that had developed in his pants. Mia’s insides clenched, and she found herself rubbing against his body like a cat in heat. All of a sudden, he was no longer satisfied with just kissing. Mia felt the shift of gravity as he lay her down on the table, her butt near the edge and legs hanging over the side. Stepping between her open legs, Korum pulled apart her robe with impatient hands. Before she even realized his intentions, he already had his jeans unzipped and was pushing into her opening.

Mia was wet, but not enough, and he could only get the tip inside her before she cried out in pain. Pulling out, he lowered himself to a squatting position, his head between her spread thighs, and licked her folds with his tongue, spreading moisture around her entrance. She arched, blindsided by the sudden intensity, and he pushed his finger inside her, rubbing the sensitive spot until her inner muscles spasmed uncontrollably. Before the pulsations even stopped, he was already over her, pressing his thick cock to her opening and pushing it inside in a slow, agonizing slide.

Mia writhed beneath him, little cries escaping from her throat as her interior channel tried to expand around his width. Despite the orgasm, his penetration was far from easy, and she could see the strain on his face from the effort it took him to go slowly.

There was no pain this time—just an uncomfortable feeling of invasion and extreme fullness. He felt too big, his shaft like a heated pipe entering her body. Yet there was a promise of something more behind the discomfort. He continued his inexorable advance, and Mia gasped as her inner muscles gave way, allowing him to bury his full length inside her. He paused, letting her adjust to the unfamiliar sensation, and then pulled out slowly and pushed back in. A wave of heat rushed through her veins as his cock rubbed that same sensitive spot, and she cried out from the intense pleasure, digging her nails into his shoulders.

At the feel of her sharp nails on his skin, the last shred of his restraint seemed to dissolve. With a low growl, he began thrusting in a deep, driving rhythm, each stroke of his cock pushing her back and forth on the slick table. Somewhere in the distance, a woman’s cries seemed to echo his thrusts, and Mia vaguely realized that she was that woman. Every cell in her body screamed for completion, for relief from the terrible tension that was gripping her every muscle and tendon, and then it was suddenly there—a climax so powerful that it seemed to tear her asunder, leaving her bucking uncontrollably in his arms even as he reached his own peak with a guttural roar.

 







CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Mia walked back to her apartment, desperately needing some alone time before she faced Jessie and her questions. 

She felt raw and emotional, filled with self-loathing. Rationally, she knew that responding to him that way made her task easier and more tolerable. It would have been infinitely worse if she had found him repulsive or had to pretend to feel passion where there was none. However, the romantic teenager buried deep inside her was weeping at the perversion of her love story. There was no hero in her romance, and the villain made her feel things that she had never imagined she could experience.

After he had finished fucking her on the kitchen table, he carried her back to the bathroom and gently cleaned her off. He then allowed her to get dressed and go home, with a parting kiss and an admonition to be dressed and ready by 6:30 p.m. Mia had meekly agreed, wanting nothing more than to get away, her body still throbbing in the aftermath of the episode. 

She debated how much to tell Jessie. The last thing she wanted was to drag her into this whole mess. Then again, Jessie was already involved through Jason, and one could argue that she’d made things worse for Mia by unintentionally bringing her into the anti-K movement.

Entering the apartment, she was surprised and relieved to find that no one was there. Jessie had to be out studying or running errands. 

Sighing, Mia decided to use the quiet time to catch up with her family. The last time she’d spoken to them was last Saturday, which now seemed like a lifetime ago. Her parents likely thought that she was swamped with schoolwork, so they hadn’t bothered her beyond sending a couple of text messages to which Mia had managed to respond with a generic “things r good - luv u.” 

She powered on her old computer and saw that her mom was already waiting for her on Skype. Her dad was in the back of the room, reading something. Seeing Mia log in, a big smile broke out on her mom’s face. 

“Sweetie! How are you? We haven’t heard from you all week!”

If there was one thing that Mia was grateful to the Ks for, it was the impact they’d had on her parents and other middle-aged Americans across the nation. The new K-mandated diet had done wonders for her parents’ health, reversing her father’s diabetes and drastically lowering her mom’s abnormally high cholesterol levels. Now in their mid-fifties, her parents were thinner, more energetic, and younger-looking than she remembered them ever being in the past.

Mia grinned at the camera with pleasure. The worst thing about being in New York was seeing her parents so infrequently. Although she went back home every chance she got—flying to Florida for spring break was hardly a chore—she still missed them. One day, she hoped to move closer to them, perhaps once she’d finished grad school. 

“I’m good, mom. How are things with you guys?” 

“Oh, you know, same old—all the news are with you youngsters these days. Have you spoken to your sister yet?”

“Not yet,” said Mia, “why?’

Her mom’s smile got really big. “Oh, I don’t know if I should tell you. Just call her, okay?”

Mia nodded, dying of curiosity.

“How are things in school? Did you finish your paper?” her mom asked.

Mia barely remembered the paper at this point. “The paper? Oh, yeah, the Sociology paper. I finished it on Sunday.”

“You’ve had more papers since then?” Her mom asked disapprovingly. Without waiting for a response, she continued, “Mia, honey, you study way too hard. You’re twenty-one—you should be going out and having fun in the big city, not sitting holed up in that library. When is the last time you had a date?”

Mia flushed a little. This was an old argument that came up more and more frequently these days. For some reason, unlike every other parent out there who would love to have a studious and responsible daughter, her mom fretted about Mia’s lack of a social life. 

Mia tried to imagine her parents’ reaction if she told them just how active her dating life had been in the past week. “Mom,” she said with exasperation, “I go on dates. I just don’t necessarily tell you all about it.”

“Yeah, right,” her mom said disbelievingly. “I remember perfectly well the last date you went on. It was with that boy from biology, right? What was his name? Ethan?”

Mia smiled ruefully in response. Her mom knew her too well. Or at least she knew the Mia she’d been prior to last Saturday, when her world had gone topsy-turvy.

“By the way,” her mom said, “you look really nice. Did you do something to your hair?” Turning behind her, she said to Mia’s dad, “Dan, come here and take a look at your daughter! Doesn’t Mia look great these days?”

Her father approached the camera and smiled. “She always looks great. How are you doing, hon? You meet any nice boys yet?”

“Dad,” Mia groaned, “not you too.”

“Mia, I’m telling you, all the good ones get taken early.” Once her mom got on this topic, it was difficult to get her to stop. “One more year for you, and you’re going to be done with college, and then where are you going to meet a good boy?”

“In grad school, on the street, online, at a party, in a club, in a bar, or at work,” Mia responded by listing the obvious. “Look, mom, just because Marisa met Connor in college does not mean that it’s the only way to meet someone.” One could also meet an alien in the park—she was proof of that.

Her mom shook her head in reproach, but wisely moved on to another topic. They chatted about some other inconsequential things, and Mia learned that her parents were contemplating going on vacation to Europe for their thirtieth wedding anniversary and that her mom’s job search was going well. It was a wonderfully normal conversation, and Mia reveled in it, wanting to remember every moment in case this was the last time she would speak to her parents this way. Finally, she reluctantly said goodbye, promising to call Marisa right away. 

Her acting skills must have drastically improved in the last few days, Mia thought. Despite her inner turmoil, her parents hadn’t suspected a thing. 

Trying to reach Marisa on Skype was always a little challenging, so she called her cell instead.

“Mia! Hey there, baby sis, how are you? Did you see any of my postings on Facebook?” Her sister sounded incredibly excited.

“Um, no,” Mia said slowly. “Did something happen?” 

“Oh my God, you’re such a study-wort! I can’t believe you never go on Facebook anymore! Well, something did happen. You’re going to have a niece or nephew!”

“Oh my God!” Mia jumped up, nearly screaming in excitement. “You’re pregnant?”

“I sure am! Oh, I know you’re going to think I’m too young, and we just got married, and blah, blah, blah, but I’m really excited.”

“No, I think it’s great! I’m very happy for you,” Mia said earnestly. “I can’t believe my favorite sis is having a baby!”

At twenty-nine, Marisa had exactly the kind of life Mia had always hoped to have. She was happily married to a wonderful guy who adored her, lived an hour’s drive away from their parents in Florida, and worked as an elementary school music teacher. And now she had a baby on the way. Her life could not have been more perfect, and Mia was truly glad for her. And if she felt a twinge—okay, more than a twinge—of envy, she would never let it intrude on Marisa’s happiness. It was not her sister’s fault that Mia’s own life had become such a screw-up in the last week.

 They caught up some more, with Mia learning all about the first-trimester nausea and cravings, and then Marisa had to run since her lunch break was over. Mia let her go, already missing her cheerful voice, and then decided to use the remaining time for studying.

An hour later, Mia had gone through the requisite Statistics exercises and had just started reviewing her Child Psychology textbook when Jessie showed up.

“Mia!” she exclaimed with relief, spotting her curled up on the couch. “Oh, thank God! I was so worried when you didn’t come home last night! I called Jason, but he said that you were probably fine and that I shouldn’t worry. What happened? Did John tell you anything useful?”

Mia stared at her roommate, once more debating how much to share with the girl who had been her best friend for the last three years. “He did,” she said slowly, trying to come up with something that would put Jessie at ease.

“Well, what did he say? And where were you last night? Was it with that K?”

Mia sighed, deciding on a plausible storyline. “Well, John basically said that the Ks occasionally get interested in humans this way. It’s usually a passing fancy, and they get tired of the relationship and move on fairly quickly. It’s nothing to worry about, and I should just play along and enjoy it for as long as it lasts.”

“Enjoy what? Sleeping with the K?” Jessie’s eyes widened in shock.

“Pretty much,” Mia confirmed. “It’s really not that bad. He also takes me out to nice places. We’re going to Le Bernardin tonight.”

“Wait, Mia, you’re sleeping with him now?” Jessie’s voice rose incredulously. “But you’ve never been with anyone before! Are you telling me you lost your virginity to him already?”

Mia blushed, feeling embarrassed. At this point, she was about as far from being a virgin as one could get. Seeing her answer in the color washing into Mia’s face, Jessie softly said, “Oh my God. How was it? You weren’t hurt, were you?”

Mia’s blush deepened. “Jessie,” she said desperately, “I really don’t feel like discussing this in detail. We had sex, and it was good. Now can we please change the topic?”

Jessie hesitated and then reluctantly agreed. Mia could see that her roommate was dying with curiosity, but Mia knew she could not keep up her brave act for long. More than anything, Mia wanted to tell Jessie the whole messy story, to reveal the sickening fear she felt at the prospect of ending up as a sex slave or getting caught spying for the Resistance. But doing so would likely put Jessie in danger as well, and that was the last thing Mia wanted. 

Lying was a small price to pay for keeping her loved ones safe.

 

 

Before Mia had a chance to do much more studying, she was interrupted by the ringing of the doorbell. Opening the door, she was surprised to see a sharply dressed middle-aged woman and a young flamboyantly trendy man standing at her doorstep. The man was holding a zippered clothing bag that was nearly as tall as he was. “Yes?” she said warily, fully expecting to hear them say that they’ve got the wrong apartment.

“Mia Stalis?” the woman asked with a faint British accent.

“Uh, yeah,” Mia said, “that would be me.”

“Great,” the woman said. “I’m Bridget, and this is Claude. We’re personal shoppers from Saks Fifth Avenue, and we’re here to remake your wardrobe.”

Light dawned. 

Trying to hold on to her temper, Mia asked, “Did Korum sent you? I thought he was just getting me a dress for tonight.”

“He did. This is your dress right here. We’re going to make sure it fits you properly, and then we’ll take some additional measurements.” Bridget sounded snooty, or maybe that was just the British accent.

Mia took a deep breath. “All right,” she acquiesced, “come on in.” By now, Jessie had come out of her room and was observing the proceedings with great interest, and Mia didn’t want to throw a scene over something so inconsequential.

They came in, and Claude unzipped the bag with a flourish. “Wow,” Jessie said in a reverent tone, “I think I’ve seen that dress on the runway . . .”

The dress was truly beautiful, made of a shimmery blue fabric that seemed to flow with every move. It had three-quarter-length sleeves—perfect for a chilly restaurant—and looked like it might end just above the knees. It also seemed tiny, and Mia doubted that even she would be able to fit in it. 

Nonetheless, she went to her room and tried it on. Twirling in front of her mirror, she was shocked to see that it actually fit her like a glove. The dress was very modest in the front, but had a deep plunge in the back, so she couldn’t wear a bra. However, it was so cleverly made, with the cups already sewn in, that no bra was necessary for someone of Mia’s size. The young woman reflected in the mirror was more than merely pretty; she actually looked hot, with all her small curves highlighted and shown to their best advantage. 

Feeling shy, Mia walked out of her bedroom and modeled the dress to her audience. Claude and Bridget made admiring noises, and Jessie wolf-whistled at the sight. “Wow, Mia, you look amazing!” she exclaimed, walking around Mia to look at her from all angles.

“Here,” Bridget said, her tone less snooty now, “you can wear these tights and shoes with it.” She was holding up a pair of silky black pantyhose and simple black pumps with red soles. 

Trying on the shoes and tights, Mia discovered that they were a great fit as well. She wondered how Korum knew her size so precisely. If she had been the one choosing the clothes, she would have never gone for the dress, sure that it was too small to fit her. Still caught up in the beauty of the dress, Mia graciously allowed Bridget to take her full measurements. 

Checking on the time, Mia was surprised to see that it was already six o’clock. She only had a half-hour to get ready—not that she needed all that time given that she was already dressed. Her hair was still magically behaving, so she only needed to worry about makeup. Two minutes later, she was done, having brushed on two coats of mascara, a light sprinkling of powder to hide the freckles, and a tinted lip balm. Satisfied, she settled on the couch to finish studying and wait for Korum to pick her up.

***

Greeting Korum at the door, she was pleased to see his eyes turn a brighter amber at the sight of her in the dress. 

“Mia,” he said quietly, “I always knew you were beautiful, but you look simply incredible tonight.” 

Mia blushed at the compliment and mumbled a thank-you. 

The dinner was the most amazing affair of Mia’s life. Le Bernardin was utterly posh, with the waiters anticipating their every wish with almost uncanny attentiveness and the food somewhere between heavenly and out-of-this-world. They got a special tasting menu, and Mia tried everything from the warm lobster carpaccio to the stuffed zucchini flower. The wine paired with their courses was delicious as well, although Korum kept a strict eye on her alcohol consumption this time, stopping the waiter when he tried to refill her glass too often.

Keeping the conversation neutral was surprisingly easy. Korum was a good listener, and he seemed genuinely interested in her life, as simple and boring as it must have seemed to him. Since he knew everything about her anyway and she wasn’t trying to get him to like her, Mia found herself opening up to him in a way that she’d never had with her dates before. She told him about the first boy she’d ever kissed—an eight-year-old she’d had a crush on when she was six—and how jealous she’d felt of her perfect older sister when she was a young child. She spoke of her parents’ high expectations and of her own desire to positively influence young lives by serving as a guidance counselor. 

She also learned that he normally lived in Costa Rica. Supposedly, the climate there best mimicked the area of Krina where he was from. “Our Center in Guanacaste is the closest thing we have to a capital here on Earth. We call it Lenkarda,” he explained. She remembered then that Costa Rica was where John had said his sister was being held. She wondered if Korum had ever seen her there. It was feasible—he’d said there were only about five thousand Ks living in each of their Centers. 

As the dinner went on, she found herself straying more and more from the safe topics. Unable to contain her curiosity, she asked him about life on Krina and what the planet was like, in general.

“Krina is a beautiful place,” Korum told her. “It’s like a very lush green Earth. We have many more species of plants and animals, given our longer evolutionary history. We’ve also succeeded in preserving the majority of our biodiversity there, avoiding the mass extinctions that took place here in recent centuries.” For which humans were responsible—that part he didn’t have to say out loud.

“The majority, with the exception of your human-like primates, right?” Mia asked caustically, slightly chafing at his holier-than-thou attitude.

“With the exception of them, yes,” Korum agreed. “And a few other species that were particularly ill-equipped to survive.” 

Mia sighed and decided to move on to something less controversial. “So what are your cities like? Since you’re so long-lived, your planet must be very densely populated by now.”

He shook his head. “It’s actually not. We’re not as fertile as your species, and few couples these days are interested in having more than one or two children. As a result, our birth rate in modern times has been very low, barely above replenishment levels, and our population hasn’t grown significantly in millions of years.” Pausing to take a sip of his drink, he continued, “Our cities are actually very different from yours. We don’t enjoy living right on top of each other. We tend to be very territorial, so we like to have a lot of space to call our own. Our cities are more like your suburbs, where the Krinar live spread out on the edges and commute into the denser center, which is only for commercial activities. And everywhere you go, the air is clean and unpolluted. We like to have trees and plants all around us, so even the densest areas of our cities are nearly as green as your parks.”

Mia listened with fascination. This explained the flora all over his penthouse. “It sounds really nice,” she said. Then an obvious question occurred to her. “Why would you leave all that and come to Earth, with all of our pollution and overpopulation? It must be really unpleasant for you to be in New York, for instance.”

He smiled and reached for her hand, stroking her palm. “Well, I’ve recently discovered some definite perks to this city.” 

“No, but seriously, why come to Earth?” she persisted. “I can’t believe you’d give up your home planet just to come here and drink our blood.” Which he still hadn’t done with her for some reason, she realized. 

He sighed and looked at her, apparently coming to some decision. “Well, Mia, it’s like this. As beautiful as our planet is, it’s not immortal. Our sun, which is a much older star than yours, will begin to die in another hundred million years. If we’re still on Krina at that time, our entire race will perish. So we have no choice but to seek out some other alternatives.”

“In a hundred million years?” That seemed like a very long time to Mia. “But that’s so far away. Why come here now? Why not enjoy your beautiful planet for, say, another ninety million years?”

“Because, my darling, if we had left Earth to humans for another ninety million years, there might not have been a habitable planet for us to come to.” He leaned forward, his expression cooling. “Your kind has turned out to be incredibly destructive, with your technology evolving much faster than your morals and common sense. When your Industrial Revolution began, we knew that we would have to intervene at some point because you were using up your planet’s resources at an unprecedented pace. So we began preparations to come here because we saw the writing on the wall.” He paused, taking a deep breath. “And we were right. Each generation has been more and more greedy, each successive advance in your technology doing more and more damage to your environment. As short-lived as you are, you think in decades—not even hundreds of years—and that leads you not to care about the future. You’re like a child who takes a toy apart for the fun and pleasure of it, not caring that tomorrow he won’t have that toy to play with anymore.”

Mia sat there, feeling like said child getting castigated by the teacher. The tips of her ears burned with anger and shame. Maybe what he was saying was the truth, but he had no right to sit in judgment of her entire species, particularly in light of what she knew about his kind. Humans may be primitive and short-sighted compared to the Krinar, but at least they had the wisdom—and morals—to stop enslaving intelligent beings.

“So you came to our planet to take it over for your own use?” she asked resentfully. “All under the guise of saving it from our environmentally unfriendly ways?”

“No, Mia,” he said patiently, as though explaining the obvious to a small child. “We came to share your planet. If we had wanted to take it over, believe me, we would have. We’ve been more than generous with your species. Other than banning a few of your particularly stupid practices, we’ve generally left you alone, to live as you wish. That’s far better than the way you have treated your own kind.” 

Seeing the stubborn look on her face, he added, “When the Europeans came to the Americas, did they let the natives live in peace? Did they respect their traditions and ways of life enough to let them continue, or did they try to impose their own religion, values, and mores on them? Did they treat them as fellow human beings or as savage animals?”

Mia shook her head in denial. “That was a long time ago. We’ve changed, and we’ve learned our lessons. We would never do something like that again.”

“Maybe not,” he conceded. “But you still have no problem exterminating other species through negligence and willful ignorance. As recently as a few years ago, you treated the animals you raised for food as though they were not living creatures. And don’t even get me started on the Holocaust and the other atrocities you’ve perpetuated against other humans during the last century. You’re not as enlightened as you’d like to think you are.”

He was right, and Mia hated him for it. As much as she would have liked to throw their own use of human slaves in his face, she was not supposed to know about that. So she asked instead, “If we’re so awful, then why do you even want me? I certainly wouldn’t want to be with someone of whom I had such a low opinion.”

Korum sighed with exasperation. “Mia, I never said you’re awful. Especially not you, specifically. Your species is still immature and in need of guidance, that’s all.”

“Plus, I’m just your fuck toy, right?” Mia said bitterly, not sure why she was even bothering to go there. “I guess it doesn’t matter what you think of humans as a whole in that case.”

He just stared at her impassively. “If that’s how you want to think about it, fine. I certainly enjoy fucking you quite a bit.” His eyes turned a deeper shade of gold, and he leaned toward her. “And you love getting fucked. So why don’t you stop trying to slap labels on everything and just enjoy the way things are?”

Sitting back, he motioned to the waiter for the check. Mia’s cheeks burned with embarrassment, even as her body involuntarily responded to his words with swift arousal. 

He paid the bill, and they left, heading back to his penthouse.

 

 

As soon as they got into the limo, Korum pulled her onto his lap and thoroughly kissed her until all she could think about was getting to the bedroom. His hands found their way under the skirt of her dress, pressing rhythmically between her legs until she was moaning softly and squirming in his arms. Before she could reach her peak, they had arrived at their destination.

He carried her swiftly through the lobby of his building, and Mia hid her face against his chest, pretending not to see the shocked stares from the concierge and the few residents passing by. As soon as they were alone in the elevator, he kissed her again, his tongue leisurely exploring her mouth until she was nearly ready to come again. Without pausing to take off their clothes, he brought her inside the bedroom and threw her onto the bed.

At their entrance, the background music and soft lighting came on, creating a romantic ambiance. Mia hardly noticed, her arousal nearly at fever pitch. She watched hungrily as he stripped off his own clothes with inhuman speed, revealing the powerfully muscled body underneath. It was no wonder she was so addicted to him, she thought with some coolly rational part of her mind. He was probably the most gorgeous male she would ever be with in her life.

He came over her then and pulled off the dress, barely taking the time to unzip it. She was left lying there in her black pantyhose and high-heeled pumps, with her upper body completely exposed to his starving gaze. “You look so hot,” he told her, his voice rough with lust. The thick, swollen cock pointing in her direction corroborated his words. Bending toward her breasts, he closed his mouth over her left nipple and sucked hard, making her arch off the bed with the intensity of the sensation. Doing the same thing to her other nipple, he simultaneously pressed at the throbbing place between her thighs, and Mia screamed as she came, her entire body shuddering from the force of her orgasm.

Before she could recover, he started kissing her again with an oddly intent look on his face. Starting at her lips, his warm mouth moved down her face and neck, lingering over the sensitive juncture of her neck and shoulder and making her shiver with pleasure. 

Suddenly, there was a brief slicing pain, and Mia realized that he must have bitten her. She gasped in shock, but before she could feel anything more than a twinge of fear, hot ecstasy seemed to rush through her veins. Every muscle in her body simultaneously tightened and immediately turned to mush, and her skin felt like it had been set on fire from within. Her last rational thought was that it had to be the chemical in his saliva, and then she could no longer think at all, her entire being tuned only to the pull of his mouth at her neck and the feel of his body entering her own with one powerful thrust.

The rest of the night passed in a blur of sensations and images. She was vaguely aware that she climaxed repeatedly, her senses heightened to a nearly unbearable degree. All the colors seemed brighter, and she felt like she was floating in a warm sea, with the currents caressing her skin and lapping at her insides, making them clench and release in ecstasy. He was relentless in his passion, his cock driving into her in a savage, unending rhythm until she was nothing more than pure sensation, her essence reduced down to its very basics, her very personhood burned away in the all-consuming rapture.

Hours may have passed, or days. Mia didn’t know and didn’t care. At some point, her voice gave out from her constant screams, and she couldn’t come anymore, her body wrung dry from the ceaseless orgasms. He came hard too, shuddering over her several times throughout the night, and then penetrating her again a few moments later. Finally exhausted, Mia literally passed out, falling into a deep and dreamless sleep that ended the most unbelievable sexual experience of her life.

 







CHAPTER NINE

 

Over the next couple of weeks, Mia settled into a routine—if sleeping with an extraterrestrial while trying to spy on him could be called anything that mundane. 

He insisted on seeing her every evening, for dinner and beyond. She spent every night at his penthouse, no longer sleeping in her own apartment. During the day, he allowed her to attend class, go home to study, or spend time Skyping with her family. Her social life—never particularly active—now revolved around her relationship with him, and Jessie was horrified by that.

“I’m telling you, Mia,” she earnestly tried to convince her, “I know you said it’s only temporary, but I’m really worried about you. All you do is go to him—it’s like you don’t have a life anymore. It’s not healthy, the way he just completely took over all your free time. I barely see you anymore—and we share an apartment. Can’t you just spend one night away from him, just to hang out with the girls or go to a house party? You’re in college, for Christ’s sake!” 

Mia shrugged, not wanting to get into an argument with Jessie. Let her think that she was simply obsessed with her first lover. It was better than explaining the reality of her precarious situation.

John contacted her on Thursday, wondering if she had any useful information. Mia had nothing. Leeta and Rezav had come by Korum’s place a few times, but they had gone into that room and Mia had been too scared to try spying on them again. Walking in Central Park, Korum and Mia had once been approached by a group of three Ks that she’d never seen before. Their attitude toward Korum had been somewhat deferential, giving Mia a glimpse of the power he supposedly wielded over the Krinar on this planet. However, they’d spoken in their own language, and Mia had no clue what they said. She was surprised to see them, however; she hadn’t known that Manhattan was such a popular place for the Ks to hang out. 

On Fridays and Saturdays, he took her out to see Broadway shows and new movie releases. Mia greatly enjoyed herself. For some reason, despite living in New York City, she rarely got a chance to go to the shows—and it was fun pretending to be a tourist for a night. He also took her out to expensive restaurants or made gourmet meals at home on the days that they stayed in. For an outsider looking in, her life was the stuff of every girl’s fantasy—complete with a handsome, wealthy lover who drove her around in a limo and generally treated her like a princess.

Her wardrobe had undergone a complete change as well. The personal shoppers from Saks had gone all out, replacing every piece of Mia’s clothing with something nicer, more flattering, and infinitely more expensive. Stylish new coats and fluffy parkas kept her warm and cozy in the unpredictable spring weather. All of her underwear was now mostly silk and lace, with a few cotton pieces mixed in for everyday comfort and exercise. Her bulky old sweaters and baggy sweatpants were exchanged for comfortable, but formfitting yoga pants and soft fleecy tops. Even her jeans were deemed to be too old and poorly fitting, and designer brands now proudly resided on her shelves. And, of course, the beautiful dresses that now hung in her closet were in a category of their own. Her shoes had not escaped either, with brand-new high-end boots, sneakers, flats, and heels taking place of her old Uggs and worn-out All Stars from high school. 

Mia’s strident objections at Korum’s extravagant expenditures on her behalf were completely ignored. 

“Are you under the impression that this is something more than pocket change for me?” he asked her arrogantly, arching one black eyebrow at her protests. “I like to see you dressed well, and I want you to wear these.” 

And that was the end of that topic. 

The sex between them was explosive—literally and figuratively out-of-this-world. Korum was a very mercurial lover. One day, he could be playful and tender, spending hours massaging Mia with scented oils until she purred with pleasure; other times, he was merciless, driving into her with unrelenting force until she screamed in ecstasy. On days when he took her blood—not every day, because it could be addictive for them both, he’d explained—she thought she could easily lose her mind from the intensity of the experience. Although Mia had never tried the hard-core drugs herself, she knew about the effects of various substances on the brain through her Psychology of Addiction class, and she imagined that the sex-blood combo with Korum was probably like doing heroin at the same time as ecstasy.

She often felt bitter about that, knowing that she could never feel the same way with a regular human man. Even if she was able to return to her normal life some day, she knew that she would never be the same, that he was too deeply imprinted on her mind and body. With each day that passed, she grew to crave his touch more, every cell in her body aching for him when he was not around. All he had to do was smile or look at her with those amber eyes and she was ready, her body softening and melting in preparation for his. 

The calm, rational Mia Stalis of the past twenty-plus years was replaced with an insecure, emotional wreck. When she was with Korum, feeling his touch and basking in his presence, Mia felt like she was floating on air. As soon as she stepped away, however, she was filled with self-loathing and gut-wrenching fear—fear of being caught spying, of being unable to carry out her mission before he tired of her, and, most of all, of losing him. 

It was inevitable, she knew. Even if he hadn’t been the enemy, even if his kind had not been enslaving her own, there was no future for them. They were different species, and, if that hadn’t been enough of an obstacle, her life span was like that of a fruit fly compared to his. In another few years—a dozen years at most—she would begin the inevitable aging process, and his attraction to her would fade, assuming that it lasted that long in the first place. 

In her darkest moments, a small insidious voice inside her head wondered if it would truly be that awful—being his charl in Costa Rica. Would he treat her any differently from the way he did today? If not, then what did it matter what label was placed on their relationship as long as she could continue to be with him? And then she would be disgusted with herself, sickened that she could even contemplate the idea. 

Despite her best attempts to remain upbeat for them, her family had begun to notice that something was amiss. Her mom ascribed it to stress from the proximity of finals, but her dad was more observant. “Did you meet someone, honey?” he asked one day out of the blue, startling Mia. She had vehemently denied it, of course, but she could see that he still had some doubts. Out of her entire family, her father was the only one who could read the subtleties of Mia’s moods, and she was sure that her artificially bright smile did little to conceal the turmoil within from his sharp gaze. 

The only time she felt like her old self was when she would bury herself in the library, absorbed in her studies. The end of the semester was approaching quickly, and Mia’s workload tripled, with papers and finals looming in the near future. Under normal circumstances, Mia would have been tense and snappy from the stress. These days, however, studying brought a welcome relief from the drama of the rest of her life, and she gladly pored over textbooks and practiced linear regression every chance she got. 

The first days of May brought unseasonably warm weather to New York, and the entire city came alive, with residents quickly donning their new summer clothes and tourists arriving in droves. 

As much as Mia would’ve liked to join the other students lounging on the lawn with their books, she needed four walls around her in order to concentrate. Korum was becoming increasingly reluctant to have her go to the library, given her tendency to forget about the time while there, so she tried to study more in his penthouse. He set up a desk and a comfortable lounge chair for her in a small sunny room next to his own office—the place where he had met with Leeta and Rezav—and she began spending hours there instead. 

She was also starting to think about the summer. After finals, Mia was supposed to fly home to Florida to see her parents. She had been fortunate to get an internship at a camp for troubled kids in Orlando, where she would be one of the counselors. Since Orlando was only about ninety minutes away from Ormond Beach, she could easily visit her parents on the weekends or whenever she had days off. Although dealing with troubled children would not be the easiest gig, the experience was considered valuable for someone in her field and would greatly aid her on grad school applications. 

She had no idea how Korum would react to her essentially leaving for the next couple of months. It was possible that in another couple of weeks he would be tired of her, and then the issue would never arise. Thus far, he had not prevented her from carrying on with her schoolwork, and she hoped they might be able to come up with a workable solution for the summer as well—if their relationship lasted that far. For now, she decided to keep quiet and not rock the boat. 

Two days before her Statistics exam, with Mia beginning to think and dream in correlations, Korum got called away for some unknown emergency. Sitting in her study room, she heard raised voices speaking in Krinar across the wall. Minutes later, he came into her room and told her tersely that he would be away for the rest of the day. 

“If you need to go home to study or you want to hang out with your roommate tonight, feel free,” he added as an afterthought. “I may not be home tonight.” 

Surprised, Mia nodded in agreement and watched him depart swiftly, with only a quick peck on her cheek. 

Her heart jumped into her throat as she realized that this may be the chance she had been waiting for.

 

 

She sat for a few minutes, making sure that he was truly gone. For good measure, she leisurely strolled to the bathroom and splashed cold water on her cheeks, trying to convince herself that there was nothing to worry about . . . that she was completely alone in the house. Her hands were shaking a bit, she noticed as she raised them to her face, and her eyes stood out against her unusually pale face. You can do this, Mia. All you have to do is just take a look around. 

She casually walked toward his office, ready to run into her own study at the first sign of his return. The penthouse was eerily quiet, with only her footsteps breaking the uneasy silence. Her heartbeat thundering in her ears, Mia tiptoed toward the office door.

As before, the doors slid open automatically at her approach. Even though Mia had been expecting it, she still jumped at the quiet “whoosh.” Stepping in, she quickly surveyed her surroundings.

The room was completely empty. 

A large polished table stood in the center, dominating the space. There were a few chairs positioned around the table, with the whole setup reminiscent of a corporate conference room. Mia was not sure what she’d hoped to see—perhaps a few papers left lying around or a computer carelessly turned on. But there was nothing. 

Of course, she realized, he would not be using anything as primitive as paper or a tablet computer. Whatever the K equivalent of a computer was, she likely wouldn’t even recognize it as such given the state of their technology. 

Not for the first time, Mia cursed her own technological ineptitude. Someone who had problems keeping up with all the latest human gadgets was particularly ill-equipped to spy on an alien from a much more advanced civilization. 

Walking into the room, she carefully approached the table. It looked like a regular table surface, but Mia remembered the three-dimensional image she’d seen on it that one time. She tried to remember what it was that Korum did to make it disappear. Was it a wave of his hand?

Trying to imitate the gesture, she motioned with her right arm. Nothing. She waved her left arm. Still nothing. Frustrated, she stomped her foot. Unsurprisingly, that didn’t do anything either. 

Mia circled around the table, studying every nook and cranny. Getting down on her knees, she crawled underneath and tried to look at the underside in the crazy hope that there might be a recognizable button somewhere there. There wasn’t one, of course. The surface above her was completely innocuous, made of nothing more mysterious than plain wood.

Trying to crawl out, Mia bumped against one of the chairs. Exactly like a corporate office chair, it had wheels and swiveled in the middle. A fleecy sweater Korum occasionally wore around the house was carelessly hanging on the back of it. She crawled around the chair, not wanting to disturb the arrangement in case Korum had a good memory for furniture placement.

Sitting on the cold floor next to the chair, Mia stared despondently around the room. It was hopeless . . . John had been crazy to think that Mia could help somehow. If they were truly relying on her, then they were doomed. She was, quite simply, the worst spy in the world. 

Her butt was getting cold from sitting, and the whole thing was utterly pointless anyway. 

Trying to get up, Mia inadvertently brushed against the chair and lost her balance for a second. Grabbing onto the chair for support, she accidentally pulled off Korum’s sweater. 

Great. She wasn’t just a useless spy—she was also a clumsy one. Lifting the sweater, she brought it closer to her nose and inhaled the familiar scent. Clean and masculine, it made her warm deep inside. You have it bad, Mia. Stop mooning over the enemy you’re spying on. 

She tried to arrange the sweater back in its original position, and her fingers felt something unusual. A small protrusion on the edge of the sleeve that didn’t seem to belong on a soft sweater like that. 

Her pulse jumping in excitement, Mia lifted the sleeve to take a closer look.

On the bottom of the sleeve, a tiny chip was embedded in the fabric. It was the size of a small button, and it was sheer luck that Mia’s fingers had landed on it—otherwise, she would not have noticed it in a million years. 

A light went on in her head. Korum had been wearing this sweater when he waved his arm and made the image disappear, Mia remembered with chills going down her spine. He had literally had a trick up his sleeve! 

Nearly jumping in excitement, Mia examined the little computer—or at least, that’s what she presumed it was—with careful attention. The thing was tiny and had no obvious on or off button. 

“On,” Mia ordered, wondering if it would respond to voice commands. 

Nothing. 

Mia tried again. “Turn on!” 

There was no response this time either.

This was frustrating. Either the chip did not respond to voice commands, or it did not understand English. Then again, it could be programmed to respond only to Korum’s voice or his touch. 

Maybe if she massaged it herself? 

She tried it. Nothing.

Blowing in frustration at a curl that had fallen over her eye, Mia considered her options. If the thing responded to Korum’s touch, then it probably knew his DNA signature or something like that. In which case, she had no chance of getting it to work. 

Discouraged, Mia sat down on the floor again. It seemed to help the last time she was stumped. If only there was some way she could test her theory—like a chunk of his hair or something . . . 

Suddenly hopeful, Mia jumped up and ran to the bedroom to see if she could find any stray hairs. To her huge disappointment, the room was utterly hair-free, except for a couple of long curly strands that could only be her own. Korum was either a clean freak, or he simply didn’t shed his hair the way humans did.

Furiously thinking it through, Mia ran to the bathroom and grabbed his electric toothbrush. Maybe it had some traces of his saliva or gum tissue . . . She held up the toothbrush to the little device with bated breath. 

The device blinked, powering up for a second, and then fizzled out again. 

Mia nearly screamed in excitement. 

She held the toothbrush even closer, nearly brushing the sweater with it, but the chip remained silent and dark.

Mia’s teeth snapped together in frustration. She was on the right path, but she needed a bigger chunk of his DNA. His clothes might have some, his shoes, the sheets on the bed . . . But those would likely be trace amounts, like those on the toothbrush. 

The sheets on the bed! A big grin slowly appeared on Mia’s face. She knew exactly where to get that big chunk. 

Going into the laundry room, she dug through the pile of towels and dirty linens that had piled up in the recent week. Korum tended to do his own laundry for some weird reason, and he usually did it on Mondays. Given that today was a Saturday, the room was chock-full of DNA tidbits, courtesy of their active sex life.

Mia pulled out a particularly stained pillowcase, blushing a little when she remembered how it got that way. Bringing it into the office, she held it up to the little device and waited, hardly daring to hope. 

Without any sound, the chip blinked and turned on. A giant three-dimensional image appeared on the table surface. Her heart in her throat, Mia slowly hung the sweater back on the chair—which did not affect the image at all—and walked around the table, trying to make sense of what she was seeing.

 







CHAPTER TEN

 

Spread out before her was a giant three-dimensional map of Manhattan and the surrounding boroughs. It was like a much fancier, much more realistic version of Google Earth. 

Slowly pacing around the table, Mia stared at the familiar landscape laid out in front of her. There was Central Park, right in the middle of the tall narrow island that was still the cultural and financial center of the United States of America. Much lower, all the way on the west side, Mia could see Korum’s luxury high-rise, outlined in perfect detail. 

Fascinated, she stretched her hand toward the small building image, wondering if it had any substance to it. Her fingers passed right through it, but she felt a small electric pulse run through her palm. All of a sudden, reality shifted and adjusted . . . and Mia cried out in panic as she found herself standing on the street and looking directly at the building itself—not its image, but the real thing. 

Gasping, she stumbled backwards, falling and catching herself with her hands. 

There was no pain at the contact with rough surface of the sidewalk; in fact, the sidewalk felt like nothing at all. Everything seemed strangely muted and silent. There were no cars passing on the street and no pedestrians leisurely strolling by.

It had to be a dream, Mia realized with a shiver, or a really vivid hallucination. Maybe she was really dying from the contact with the alien technology, and this was her brain’s last hurrah. It didn’t feel like that, though—it just felt weird, like she had fallen into a reflective pool of something and the reflections turned out to be real.

Virtual reality. 

Mia knew it with sudden certainty. Even today’s human technology could give a weak imitation of it through all the three-dimensional movies and video games. The Ks could obviously do much better, making her feel like she was actually in the image herself. This had to be the K version of Google Maps, where, instead of placing the little orange figure on the digital map to look around via pictures, the map simply placed the viewer into the three-dimensional reality.

The question now was how to get out. 

Maybe if she closed her eyes and reopened them, she would find herself back in the office. Squeezing her lids shut, Mia tried counting to five. Halfway through, she lost her patience and peeked. Nope, she was still definitely in front of the building. 

Her next initiative was to pinch herself . . . hard. 

Ouch. 

She definitely felt that pain, but her view didn’t budge. She stomped her foot. Her leg communicated that sensation to her brain as well, but Mia was still in that mysterious world. 

Crap. She was starting to panic. What if she could never leave this place, or worse, what if she was still in it when Korum got home? He would know immediately that she had been snooping. There was no way to spin this in a positive light, or to pass it off as random curiosity. She had clearly gone to extraordinary lengths to access his files. 

Think, Mia, think. If she had entered this world so easily, there had to be an equally easy way to get out. Something had to be real in this surreal place, even if everything seemed fake. 

Raising her arms at her sides, Mia slowly turned in a circle. Initially, her outstretched hands encountered nothing but air. She took a step to the right and repeated the process. Then another step and another. On her fifth attempt, her fingers brushed against something soft and familiar. The sweater! She couldn’t see it, but she could definitely feel it. 

Grabbing it with a desperate grip, Mia attempted to locate the device. And there it was, a tiny nub near the edge of the sleeve. As soon as Mia touched it, the familiar electric pulse ran through her hand. For a second, she experienced that feeling of disorientation, and then she was standing on solid ground—on the floor of Korum’s office inside the building she had just been looking at.

Nearly shaking in relief, she stared at the map still spread out before her. She’d done it! She—Mia Stalis, who had to be taught how to operate the latest iPads—had actually entered an alien virtual reality world and come out unscathed. 

Of course, she still hadn’t learned anything useful. As much as she wanted to stop and go back to memorizing the standard deviation formula, she had to explore this opportunity further.

This time around, Mia knew what she had to do to avoid getting lost in that strange world. She put on Korum’s sweater herself. It was huge on her, nearly reaching down to her knees. His deliciously familiar scent surrounded her, almost as if she was standing in his arms. For some reason, she found it very comforting, even though she knew that he might kill her if he saw her in this moment. 

Walking around the table, she examined the map in detail. The image seemed to pulse slightly, and there were areas that shimmered more than others. One particular building in Brooklyn almost had a glow around it. 

A glow? Mia had to investigate it further. 

Extending her hand toward the tiny image, she closed her eyes and braced for the reality shift. When she opened them, she was on the street, looking at a quiet tree-lined residential block populated by a row of red-brick townhouses. 

To her surprise, the scene was far from empty. Stifling a startled gasp, she watched a man hurry into one of the houses. He walked right past Mia on the street, without even a cursory glance to acknowledge her presence. Of course, Mia realized, she wasn’t really there from his perspective. She was either watching a live video feed—a very realistic one—or, more likely, a pre-recorded video.

A saying she’d once heard nibbled on the edge of her mind. Something about advanced technology being indistinguishable from magic. That’s exactly what it was like with the Ks, thought Mia. She felt a little like Harry Potter in his invisibility cloak—though her adversary was admittedly much better-looking than Voldemort. 

Gathering her courage, she followed the man up the steps and into the house. This is not real, Mia. They can’t see you. You can get out any time you like. She opened the door—which was unlocked for some reason—and stepped inside.

There was no one in the hallway, but she could hear people in the living room. Her heart pounding in her throat, Mia slowly approached the gathering. The big sweater wrapped around her felt like a security blanket, giving her the nerve to continue.

Tiptoeing into the room, Mia hovered in the doorway, waiting for someone to yell out, “Intruder!” But the occupants of the room were unaware of her presence. Feeling much calmer, Mia began to observe the proceedings. 

There were about fifteen people gathered there, of various ages and nationalities. Only three of them were women, including a middle-aged lady who looked like a professor. The other two women were young, probably around Mia’s age, although the stressed look on their faces aged them somehow. A lean blond man was sitting with his back turned to Mia, but there was something about him that looked familiar. 

“John,” said the middle-aged woman, addressing the blond man, “we really need to work out these details. We can’t just blindly trust them—” 

He turned his head to respond, and Mia realized with a sinking feeling in her stomach that she knew this John—that she had spoken to him twice in the last few weeks. And that meant only one thing: what she was observing had to be a meeting of the Resistance— and if she was observing it through Korum’s virtual reality video, then he was obviously onto them. 

Oh dear God. They thought they were safe, that they weren’t being tracked. Why else would they all be gathered here like this? John had said that Korum was specifically in New York to stamp out the Resistance movement . . . because they were getting close to some breakthrough. But clearly, Korum was even closer to his goal of hunting down the freedom fighters. 

She had to warn them. They were sitting ducks in that Brooklyn house. Korum could ambush them at any moment.

Suddenly, Mia felt every hair on the back of her neck rising. The puzzle pieces snapped into place, and she gasped in horrified realization. 

It may already be too late for John and his friends. 

Why else would Korum leave so abruptly today? He knew exactly where they were. There was no reason for him to wait any longer. The ambush—if it hadn’t occurred yet—was about to take place. 

 

 

Without waiting a second longer, Mia touched the little device on her sleeve and was immediately transported back to Korum’s office. Waving her hand as she had seen Korum do, she nearly collapsed with relief when the action actually worked and the map winked out of existence. Quickly taking off the sweater, she hung it on the back of the chair, making sure that no stray hairs from her head remained anywhere on the fleecy fabric. Then she positioned the chairs back to how she remembered them being and ran out of the room. Last minute, she remembered the pillowcase and grabbed that too, dropping it back in the laundry pile on her way out of the apartment. Two minutes later, she had her purse and shoes and was getting into the elevator.

She needed to contact John, right away. 

Pulling out her old-fashioned pocket cell phone, Mia shot an email to Jessie, writing ‘Hi’ in the subject line. In the body of the text, she mentioned that she would be home tonight and asked if Jessie wanted to have a girls’ night in. That should put John on alert, she thought, if he was indeed monitoring Jessie’s account. Now all she could do was hope and pray that she was not too late. 

Wanting to get home as quickly as possible, Mia hailed a cab. It was a wasteful extravagance, but if there was ever a good reason to hurry—this was it. Climbing in, she gave the driver her home address and leaned back against the seat, closing her eyes.

Thoughts and ideas zoomed around her brain, jumping from one topic to another. How did Korum know where they were meeting? He had to have bugged the fighters’ house without their knowledge . . . But John had reassured her that he could tell if a room was bugged or not. Either John had lied to her or Korum was ten steps ahead of whatever knowledge John’s crew thought they possessed. That last part made sense to her. Humans could never hope to win against the K technology. If Korum wanted to watch the Resistance, he could obviously do so without their knowledge.

The full danger of the game she was playing dawned on Mia. Depending on how long Korum had been spying on them, he could know all of their plans by now . . . and he could know about Mia’s involvement, limited though it had been up until today. At that thought, Mia’s stomach turned over and she felt a sickening cold spread down to her toes. She had never seen Korum truly angry, but she had no doubt it would not be a pleasant sight.

Arriving at her destination, Mia paid the driver with cold, clammy fingers and walked up the five flights of stairs to her apartment. Jessie wasn’t home, and Mia enviously thought that she was probably out enjoying the beautiful day with her friends. Either that or studying for finals—and both options sounded amazing to Mia right about now. 

She settled in to wait.

About a half hour had passed, and Mia had nearly worn a hole in the carpet pacing up and down the living room. Finally, just as she was about to go out of her mind with frustration, the doorbell rang. 

John and one of the young women from the meeting were at her door. The girl’s hair was a sandy shade of brown and cut short, almost like a man’s. She also looked very athletic. If it hadn’t been for her elfin features, she could have easily passed for a teenage boy.

“Mia, this is Leslie,” said John. “Leslie—this is Mia, the girl I was telling you about.”

Mia nodded in greeting and let them into the apartment. 

“John,” she said without a preamble, “I just learned that you’re in danger.”

“No shit,” Leslie said sarcastically. “We had no idea.”

Mia was taken aback. This girl had no reason to dislike her, yet her tone was almost contemptuous. She felt her own hackles rising. “That’s right,” she said coolly. “You obviously had no idea . . . else you wouldn’t have had that meeting where Korum could get a nice video of you all—including you, Leslie.”

John’s eyes widened in shock. “What are you talking about? What video?”

“I’m not even sure if video is the right word for it. It’s really more of a virtual reality show—” 

She relayed to them exactly what she’d seen today. By the time she finished, John looked pale and Leslie’s arrogant smirk had been wiped from her face.

“I don’t understand,” he said slowly. “How did he know where to find us? All of our regular meeting places get swept for bugs and tracking devices daily. We all get regular scans too—”

“It’s obviously not enough,” said Leslie. “Either that, or we were betrayed.”

They looked at each other in dismay.

“How are you even doing this?” asked Mia. “How do you even know what to look for when you do your scans? They can hide their tracking devices in anything. You even told me I have them in me . . .”

“That’s true,” John nodded, “but we can still find them—”

“Usually,” said Leslie.

“Right, usually, because we’re not just relying on our own modern technology—”

“John,” said Leslie warningly.

“Leslie, Mia should know. She clearly risked a lot finding this information for us tonight—”

“But how can you trust her? She sleeps with him every day!”

“She has no choice in the matter! And how else would she have come across this today? You should be kissing her feet that she risked her life like that—” 

“Excuse me,” interrupted Mia, flushed with anger and embarrassment, “what is it you think I should know?”

Leslie just stared angrily, looking like she wanted to hit John. He ignored her and said, “Look, Mia . . . I don’t want you to think that we’re just a bunch of idiots bumbling around, in over our heads. Maybe that’s what the movement was in the early stages, when we had no clue what they were or what they were capable of. It’s different now. We know our adversary well. And we have help—”

“Help from the Ks?” interrupted Mia, her heart beating faster at the thought.

“From the Ks,” confirmed John. “As I told you before, they’re not all the same. Some of them believe it’s wrong, the way the Ks have come to this planet to steal it from us . . . to enslave our population. They want to help us—to share their technology with us, to help us advance until we become their equals—”

“They’re like the PETA version of the Ks,” said Leslie, giving in to the inevitable, but with a frown still on her face. “We call them KETHs—Ks for the Ethical Treatment of Humans.”

“KETHs, or Keiths, to make it easier to pronounce,” clarified John.

Mia stared at them in amazement. He’d hinted at their powerful allies before, but this clearly went beyond just one or two rogue K individuals.

“What kind of pull do the Keiths have within their society?” she asked, trying to put it all into perspective.

“Not a ton,” admitted John.

“They’re kind of a fringe group, from what we understand,” added Leslie. “But they do have access to K technology, and they supply us with what we need to stay ahead—the scanning tools we use, the shielding technology . . .”

“But to what end?” asked Mia, still not comprehending. “So you run around unseen—or not, as we learned today—but what can a fringe group do to really make a difference? You still can’t fight them, even if you have a few bug scanning devices. Unless—” 

She gasped in realization.

“Unless they were supplying us with more than a few scanning devices, that’s right,” John said helpfully.

“That’s enough, John,” Leslie said in a harsh tone. “Now she knows as much as most members of our group. If you tell her anything else and she gets caught—”

John sighed. “Leslie’s right. Your lover already knows everything we’ve told you so far. I can’t tell you anything else without putting you in danger. In even greater danger, I mean . . .”

Mia nodded in understanding. There was no reason for her to know the particulars of the Resistance plans. The last thing she needed was to be tortured for information. Of course, she had no idea if she could withstand even the threat of torture. Just the thought of Korum being angry with her was frightening in and of itself. 

“Okay, then,” she said. “I have to ask you one thing . . . Since your security is not as good as you thought it was, is there a chance that Korum could know about me? Did you talk about me at any time in that place in Brooklyn? Because if you did—”

“No, Mia, you’re safe.” John understood immediately where she was leading. “There’s always a chance that he could know . . . but I really doubt it. You’re our secret weapon. I’ve never spoken about you with anyone. Except for Jason—and Leslie, who happened to be with me today when I saw your email—no one knows that you’re working for us.”

Seeing the surprised look on Mia’s face, he explained, “I didn’t want to put you in any unnecessary danger. If we were to get caught and interrogated, your name would not come up.” 

He paused, apparently thinking about his next words. “And, frankly, I wasn’t sure you would be able to come across anything useful. What you just told us today is so far above my expectations . . . I can’t even begin to tell you how grateful we are. You see, tonight we were supposed to have a final brainstorming session—more than thirty of our top fighters were scheduled to attend. Korum must know about this . . . We talked about it in the last meeting—the one that you partially saw. If he had ambushed us tonight, he could have dealt a serious blow to the movement. You probably saved many lives today, Mia.”

Mia looked at him, her cheeks flaming with mixed emotions. She was glad she could help the Resistance and hugely relieved that her secret was safe for now. But she was also a little offended at his low opinion of her capabilities. Then again, it was sheer luck that she’d stumbled upon this information today. Prior to this, she really had been useless to the movement, so she could hardly blame him for thinking that. 

“All right,” she said. “I hope that you can reschedule whatever you’ve got planned for tonight. Korum said he may not be home at all this evening, so whatever he’s doing is probably big.”

 







CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

“Hey stranger, welcome back!” 

Jessie had apparently gotten her email and came home, bubbling with enthusiasm. 

Mia grinned back and gave her roommate a big hug, genuinely happy to see her cheerful face. Her meeting with the Resistance fighters had left her unsettled, and Jessie was exactly the distraction she needed. 

“So tell me,” Jessie joked, “how did the big bad K let you come out for a night? I was sure he was keeping you under lock and key there.”

Mia flushed. It was a little too close to the truth for comfort. Shrugging, she said, “I think he has to work this evening or something. He wasn’t sure if he’d be home at all, so he suggested we hang out.”

“Wow, how nice of him,” Jessie said, comically widening her eyes. “Do you know what this means?”

“No, what?” Mia said, laughing at the dramatic expression on Jessie’s face. 

“It means we’re going out! It’s a Saturday night, and we’re going to party!”

Mia wrinkled her nose a little. “Really? Right before finals?”

“Damn right! Oh, don’t give me that look. I know you’ve been cramming for weeks already. One evening out won’t make or break your grade. But since your K overlord decided to let you out only for tonight, we’re going to have ourselves a blast!”

Mia grinned. Jessie’s enthusiasm was catching, and suddenly the idea of getting utterly wasted while dancing all night sounded just about perfect. 

 

 

Two hours later, the girls began preparations for the night out. Showering and shaving every inch of her body, Mia washed her hair and thoroughly conditioned it. The regular use of Korum’s shampoo had turned it soft and silky, infinitely more manageable, and blowdrying resulted in a soft mass of well-defined dark curls cascading halfway down her back.

Makeup was next, and Mia went for the dramatic smoky-eye look, keeping the rest of her face neutral. Her wardrobe, however, presented a dilemma, for which she needed expert advice. “Jessie!” she yelled for the expert. 

Her roommate came in, dressed to the nines herself. In her short red dress and sky-high heels, she looked like a million bucks. “Let me guess. You still don’t know what to wear?” she asked with a big grin.

“I need your help.” Mia gave her a helpless look, motioning toward the closet. 

“Okay, let’s see, what have we got here . . . Prada, Gucci, Badgley Mischka—oh poor you, you really have nothing to wear!” Jessie shook her head in mock reproach. “This is unbelievable, Mia—he totally spoils you. No wonder you never come home anymore.” 

Digging through Mia’s closet, Jessie pulled out a risqué Dolce & Gabbana dress and thrust it at Mia. “Here, try this one on.”

Mia eyed it doubtfully. “Won’t I be cold?” There wasn’t much to the dress. It looked like two scraps of purple fabric held together by a few hooks and zippers. 

“Dancing in a hot, crowded club? Oh please.” Jessie snorted dismissively. “And if you wear this, I can guarantee you we won’t have to stand in line outside.”

Mia decided to listen to the expert. Shimmying into the dress, she walked out of the room to show it to Jessie.

“Wow.” Jessie was almost speechless. “I don’t know what he’s been feeding you, but you look amazing. I mean, you always looked cute—but this is a whole other level.”

Mia blushed a little. The dress was definitely sexy, showing off her legs and exposing her back and shoulders. It was a bit too provocative for Mia’s taste, with the flimsy ties around her neck being the only things holding the top in place. She couldn’t wear a bra with it, given the low cut in the back, and she felt like her nipples were visible under the clingy fabric. To complete the look, she slipped on a sexy pair of heels and grabbed a tiny sparkly purse. 

She was ready to party.

***

For the club, they chose the trendiest place in the Meatpacking District. It was a popular destination for celebrities, models, model wannabes, and any other beautiful people who liked to party. Pre-Korum Mia would have never gone to such place, sure that she wouldn’t make it through the door without waiting for two hours in the cold. However, her newly confident well-dressed self had no such qualms.

 Strolling right up to the bouncer, Mia and Jessie gave him big sexy smiles. He eyed them with a purely masculine appreciation and lifted the rope, letting them through without a word. 

“Nicely done,” Jessie whispered as they walked down the steps toward the deafening music. 

Even at 11 p.m. the club was packed and happening. The music was excellent, a mix of old hip-hop favorites and some of the latest dance-hop. The dance floor was not particularly large, and every inch of it was filled with gorgeous girls grinding against each other and the few lucky guys who’d managed to get past the bouncer thus far. Sometimes it was really nice to be a girl, Mia thought. The only way most men could get into a place like this was by spending a ridiculous amount of money, whereas the girls were let in for free—as bait, of course.

Going up to the bar, the two girls quickly found a pair of stools and ordered four vodka shots. A couple of guys immediately offered to buy them drinks, and Jessie declined with a giggle. “Too early for that,” she told Mia. “We want to dance, not hang out with these bozos all night.” 

Mia laughingly agreed, and they did their first shot, biting into a lemon afterward.

The evening got even brighter, taking on that special sparkle that only the first glass of alcohol and anticipation of a fun night could bring. Mia felt young and pretty—and, for the moment, utterly carefree. Tomorrow she could worry again, but tonight—tonight she was going to party.

“Cheers!” 

The second shot went down even smoother, and things acquired a pleasant fuzzy glow in Mia’s mind. The dance floor beckoned, the pulsating rhythm of the music reverberating in her bones. Grabbing Jessie’s hand, she pulled her toward the gyrating crowd. 

For the next hour, they danced nonstop. One good song after another came on, driving the dance floor into a frenzy. Mia danced with Jessie, with two other girls who had danced up to them, with a group of Wall Street types who kept trying to touch her naked back, and with Jessie again. She danced until she was hot and sweaty and breathless, her leg muscles quivering from all the squatting motions that a proper grinding dance entailed. She danced until she could no longer remember why she’d felt so crappy earlier today and what tomorrow could bring.

“Need water!” Jessie yelled out, trying to be heard above the music. Laughing, Mia accompanied her back to the bar. They each got a glass of tap water and another round of vodka. This time, Jessie was too buzzed to refuse when a handsome guy who looked vaguely familiar—a reality TV star, perhaps—offered to pay for their shots. 

Edgar—who turned out to be an actor in a recently canceled drama—hit it off with Jessie right away. Her roommate, flattered by attention from a celebrity, flirted and giggled for all she was worth. Feeling slightly left out, Mia went to the bathroom by herself.

When she came back, a couple of Edgar’s friends had joined them at the bar. They were both cute in that slightly boyish way that was popular now, and looked to be in great shape. They introduced themselves, and Mia learned that they were from the show as well. Peter was a stunt double, while Sean was a member of the supporting cast. “What is this, Entourage?” Mia joked, and they laughed, agreeing that their lives had much in common with the old show. 

Apparently realizing they were horning in on a girls’ night out, the guys ordered another round of drinks for everyone. It was tequila this time, and Mia nearly gagged at the strong taste that remained in her mouth even after biting into her lime. Her alcohol-barometer nose was long past its itching point, and she knew she would probably regret this tomorrow. But at this particular moment, with vodka and tequila surging through her system, she couldn’t bring herself to care. 

Mia wasn’t planning on chatting up any guys, but Peter turned out to be a surprisingly good conversationalist. His voice was deep enough that it carried above the loud music, and she learned that they had Polish ancestry in common. His parents had actually come to this country fairly recently, even though he was an American citizen and had no accent. He had recently graduated from NYU himself—the Tisch School of the Arts—and wanted to be a film producer longer term. Since he had always been athletic, stunt-doubling was the best way for him to break into the field and start getting to know people, and he had been lucky enough to land a spot on the recently cancelled show.

He also seemed genuinely interested in Mia, his blue eyes sparkling whenever he looked at her. With his wavy blond hair, he looked like a mischievous angel, and Mia couldn’t help laughing at some of the over-the-top compliments he directed her way. Under normal circumstances, a fun, outgoing guy like that would never have been interested in someone as shy and studious as Mia—and she couldn’t help but be flattered by his attention. So when Peter asked for her number, she gave it to him without thinking, the alcohol in her veins slowing her thinking just enough to remove all caution.

They went on the dance floor again—Edgar and Peter joining her and Jessie. Sean, probably feeling like a fifth wheel, left to join another group of girls. They danced as a group at first, and then Peter starting dancing closer to Mia, his movements graceful and athletic. She smiled, closing her eyes and swaying to the pulsing rhythm, and it didn’t occur to her to move away when he put his hands on her waist. 

It felt good to just dance with a regular guy she liked, whose intentions she had no need to second-guess. Nothing could come of this, of course, but some silly drunk part of her hoped that maybe—if she survived all this and was still in New York when Korum inevitably tired of her—she could look up Peter on Facebook one day. Out of all the guys she’d met in recent years, she liked him the most, and she could easily envision herself becoming friends with him . . . and maybe something more. 

A new song came on, with even more explicit lyrics. The crowd let out a whoop, and the movement on the dance floor picked up. Peter stepped closer to her, his hips rubbing suggestively against her own. He was of average height, and Mia’s high heels put the top of her head nearly at his temple. He smiled at her, eyes twinkling, and Mia smiled back, experiencing a pleasantly mild attraction—nothing like the maddening, all-consuming heat Korum made her feel. And even though her stupid body was wishing that it was Korum who was holding her like this, she still enjoyed the sexy dance with a cute guy . . . who, under different circumstances, could have been her date.

“You’re really pretty,” said Peter, practically yelling it over the music.

Mia grinned, moving to the rhythm. It was always nice to get compliments. “Thanks,” she yelled back, “so are you!” 

Her head was spinning from the drinks, and the whole night started to seem a little surreal—right down to the angelically handsome guy dancing with her. Still dancing, she closed her eyes for a second while holding on to Peter’s waist to combat a slight dizziness. Mistaking her actions, he leaned toward her, and his mouth brushed against her lips for a brief second. 

Startled, Mia pushed Peter away, taking a step back. Embarrassed, she looked to the side and suddenly froze, paralyzed with dread. 

Looking directly at her from the edge of the dance floor was a familiar pair of amber-colored eyes. And the icy rage reflected in them was the most terrifying thing she had ever seen in her life. 

 







CHAPTER TWELVE

 

He knew.

In the suffocating panic engulfing her, Mia had only one clear thought: Korum knew. Somehow, he had found out about today—about what she’d done for the Resistance fighters—and he had come here to find her. 

Her survival instinct kicked in, and a surge of adrenaline cleared the alcohol-induced fog from her mind. She fought a desperate urge to run, knowing that he would hunt her down in a matter of seconds. Instead, she just stood there, watching as he stalked toward her through the dance floor crowd, his eyes nearly yellow with fury. 

Through the pulsing music and the terrified pounding of her own heart, she heard her name. 

“Mia! Mia!” It was Peter, and he was talking to her. “Hey Mia, listen, I didn’t mean to be so pushy—”

He broke off in the middle of his apology and followed her gaze. “What the hell . . . is that your boyfriend or something?”

“Or something,” Mia said dully, staring at Korum easily pushing his way through the normally impassable mob. Her stomach churned with nausea and fear. Would he kill her on the spot or bring her elsewhere to interrogate first?

And then he was there, standing right in front of her.

“Hey man, listen, I think there’s been a misunderstanding—” Peter bravely stepped up, not realizing in the darkness what he was dealing with. In a blink of an eye, Korum’s hand was wrapped around Peter’s throat.

“No!” screamed Mia as Peter was lifted off the floor, feet kicking in the air and hands clawing helplessly at the iron grip around his throat. “No, please, let him go—”

“You want me to let him go?” Korum asked calmly, as though he was not killing a grown man with one hand in a crowded club.

“Please! He had nothing to do with it,” begged Mia, horrified tears running down her face. 

“Oh really?” said Korum, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “So my eyes deceived me then. He wasn’t the one just pawing you . . . It was someone else?”

Pawing her? Korum was upset that she had danced with Peter? Her brain could barely process the implications.

“Korum, please,” she tried again, “you’re mad at me. He didn’t do anything—”

“He touched what’s mine.” The words sounded like a verdict.

“Korum, please, he didn’t know! It was all me—”

The dancers around them realized that something unusual was going on, and a ring of spectators was starting to form around them.

“Please, don’t kill him!” she begged, grabbing at Korum’s arm in desperation. “Please, I will do anything—”

“Oh, you will,” he said softly, “you will do anything I want regardless.” 

Peter’s face was turning purple, and the frantic clawing of his fingers was slowing. There were panicked cries from the crowd, but no one dared to intervene.

“PLEASE!” screamed Mia hysterically, tugging uselessly at his arm. He didn’t even look at her. 

And then he suddenly released Peter, letting his body drop to the floor with a thump. 

The crowd gasped as Peter drew in air for the first time, choking and gagging.

Sobbing, Mia nearly collapsed in relief. Her hands were still holding Korum’s forearm, and she let go, taking a step back.

He didn’t allow her to get far. His hand shot out, steely fingers wrapping around her upper arm. 

“Let’s go,” he said quietly, his tone leaving no room for arguments. 

And Mia went with him, ignoring shocked stares from the people around her. 

She was certain now that she would not survive this night.

 

 

There was no limo waiting for them. Instead, he hailed a cab and tersely gave the address of his building to the driver. 

The ride was mercifully short. He didn’t speak to her at all, the silence in the cab interrupted only by the sound of her quiet weeping. 

She’d always known that Ks had great capacity for violence, but she had never witnessed it in person. Korum had always been so careful, so gentle with her . . . It had been difficult for Mia to imagine him tearing apart a human being—like those Ks had done with the Saudis. But now she knew that he was no different, that he could snuff out a human life as casually as swatting a fly. 

She didn’t want to die. She felt like she had barely started living. Thoughts tumbled around in her mind, frantically searching for a way out and finding none. Would he interrogate her first? She didn’t know anything of significance, but he might not believe her. She shuddered at the thought of torture. She’d never experienced real pain, and she didn’t know if she could withstand it. The last thing she wanted was to die like this, sniveling and begging for her life. If only she were braver—

They arrived at the building, and he dragged her out of the cab, still holding her arm. Her legs were weak with fear, and she stumbled on the stairs. He caught her and lifted her in his arms, carrying her through the lobby and into the penthouse elevator. The warmth of his body felt wonderful against her frozen skin, reminding her of the other night he’d carried her like this—under vastly different circumstances.

Once inside the apartment, he set her down on the couch and went to the closet to hang up his jacket. Of course, Mia thought resentfully, he wanted to be as comfortable as possible for the upcoming torture and mutilation. 

To her utter mortification, she felt a strong urge to pee, her bladder nearly bursting from all the earlier drinks. She desperately wanted to hold on to her last shreds of dignity—dying while peeing her pants seemed like the ultimate humiliation.

“Please,” she whispered, her voice trembling, “can I go to the bathroom?”

He nodded, a small mocking smile appearing on his lips.

Mia went as quickly as her shaking legs could carry her. Once inside, she quickly relieved herself and washed her hands. Her fingernails had a faint bluish tinge, she noticed, and the warm water felt almost scalding on her icy hands. 

Finishing, she stared at the closed door and the flimsy lock on it. It was useless, she knew. But she didn’t want to go out there. For some strange reason, the thought of her blood spilling all over the cream-colored furniture was too disturbing. She would wait here, she decided. He would undoubtedly come get her in another few minutes. But when these might be the last moments of her life, every second counted. 

She sat down on the edge of the jacuzzi and waited. It felt like an eternity had passed. Her reflection in the mirrored wall looked nothing like her normal self, from the provocative purple dress to the raccoon-like circles around her eyes from the smeared mascara. It was oddly fitting that she would die looking like this—not at all like the Mia Stalis from Florida that her family knew and loved. At the thought of their grief, a sharp pain sliced through her chest, and Mia nearly doubled over from the force of it. She couldn’t think about this now. If she did, she would break down and plead for her life, and it was strangely important to retain at least a semblance of pride—

There was a knock on the door. 

Mia stifled a hysterical giggle. He was being polite before he killed her.

“Mia? What are you doing? Open the door and come out.” He sounded annoyed.

Mia didn’t respond, her eyes trained on the entrance.

“Mia. Open the fucking door.”

She waited.

“Mia, if you make me open this door myself, you will regret it.”

She believed him, but she refused to go meekly, like a lamb to the slaughter. At the very least, she wanted him to have to deal with some house repairs afterwards.

The door flew off the hinges, crashing onto the floor. Even though she expected it, Mia still jumped from the suddenness of the violent action. 

Korum stood in the doorway, looking magnificent and angry. His high cheekbones were flushed with color, and his eyes were almost pure gold. 

“Are you seriously hiding from me in my own bathroom?” he asked, his tone dangerously quiet.

Mia nodded, afraid that her voice would tremble if she spoke. Despite her best intentions, fat tears kept sliding down her cheeks.

He came toward her then, and Mia shut her eyes, hoping that it will be over quickly. Instead, she felt his hands on her naked shoulders, lightly stroking her skin.

Her eyes flew open, and she stared up at him.

“Get in the shower,” he said. “You have his stink all over your body.”

In the shower? He wanted her clean. Mia’s stomach churned with nausea at the realization that he intended to have sex with her—maybe for the last time—before he killed her.

She shook her head in refusal. 

His expression darkened. Before Mia could further contemplate the wisdom of her actions, the little dress lay in shreds on the floor and he was carrying her—naked and squirming—to the shower stall. A surge of adrenaline kicked in, and she arched in mindless panic, furiously kicking and scratching anything she could reach. Suddenly, she was standing on her feet inside the stall, and he was looming over her with an incredulous look on his face.

“Are you insane?” he asked her softly. “Did all that alcohol fuck with your brain?”

Panting from exertion and fear, she stared up at him defiantly through the tears blurring her vision. “If you’re going to kill me, just get it over with! I don’t want to be fucked first!”

His eyebrows rose, and he looked genuinely taken aback. “You think I’m going to kill you?” he asked slowly, as though not believing his ears. 

“You’re not?” It was Mia’s turn to be surprised. Her heart pounded as if she’d run a marathon, and she could barely think. 

He took a step back. He was still wearing his clothes, she noticed now. The expression on his face was strange. If she hadn’t known better, she would have thought she’d wounded him somehow.

“Mia,” he said wearily, “just because I’m angry with you doesn’t mean that I’m going to hurt you in any way, much less kill you.”

“You’re not?” 

She had difficulty processing this. Ever since she’d laid eyes on him at the club, she’d been so certain that she would not survive the discovery. 

“Of course not,” he said, still looking at her with that strange expression. “You betrayed my trust tonight, but you were drunk and stupid—”

Mia blinked. Something didn’t add up.

“—and I should have known better than to let you out like that on a Saturday night.”

She stared at him in confusion, hardly daring to hope. “You’re upset that I went out clubbing?”

“Upset is a very mild term for what I feel right now,” he said quietly. “You let that pretty worm put his hands all over you, and you kissed him right in front of my eyes. No, Mia, upset doesn’t even begin to approximate it.”

He didn’t know. 

Her knees almost buckled in relief, and she grabbed the shower wall for support. As unbelievable as it seemed, his anger tonight was due to misplaced jealousy and had nothing to do with the Resistance movement. 

It was a mind-boggling realization, and Mia desperately wished that she could think past the fog that seemed to permeate her every thought. She shook her head in an attempt to clear it. “I’m sorry,” she said cautiously. “I didn’t think you’d care if I went out tonight. I just wanted to have fun with Jessie and . . . I didn’t think you’d care either way. I wasn’t going to do anything but dance, I swear . . .” 

He just continued looking at her, as though trying to decipher her thoughts. 

“All right, Mia,” he said slowly, “just take that shower now, okay? We’ll talk when you’re done.”

And then he left, walking around the broken door lying on the floor.

 







CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

She was going to live. He said he wasn’t going to hurt her, despite his anger.

Korum didn’t know about her real betrayal. She had gotten incredibly lucky. 

Her head spun, and every muscle in her body trembled in the adrenaline rush aftermath. As she stood there, she felt her stomach twist with sudden nausea. Scrambling for the toilet, Mia barely made it before the contents of her stomach came up, the toxic brew of alcohol and residual terror proving too much for her system to handle.

Mortified, she kneeled naked in front of the toilet, shaking uncontrollably. Flushing the disgusting mess, she used her remaining strength to crawl back into the shower stall and turn on the water, shuddering in relief as the warm stream poured over her frozen body. 

The hot shower worked miracles. After a few minutes, Mia felt well enough to get up off the floor. She washed and shampooed every inch of her body, rinsing away all traces of the horrible night. When done, she toweled herself off, put on a big fluffy robe, and brushed her teeth twice to remove the unpleasant taste in her mouth. She was now ready to face Korum again, even though all she wanted to do was pass out and sleep for the next ten hours. 

He was waiting in the living room, again looking at something on his palm. At her tentative entrance, he looked up and motioned to have her come closer. Mia cautiously approached, still feeling wary. 

“Here, drink this.” 

He had picked up a glass filled with a pinkish liquid from the table next to him and was holding it out to her.

“What is it?” asked Mia with visible nervousness.

“Not poison, so you can relax.” At her continued reluctance, he added, “Just something to reduce the strain on your liver from all the crap you drank tonight.”

Mia flushed with embarrassment. He had clearly heard her vomiting earlier. Without further arguments, she took the glass and tried the liquid. It tasted like slightly sweet water and was wonderfully refreshing. She gulped down the rest of the glass. 

“Good,” said Korum. “Now sit down and let’s talk about expectations in our relationship . . . specifically, my expectations for your behavior.”

Mia swallowed nervously and sat down next to him. The liquid was already working its way through her system, and she felt the cobwebs clearing from her mind.

He turned toward her and took one of her hands in his, lightly stroking her palm. His eyes were nearly back to their normal shade of amber, with only a few traces of the dangerous yellow flecks. 

“You’re mine, Mia,” he told her, his thumb caressing the inside of her wrist. “You’ve been mine from the moment I saw you in the park that day. I don’t share what’s mine. Ever. If you so much as look at another male—human or Krinar—you will regret it. And whoever lays a hand on you will be signing his own death warrant. Do I make myself clear?”

Mia nodded, unable to speak past the volatile mixture of emotions brewing in her chest. 

“Good. The pretty boy you were dancing with tonight is very lucky he walked away. If there’s ever a next time, I won’t be so merciful.”

Her free hand curled into a fist on the couch.

“You acted foolishly tonight. Two pretty girls going out dressed like that—any number of bad things could have happened to you. And drinking until you throw up—you might as well schedule a liver transplant for yourself in the near future. Your human body is already fragile, and I won’t allow you to abuse it like this.” 

Mia’s nails dug into her palm in frustrated anger. To be lectured like this, as though she was a stupid teenager, was beyond humiliating. 

“If you want to go out dancing, I will take you. And no more nights out with your roommate—the two of you clearly cannot be trusted.”

Mia just stared at him with a mutinous look on her face. 

“And now,” he said softly, “we should discuss your little misconception earlier . . . the fact that you actually believed that I would kill you for kissing a boy in a club.”

“You nearly killed Peter,” said Mia, frantically searching for an explanation for her earlier panic. “Why are you so surprised that I was scared?”

“Peter deserved exactly what he got for touching what’s mine.” He leaned toward her. “You, on the other hand, have nothing to fear from me. When have I ever hurt you—aside from the loss of your virginity?”

It was true. He had never caused her physical pain—at least not of the unpleasant kind. He was always very careful not to hurt her with his much greater strength. Of course, he didn’t know she was helping the Resistance. 

“Mia, I know we literally come from different worlds, but some things are universal across both species. I sleep with you every night, I kiss and caress your body, I take great pleasure in having sex with you—and you think that I could just snuff out your life like that, with no regrets?”

He still might, if he discovered her true betrayal.

Taking her silence for the affirmative, he shook his head in disappointment. “Mia, I’m really not the monster you’ve made me out to be in your mind. I would not hurt you—ever, under any circumstances. Do you understand me?”

“Yes,” she whispered, suppressing a slight yawn. She felt completely drained, exhaustion creeping up on her during their conversation. Even after the restorative potion he’d fed her, she was more than ready to go to sleep. Tomorrow she would gladly analyze all the ins and outs of his words, but for tonight—she was completely done.

“All right,” he said, “I can see that you’re tired. Let’s go to bed. You’ll feel much better after some rest.”

Mia nodded gratefully, and he picked her up, carrying her to the bedroom. 

 

 

Entering the room, he placed her gently on the bed. 

Too tired to move, Mia just lay there, watching as he stripped off his clothes. His body was truly beautiful—all muscle, covered with that smooth golden skin. All of his movements were inhumanly graceful and carefully controlled. For the first time, Mia realized that he probably exerted a lot of effort to reign in the enormous strength she’d witnessed today.

He came toward her, his cock already stiff, and opened her robe. “You’re so lovely,” he murmured, studying her body with obvious appreciation. Despite her exhaustion, she felt her inner muscles clenching in anticipation. 

Climbing over her, he bent down and kissed the sensitive part of her neck. Mia held her breath, waiting for the familiar rush of bite-induced ecstasy, but he just continued nibbling his way down the rest of her body, with only his lips and tongue touching her. She moaned softly, wanting more, but he was ruthlessly slow, branding every inch of her skin with his mouth. 

He reached her feet, and Mia giggled, feeling his lips closing over one of her toes. And then his warm hands touched her foot, massaging with a light yet firm pressure, and Mia arched in unexpected pleasure as his thumb found a spot that sent sensations directly to her nether regions. All of a sudden, she didn’t feel like giggling anymore as tension started building in her sex. He gave her other foot the same treatment, and she cried out, feeling as if he was touching her clit instead.

He flipped her over then and removed the robe completely. Grabbing a pillow, he placed it under her hips, elevating her butt. For some reason, Mia felt very vulnerable, lying there face down, with her back exposed to the predator she was sleeping with.

Leaning over her, Korum lifted the dark mass of curly hair off her shoulders, revealing the tender spot of her nape. Bending down, he kissed it lightly, his mouth feeling hot on her sensitive skin. She shivered from the sensation, and he moved lower, kissing his way down each vertebra of her spine until he reached her tailbone. His hands touched her butt, lightly squeezing the pale globes, and she felt his mouth leisurely making its way down to the opening of her sex, teasing the crevice between her cheeks on the way with his tongue. She jumped, startled by the unfamiliar sensation, and he laughed softly at her reaction. “Don’t worry,” he whispered, “we’ll leave that for another time.”

And then playtime was over. 

He settled over her, his legs pushing between her own, opening her wider. Mia gasped as she felt the heavy force of his cock pushing into her. Despite her wetness, he felt impossibly big in this position, and she whimpered slightly, her muscles quivering, trying to adjust to the intrusion. Sensing her difficulty, he paused for a second and reached under her hips, applying steady pressure to her clitoris even as he moved his pelvis in a series of small, shallow thrusts, working himself deeper into her. With his much larger body over her like that, she felt completely dominated, unable to move an inch, and she groaned in frustration, hovering on the verge of relief yet not climaxing. He moved deeper still, touching her cervix, and she froze as every nerve ending stood on edge, waiting for something—pleasure, pain, she didn’t care which as long as she could reach the elusive peak. 

He withdrew halfway then and slowly worked himself back in. The tension was becoming unbearable, and Mia resorted to begging, pleading him to do something, to make her come. “Not yet,” he told her, moving in that maddeningly slow rhythm that kept her at an agonizing intensity level. Whenever he sensed her orgasm approaching, he would slow down further, and then thrust faster when the sensation receded a bit. It was literally torture, and Mia realized that this was to be her punishment for tonight. 

“Korum, please,” she begged, but he was intractable. The slow drag and thrust of his cock was driving her insane. In any other position, she would have been able to do something, to move her hips in a way that speeded up the climax. But lying there like that, with his heavy body pressing her down, she could only scream in frustration.

“You’re mine, do you understand it now?” he said hoarsely, still keeping up that mercilessly slow pace. “Only I can give you this—what your body craves. No one else . . . Do you understand that?”

“YES! Please, just let me—”

“Let you what?” he panted, the torture exerting a toll on him as well.

“Just let me come! Please!”

And he did. His thrusts gradually picked up speed, winding her up even tighter, and her screams got even louder . . . and then she went over the cliff, her entire body pulsing and spasming in a release so powerful that every muscle in her body trembled in its aftermath. Her orgasm sent him over the edge as well, and he came deep inside her with a hoarse groan, his seed spurting in warm bursts inside her belly. 

Mia lay there afterwards, feeling his weight pressing her down. She couldn’t breathe easily, but she didn’t care. She felt utterly boneless, unable to move in any case. And then Korum rolled away, freeing her. She shivered slightly at the feel of cool air on her naked sweaty back. He picked her up and took her into the shower again, for a quick rinse this time. And then they finally slept, with him cradling her possessively even in his sleep. 

 







CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

Mia woke up the next morning feeling surprisingly well. Dry mouth, a pounding headache, and the generally shitty overall state that came with the morning after clubbing—none of these were present today, likely due to Korum’s magic potion. 

As usual, she was alone in the bedroom. She had learned that Ks needed significantly less sleep than humans—some as little as a couple of hours a night—so Korum was a very early riser. It was just as well. She wasn’t sure she was eager to face him this morning.

For some reason, she had never expected him to be jealous. With his looks and skills in bed, she couldn’t imagine that any female would prefer another man over him. Her light flirtation with Peter last night had been just that—harmless fun that would’ve never led anywhere.

Most of the time, she had trouble deciphering his emotions. He usually seemed so calm and controlled, with that slightly mocking expression on his beautiful face. She knew she frequently amused him, and he often liked to tease her just to see her temper flare up. She imagined she was something like a kitten to him, a little creature that he liked to pet and play with on occasion. His reaction last night did not jive with that casual attitude, however. The extreme possessiveness he’d displayed didn’t make sense in light of what their relationship really was. He definitely liked having sex with her, but she could not imagine that she meant anything more to him than that.

Then again—although she might have misinterpreted his expression last night—it seemed like he’d been genuinely hurt that she’d thought him capable of killing her. Could it be? Did he actually care for her as a person—as something more than his human toy? At this thought, an odd ache started in her chest. It couldn’t be, of course, but if he really did care for her . . .

And then she remembered a little tidbit about life on Krina. They were territorial, he’d said, and didn’t like to live right on top of each other.

And she wanted to cry. 

It was all clear now. Of course he had been mad at Peter last night: the poor guy had inadvertently infringed on Korum’s territory. As far as Korum was concerned, she belonged to him now, for as long as he wanted to keep her. 

She was another one of his possessions. And he didn’t like to share. 

 

 

As much as she wanted to laze in bed all day, there were things to be done. Her Stat final was tomorrow, and she still didn’t feel fully ready. The last thing she needed was the distraction of her screwed-up love life. 

Getting up, Mia brushed her teeth and got breakfast. Korum wasn’t home at all, and she wondered where he went.

Before she settled down to study, she decided to check her phone to make sure that Jessie got home safely last night. Sure enough, there were about a dozen missed calls from her roommate and an equal number of texts and emails—each getting progressively more worried. Mia groaned. She should’ve texted Jessie last night before falling asleep, but it had been the last thing on her mind at the time. 

There was no help for it. Studying would have to wait. She called Jessie instead. 

Her roommate picked up at the first ring. “Oh my God, Mia, are you all right?!? What the fuck happened last night? If that alien bastard hurt you in any way—”

“No, Jessie, he didn’t! Look, I’m totally fine—”

“Totally fine? Everybody was talking about it last night—how he dragged you off after nearly killing Peter! I came back from the bathroom, and you were gone, and the poor guy was still choking on the floor—”

“Is he all right now?” interrupted Mia, suddenly overcome by guilt.

“He was taken to the hospital, but it was mostly swelling and bruises, they said. He’s probably going to have difficulty speaking for a few days, and I’m sure he was scared out of his mind . . .”

“Oh my God, I am so sorry about that,” Mia groaned. “I should have never put him in danger like that—”

“Him? What about yourself? Mia, this K of yours is insane! He was about to kill a person for dancing with you—”

“Kissing me actually . . .”

“Whatever! It’s not like you slept with the poor guy, but even if you had . . . that’s just crazy!”

Mia sighed. “I know. I learned too late that they’re apparently very territorial and possessive. If I’d known before, I obviously would’ve never gone to the club in the first place—”

“Territorial and possessive? More like homicidal! Mia . . . you really need to leave him. I’m scared for you . . .”

“Jessie,” said Mia softly, wondering how to best phrase it, “I’m not sure that I can leave him yet.”

“What do you mean? Like he would force you to stay somehow?”

“I don’t really know, but I don’t think it’s the best idea to break up right now—”

“Oh my God, I knew it! You are afraid of him! Did he threaten you in any way?”

“No, Jessie, it’s not like that . . . He said he would never hurt me. I just think it’s best to let the relationship play out naturally. I’m sure he’ll get bored soon and move on—”

“And you’re okay with that? Just waiting around until he tires of you? Wait, what about the summer, when you go home to Florida?”

“Um, I’m not really sure how that’s going to play out yet . . . I haven’t really talked to him about that—”

“Well, you better, because it’s coming up! Finals are next week, and then you’re gone. What is he going to do then? Not let you go home?”

Jessie had a valid point. Mia had no idea what would happen at the end of next week. For some reason, she had thought that Korum might get bored of her before Florida became an issue. His actions last night, however, were not those of someone who was getting bored with his new toy; in fact, he seemed very determined to hold on to said toy. Mia was starting to worry, but Jessie didn’t need to know that. 

“No, I’m sure we’ll figure something out. Look, Jessie, I know it sounds bad, but he’s really not mistreating me or anything. If I just act more considerately, everything will be totally fine. He’ll go back to his K Center soon, and I will have lots of interesting stories to tell my grandchildren . . .”

“I don’t know, Mia. This is starting to sound like he’s almost holding you captive—”

“Don’t be silly! Of course he’s not!”

“Uh-huh,” said Jessie skeptically, “sure he’s not. You can just go anywhere you want, do anything you want—”

“Well, no,” admitted Mia, “not exactly—”

“Not at all! He’s keeping you prisoner there—”

“No, he’s not,” protested Mia. Taking a deep breath, she added, “But even if he was, there’s nothing anyone can do about it. You saw it last night—they can nearly kill someone in public and nobody will say boo. Whether we like it or not, they are not subject to our laws. Jessie—please, just let it go . . . I know how to handle my relationship with him. Obviously, it’s not like dating another NYU student, but it’s not all bad—”

“Not all bad? You mean the sex is good?”

Mia blushed, glad that Jessie couldn’t see her. “Well, definitely that—it’s actually pretty amazing . . . but also just spending time with him. He can be really fun . . . and romantic, and he’s a great cook—”

“Oh, don’t tell me . . . are you falling in love with him?”

“No! Of course not!” Mia sincerely hoped she wasn’t lying. “He’s not even human—”

“That’s right! He’s not human! Mia, he’s dangerous. Please be careful, okay? If you feel like you can’t break up with him yet, then don’t . . . but just don’t fall for him, okay? I don’t want to see you get hurt . . .”

“Of course, Jessie. Please don’t worry so much—I’m totally fine. But enough about me,” Mia said with false brightness. “What’s the deal with that hot actor you were flirting with all night?”

“Oh, he was a total sweetheart. I gave him my number, and he said he will call today—”

And Jessie told her all about the cute guy and how he was in town for at least a few more months, and how they both enjoyed Chinese food and had the same taste for nineties music . . . It was all so uncomplicated, and Mia envied her roommate for being able to fret over something as ordinary as whether Edgar would call today as promised. 

They wrapped up the conversation, and Mia promised to see Jessie the next morning after the Stat exam. And then she settled in to study for the rest of the day.

 







CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

On Monday morning, Mia walked out of her Stat exam feeling like she had conquered the world. She’d known the answer to every question and finished the test in half the time. Now she only had to turn in three papers, and the school year would be officially over. 

Elated, she texted Jesse to let her know that she was done. Her roommate was probably still taking her BioChem final, so Mia decided to chill in the park for a bit and wait for Jessie to finish up. 

Parking herself on a bench, she pulled out her phone to call her parents and let them know that the test had gone well. But before she could even press a button, a man sat down right next to her, and Mia found herself looking into a familiar pair of blue eyes.

“John! What are you doing here?” Mia asked in surprise. She had always seen him inside her apartment, and it was a bit of a shock to see him out in the open like this. 

“I wanted to talk to you about something important, and I wasn’t sure when you would be home next,” he said. “But first, let me ask you . . . are you all right?” 

“Uh, yeah.” Mia flushed a little. “Why, did Jessie talk to Jason again?”

“No, but we heard about what happened. Your Saturday night adventure made the local papers.”

Mia shuddered. That was embarrassing. A scary thought occurred to her. “Was my name in the paper? If my parents find out—”

“No, there was only a description. I doubt your family will make the connection.”

Mia exhaled in relief. “Yeah, well, as you can see—I’m totally fine.”

“Why did he attack that guy like that?

Mia shrugged. “He’s just possessive, I guess. I was really scared, actually, because I thought he’d found out I was helping you. Turns out I was wrong, but there was a very unpleasant hour when I was certain he would kill me.”

John regarded her with a calm, level gaze. “It’s a risk that we all run, unfortunately,” he said.

Mia shivered slightly. She didn’t want to think about the nearly paralyzing terror that had gripped her that night. Instead, she asked him brightly, “So how did things work out for you guys this weekend? You moved your meeting, right?”

“We did. That’s why I’m here to talk to you today. There’s been a change of plans.”

“What kind of change? But, wait, first—did you figure out how he was videotaping you?”

“Do you remember the Keiths that we mentioned the last time?

Mia nodded.

“They were able to find the devices. They were embedded in the curtains and the couch fabric—even the tree branches outside. It was a new and different technology—something that they must’ve developed recently. We are lucky that one of the Keiths has a design background and was able to figure out what the things were based on their new nano-signature.”

Mia listened in fascination. “So what now?”

“We got very lucky that you came across that information. The Keiths thought so too—”

“They know about me now?” Mia wasn’t sure if she should worry about that.

“Yes. We had to explain how we learned about being recorded in the first place.”

The expression on her face must’ve seemed concerned because he added, “Look, I promise you they’re not all the same. The Keiths really believe in our cause—they won’t do anything to put you in danger.”

“I don’t understand something,” said Mia. “Are these Keiths openly walking around their communities talking about their views and the fact that they’re helping you guys?”

“No, of course not! If Korum knew who they were, he would quickly neutralize them. They have a lot to lose if their identities are discovered before we put our plan into action.”

“Okay,” said Mia, “so what’s the plan? And should I really know about it, given my proximity to you-know-who?”

“Unfortunately, you do have to know . . . because you’re a big part of this plan now.”

Mia felt her heart skip a beat. “Okay,” she said slowly, “I’m all ears.”

“Do you remember when I told you that Korum is one of the key reasons they came here? That his company essentially runs the K Centers?”

Mia nodded.

“Well, the reason why he has all this power is because his company developed a lot of proprietary, classified technology that’s not available to the general Krinar population. We don’t know much about their science, but we think they probably have mature nanotechnology—”

“What does that mean, mature nanotechnology?” asked Mia.

“Basically, we believe they can manipulate matter on an atomic level. As the Keiths have explained to us, they can create almost anything using technology that’s right in their homes—as long as they have simple input materials and the design for it. Their designers—which are a bit like our software engineers—create the nano blueprints for all the things they use in daily life, as well as for their weapons, ships, houses, et cetera . . . Do you understand what I’m saying?”

Mia didn’t fully understand, but she nodded anyway. 

“Korum is one of their most brilliant designers. A lot of the blueprints that he and his company have created are not available to the general public. That includes the design of their ships—that’s highly classified information—and many of their security details, including shields and weapons for the K Centers. If you’re a regular run-of-the-mill K, you can easily go on the Krinar version of the Internet and get yourself a design for their standard weapons and technologies. That’s how the Keiths have been helping us until now—by providing us with the basic tools we need to evade capture and some simple weapons. Ultimately, the goal was to use their own weapons to attack their Centers and kick them off our planet. 

“But, like I said, the K Centers are protected by technology that only Korum and his trusted lieutenants have access to. One of the Keiths has spent months trying to hack into their files . . . but with no success. We thought we were close to being able to penetrate their defenses, but we learned this weekend that we’re as far away as we’ve ever been. Korum continues to develop newer and more complicated designs—the devices he used to spy on us are particularly ingenious—”

“Can’t the Keiths reverse-engineer these designs?” interrupted Mia. Not that she knew anything about technology, but that seemed logical. 

“Most of Korum’s designs contain a self-destruct feature that gets triggered when you try to take apart the device on the molecular level—which is what you’d have to do to figure out the structure of it. That’s how he has a monopoly on this stuff—the patent or copyright protection is built into the design itself.”

“Okay, so let me see if I understand this . . . The Keiths are willing to help you attack their own Centers, but they can’t break the code on the technology that protects the settlements? Am I getting that right?”

“Exactly. There are fifty thousand Ks and billions of us. They may be stronger and faster, but we could easily overtake them if they didn’t have their technology. If we could somehow disable their shields and get our hands on some of their weapons, we could take our planet back.” 

Mia rubbed her temples. “But why would the Keiths help you so much against their own kind? I mean, I understand that they think it’s wrong the way humans have been treated . . . But to endanger the lives of fifty thousand other Ks for the sake of helping us? That doesn’t fully make sense to me—”

“We promised to minimize the Krinar casualties as much as possible and to grant them safe passage back to Krina. We also promised that the Keiths—and whoever else they think can be trusted—can stay here on Earth and live among humans, as long as they obey our laws. 

“You see, Mia, they would be our teachers, our guides . . . bringing us into the new technological era and greatly accelerating our natural progress. They would be heroes to all of humankind, their names revered for ages. They would help us cure cancer and other diseases, and give us ways of extending our lifespan.” His face was glowing with fervor. “Mia . . . they would be like gods here on Earth, after all the other Ks leave. Why wouldn’t they want that instead of leading the regular lives they’ve already led for thousands of years?” 

Mia was reaching her own conclusion. “So they’re bored and looking to do something epic?” 

“If you want to think about it that way. I believe they’re genuine in their desire to help our species evolve to a higher level.” 

“Okay, so let’s go back for a second. If they can’t hack into the files, then what are you going to do? Sounds to me like Korum is winning the war before you even got a chance at a single battle.”

“Not quite,” said John, his eyes burning with excitement. “We can’t hack into the files—but we can steal the information anyway.”

Mia didn’t like where this was going. “Steal it how?” she asked slowly.

“Well, the rumor is that Korum keeps many of his particularly sensitive designs on him at all times. For instance, have you ever seen him doing anything like looking into his palm or at his forearm?”

“I’ve seen him looking into his palm,” said Mia reluctantly, starting to get a really bad feeling about this.

“Then that’s where he has one of their computers embedded. I use the term computer loosely, of course. It has as little in common with human computers as our computers do with the original abacus. Still, he has information stored there—literally in the palm of his hand. We could never hope to get to it because even if we captured and immobilized him—which is a nearly impossible task—he would probably be able to wipe the data in a matter of seconds.”

“So what can you do then?” asked Mia in confusion.

“We can’t do anything . . . but you can. You’re the only one who gets close enough to him to be able to gain access to that information—”

“What? Are you insane? It’s in his palm—how would I get to it? It’s not like he’s just going to hand it over!”

“No, of course not,” sighed John. “But we do have this . . .”

He was holding a small silver ring.

“What is it?” asked Mia warily.

“It’s a device that scans data. The Keiths deliberately made it look like jewelry, so you could wear it without raising suspicions. If you could somehow hold it to Korum’s palm for about a minute, it should be able to access his files and get us the blueprints.”

“Hold it for a full minute against his palm? What, like he wouldn’t find it suspicious?”

“Not if he was otherwise distracted . . .” His voice trailed off suggestively.

“Oh my God, are you serious? You want me to steal data from him during sex?” Mia’s stomach turned over at that thought. 

“Look, the when is up to you. He could be sleeping—”

“He only sleeps for a few hours, and I’m usually passed out during that time.”

“Okay, then, do you ever go anywhere with him when he just holds your hand?”

Mia thought about it. When they walked somewhere together, she would usually put her arm through the crook of his elbow. Or sometimes he would put his hand on the small of her back. If he ever held her hand, it was usually for a brief period of time only. “Not really.”

“Well then, it has to be when it wouldn’t be strange for you to be touching him . . .”

“So you do mean during sex?” 

“If that’s the only time, then yes.”

Mia stared at John in shock, unable to believe he was asking her to do this. “John,” she said slowly, “I’m not some femme fatale who can just do stuff like this. The last time, when I thought that Korum had caught me, I was completely freaking out. I’m not cut out to be a spy, not even close. And Korum knows me by now—if I suddenly start acting weirdly, he’ll catch on right away—”

“Look, I understand that it’s not going to be easy. You’re right—you’re not a seasoned agent. But you’re literally our last hope. The Keiths believe that Korum is getting closer to figuring out who they are. He knows that we’re getting help from the inside, and the Keiths think that their ruling council will not look kindly on those who pose a threat to the Centers here. At best, they’re looking at forced deportation to Krina and some serious punishment there. At worst, well . . .”

“John,” said Mia wearily, feeling the beginnings of a headache, “I just can’t—”

“Mia, please, just wear the ring. That’s all I will ask you to do. If you get an opportunity, great. If not, well, at least we will have tried.”

“And if I get caught wearing this device? If Korum is as brilliant as you say, won’t he recognize their technology from a mile away?”

“He has no reason to suspect you. You’re just his charl. He won’t be expecting a threat from you. And here, see, the ring is truly nice-looking. You could claim that it’s a gift from your sister if he asks.”

Mia stared at the device. The little silver circle was thin and stylish, and it probably wouldn’t look out of place on her finger. To confirm that theory, she extended her hand. “All right, let me try it on—see if it’s even my size.”

John gave her the ring with a relieved smile. Mia slid it on the middle finger of her right hand. It fit perfectly. If she hadn’t known its purpose, she would have never thought it was anything other than a simple piece of jewelry. She hoped that Korum would be fooled as easily. 

With his mission accomplished, John rose to his feet. “Mia,” he said, “I hope you realize that if this works, if you succeed, then our species will enter into an entirely new era. We will have our planet back, and our freedom. And we will have a lot more knowledge—science and technology that we wouldn’t have had for hundreds or maybe thousands more years. You will be a hero, your name written in the history books for generations to come—”

Mia felt chills going down her spine.

“—and you will have nothing to fear from him again, ever. And girls like my sister will finally be reunited with their families, and they would be able to lead normal lives again—as will you.”

He painted a compelling picture, but Mia couldn’t imagine how she could possibly bring something like this pass. “John,” she said, “I’ll try. That’s all I can promise you.”

“That’s all I want.” He put his hand on her shoulder and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “Good luck.” 

And then he walked away, leaving Mia with the alien device that was supposed to determine the future of humankind sitting innocuously on her finger.

 







CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Jessie joined Mia in the park a few minutes later. “Ugh,” she said, “I hate BioChem. So glad that torture is over.”

Mia smiled at her. “No one said it’s easy being a pre-med.”

“Yes, well, not all of us chose the easy route with a psych major—”

“Easy, please! I have to write three papers by Thursday, and I’m only done with one so far!”

“My heart bleeds for you . . . it really does—”

“Oh shut up,” said Mia, and they both grinned at each other.

“So what are you doing now? Going to the library?” asked Jessie, wrinkling her nose.

“Nah, I think I’ll head back to Korum’s place. All my books and stuff are there now—”

Jessie’s expression immediately darkened. “Of course. I should’ve known.”

“Jessie,” said Mia tiredly, “please don’t give me a hard time over this. One way or another, I’m sure this relationship will be over soon—”

“Mia, is there something you’re not telling me?” Jessie was looking at her suspiciously.

“No! I just meant that I will be going home to Florida—and he may not want to continue seeing me when I return, that’s all.”

“You’ve talked to him about this already?”

Mia shook her head. “I’ll do it tonight.”

“Okay, good luck with that. Let me know how that goes.” She paused and then added, “Oh, and by the way, Edgar said that Peter’s been asking about you.”

“What? Why?”

Jessie shrugged. “I guess he’s suicidal. That, or he really likes you. It’s hard to tell, you know?”

“Is he feeling better now?”

Jessie nodded. “He seems to be fine, just some residual bruising.”

“Well, I’m glad. Listen, tell Edgar that Peter should just forget about my existence. If it’s ever safe, when this thing with Korum is over, I’ll contact him myself.”

Jessie promised to do so, and they chatted some more about Edgar. Jessie was supposed to see him tonight, and Mia again envied the ease and simplicity of her roommate’s life. 

Mia was now literally wearing the fate of her species on her finger, and the burden felt far heavier than the light silver circle could ever be on its own. 

***

That night, Korum made dinner for them again. After agonizing over the best way to approach summer plans, Mia decided to just tell him straight out. First, though, she wanted to make sure that he would be in a good mood and receptive to the idea.

The dinner was delicious, as usual. Mia gladly consumed another creatively made salad—she had definitely developed a taste for them—and a bean crepe wrapped in seaweed with a spicy mushroom sauce.

If she succeeded in her mission, there would be no more dinners like this. Korum would be forced to go back to Krina—if he even survived the attack on their settlements.

At that thought, Mia felt a strange squeezing sensation in her chest. She didn’t want him killed. He might be the enemy, but she didn’t want to see him get hurt in any way. 

Furiously thinking about this, she resolved to ask John to grant Korum safe passage—if she did get her hands on the data. Of course, even the thought of him simply leaving the planet was oddly agonizing. You silly twit, he did manage to get under your skin. 

“A penny for your thoughts,” teased Korum, apparently noticing the introspective look on Mia’s face.

“Um, I’m just thinking about all the stuff I still have to do before the end of the week—turn in all those papers and then start packing . . .” Mia let her voice trail off. It seemed like a good segue into what she wanted to discuss today.

“Packing?” A slight frown appeared on his smooth forehead.

“Yes, well, you know the semester will be over soon,” Mia said cautiously, her heart rate beginning to increase. “After finals, I have to go home, to Florida, to see my parents, and then I have an internship in Orlando—”

His expression visibly darkened. “And when were you going to tell me about this?” His voice was deceptively calm.

Mia slowly chewed the last bite of her food and swallowed it. “I thought you knew everything about me already, including my summer plans.” The evenness of her tone matched his, despite the pounding of her heart. 

“The background check I did on you a month ago was not sufficiently comprehensive, I guess,” he said, still dangerously calm.

Mia shrugged. “I guess not.” She was proud of how bravely she was handling this discussion. Maybe she would make a decent spy yet.

“I don’t want you to go,” he said quietly. His eyes were taking on that golden tint that she now associated with all kinds of strong emotions.

“Korum, I have to.” Mia tried to think of ways to convince him. “I have to see my parents and sister—she’s pregnant, actually—and then I have a really good internship lined up at a local camp, where I would be a counselor for children who are going through a difficult time . . .”

He just looked at her, his lack of expression scaring her more than any outward anger. 

“All right,” he said. “I will take you to see your family this summer . . . just not next week. I can’t leave New York quite yet. And if you want, I will find you an internship here as well, something within your field that you would enjoy.”

Mia felt a cold sensation radiating from her core all the way down to her toes. Up until now, even though she knew he regarded her as his pleasure toy, their relationship had a semblance of normality. He might have considered her his human pet, but she could still pretend he was her boyfriend—an arrogant and domineering one, for sure . . . but still just a boyfriend. Now that illusion was broken. If he really did go so far as to disregard her summer plans made months in advance, then he had absolutely no respect for her rights as a person—and probably no qualms about keeping her as his charl indefinitely, until he got bored with her.

Her fists were tightly clenched on the table, she noticed, and she forced herself to relax her fingers before proceeding. “And when you’re done with your business in New York,” she asked quietly, “what happens then?”

He regarded her with a level gaze. “Why don’t we cross that bridge when we come to it?” he suggested gently. “That might not be for a while.”

“No,” said Mia, past the point of caring. “I want to cross that bridge now. If your business gets done next week, what would happen then?”

He didn’t answer. 

Mia could feel herself getting even colder inside. Slowly getting up from the table, she searched for something to say. There was really nothing. She wanted to yell and scream and throw something at him, but that would not accomplish anything. The clueless Mia that she was supposed to be would not read anything particularly sinister into his silence. It was only Mia the spy who knew what could happen to a girl that a K regarded as his charl.

So she acted the way he would expect any normal girl to act when her boyfriend was being unreasonable. “Korum,” she told him with a stubborn expression on her face, “I’m going to Florida this summer—and that’s that. I have a life that doesn’t just revolve around you. I made these plans months before I knew you, and I can’t change things around just because you want me to—”

“Mia,” he said softly, “you can change things around and you will. If you try to leave at the end of the week, I will stop you. Do you understand me?”

She did. She understood him perfectly. But the Mia she was pretending to be wouldn’t. 

“What, you’re going to prevent me from getting on the airplane? That’s ridiculous,” she said, even as her stomach twisted with fear.

“Of course,” he said. “All I have to do is make one phone call, and your name will be on a no-fly list at all your human airports.”

She stared at him in shock. Somehow, she hadn’t expected him to go to such lengths to detain her. She figured he might lock her in the apartment or something. But it made perfect sense . . . Why do something as crude as physically restraining her when he could simply exercise his power with the U.S. government?

She felt tears welling up in her eyes, and she held them back with great effort. “I hate you,” she told him, barely able to speak past the constriction in her chest. And she really did in that moment. If she’d had any doubts about helping the Resistance, they dissolved as she stared at his uncompromising expression. He had no right to do this to her, to take over her life like that—and his kind deserved exactly what they got. If Mia could really make a difference in the fight against the Ks, then she had an obligation to do so—even if it meant losing her life in the process.

He got up then and came toward her. “You don’t hate me,” he said in a silky tone. “You may wish you did, but you don’t . . .” He grasped her chin, forcing her to meet his gaze. His eyes were nearly yellow at this point. “You’re mine,” he said quietly, “and you’re not going anywhere without me. The sooner you come to terms with it, my darling, the easier it will be for you.”

And so the gloves had come off then. He was not going to hide his true colors any longer. 

Mia’s fists clenched with impotent rage. 

“I’m not coming to terms with anything,” she hissed at him. “I’m a human being. I have rights. You can’t order me around like this—”

“That’s right, Mia,” he said in that same dangerously smooth tone. “You’re a human being—the creation of my kind. We made you. If it weren’t for the Krinar, your species would not exist at all. Your people came up with all kinds of imaginary deities to worship, to explain how you came to be on this Earth. The things you have done in the name of your so-called gods are simply preposterous. But we are your true creators—we made you in our image. The only reason you have the rights you think you have is because we choose to let you have them. And we’ve been extremely lenient with your species, interfering as little as possible since we came to your planet.” He leaned closer to her. “So if I want to keep one little human girl with me, and I have to order her around because she’s too inexperienced to realize that what we have is very special—well, then, that’s the way it’s going to be.”

Mia could barely think past the fury clouding her brain. Staring up at his beautiful face, she felt a surge of hatred so strong that she would have gladly stabbed him in that moment if she’d had a knife nearby. “Screw you,” she told him bitterly, taking a step back to avoid his touch. “You and your kind should just go back to whatever hell you came from and leave us the fuck alone.”

He smiled sardonically in response, letting her go for the moment. “That’s not going to happen, Mia. We’re here and we’re staying—you might as well get used to it.”

No, they weren’t. Mia would make sure of that. 

But he couldn’t know that yet, so she said nothing, just looking up at him in defiance.

“And Mia,” he added gently, “I can be very nice . . . or not—it’s really up to you.”

“Fuck you,” she told him furiously, and watched his eyes flare even brighter. 

“Oh, you will—and gladly.” He smiled in anticipation.

Mia wanted to hit him. If he thought she would melt into a puddle at his touch, he had another thing coming. Unless . . . 

“Fine,” she said slowly, “but I call the shots tonight.” And she smiled back at him, ignoring the rapid beating of her heart.

His eyes glittered with sudden interest. “Oh really? And why is that?” 

“Because that’s the only way I’m having sex with you tonight . . . willingly, I mean.” Her smile took on a taunting edge. “You can always force me, of course—maybe even make me enjoy it. But I will always hate you for it . . . and you will ultimately regret it.”

“Okay,” he said softly, the bulge in his pants growing before her eyes, “let’s pretend you’re calling the shots . . . What would you like to do?”

Mia moistened her suddenly dry lips with the tip of her tongue and watched his eyes follow the motion with a hungry look. “Let’s go into the bedroom,” she said huskily, and walked past him, making the safe assumption that he would follow her there. 

 







CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

They entered the room. 

Mia walked over to the bed and sat down on it, fully dressed. He was about to do the same, but she stopped him with a shake of her head. “Not yet,” she murmured, and watched him pause in response.

“I want you to take off your clothes,” she said quietly, and waited to see what would happen. 

To her surprise and growing excitement, he did as she asked, removing his T-shirt with one smoothly controlled motion. She inhaled sharply, the sight of his muscular half-naked body making her inner muscles clench with desire. Watching her with an amused half-smile, he unzipped his jeans and lowered them to the floor, stepping out of them gracefully. His erection was now covered only by a pair of briefs, and Mia could feel herself getting even wetter inside.

“Okay,” he said softly, “now what?”

Mia’s heart was galloping in her chest. “Lie down on the bed,” she said, hoping she didn’t sound as nervous as she felt. 

He smiled and obeyed, sprawling out on his back, his hands behind his head.

Mia got up and started taking off her own clothes, watching the bulge in his briefs growing even larger as she shimmied out of her jeans and unbuttoned her shirt. Still wearing her bra and underwear, she climbed on top of him, straddling his hips. All of a sudden, he no longer looked amused, his entire body tensing up as her sex pressed against his erection, with only the two layers of underwear standing in the way of his cock.

Mia smiled triumphantly and put her hands on his chest, feeling the powerful muscles bunching under her fingers. The game she was playing was incredibly dangerous, yet she couldn’t help but be aroused by the control she was exerting over her normally dominant lover. Running her hands over his chest, she leaned forward and touched the flat masculine nipple with her tongue, loving the way his cock jumped beneath her at the simple action. 

“Give me your hands,” she whispered, her hair brushing against his naked chest. He reached for her, but she intercepted him, grabbing his wrists. His eyebrows rose in surprise, but he let her stop him, observing her actions with a heavy-lidded amber gaze. 

She twined her fingers with his and pressed his hands into the pillow above his head, as though her small human hands could contain his Krinar strength for even a second. His eyes burned brighter with lust, but he did not resist, letting her hold him captive for now. She leaned closer to him and kissed his neck, and he arched beneath her with a sharp hiss. Reveling in his response, she lightly scraped the area with her teeth and was rewarded with a low growl. Rising up a bit, she repeated the action on the other side of his neck. By now, his body was nearly vibrating with tension, and she wondered hazily how much longer he would allow her to tease him like that. Still holding his hands, she kissed him on the lips, her tongue tentatively entering his mouth. He kissed her back with barely controlled aggression, and she sucked lightly on his tongue, causing him to buck underneath her. Leaving his mouth, she nibbled his neck again, focusing on the tightly corded muscle connecting it to his shoulder, and he groaned as though in pain. 

Loving her newfound power, Mia licked the side of his neck and tongued his ear, softly biting the earlobe. His hips thrust at her in response, but the underwear was in the way of his penetration. She moaned, her panties getting soaked with her juices as his erection rubbed against her clit.

“Keep your arms raised,” she whispered, finally letting go of his palms. 

He did, and Mia could see the effort it took him not to touch her in the sweat beading up on his forehead. She moved down his body then, licking and kissing every inch of skin along the way until her mouth reached his flat stomach. His abdominal muscles quivered in anticipation, and she smiled with excitement, gently squeezing his balls through the briefs as her lips followed the dark trail of hair down from his navel to where it disappeared into his underwear. He groaned her name, and she hooked her fingers into his briefs, slowly pulling them down. As he lifted his hips to help her, his cock sprang up at her, the bulbous shaft stiff and the tip glistening with pre-ejaculate.

Mia swallowed with nervousness and excitement, wondering what would happen if he lost control—if she drove him as crazy as he could make her.

Grasping his shaft with one hand, she lowered her head and slowly licked the underside of his balls, which were tightly drawn against his body with extreme arousal. He hissed at her action, torso arching and cock jumping in her hand, and Mia let go of it, using her hands to cup his balls instead. Simultaneously, she closed her lips around the tip of his cock and moved to take him further into her mouth, stopping only when he reached the back of her throat. She could taste the saltiness of his pre-cum, and her sex contracted in excitement. His body vibrating from the tension, he growled low in his throat, hips thrusting at her in a wordless demand to take him deeper, but Mia resisted, moving her lips up and down his shaft in a torturously slow and shallow rhythm.

And then he snapped.

Before she even realized what happened, he had her on her back, her panties ripped to shreds and his cock pushing into her in one heavy stroke. She cried out in shock, her nails digging into his upper arms as he penetrated her all the way without giving her any time to adjust to his fullness. She was dripping wet, but it didn’t matter, and her inner muscles trembled in the desperate attempt to accommodate the invasion. There was pain, but there was pleasure too, as his hips hammered at her in a merciless, driving rhythm. She screamed—in agony, in ecstasy, she didn’t know which—and felt him swell even more, becoming impossibly harder and thicker, and then he was coming, his head thrown back with a roar and his pelvis grinding into her sex. Mia cried out in frustration, her own release only a few elusive seconds away, and then his teeth sank into her shoulder, and her entire world exploded from the sudden rush of heated ecstasy through her veins.

It was not enough for him, of course, with the taste of her blood driving him into a frenzy, and his cock stiffened again inside her before her pulsations even ended. And Mia could no longer think at all, the drug-like high from his saliva turning her body into a pure instrument of pleasure, her skin unbearably sensitized to his touch and her insides burning with liquid desire. He drove into her relentlessly, and she screamed from the excruciating tension until she climaxed, over and over, in a never-ending cascade of orgasmic peaks and valleys, the night turning into a nonstop marathon of sex and blood. 

Finally passing out toward the morning, Mia slept, her body still joined with his and her mind void of any thoughts. 

***

Mia woke up the next day to the feel of someone’s hand gently playing with her hair. 

Surprised, she opened her eyes just a bit and saw Korum sitting by the edge of the bed, looking oddly concerned.

“Wh-what are you doing here?” she muttered sleepily, blinking in an attempt to focus.

“How are you feeling?” he asked quietly, brushing back a stray curl that fell over her eye.

“Um . . .” Mia tried to think. Moving a little, she became aware of various aches and pains, as well as an extreme soreness between her thighs.

Obviously not satisfied with her response, Korum pulled off the blanket, uncovering her naked body to his eyes. Her mind still feeling fuzzy, Mia followed his gaze as it lingered on the faint bruises covering her breasts and torso, many in the shape of finger marks. 

His face darkened with guilt, and he groaned. “Mia, I’m so sorry about this . . . I should’ve never let you play that game with me last night. I can usually control myself with you because I know how small and fragile you are, but I completely lost it last night . . . I never meant to hurt you like this—please believe me . . .”

Mia nodded, still trying to understand what happened. All she could recall was the mind-blowing sex, mixed with the ecstatic rush from his bite.

He gently stroked her shoulder, caressing the soft skin. “I am really sorry about this,” he murmured. “You’re so delicate . . . I should’ve never lost control like that. I’ll make you feel better, I promise—”

The events of last night were slowly coming back to Mia. Her hand clenched into a fist as she remembered what had led her to tease him like that, and the feel of the ring on her finger was utterly reassuring. 

She might be sore this morning, but she was also hopeful that the little device had worked as promised. There was no guarantee, of course, but her finger’s proximity to Korum’s palm last night should’ve been sufficient to get access to the necessary blueprints. Now she just had to get the ring over to John and, for that, she needed Korum to leave her alone.

“It’s all right,” she mumbled, trying to think of something appropriate to say. He was obviously feeling guilty about leaving a few bruises on her body. It struck her as hypocritical, this extreme concern for her physical well-being, since he obviously had no problem causing her emotional pain by upending her entire life. Then again, her being sore could interfere with their sex life, and he probably didn’t want that.

“I’ll bring something, okay?” he said, and disappeared from the room with inhuman speed.

Mia buried her head in the pillow while waiting for his return, desperately thinking of ways to get the information over to John quickly. She still needed to write her papers, so maybe she could tell Korum she had to get some books from the library. 

He was back a minute later, carrying the familiar device that had “shined” her and something else that she’d never seen before. The second object looked most like a lipstick tube, but was made of some strange material. 

“Um, I’m all right—really, there’s no need for this,” said Mia quickly, not wanting him to plant any additional tracking devices on her. For all she knew, the next batch of nanotechnology in her body might broadcast her every thought to him, and that was the last thing she wanted.

“There’s every need,” he said, obviously surprised at her reluctance. “You’re hurt, and I can fix it. Why not?”

Why not indeed. She didn’t have a good answer for that, and protesting further would make him suspicious. Getting caught so close to the end of her mission would be stupid, and it’s not like she didn’t already have the tracking devices embedded in her palms. What’s a few more?

So she just shrugged her shoulders in response, letting him do as he wanted.

He activated the “shining” device and ran the warm red light over her bruises. Seeing it work the second time was still incredible, with the marks on her skin disappearing as though they were never there. He was very thorough, inspecting every inch of her skin, and Mia blushed slightly at having so much attention paid to her naked body in broad daylight. Once he was done, he took the tube-like device in his hand and brought it toward her thighs.

“What are you going to do with that?” she asked suspiciously, eyeing it with distrust. There was only one place remaining on her body that still hadn’t been healed, and the red light from the device could not reach there. She hoped the little tube wasn’t really going where it looked like it could go.

Korum sighed and said, “It’s something we use for deep internal damage, when you have to heal various organs before you can mend the outer layer of the skin. I know it’s overkill for what you’ve got, but it’s the only thing I have in this apartment that can reach inside you to help you with the soreness.”

So it was going there. Mia’s blush got worse. The thing was about the size of a tampon, and the thought of having something medical like that inserted in broad daylight was embarrassing.

“Seriously?” he asked with incredulity. “After last night, you’re going to blush at this?”

Mia refused to look at him. “Just do it already,” she mumbled, plopping down and hiding her face in the pillow.

He laughed softly and did as she requested, sliding the little device inside her sore and swollen opening. It went in easily, and Mia didn’t feel anything for a few seconds until the tingling began.

“It feels funny,” she complained, still shielded by the pillow.

“It’s supposed to—that means it’s working.”

The tingling went on for a couple of minutes and then it stopped. She didn’t feel sore anymore, which was nice, although the feel of the foreign object inside her was disconcerting.

“It should be done by now,” said Korum, reaching inside her with his long fingers and pulling out the tube. “That’s it—all finished. You can stop hiding now.”

“Okay, thanks,” muttered Mia, still refusing to meet his eyes. “I think I’m going to shower now.”

He laughed and kissed her exposed shoulder. “Go for it. I have some things to take care of, so I’ll be out the rest of the day. The dinner will probably be a late one, so be sure to grab a good lunch.” 

And then he walked out of the room, finally leaving Mia alone to carry out the rest of the plan.

 







CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

As soon as Korum left, Mia sprang into action, her heart pounding at the magnitude of what she was about to do. 

Before hopping into the shower, she sent a quick ‘Hi’ email to Jessie, letting her know that she would be stopping by the apartment today and asking how Jessie’s Anatomy final had gone. Hopefully, John would see the email and contact Mia quickly. It was already early afternoon; due to her complete exhaustion, Mia had slept far later than planned, and there was a lot to get done before this evening.

Korum had thoughtfully left her a sandwich for lunch, and Mia gratefully gobbled it down before heading out the door. When he did things like that—considerate little gestures—she could almost believe that he genuinely cared about her, and she would feel an unwelcome pang of guilt at betraying his trust. Even today, after everything that happened last evening, the thought of him coming to any harm made her feel sick. It was ridiculous, of course; he would most likely be fine—and even if he wasn’t, it was his own fault for invading Earth and trying to enslave her species. Still, she would much rather see him safely deported back to Krina, so she could resume her normal life knowing that he was thousands of light years away and would never bother her again.

Or so she told herself. 

Deep inside, some silly romantic part of her wanted to cry at the thought of never seeing Korum again—never feeling his touch or hearing his laughter, never glimpsing the dimple that so incongruously graced his left cheek. He was her enemy, but he was also her lover, and she had gotten attached to him despite everything. The pleasure that he gave her went beyond the sexual; just being with him made her feel excited and alive, and—if she ever let herself forget the exact nature of their relationship—oddly happy. 

She could not imagine having sex with someone else after experiencing Korum’s lovemaking. It would be like eating sawdust for the rest of her life after first tasting ambrosia. It made perfect sense that he would be a good lover, of course; aside from whatever special chemistry he said they had together, Korum was also thousands of years old—and had had plenty of time to learn exactly how to please a woman. How could a human man compare to that? And she didn’t even want to think about how he made her feel when he took her blood. She wasn’t sure that it was healthy, to feel a pleasure so intense, but the thought of never experiencing it again was nearly more than she could bear. 

For the first time, she wondered about the xenos she’d heard about before. The motives of these people—who supposedly advertised online with the goal of entering into sexual relations with the Krinar—had always been a mystery to her. But she wondered now if they were perhaps truly addicted . . . if they’d had a taste of paradise and knew that everything else would pale in comparison. Korum had warned that addiction was a possibility for both of them if he took her blood too frequently. Mia shuddered at the thought. That was the last thing she needed—to actually develop a physical need for him. It was enough that she would probably miss him with every fiber of her being when he was finally gone from her life; the last thing she needed was to crave some elusive high that she could only achieve with him.

There was no other alternative for her; she had to complete the mission. Their relationship was bound to end—it was just a matter of time. Even if she were willing to put up with his autocratic nature—or if she even went so far as to accept being his charl—he would tire of her in a few short years and then she would be alone anyway, completely heartbroken and devastated at his desertion. 

No, she had to do this. There was no other way. She couldn’t have lived with herself knowing that she’d had a chance to make a real difference in the course of human history and failed to do so because of her weakness for one particular K—for someone who regarded her as nothing more than his plaything. 

Arriving at her apartment, Mia was surprised to see that John was already there. So were Jessie and Edgar, the actor her roommate had apparently started seeing.

As soon as she walked through the door, John asked if they could speak in private. Mia nodded and led him into her room, closing the door behind her. Before the door was fully shut, Mia heard Edgar ask Jessie if her roommate was seeing John as well, but Jessie’s reply was already inaudible.

 

 

“I think I have it,” said Mia without any preamble.

John’s entire face lit up. “You do? That’s great! How did you manage it so quickly?” Seeing the color flooding her face, he added hastily, “Never mind, that’s not important.”

Mia shrugged and pulled the ring off her finger. There was a little indentation left behind on her skin. She sincerely hoped that Korum was not particularly observant when it came to women’s jewelry; otherwise, he might wonder why she’d worn that ring once and never again.

“I need you to promise me something,” Mia said slowly, still holding on to the ring.

“What?”

“Promise me that Korum will not be harmed in whatever you’re planning to do.”

John hesitated, and Mia’s eyes narrowed. “Promise me, John. You owe me that much.”

“Why? He doesn’t deserve it—”

“It doesn’t matter what he does or does not deserve. This is my condition for helping you. Korum gets safe passage home.”

John looked at her and then sighed heavily. “All right, Mia, if that’s what you truly want. We’ll make sure that he gets safely deported.”

Mia nodded and handed him the ring. “So what now?” she asked. “How long do you think it will take your Keiths to do something with this information?”

He grinned at her, looking like a kid at Christmas. “They’ll have to look at it and make sure that it’s not more complicated than they think, but if they’re right . . . we could be looking at a potential attack within days.”

Days? That was much faster than Mia had ever thought possible. 

“Won’t it take them time to make . . . well, whatever it is that those blueprints are for?” she asked hesitantly.

He shook his head. “No, not that much time at all. Remember what I told you about how they manufacture everything using nanotechnology—and can make things almost instantly if they have the design for it?”

Mia vaguely recalled something like that, so she nodded.

“Well, they will now have the blueprints, and they already have the technology to create those designs. They just need to get that technology to a safe location outside of their settlements, and then they can manufacture the necessary weapons to penetrate the K Center shields. Once the shields are gone, the human forces will be ready.”

Forces? 

“Is the government in on this?” asked Mia with surprise.

John hesitated. “Not exactly. But there are those within the government who believe that it was wrong to sign the Coexistence Treaty, to allow them to build the settlements. These individuals are sympathetic to our cause and they have the ability to bring us reinforcements. Some of these are highly placed people in the Army and the Navy, as well as within the CIA and other equivalent agencies worldwide.”

Mia looked at him in shock. She hadn’t realized the full scope of the anti-K movement. For some reason, she’d envisioned it as being a few hundred suicidal individuals within the Resistance—or those like John, who had a personal vendetta against the Ks—helped by a few human-sympathizing aliens. But it made sense, of course, that the freedom fighters couldn’t have come as far as they did—and gained the assistance of the Keiths—if they hadn’t had at least a decent chance of success.

“Wow,” she said softly, “so it’s really happening then? We’re kicking them off our planet?”

John nodded with barely contained glee. “It’s happening, Mia. If the information on this ring is as good as we hope it is, we’re looking at Earth’s liberation within a week—a couple of weeks at the most.”

That was crazy. Mia tried to imagine what would happen when the Ks learned that they were being attacked. She remembered the days of the Great Panic and shuddered.

“John,” she said slowly, “would they really go without a big fight? You know what happened before . . . how much damage they could do even with bare hands—”

“That’s true,” agreed John, “they could definitely fight back—and it could get very bloody for both sides. That’s why the information you got for us is so crucial. You see, if the Keiths are right, these blueprints also contain the design for one of their most advanced weapons. Once the shields are down and we let the Ks know that we have this weapon, they would be suicidal to do anything but surrender. Because if they fight, we will use it—and every K in their colonies would be turned to dust.”

“Turned to dust? What kind of weapon can do that?” asked Mia in horrified shock. 

“It’s weaponized nanotechnology on a massive scale. It can be programmed with very specific constraints, so we could set it to only destroy Ks within a certain radius and to spare whatever humans may be in the area at the time.”

Mia’s eyes widened, and John continued, “Of course, we still expect some Ks to try to escape from the colonies when they learn of the attack, so we’ll have our fighters stationed all around to capture and contain those—and that could get bloody. We might still end up suffering heavy casualties, but we stand a very real chance of winning here.”

Mia swallowed, feeling nauseous at the thought of any bloodshed. Knowing that something she did led to “heavy casualties” or extermination of thousands of intelligent beings—she didn’t know how she would handle that kind of responsibility. 

But there was no choice now, not that there had ever been any for her. Ever since she’d laid eyes on Korum at the park, her fate had been decided. Her only choice had been to meekly accept being his charl or to fight back—and she had chosen to fight. And now that decision might result in the loss of many lives, both human and Krinar.

Mia bitterly wished she’d never gone to the park that day, had never learned about what goes on in the K Centers. If she could somehow turn back the clock and go back to her regular life, knowing next to nothing about the Ks, she would gladly do so—and leave the liberation of Earth to someone better equipped to deal with it. But she knew, and that burden felt unbearably heavy right now as she looked into John’s glowing face and imagined the upcoming bloody battle.

“Mia,” said John, apparently sensing her distress, “please don’t forget: they came to our planet, they imposed their rules on us—and killed thousands of people in the process, until we had no choice but to give in. Do you remember how it was during the Great Panic?”

Mia nodded, thinking of the terrifying chaos and bloody street fights of those dark months. 

Satisfied, John continued, “I know that your only exposure to them has been through Korum, and he has probably treated you nicely so far . . . because he thinks of you as his current favorite pet. But they’re not nice at all. They’re predators by nature. They evolved as parasites, as vampires, sustaining themselves by consuming the blood of other species. In fact, they developed humans for that purpose—to satisfy their own perverse urges with us—”

That wasn’t exactly what Korum had told her, but she didn’t feel like arguing that point right now.

“—and they have no regard for our rights. Most of them view us as inferior, and they would not hesitate to enslave us completely if it suited their purposes.”

“I know,” said Mia, rubbing her temples to get rid of the tension. “I know all of that—that’s why I’m helping you, John. I just really wish there was another way . . . some way we could just make them go away without spilling any blood.”

“I wish there was too,” said John, sighing heavily. “But there isn’t. They invaded our planet with force—and now we take it back from them in the same way. And if some lives have to be lost in the process—well, we just have to hope that not too many of them are on our side. It’s war, Mia—the real War of the Worlds.”

 

 

John left, and Mia sat down on her bed to digest everything. 

How had she—a regular college student—managed to get involved in a war? Spying was something she’d always associated with glamorous secret agents, men and women who’ve had extensive training in everything from martial arts to defusing a bomb. A psychology major from NYU just didn’t fit the bill. Yet here she was, supposedly aiding the Resistance in their most important fight against the Ks. 

A terrifying thought occurred to her. Once Korum knew what was happening—that their settlements were being attacked—would he realize that she was the one responsible? Would he make the connection between his carefully guarded blueprints being stolen and the human girl he slept with every night? Because if he did—and he was still in New York at the time—then her days were likely numbered as well. 

A tentative knock on her door interrupted her dark musings. 

“Yes, come in!” she called out, relieved to have a distraction from that line of thinking. 

To her surprise and dismay, it was not Jessie. Instead, Peter stood in her bedroom doorway, his wavy blond hair and blue eyes looking even more angelic in the bright light of the day. There were still black and blue marks on his throat.

“Peter!” she exclaimed. “What are you doing here?”

“I came to see you,” he said. “Your roommate told Edgar that you would be home today, and I just wanted to make sure you were all right after what happened that night—”

“Oh gosh, Peter, that’s really nice of you,” said Mia, desperately trying to think of the quickest way to get rid of him. She couldn’t imagine that Korum would be pleased to know that Peter was anywhere near her right now, much less in her bedroom. He probably wouldn’t find out, but she didn’t want to chance it. It was enough that she had almost gotten him killed in that club.

Peter was looking at her with a concerned expression. “What happened that night, Mia? Did that monster hurt you in any way?”

“No, of course not,” she tried to reassure him. “He just got jealous—I never expected him to react like that, believe me. I’m really sorry about everything that happened. I should’ve never danced with you that night. You got hurt because of me—”

He waved his hand dismissively. “It’s not a big deal. I was once beaten up in high school because the head quarterback thought I was flirting with his girlfriend. Believe me, this was nothing in comparison.” And he grinned at her, his smile utterly infectious.

Mia smiled back a little. It was good to hear that he didn’t hold a grudge against her. But he still needed to go away for his own safety.

“Listen, Peter, thanks for checking up on me,” she said. “That was really sweet of you. But we now know that my boyfriend is not too keen on our friendship—and it’s really for the best if he doesn’t find out you were here—”

“Mia,” said Peter seriously, his smile completely gone, “are you really dating that creature? I just never pictured you as a xeno—”

“I’m not!”

“You’re not a Krinarian, are you?”

“Of course not! I’m not religious at all!”

“Then why are you seeing him?”

Mia sighed. “Look, Peter, that’s not really any of your business. He’s my boyfriend—that’s all you need to know. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you that when we first met. I was just having a fun time at a girls’ night out. I really didn’t mean to mislead you in any way—”

“That’s bullshit,” said Peter vehemently. “A boyfriend—that’s a human guy, not some vicious alien who drags you out of the club like that.” He paused for a second and asked quietly, “Mia, is he forcing you to be with him?”

“What? Why would you think that?” Mia stared at him, wondering what would make him ask something like that. 

He looked back at her, his brows furrowed in a frown. “You just don’t seem like the type to seek out one of these monsters.”

“What type is that?” wondered Mia, genuinely curious to hear the answer.

He tugged at his ear in frustration. “Well, a lot of people in the entertainment industry actually . . . models, actresses, singers—they get bored and look for something to spice up their lives . . . They’re shallow, and many of them are stupid—all they see are the pretty faces and not the evil underneath—”

“Evil underneath?” asked Mia, surprised that he felt so strongly about the Krinar. Prior to her own close encounters with Korum, she’d had zero exposure to the invaders and no real opinion about them. Maybe Peter was religious himself and believed the claim that the Ks were demons?

He grimaced. “I’ve seen people disappear, Mia, when they get involved with these creatures. That, or end up really messed up at the end. It’s not natural for us—to be with their kind. It never ends well . . .”

Mia took a deep breath and said firmly, “Peter, look, I appreciate the concern, but there’s really no need in this case. I know what I’m doing. I’m neither shallow nor stupid—”

“I never said you were,” protested Peter.

“—and I don’t really appreciate you implying anything about my relationship. I’m with Korum because I want to be, and that’s all there’s to it.” 

She sincerely hoped that was enough to get Peter to go away. The last thing she needed was a bumbling white knight trying to save her from the evil monster—a white knight who would definitely end up getting slain in the process. Maybe later, if she survived the next couple of weeks, she would apologize to Peter for being so harsh. She liked him, and it would be nice to become friends with him, particularly if her life ever got back to normal.

He looked slightly hurt. “Of course, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to imply anything. Obviously, you can be with whomever you choose. I just wanted to make sure you were all right, that’s all.”

Mia nodded and gave him a faint smile. “I understand. Thanks again for stopping by.” Reaching into her bag, she pulled out the laptop and a couple of books. 

Peter immediately got the hint. “Sure. I’ll see you around, okay?” he said, and walked out of the room. Mia heard him talking to Jessie and Edgar for a minute, and then he was gone, the front door closing decisively behind him. 

Mia plopped down on her bed with relief. How had it happened that a cute guy—with whom she actually had a decent connection—had come along at such a wrong time in her life? Had she met him two months ago, she had no doubt that she would have been ecstatic to have him pay attention to her like that—but it was too late now. 

Like those people he knew, she would likely end up messed up in the end—either that or dead at the hands of her alien lover.

 







CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Shortly after Peter left, Edgar departed as well. Mia heard them kissing and giggling by the door, and then there was silence. Almost immediately afterwards, Jessie came into her room.

“So,” said Mia, smiling at her roommate, “I take it things are going well with Edgar?”

Jessie gave her a huge grin. “They are going very well. He’s just so nice, and so fun, and so cute . . .”

Mia laughed and said, “I’m glad for you. You deserve a good guy like that.”

“That I do,” said Jessie without any false modesty, still grinning. And then her expression abruptly became serious. “And so do you, Mia—”

Uh-oh, thought Mia. Here comes the lecture.

“—and you’re clearly not getting it.”

“Jessie, please, let’s not beat a dead horse—”

“A dead horse? I’d like to beat up a certain K!” Jessie took a deep breath, clearly riled on Mia’s behalf. “Peter is such a nice guy, and he seems to really like you—to come all the way here like this after everything that happened . . . and you’re stuck with that monster!”

Mia rubbed the back of her neck to get rid of some tension there. “Jessie, please stop worrying about my relationship . . . everything will get resolved in its own time 

“Speaking of getting things resolved, did you talk to him about the summer?”

Mia bit her lip. She hated lying to Jessie, and she so badly wanted to talk to someone about the whole maddening mess. If John was right about the Keiths’ timing, her trip to Florida would be merely delayed—and not even by all that much. Of course, that assumed she would still be alive at the time. Mia decided on a slightly edited version of the truth.

“I have,” she said slowly.

“And?”

“And we agreed that I’ll go later in the summer, and do an internship here in New York instead.”

Jessie stared at her in shock. “What internship?”

“I’m not sure yet. Korum promised to find me something in my field.”

“Oh my God, he’s not letting you go, is he?” Jessie looked completely horrified.

“Not exactly,” admitted Mia. “He did say, though, that we’ll go to Florida together once his business in New York is done.”

“Together? What, he’s going to meet your family?” The expression on Jessie’s face was utterly incredulous.

“I have no idea,” said Mia, and she really didn’t. She hadn’t had a chance to think about it, with everything that had gone on—but she couldn’t imagine her normal down-to-earth family interacting calmly with her alien lover. “We didn’t get as far as discussing the  particulars—”

“That bastard! I can’t believe he’s doing it to you! No wonder you’re helping the Resistance—you probably hate his guts.”

Mia couldn’t believe her ears. “What? What did you just say?”

“Oh come on, Mia,” said Jessie calmly. “I’m not an idiot. I can put two and two together. John was waiting for you here in the apartment even before you showed up. Clearly, he knew you were coming. You’re communicating with them, aren’t you?”

Damn it. Sometimes Mia forgot just how astute her pretty, bubbly roommate could be. Denying it any longer would be pointless, but Jessie could not know the extent of Mia’s involvement—it would be much too dangerous for both of them.

Mia gave her a piercing look. “Jessie, listen to me, don’t ever say something like that—and don’t ever talk about it with anyone, not even Edgar. Do you promise me?”

Jessie nodded, her eyes narrowed. “I would never say anything. When Edgar asked me if you and John were dating, I just said that he was an old friend of your family’s.”

“That’s good,” said Mia with relief. Then she added, “Look, I am not doing anything too crazy, I promise. John just asked me to keep an eye on Korum’s activities and report to him occasionally. That’s all I was doing today. Korum met a couple of other Ks recently, and I just wanted to tell John about it. Turns out he already knew, so it really wasn’t a big deal.” Mia had no idea where she had learned to lie so smoothly.

“Not a big deal? Mia . . . you’re dealing with an extraterrestrial who has no regard for human life. You saw what he did to Peter—and that was just for dancing with you! If he catches you spying, he would kill you for sure! Of course, it’s a big deal!” Jessie blew out a frustrated breath. 

There was nothing Mia could really say to that, so she just shrugged.

“And it’s all my fault for blabbing about you to Jason! I can’t believe those bastards decided to use you like that.”

Mia rubbed her neck again. “They just saw an opportunity and decided to use it. It doesn’t really change my situation. I’m still with Korum, whether or not I’m spying on him. So I might as well try to help out, you know?” 

Jessie gave her a frustrated look. “I can’t believe all this shit is happening to you. You’re the most by-the-book person I know . . . and you end up sleeping with a K and spying on him.”

Mia sighed heavily. “I know. I’m so screwed, Jessie—and not just in a good way.”

A small smile broke out on Jessie’s face, and she shook her head in reproach. “Mia . . .”

Mia grinned at her. “I know, I know, that was pretty bad.”

“Not James Bond caliber, that’s for sure.” And Jessie grinned back.

***

That evening, Korum got home around eight o’clock. Mia was already back at his place and frantically working on her paper. 

He entered her study room and came up to kiss her. “Hey there, looks like somebody is hard at work,” he teased, brushing his lips briefly against her cheek. 

Mia gave him a little frown. “Yeah, I have to finish this paper tonight. I have this and my Child Psychology paper due Thursday, and I’m not done with even one of them.”

“Sounds terrible,” Korum said, the slight curve of his lips giving away his amusement. 

“It is!” said Mia, her frown getting worse. Couldn’t he see she was stressed? He didn’t have to laugh at her just because her worries seemed minor to him. 

“Do you want some help with it?” he asked, causing Mia to give him an incredulous look.

“Help with my papers?” Was he serious?

“Isn’t that what you’re stressing about?” He didn’t look like he was joking. 

“Uh . . .” Mia was speechless. Finally finding her tongue, she mumbled, “That’s okay, thanks . . . I should be able to handle it.”

Stifling a grin, she imagined turning in a paper on the effects of environmental factors in early childhood development—written from the perspective of a two-thousand-year-old extraterrestrial. The look on Professor Dunkin’s face would be priceless.

“I can write in English, you know,” said Korum, apparently offended by her reluctance. 

Mia smiled with some condescension. “Of course you can.” This was the strangest conversation ever. “But there’s more to writing an academic paper than just knowing the language. You have to have read all these books and attended the lectures . . .” She gestured toward the big pile of paper books sitting at the corner of her desk. 

“So,” said Korum, shrugging nonchalantly, “I can read the books right now.”

Mia gave him a dumbfounded look. “There’s about ten of them . . .” She swallowed to get rid of the sudden dryness in her throat. “H-How fast do you read?”

“Pretty fast,” he said. “I also have what you would call a photographic memory, so I don’t need to read the material more than once.”

Mia stared at him in shock. “So you can read all these books in a matter of hours?”

He nodded. “I would probably need about two hours to finish them all.”

That was incredible. “Is that normal for your kind?” Mia asked, still digesting that shocking tidbit.

“Some of us have that ability naturally, while others choose to enhance it with technology to keep up. I was born this way.”

Mia could feel her heart rate picking up. She’d known that he was very smart, of course, and John had told her that Korum was one of the best designers among the K. She just hadn’t expected him to have what amounted to superhuman intelligence. 

“I probably seem really stupid to you then,” Mia said quietly, “given how long it takes me to do all this—”

He sighed. “No, Mia, of course not. Just because you’re lacking certain abilities doesn’t mean you’re not smart.”

Yeah, right. “What else can you do?” asked Mia, realizing how little she still knew about her alien lover.

He shrugged. “I can probably do some math in my head that you would need a calculator for.”

This was fascinating and scary at the same time. “What’s 10,456 times 6,345?” she asked, simultaneously reaching for her phone to check the answer.

“66,343,320.”

That was exactly right. And he’d given her the answer before she even had time to input the numbers into the calculator on her phone. Mia swallowed again.

“So do you want my help with the paper or not?” Korum was beginning to look impatient. 

Mia shook her head. “Uh, no—that’s all right, thanks. I’m sure you could write a great paper—probably better than me—but I still have to do this myself.”

“Okay, sure, whatever you want,” he said, shaking his head at her stubbornness. “Are you hungry? Do you want me to make something?”

Mia had snacked throughout the day, so she wasn’t starving. “I don’t know,” she said tentatively. “I don’t think I have time for a sit-down meal today.” She looked up at him, hoping that he would understand.

“Of course,” he said, “I’ll bring you something to eat here.” Giving her a quick smile, he left the room.

Mia stared at the door in frustration. Why did he have to be so nice to her today? It would be so much easier if he treated her with cruelty or indifference. The guilt burning her up inside made no sense; she knew she was doing the right thing by helping the Resistance. The Ks had invaded their planet, not the other way around; liberating her species should not make her feel like this—like she was betraying someone she cared about. 

Taking a deep breath, she tried to focus back on the paper. It was an impossible task. Her thoughts kept wandering, jumping from one unpleasant topic to another. Had she set in motion something that would result in the loss of thousands of lives? And would Korum be one of the casualties? It still didn’t seem entirely real to her, the potential impact of her actions. 

Korum came back a few minutes later. He had made some kind of sushi-like rolls with crunchy lettuce and peppers and an apple-walnut dish for dessert.

Mia thanked him and gladly dug in, finding that she was quite hungry after all. 

He smiled at her and bent down to kiss her forehead. “Enjoy. I’ll be next door if you need me.”

And then he left, letting her work on her papers—and battle her own dark thoughts.

 







CHAPTER TWENTY

 

That night, he was incredibly tender with her.

His fingers unerringly finding every knot and tense muscle, he massaged every inch of her body until she lay there in a boneless puddle of contentment. Once he was satisfied that she was fully relaxed, he flipped her over onto her back and began kissing her, starting with the tips of her fingers. His lips were soft and felt warm on the skin of her hand, and when he sucked her index finger into his mouth and swirled his tongue around it, Mia moaned from the unexpectedly erotic sensation.

Leaving her fingers alone, his mouth traveled up her palm, licking the sensitive spot on the inside of her wrist, and then further, up her arm, until he reached the arched column of her throat. Mia held her breath, waiting for the familiar biting pain, but he merely placed a series of light kisses there, sending goosebumps down her leg and arm, and nibbled softly on her earlobe. Mia moaned again, overcome by the pleasure of his touch, and buried her fingers in his hair, pulling his face down for a deep French kiss. 

He kissed her back, passionately and intensely, and Mia felt the strength of his desire in the rigid erection brushing against her thigh. His hand found her breasts, gently squeezing and massaging the small globes, and his thumb flicked across her left nipple, causing it to stiffen further.

Lifting himself up on his elbows, he looked down at her with a warm golden gaze. “You’re so beautiful,” he murmured, staring into her eyes, and the tender expression on his face made her want to cry. Why was he doing this to her today of all days? This might be one of the last few times she was having sex with him, and she didn’t want to remember it like this—like the lovemaking that it could never be.

He kissed her again, and she sucked on his tongue, hoping to make him lose control, so she could forget everything in the mind-bending ecstasy and finally turn off her brain. He groaned in response, and she felt his cock jump against her leg, but his touch on her body remained exceedingly gentle, with none of the raw lust from last night. 

Frustrated, Mia pushed at his shoulders. “I want to get on top,” she told him huskily. He was clearly doing penance for his roughness yesterday, but that wasn’t what Mia wanted tonight. 

His eyes widened a little in surprise, but he rolled off her onto his back. Mia climbed over him and grabbed his head with both hands, bringing his face to hers for a deep tongue-filled kiss while simultaneously rubbing her sex on his without allowing actual penetration. He wrapped his arms around her in response, so tightly that she could barely breathe, and kissed her back with the intensity she was seeking. She could see a fine layer of sweat on his forehead as his body strained with the effort of holding himself back. Mia moved her hips suggestively then, grinding against his cock, and his hips lifted off the bed, trying to get more. His embrace loosened slightly, and Mia worked her right hand in between their bodies and wrapped her fingers around his shaft. He hissed, his body tensing up, and she carefully guided his cock to her opening, starting to lower herself onto him in a maddeningly slow motion. 

He growled low in his throat and his hips thrust up, penetrating her in one powerful stroke. Mia cried out, feeling her muscles quivering, adjusting to the extreme fullness. He grasped her hips, his thumb finding her clit through the closed folds and pressing on it, his touch torturously light, bringing her closer to the desired peak without sending her over. Mia moaned, her sex clenching around his cock. She wanted more—more of the madness, of the mindless bliss that only he could make her feel. “Bite me,” she told him, and watched his eyes turn even more yellow even as he shook his head in denial. “You don’t know what you’re asking,” he muttered roughly, and rolled over so that he was over her again, their bodies still joined. 

Before she could say anything else, he twisted his hips slightly, and the head of his cock nudged the sensitive spot deep inside. Mia moaned, arching toward him, and he repeated the action, again and again, until the monstrous tension coiling inside her became unbearable, and she screamed, raking her nails down his back as the long-awaited climax finally rushed through her, obliterating all rational thought in its wake.

But he wasn’t done with her yet. He still hadn’t come, despite the rhythmic squeezing of her inner muscles, and his shaft was lodged inside her, as hard and thick as ever. Burying his hand in her hair, he kissed her deeply and began thrusting, alternating a shallow stroke with a deeper one, until the tension started building again and every cell in her body was crying out for the release. She tried to move her hips, to force him into that constant pace she needed to reach her climax, but he wouldn’t let her, his large, powerful body holding her down. His kiss was relentless, his tongue ravishing her mouth, and Mia felt like she would explode from the intensity of the sensations. And then suddenly she was there, her entire body convulsing in his arms, and he was coming as well, his pelvis grinding into her own as his cock pulsed inside her, releasing his semen in short, warm bursts.

Afterwards, he rolled off her and gathered her to him, leaving her lying partially on top, her head on his chest and her left leg draped over his hips. They were both slick with sweat, and Mia could hear the rapid beating of his heart gradually beginning to slow as his breathing returned to its normal pace.

She didn’t really know what to say, so she didn’t say anything. The sex had been incredible, and she hated the fact that he could make her feel like this—even without any chemical enhancers. 

Why did it have to be him, she thought bitterly, looking at his flat bronzed stomach moving up and down with every breath. Why couldn’t she have fallen for a normal human guy instead of an alien genius whose kind was taking over her planet?

She felt the hot prickling of tears behind her eyelids and squeezed them tightly, not letting the moisture escape. Her body felt languid and tired in the aftermath of the sex session, but her mind kept buzzing, working overtime, looking for a solution where none could be found. Even if he cared for her in his own way, those feelings would turn to hatred once he learned the depths of her betrayal—and the hands that held her so gently now would likely end up wrapped around her throat. 

She must have tensed at the thought because he pulled away to look at her face and asked curiously, “What’s the matter?”

When she hesitated, a worried frown appeared on his face. “Mia? What’s the matter? I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

Mia shook her head, trying not to look him directly in the eyes. “No, of course not,” she said huskily, “it was wonderful . . . you know that—”

“Then what?” he prodded, reaching out to grasp her chin and force her to meet his gaze.

Mia tried to control herself, but the stupid tears wouldn’t leave her alone, welling up in her eyes. 

“It’s nothing,” Mia lied, silently cursing the fact that her voice was shaking, “I just . . . g-get this way when I’m stressed—”

His frown got deeper. “Why are you so stressed? Is it your papers?” he asked, studying her with a perplexed look in his eyes. 

Mia nodded slightly, squeezing her eyes shut and trying to calm herself. He might become suspicious if her tears didn’t have a good explanation. Unless . . .

Opening her eyes, she looked at him, no longer caring if he saw the glimmer there. “I really miss my family,” she confessed, and it was the truth. In this moment, she desperately wanted to be a child again, safe and sound in her parents’ house, with her mom making chicken soup with matzah balls and her dad reading a newspaper on the couch. She wanted to turn back the clock and go back to the last decade, to a time before people knew that there was life on other planets—and that their own planet would not belong to them much longer. To a time before she met the alien who was staring at her now with his beautiful amber eyes—the lover whom she had no choice but to betray.

Korum seemed to accept her explanation. “Mia,” he said quietly, letting go of her chin, “you’ll see them soon, I promise. I’m getting closer to completing my business here, and then I will take you there—”

“I haven’t even told them yet that I’m not coming,” said Mia, her voice thick with tears. “They’re expecting me this Saturday, and my plane ticket is   nonrefundable—”

He looked exasperated. “Are you worrying about money now? I will refund you the cost of the ticket—”

“My parents are the ones who bought it.”

“Okay, then I will refund the cost to your parents.” Taking a deep breath, he added, “Mia, you don’t ever have to worry about these logistics when you’re with me. I’ll always take care of you and your family—you don’t need to stress about money ever again. I know your parents’ finances are tight, and I would be more than happy to assist them financially—or in whichever way they need.”

Mia swallowed a sob, feeling like an iron fist was squeezing her heart. As arrogant and high-handed as that statement was, she had no doubt that he was genuine in his offer. “Th-thank you,” she whispered, her voice breaking, “that’s very . . . generous of you—”

“Mia,” he said softly, “I care about you, okay? I want you to be happy with me, and I will do whatever I can to make that happen.”

His every word felt like he was cutting her with a knife, and she could no longer hold back. Burying her face in the pillow, she turned away from him and broke down crying, her entire body shaking from the force of her sobs.

“Mia?” His voice sounded uncertain for the first time since she’d met him. “What . . . Why are you crying?”

She cried even harder. She couldn’t tell him the truth, and the guilt was like acid in her chest, eating her up inside.

Tentatively touching her back, he stroked it in a soothing manner, murmuring little endearments. When that didn’t seem to help, he pulled her into his arms, letting her bury her face in the crook of his neck and cry while he stroked her hair. 

So Mia cried. She cried for herself, and for him, and for the relationship that could never be . . . not even if he weren’t the enemy that she’d been spying on.

After a few minutes, when her sobs began to quiet down, he reached somewhere and handed her a tissue, letting her wipe her face and blow her nose before asking softly again, “Why?”

Mia looked at him, her vision still blurry with tears. The full truth was out of the question, of course, but she could tell him something that had been tormenting her for a while. “This is not right,” she whispered, her voice rough with residual tears. “You, me—it’s not right, it’s not natural . . . And it can never last—”

“Why not?” he said softly. “It can last for as long as we want it to last.”

“You’re not human,” she said, looking at him in disbelief. “How could it ever work for us?”

He hesitated for a second and then said, gently brushing her hair off her face, “It can—just trust me on that, darling. I can’t really say more right now, but we will talk about it later . . . when the time comes.”

Mia blinked in surprise, staring at him. This was something she hadn’t expected. Did he mean that there was some way for them to be together . . . as an actual couple? The implications of that were too big to contemplate right now, with her head pounding and her mind barely functioning in the aftermath of her emotional storm. 

He pulled away then and got off the bed. “I’ll bring you something to make you feel better,” he said, and left the room. 

Mia looked at the door, stifling a hysterical giggle at the thought that this was becoming a nightly occurrence. She just hoped he didn’t bring back the little tube. 

He brought back a glass filled with some kind of milky liquid and handed it to her.

“What is it?” she asked, sniffing it with suspicion. It didn’t smell like anything. 

He grinned at her, showing the dimple. “Not poison, I promise. It’s just a little something to help you sleep better and take away your headache.”

How did he know that her head was hurting? Mia blinked at him again.

As though reading her mind, he said, “I know how humans feel after crying. This drink is meant more for helping with a cold or a flu, but it doesn’t have any harmful side effects, so you might as well drink it now and feel better.”

Mia nodded in agreement and tasted the liquid. It didn’t have any flavor either; if not for the color, she would have thought she was drinking water. She felt dehydrated, so she gladly drank the entire glass. Almost immediately, the painful pressure around her temples eased, and the congested feeling in her nose disappeared. Another K wonder drug, apparently.

“Why do you have all these medicines for humans?” she asked, the thought only now occurring to her. “Do you also use these for yourself?”

He shook his head, smiling. “No, they’re human-specific. We have other ways to heal ourselves.”

“So why have it then?” Mia persisted.

He shrugged. “I knew that I would be living among humans and interacting with them. It only made sense to have a few basics handy in case of various emergencies.”

Interacting with humans at his apartment? Mia suddenly felt an unwelcome pang of jealousy at the thought of other women being here, in this very bed. It wasn’t surprising, of course; he was a healthy, attractive male with a strong sex drive—it was perfectly normal for him to have had other sex partners before her, both human and K. 

Or so she told herself. The green-eyed monster inside refused to listen to reason.

Something of her thoughts must have shown on her face because he said softly, “And no, none of those interactions have been human women in recent months—definitely none since I met you.”

“What about K women?” she blurted out, and then mentally kicked herself. She had no right to be jealous after what she’d done. He was her enemy, and she had treated him as such. It was absurd to feel so relieved that she was the only woman in his life right now. Their days together were numbered, and it shouldn’t matter whether Korum had been faithful to her or if he had fucked a hundred women in the past month. Yet somehow it mattered to her—and it mattered a lot. 

“None since we’ve met,” he said, smiling. He seemed pleased by her jealousy, and Mia nearly broke down crying again. Taking a deep breath, she controlled herself with great effort. A second crying fit would be even more difficult to explain. 

“Let’s go to sleep, shall we?” he suggested softly. “You still seem stressed, and you’ll probably feel better in the morning.”

Mia nodded in agreement and lay down, covering herself with the blanket. Korum followed her example, pulling her toward him until they lay in his favorite spooning position. 

Against all odds, Mia drifted off to sleep as soon as she closed her eyes, feeling comforted by the heat of his body wrapped around her own. 

 







CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

Mia woke up on Wednesday morning with a sense of dread in her stomach. 

Today she had to tell her parents that she wasn’t coming to see them on Saturday. She still hadn’t come up with a good reason to explain the delay, especially since she was supposed to start her internship at the camp on Monday. 

And if Korum discovered her involvement in what was about to befall the K colonies, then it might be the last time she was speaking to her family in general. That made it even more imperative that she present an upbeat and positive image today, so as not to make her parents worry prematurely. It would be better if she left only good memories behind when she disappeared from their lives. 

At that thought, stupid tears threatened again, and Mia took a deep breath to control herself. She didn’t have time for this right now; she still had to write the last paper. Although it made no sense to care about something so trivial in her precarious situation, not writing the paper would be like giving up—and some small part of Mia was still hopeful that there might be light at the end of this tunnel, that some semblance of a normal life was still possible if she made it through the next couple of weeks unscathed. 

Clinging to that thought, Mia dragged herself out of bed and into the shower. Korum was nowhere to be found in the apartment, and she guessed he was off doing whatever he normally did during the day. It probably had something to do with tracking the Resistance fighters, but she had no way of knowing that for sure. Grabbing a quick breakfast, she headed to the library in the hopes that she might be better able to concentrate there.

The day was beautiful and sunny—a perfect foil for her gloomy mood. Under normal circumstances, Mia would have taken a nice lengthy walk to the library, but time was of essence and she took a cab instead. Staying at Korum’s place and eating nearly all her meals with him, Mia was flush with cash for the first time in her college career. The student grants that helped pay for tuition and books also provided a minimal allowance for food and other living expenses, but it was usually just enough for her to survive on. Eating out in restaurants or taking cabs were indulgences that Mia could not normally afford, and it was nice to be able to splurge now that she didn’t worry so much about the cost of food. 

The library was a zoo. Just about every NYU student was there, frantically cramming for exams and writing papers. Of course, Mia realized, it was finals week. She should’ve just stayed in the comfortable study room Korum had set up for her, but she’d wanted to be some place where nothing reminded her of the mess that her life had become. 

After wandering around for a good fifteen minutes, she finally located a soft chair that had just been vacated by a pimply red-headed boy who looked like he was all of twelve years old. Quickly occupying it before anyone else saw her prize, Mia smiled to herself. Not that she was all that old, but some of the freshmen looked ridiculously young to her these days. 

Five hours later, Mia triumphantly finished the last sentence and saved her work. She still had to proofread the damn thing, but the bulk of the job was done. Gathering her things, she left the library and went to her own apartment, hoping to see Jessie and have a chance to talk to her parents.

Jessie wasn’t home when she got there, so that left only the parents. Taking a deep breath, Mia turned on her computer and prepared to be as bright and bubbly as any college student who was almost done with finals week.

 

 

“Mia! Sweetheart, how are you?” Her mom was in fine form today, her blue eyes sparkling with excitement and a huge smile on her face. 

Mia grinned back at her. “I’m almost done! Just have to proofread the last paper, and then the school year is officially over for me,” said Mia, keeping her voice purposefully upbeat. 

“Oh, that’s great!” her mom exclaimed. “We can’t wait to see you this weekend! Marisa and Connor are coming over on Sunday, and we’ll have a big dinner. I’ll make all your favorites. I already bought some eggs and even a bit of goat cheese—”

“Mom,” interrupted Mia, feeling like she was dying a little inside, “there’s something I need to tell you . . .”

Her mom paused for a second, looking puzzled. “What is it, honey?”

Mia took a deep breath. This was not going to be easy. “One of my professors asked me for a big favor this week,” she said slowly, having come up with a semi-plausible story in the last few minutes. “There’s a program here at NYU where psychology students go and spend some time with disadvantaged high school kids from some of the worst neighborhoods . . .”

“Uh-huh,” said her mom, a small frown appearing on her face.

“It’s a great program,” lied Mia. “These kids don’t really have anyone to help them figure out the next steps, whether they should go to college or not, how they should apply if they decide to go . . . And you know, that’s exactly what I want to do—provide that type of counseling . . .”

Her mom’s frown got a little deeper.

Mia hurried with her explanation. “Well, I didn’t know about this program before, but I was chatting with my professor this week and mentioned my interest in counseling to him. And that’s when he told me about this program, and that he was actually desperately looking for a volunteer to help out for a week or two this summer—”

“But you’re flying home on Saturday,” her mom said, looking increasingly unhappy. “When would you be able to do this?”

“Well, that’s the thing,” said Mia, hating herself for lying like this, “I don’t think I can come home this weekend, not if I do this program—”

“What! What do you mean, you can’t come home this weekend?” Her mom appeared livid now. “You already have a ticket and everything! And what about your camp internship? Aren’t you supposed to start that on Monday?”

“I already spoke with the camp director,” lied Mia again. “He’s fine with pushing back my start date by two weeks. I explained the whole situation, and he was very understanding. And my professor said he’ll reimburse me for the cost of the ticket and even buy me another one to make up for this—”

“Well, that’s the least he could do! What about the money you were going to earn during those two weeks of your internship?” her mom said angrily. “And what about the fact that we haven’t seen you since March? How could he ask you to do something like that, so last-minute?”

“Mom,” said Mia in a pleading tone, “it’s a great opportunity for me. This is exactly what I want to do career-wise, and it’ll really boost my chances of getting into a good grad school. Plus, the professor said he’ll write me a glowing recommendation if I do this—and you know how important those are for grad school applications . . .”

Her mom was blinking rapidly, and there was a suspicious glimmer in her eyes. “Of course,” she said, a wealth of disappointment in her voice, “I know that stuff is important . . . We were just so looking forward to seeing you this Saturday, and now this—”

Every word her mom said was like a knife scraping at Mia’s insides. “I know, mom, I’m really sorry about this,” she said, blinking to hold back her own tears. “I’ll see you in a couple of weeks, okay? It won’t be so bad, you’ll see . . .”

Her mom sniffed a little. “So no family dinner this Sunday, I guess.”

Mia shook her head with regret. “No . . . but we’ll have one in two weeks, okay? I’ll cook and everything—”

“Oh, please, Mia, you couldn’t cook to save your life!” her mom said irately, but a tiny smile appeared on her face. “I’ve never met anyone who couldn’t manage to boil water—”

“I can boil water now,” said Mia defensively. “I’ve been living on my own for the last three years, you know, and I can even make rice—”

The tiny smile became a full-blown grin. “Wow, rice? That is progress,” her mom said with barely contained laughter. “I honestly don’t know what you’re going to do when you meet someone . . .”

“Oh, mom, not this again,” groaned Mia.

“It’s true, you know. Men still like it when a woman can make a good meal, and keep the house—”

“And do laundry, and be a general domestic slave, and yadda yadda yadda,” finished Mia, rolling her eyes. Her mom could be amazingly old-fashioned sometimes.

“Exactly. Mark my words, unless you find some guy who likes to cook, you’ll be stuck eating takeout for the rest of your life,” her mom said ominously.

Mia shrugged, biting the inside of her cheek to avoid bursting into semi-hysterical laughter. The irony of it was that she had actually found such a guy—except he wasn’t human. She wondered what her mom would say if she told her about Korum. He’s great: he loves to cook and even does laundry for us both. Just one tiny issue—he’s a blood-drinking alien. No, that probably wouldn’t go over well at all.

“Mom, don’t worry about me, okay? Everything will be fine.” At least Mia sincerely hoped that was the case. “We’ll see each other soon, and maybe I’ll really try to learn how to cook this summer. How about that?” Mia gave her mom a big smile, trying to prevent any more lectures.

Her mom shook her head in reproach and sighed. “Sure. I’ll tell your dad what happened. He’ll be so disappointed . . .”

Mia felt terrible again. “Where is he?” she asked, wanting to speak to her father as well.

“He’s out getting the car fixed. The damn thing broke again. We should really get a new one . . . but maybe next year.”

Mia nodded sympathetically. She knew her parents’ financial situation was not the best these days. Her mom was currently between jobs. As an elementary school teacher, she was usually in demand. However, the private school where she had taught for the past eight years had closed recently, resulting in a number of teachers losing their positions and all applying for the same few openings in the local public schools. Her dad—a political science professor at the local community college—was now supporting the family on his one salary, and they had to be careful with bigger expenses, such as a new car. In general, her family, like many other middle-class Americans with 401(k) retirement plans, had suffered in the K Crash—the huge stock market crash that took place when the Krinar had arrived. At one point, the Dow had lost almost ninety percent of its value, and it was only about a year ago that the markets had recovered fully. 

“All right,” said Mia, “I’ll try to log back in later, see if I can reach dad.”

“Call Marisa too,” her mom said. “I know she was really looking forward to seeing you on Sunday.”

Mia nodded. “I will, definitely.”

Her mom sighed again. “Well, I guess we’ll talk to you soon then.”

“I love you, mom,” said Mia, feeling like her chest was getting squeezed in a vise. “I hope you know that. You and dad are the best parents ever.”

“Of course,” her mom said, looking a bit puzzled. “We love you too. Come home soon, okay?”

“I will,” said Mia, blowing an air kiss toward the computer screen, and ended the conversation. 

 

 

Her sister was next. For once, she was actually reachable on Skype.

“Hey there, baby sis! What’s this text I just got from mom about you not coming home?”

Mia hadn’t seen her sister since she got pregnant, and she was surprised to see Marisa looking pale and thin, instead of having that pregnancy glow she’d always heard about.

“Marisa!” she exclaimed. “What’s going on with you? You don’t look well. Are you sick?”

Her sister made a face. “If you can call having a baby sickness, then yes. I’m throwing up constantly,” she complained. “I just can’t keep anything down. I’ve actually lost five pounds since I got pregnant—”

Mia gasped in shock. Five pounds was a lot for someone her sister’s size. While a little taller and curvier than Mia, Marisa was also small-boned, with her normal weight hovering somewhere around 110-115 pounds. Now she looked too thin, her cheekbones overly prominent in her usually pretty face.

“—and my doctor is not happy about that.”

“Of course, he’s not happy! Did he say what you should do?”

Marisa sighed. “He said to get more rest and try not to stress. So I am working from home today, preparing my lessons for next week, and they got someone to substitute for me for a few days.”

“Oh my God, you poor thing,” said Mia sympathetically. “That sucks. Can you eat anything, like maybe crackers or some broth?”

“That’s what I’m subsisting on these days. Well, that and pickles.” Marisa gave her a wan smile. “For some reason, I can’t stop eating those Israeli pickles—you know, the little crunchy ones?”

Mia nodded, stifling a grin. Her sister had always been a pickles fan, so it really wasn’t surprising she was going pickle-crazy during her pregnancy. 

“So anyway, enough about my stomach issues . . . What’s going on with you? Why aren’t you coming this Saturday? We were all ready and excited to come over, see you and the parents—”

Mia took a deep breath and repeated the whole story to Marisa. She was getting so good at lying that she could almost believe herself. Maybe she should think about starting such a program at NYU next year—if she was still alive and attending school at that time, of course.

Her sister listened to everything with a vaguely disbelieving expression. And then, being Marisa, she asked, “Is the professor cute?”

To her horror, Mia felt her cheeks turning pink. “What? No! He’s old and has kids and stuff!”

“Uh-huh,” said Marisa. “So I’m supposed to believe you would be willing to do something like this at the request of an ugly professor? Just to pad your resume a little?” She shook her head slightly. “Nope, I just don’t see it.” A sly smile appearing on her face, she asked, “Just how old is old?”

Mia cursed her poor acting skills. Now Marisa would probably go blabbing to their parents that Mia had a crush on her professor. She tried to imagine liking Professor Dunkin that way and shuddered. Between his receding hairline and the yellowish spittle that frequently appeared in the corners of his mouth when he spoke, he was probably one of the least attractive individuals she’d ever met.

“Old,” Mia said firmly. “And unattractive.”

Marisa grinned, undeterred. “Okay, then, who is he?” she persisted. “I know you, baby sis . . . and you’re hiding something. If it’s not the old and unattractive professor you’re staying in New York for, then who is it?”

“No one,” said Mia. “There’s no man in my life . . . you know that.” And she wasn’t lying. There wasn’t a human man—just an extraterrestrial of the male variety. Who was also old—a lot older than her sister could imagine.

“Oh, please, then why are you acting so weird? You’ve been kinda strange for the past month, in fact,” said Marisa, looking at her intently. “Mia . . . is something wrong?”

Mia shook her head in denial and silently cursed Marisa’s sisterly intuition. It had been so much easier to fool her mom. “No, everything’s fine. It’s just been stressful, you know, with finals and all . . .”

“Uh-huh,” said Marisa, “you’ve had finals for the past three years, and it’s never been like this. I can see you’re not yourself, Mia. Now fess up . . . what’s happening?”

Mia shook her head again, and tried putting on a bright smile. “Nothing! I don’t know what you’re talking about—there’s absolutely nothing wrong. I just got a great opportunity to get some valuable work experience, and I am taking advantage of it. I’ll see you soon, just in a couple of weeks. There’s nothing to worry about—”

“Have you already bought tickets?” interrupted Marisa. “Do you have a set date when you’re flying in?”

“Not yet,” Mia admitted. “I’ll do that soon. The professor said he’ll buy me a new plane ticket, so there’s nothing to worry about about—”

“Nothing to worry about? Mia, I know when you’re lying,” said Marisa, giving her a strict look. “You’re terrible at it. You’ve been such a good girl your whole life, you’ve had absolutely no practice deceiving your parents—or me. You’ve never even snuck out to a party in high school . . .”

Mia bit her lip. How did Marisa get to be so observant? This was a big problem. Maybe if she told her a partial truth . . .

“Okay,” said Mia, choosing her words carefully. “Let’s say that there’s something to what you’re saying . . . If I tell you, do you promise not to tell the parents? They’ll worry, and it’s really not necessary—”

Marisa looked at her, her blue eyes narrowed in consideration. “Okay,” she said slowly, “you can always talk to me, baby sis, you know that. I’ll keep your secret . . . but only if it’s nothing life-threatening that parents must know about.”

It actually was something life-threatening, but parents definitely didn’t need to know about that. Mia sighed. Since she started going down this path, she might as well tell her sister something, or else her entire family will be calling in panic within a half-hour.

Taking a deep breath, Mia said, “You’re right. I did meet someone—”

“I knew it!” yelled Marisa triumphantly.

“—and he’s not exactly someone you’d be happy to see me with.”

Marisa stared at her in surprise. “Why? Who is he? Another student?”

Mia shook her head. “No, that’s the problem. He’s older, and he’s not exactly first-boyfriend material.”

“Are we talking about the professor now?” asked Marisa in confusion.

“No, the professor is just the professor. It’s someone else. He’s actually a senior executive in a tech company,” fibbed Mia, trying to stick as close as possible to the truth. “I met him in the park one day, and we’ve been sleeping together—”

“What?” Her sister was gaping at her in disbelief. “Is he married? Does he have any children?”

“No, and no. But I know it’s just a temporary fling for him, so I really didn’t want to go into any details with you and the parents . . .”

As Mia was speaking, a big smile slowly appeared on Marisa’s face. “A fling? Wow. When my baby sis decides to finally lose her virginity, she does it with style! A senior executive no less . . .”

Mia shrugged, trying to be nonchalant about the whole thing.

“What’s his name?”

“Uh, I’d rather not say,” mumbled Mia. “He’ll be leaving in a couple of weeks, and there’s no point in discussing the whole thing—”

“Leaving to go where?”

“Um . . . Dubai.” Mia had no idea why she’d chosen that particular location, but it seemed to fit the story. 

“Dubai? Is he from there originally?” Her sister’s curiosity knew no bounds.

Mia sighed. “Marisa, listen, there’s really no point in discussing it. He’ll leave, and that’s that.”

Her sister cocked her head to the side, studying Mia’s face. “And you’re okay with that, baby sis?” she asked quietly. “Your first lover leaving just like that?”

Mia looked away, trying to hide the moisture in her eyes. “He has to leave, Marisa. There’s no choice. It doesn’t matter if I’m okay with it or not.”

“Of course, it matters,” said Marisa. “Do you think he cares for you at all? Or are you just a pretty college girl he’s sleeping with while in New York?”

Mia shrugged. “I don’t know. I think he might care about me a little.”

“But not enough to stay?”

“No, he can’t stay,” said Mia. “And it doesn’t matter. We’re not right for each other, anyway. The relationship was doomed from the start.”

“Why did you start it then?” asked Marisa, eyeing her with bewilderment. “Is he really good-looking? Did he sweep you off your feet or something?”

Mia nodded. “He’s gorgeous, and he’s smart, and he knows a lot about everything . . .” Those were all true statements. “And he took me out to all kinds of fancy restaurants and Broadway shows—”

“Wow, Mia,” said Marisa, looking envious for the first time in Mia’s memory, “that sounds like a dream guy.”

Mia smiled. “And he’s also a great cook, and does laundry—”

“Oh my God, where did you find this paragon?”

“I know, right? Mom would have a cow if she heard about this.” 

And the sisters grinned at each other in perfect understanding.

Then Marisa got serious again. “So why can’t it work out for the two of you? He sounds perfect. Does he have some major character flaw that you can’t stand?”

“Well, he’s very bossy and autocratic,” admitted Mia, “so I definitely have a problem with that. And where he comes from, they don’t necessarily view, um, women . . . as equals, if you know what I mean?” That was as close to the truth as she could get.

Marisa’s eyes widened in understanding. “Ohhh, is he one of those Middle Eastern types? With a harem and all . . . who require their women to be veiled from head to toe?”

Mia shrugged. “Something like that. So it could never really go anywhere. We come from very different worlds.” Mia meant that in the literal sense, but Marisa didn’t need to know that.

“Wow, baby sis.” Marisa was looking at her with newfound respect. “I have to say, you’ve surprised me. No boring college boys for you . . . oh, no—you’ve gone straight for the big leagues. A sheikh from Dubai, huh?”

Mia flushed. “He’s not a sheikh, just an executive.”

“Wow.” Her sister was still looking impressed. “So did he give you any fancy gifts or jewelry?”

Mia smiled. Her sister was so predictable sometimes. Even though she lived a simple life for the most part, Marisa definitely appreciated the finer things in life—nice hotels, designer clothes, beautiful accessories. 

“He bought me a whole new wardrobe from Saks Fifth Avenue,” admitted Mia. “He really didn’t like my old clothes—”

“OH MY GOD, FROM SAKS?” Marisa’s shriek was ear-piercing. “Are you serious? You’ve gotta let me borrow something when you come!”

Mia laughed. “Of course! Whatever you want, it’s yours.”

“Oh crap, never mind,” said Marisa, “I just realized that soon I won’t be able to borrow anything from anyone—especially from my tiny baby sister. In a couple of months, I’ll be a total cow.”

“Oh please,” said Mia, laughing at the image of her svelte sister looking even remotely cow-like, “you’ll look like one of those actresses in Hollywood—all normal, just with a cute little baby bump.”

Marisa shuddered. “I certainly hope so. But I have to say, so far, pregnancy is nothing like what I’d imagined.”

Mia looked at her sympathetically. “That sucks. Hang in there, okay? It’s just a few more months, and then you’ll have a beautiful child . . .”

Marisa beamed at her. “That’s true. And you too, baby sis, hang in there, okay? Call me if you ever want to talk about Mr. Gorgeous again. And I promise I won’t say anything to the parents. You’re right—they would worry unnecessarily. This type of stuff is best left for talks with your sister.”

Mia smiled and said, “That’s what I thought. I love you. Say hello to Connor for me, okay?”

“Will do,” said Marisa, and disconnected with one final wave.

Relieved, Mia stared at the blank computer screen. She had lied to her family, but at least she’d managed to prevent them from freaking out completely. In a way, the conversation with Marisa had been therapeutic. Although she couldn’t tell her sister the whole truth, she’d been able to share enough details to make herself feel much better about the situation. Marisa’s nonjudgmental, sympathetic ear had been exactly what she’d needed at this point.

Now she had to finish editing the paper—and then she will have completed everything she’d set out to do for the day.

 







CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

Now that she was done with studying, Mia had no idea what to do with herself. Waking up on Thursday morning, she submitted her papers online and decided to go for a walk in Central Park. Korum again left early in the morning, before she had woken up, so she was on her own for the day. She texted Jessie, but her roommate had her Calculus exam in the afternoon and was frantically cramming. Mia wished there was someone else she could hang out with, just to avoid being alone with her thoughts, but most other students were too busy packing for the summer or still in the middle of finals.

The middle of May was usually a ‘hit-or-miss’ weather in New York. This year, it seemed like summer had started early, and the temperature that day was a balmy seventy-five degrees. Mia gladly put on one of her new spring dresses, a simple blue cotton sheath, and a pair of cream-colored sandals that managed to be both comfortable and stylish. And then she headed out to join the hordes of New Yorkers and tourists that came out to enjoy Central Park.

It was hard to believe that only a month ago Mia had been walking here by herself, with no real knowledge of the Ks, thinking about nothing more than her Sociology paper. She hadn’t met Korum yet, and had no idea what a drastic turn her life would take in the next few minutes. What would have happened if she hadn’t sat down on that bench that day? Would she even now be packing to go home on Saturday? 

As though her feet had a mind of their own, Mia found herself heading toward Bow Bridge, the place of her first close encounter. Unlike the last time, the little bridge was teeming with people today, all seeking to take photos of the picturesque view. Mia found herself a spot on a bench next to a young couple and settled in to read the latest bestselling thriller—something she only had time to do when school wasn’t in session. 

After a half hour, the couple left, and Mia got the entire bench to herself. Before she could enjoy it for long, however, she heard her name being called. Startled, she looked up and saw a young woman, dressed in a pair of ripped jeans and a white sleeveless shirt, approaching the bench. Her short sandy hair was tousled, like a boy’s, and her arms were sleekly muscled. It was Leslie, the girl she’d met that one time with John—one of the Resistance fighters.

“Hey Mia,” she said, “do you mind if I join you for a minute?” Without waiting for a response, she sat down on Mia’s bench.

“Sure, be my guest,” said Mia, somewhat rudely. Leslie was not her favorite person, and she really didn’t feel like being tasked with something else right now. As far as Mia was concerned, she had carried out her mission, and all she wanted was to be left alone.

“Look,” said Leslie, her tone far friendlier than before, “I know we got off on the wrong foot. I just wanted to say thanks for what you did, and to give you something from John.” She held out a small oval object that looked vaguely like a garage opener or an automatic car key.

“What is it?” asked Mia warily, not taking it from her.

“It’s a weapon,” said Leslie, “a weapon that you can use to protect yourself in case Korum figures out what happened before we have a chance to neutralize him.”

“Neutralize him?”

Leslie sighed. “As per your request, we’ll try to capture him alive, so he can be deported back to Krina. It’s not going to be easy, but we’ll do our best.”

Mia swallowed. “What . . . um, when are you going to do it?”

“We can’t do it before the shields are down, and the attack on the K Centers is underway. He might be able to warn them, or get reinforcements, if we try to take him now, so we can’t risk it. It’ll have to be almost simultaneous. He’s not the only one. There are other Ks who are outside their Centers right now. As soon as they learn of the attack on their colonies—and they’ll learn it almost immediately—they will join in the fight. But they’re not in some remote areas—they are in our cities, near our government centers. If they realize that we’ve broken the treaty, they will attack us—and many civilian lives will be lost before we would be able to stop them. So we need to plan everything very carefully, or else it’s going to turn into a bloodbath.”

This was bad, thought Mia. Really bad. She hadn’t thought of that aspect—other Ks who, like Korum, were living among humans for whatever reason. Strong, fast, and armed with K technology, even one individual could inflict a tremendous amount of damage on the human population. She tried to imagine Korum fighting to protect his kind, and shuddered at the thought. Just that one brief glimpse of his rage in the club had been frightening. She had no doubt that he could be truly brutal if the occasion called for it. 

Turning her attention back to the little object, Mia asked, “So what is this weapon supposed to do?”

“It dissolves molecular bonds, breaking down everything in its path,” said Leslie. “Essentially, it’ll turn whatever you want into dust. It’s a simple miniature version of the big weapon we intend to use to make the Ks surrender.”

Aghast, Mia stared at the small, harmless-looking device in Leslie’s palm. “So it could turn a person to dust?”

Leslie nodded. “It’ll work on whatever is in its path. The nanomachines it releases work for a period of only about thirty seconds before they become inactive, but that time is usually enough to completely dissolve a person. You don’t even need to worry about shooting him in the chest or whatever—if the nanos get on any part of his body, he’s toast.”

Mia nearly gagged at the thought. “What? No! I could never do something like this!” she exclaimed in horror. “I can’t use it on him—”

“You can, and you will,” said Leslie, “if your life is at stake. I have no idea if he’ll make the connection between what’s happening in the K Centers and you—but he’s supposed to be some kind of a genius, so I wouldn’t be surprised if he did.” Running her hand through her short hair in a frustrated motion, Leslie added, “And it’s best if you do it quickly, before he has a chance to react. Just point and shoot, no thinking . . . do you understand me? They’re fast, Mia, really fast.”

Mia shook her head. “I won’t do it. I can’t—”

Leslie shrugged. “That’s your call. If you’d rather die, then so be it—it’s none of my business. John asked me to give it to you, and here it is. You can take it and not use it, if that’s what you want. But at least you won’t be completely helpless when all this shit goes down.” She put the device on Mia’s lap. “If you want to use it, just feel for the little indentation on the side—if you press firmly there, it’s going to go off. Just be sure to point the rounded end toward him—”

Mia shook her head again. “I won’t use it,” she said with firm conviction.

Leslie looked at her with something resembling pity. “You idiot,” she said softly, “you’ve fallen for the monster, haven’t you?”

Mia looked away. “That’s none of your business,” she said quietly, examining her fingernails. “I did what needed to be done. He’ll leave, and that’s all there is to it.”

“You stupid girl,” said Leslie in a contemptuous tone, “you’re nothing to him—less than nothing. He’ll crush you like a bug if you’re anywhere in the vicinity when we attack. Just because he likes to fuck you doesn’t mean he’ll have mercy on you if he learns what you’ve done. He’s slept with hundreds of women just like you—thousands, probably—and you’re nothing special—”

“You don’t know anything!” interrupted Mia, feeling each word like a stab in the heart. “You’ve never even met him—”

Leslie’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t need to meet him to know exactly what he’s like—what all of them are like, Mia. They have no regard for us, for human life. We’re just an experiment to them, something they’ve created. As far as they’re concerned, we’re their creatures—theirs to do with as they please. And if it pleases them, they will get rid of us and take over our planet for their own use. And you’re a fool if you think he’s somehow different. He’s as bad as they come—he’s the one who led them here . . .”

Leslie was right. Mia knew all of that with the rational part of her mind, but her stupid heart refused to get with the program. The knowledge that he would be gone from her life in a few short days was strangely painful, and the thought that he might be harmed in the process made her stomach twist with fear. And yet Leslie was right—he probably would not hesitate to kill her if he learned that her actions had threatened the Ks’ agenda here on Earth. 

She didn’t want to die, but she didn’t think she could kill him, not even in self-defense. 

Taking a deep breath, Mia asked, “When is it happening? How long until the attack takes place?”

Leslie hesitated, apparently wondering if Mia was still trustworthy.

“Leslie,” Mia said wearily, “I know what would happen if he found out I was helping you. I won’t warn him. I can’t, not without losing my life in the process. I have no regrets about what I’ve done. Just because I can’t kill someone I’ve been intimate with for the past month doesn’t mean I would betray our cause. I just want to know how much longer I have—”

“Until tomorrow,” said Leslie. “You have until tomorrow. My advice is to disappear in the morning—get away as far as you can. Don’t pack, don’t do anything to raise his suspicions. Just leave. One way or another, everything will be over by this weekend.” 

*** 

That evening, Korum came home late, closer to nine o’clock. 

Mia found herself pacing back and forth in the living room starting at five o’clock, unable to sit still or relax in anticipation of what was to come. If Leslie had told her the truth, this would be her last night together with Korum . . . and maybe the last night she was alive. To maximize her chances of survival, she decided to follow Leslie’s advice about leaving first thing in the morning. Korum would likely be gone from the apartment by then, and she would have a chance to escape—maybe taking the subway to one of the boroughs. The dissolver, as she’d decided to call it, was sitting in her purse, safe and sound. She had no intention of using it on Korum, but it was still good to know that she had something she could defend herself with, in case all hell did break loose on Friday. 

Just to keep herself busy, she went through her closet and tried on a few of her new dresses. Her wardrobe was so large now that many of her clothes still had tags on them, and she had no idea what she owned. Everything fit her perfectly, of course; the shoppers from Saks had done their job. After an hour of trying on one outfit after another, Mia settled on a simple grey sleeveless dress, made of some cotton-silk blend, that hugged her upper body and flared gently from the waist down to her knees. Despite the conservative color and cut, it looked stylish and sexy—as did most of what Mia wore now. To go with the dress, Mia decided to apply some makeup, putting on one coat of mascara and a light dusting of powder. She had no idea why it was suddenly so important to look good tonight, since she didn’t normally obsess over such things, but she wanted to appear particularly attractive to Korum this evening. Finishing the outfit with a pair of strappy black heels, Mia resumed her impatient pacing.

He had given her a phone number where he could be reached in case she needed him, but Mia had never used it before. As eight o’clock rolled by, however, she seriously contemplated calling him to find out his whereabouts. But that would be so far out of character for her that he might wonder—and she didn’t want to chance his getting suspicious. 

Finally, the door opened at a quarter to nine. He came in, dressed in a simple pair of blue jeans and a black T-shirt. It didn’t matter what he wore, of course; he would have looked stunning in rags. At the sight of her standing there, a wide dimpled smile appeared on his beautiful face, lighting his features and making those amber eyes crinkle at the corners. And then a familiar golden glow lit his gaze. 

Before she had a chance to say anything, he was next to her, lifting her up effortlessly for a deep, thorough kiss. His tongue stabbed into her mouth, and Mia wound her arms around him and kissed him back, passionately and a little desperately. Her legs found their way around his hips, and they stayed like that, locked in each others’ arms, until Mia was gasping for breath and writhing against him, her breasts rubbing against his chest and her sex grinding on his pelvis. He groaned low in his throat, and she could feel his erection grow even bigger, pressing into her nether regions through the material that separated them. Holding her up with one arm, he found the lacy scrap of material that covered her pussy and tore it off, his fingers petting and exploring her moist folds. Mia moaned, driven nearly mindless with desire, and heard the sound of a zipper sliding down. And then he was inside her, his cock thrusting up into her even as he still held her like that, lifted up against him while he was standing in the middle of the living room.

Shocked at the suddenness of his penetration, Mia cried out, her inner tissues struggling to accommodate the intrusion, and he paused for a second, letting her get used to the feel of him in the unfamiliar position. And then he started moving, raising her up and down with one hand while his other hand buried itself in her hair, bringing her mouth back toward him. There was no slow and gentle build-up this time, as everything inside Mia tensed simultaneously, and then she was hurling into the climax, her muscles clamping down on his shaft, and he was coming too, so deeply inside her that she felt his contractions in her belly. 

Panting, Mia collapsed against him, unable to believe that this happened just now, in the span of all of two minutes. His breathing was heavy as well, and she could feel his powerful chest moving up and down as she hung in his grasp, his cock still inside her. Once the pulsations of his orgasm ended, he lifted her up and placed her carefully on the ground, his hands still wrapped around her waist. Mia’s legs were shaking, and she clung to him, grateful for the support.

Staring up at him, Mia noticed that his eyes were returning back to their regular amber color. His lips curling into a small, wry smile, he said huskily, “I guess I have to apologize again—clearly I don’t have any control where you’re concerned. I really didn’t mean to jump you like that first thing. You’re probably hungry too . . .”

Mia actually was, but it didn’t matter. Blushing a little at the feel of his semen sliding down her leg, she mumbled quietly, “No, no need for apologies . . . you know that I really enjoyed it too . . .”

His smile now held purely masculine satisfaction. “I’m glad,” he murmured. “Now how about some dinner?”

Mia nodded in agreement, and blushed even more when he disappeared for a second and came back with a paper towel that he handed to her. Embarrassed, Mia looked away as she cleaned off the remnants of their passion.

He laughed softly. “You’re still such a prude,” he teased gently. “We’ll have to cure you of that at some point. It’s all natural, you know.”

Mia shrugged, purposefully not meeting his eyes. For some reason, she still had these occasional bouts of shyness around him, despite all the hot and raunchy sex they’ve had in the past month.

Korum laughed some more, and then asked, “Since you’re dressed so nicely, how do you feel about going out for some French cuisine?”

Mia felt great about that, and she told him so.

“Okay, then, let me take a quick rinse and change, and we’ll go,” he said, stripping off the T-shirt on the way to the bathroom. The sight of his lean, muscled back made her insides clench with desire again. Why him, she wondered again in desperation, why did he have to be the one to make her feel this way? And how would she be able to bear it when he was gone for good? 

 

 

The dinner was at a little French place Mia had never heard of. Nonetheless, the meal was outstanding, from the ratatouille Mia had gotten for her main course to the super-light pastry they ended up sharing for dessert.

“So are you now officially done with school for this year?” Korum asked, taking a sip of his red wine. He seemed to like wine and champagne, Mia had noticed, although she had never seen it have any effect on him. Then again, she’d never seen him have more than a couple of glasses.

“That’s it,” she replied, spearing a piece of zucchini with her fork. “The school year is officially over for me. I turned in all the papers today, and now I can be a total bum.”

He grinned. “Somehow I can’t quite envision you bumming around all day. Ever since I’ve known you, you’ve been busy studying or doing something for school.” Reaching for her, he lightly stroked her cheek, his expression becoming more serious. “It’ll be nice to have you relax a little. You’ve been working way too hard in these past couple of weeks. I don’t think all that stress is good for your health.”

Mia gave him a surprised look. “I’m fine,” she protested. “I feel great—it’s really not a problem at all.”

Korum regarded her intently, a concerned expression on his face. “I don’t know,” he said, shaking his head. “Your immune system is so delicate, so fragile—it’s really not good for you to overload yourself like that.”

Mia shrugged, wondering what got him started on that topic. “My immune system is fine,” she said. “It’s as strong as that of any other human. You really don’t need to worry about me—I don’t get sick often or anything like that.”

“As strong as any human is not all that strong,” he said, a slight furrow between his dark brows. He looked at her speculatively, and Mia had no idea what he was thinking. Whatever it was, he apparently came to some conclusion, because his forehead smoothed out. Changing the topic, he asked about her day, and the conversation again flowed casually and easily.

As the dinner went on, Mia couldn’t help but stare at him, drinking in the sight of his face, the animated gestures he used when he spoke about something he found exciting, the way his tall, muscular body moved in his chair—even the smallest of motions endowed with that athletic, inhuman grace. Her flesh craved him sexually, but it now went beyond that. Every cell in her body yearned to be with him, and the thought of tomorrow filled her with a cold, sick horror. She couldn’t tell him, couldn’t warn him of what was to come, but she could try to remember every moment of this evening, to commit to her memory the curve of his mouth, the bold slashes of his eyebrows, the way his laugh sounded when she said something amusing. 

An agonizing realization tore through her then: she loved him. Despite everything she knew about him, despite everything he’d done to her, despite the fact that he was her enemy and she’d betrayed him—despite all that, she loved him with every fiber of her being. 

And tomorrow, she would lose him forever.

 







CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

A faint but steady sound of rain woke up Mia the next morning. Still half-asleep, she stretched, reluctant to face the day for some reason—and then her brain connected the dots and she sat up, gasping at the realization of what was to take place this morning.

Jumping out of bed, she forced herself to walk to the restroom and brush her teeth, following her usual morning routine in case Korum was still in the house. Once done, she pulled on a pair of jeans and a comfy long-sleeved shirt and carefully ventured out into the living room to check on the situation.

The living room and the kitchen areas were empty, and Mia almost shuddered with relief. Korum must have followed his usual routine, leaving for the day to do whatever it was that he did. And after the wave of relief came disappointment. Rationally, she knew that she should be glad she would have a chance to get away, that fate was being kind by enabling her to avoid one last—potentially deadly—encounter with her alien lover, but that didn’t help the gaping wound in her heart that had opened at the recognition that she would never see him again. 

Last night had been incredible, the sex between them as close to lovemaking as Mia had ever experienced. He had treated her like a princess, worshipping her with his body, and Mia had cried again in the aftermath, unable to stem the flood at the knowledge of what tomorrow would bring. He had tried to soothe her, to find out what was causing her distress this time, but Mia had been incoherent. And finally, he had simply taken her again, his body driving into hers in a savage, relentless rhythm until she could not think about anything at all, her worries burning up in the heat of passion—until she screamed in ecstasy as he brought her to peak, over and over again. And then she had simply passed out, too exhausted to remember why she had been crying in the first place. 

But she couldn’t think about that now. Not if she wanted to get out alive.

Grabbing her purse, Mia laced up her sneakers and prepared to leave Korum’s apartment. With one last look at the cream-colored furniture and leafy plants, she walked toward the door, each step feeling heavier than the rest.

She wasn’t sure what made her turn back, to go toward his office, leaving her purse sitting on the couch in the living room. Was her subconscious still clinging to the hope that he was here? That she might be able to see him one final time? She didn’t think so, but her feet appeared to have a mind of her own, bringing her toward the sliding doors that parted at her approach.

There was no one in the room, but a giant three-dimensional map shimmered before her, looking like nothing she had ever seen before.

 

 

Her heart hammering in her chest, Mia stepped into the room, as though drawn in by an invisible string. 

This was not New York spread out before her; she would have recognized that at a glance. In fact, it was not like a city at all. Vegetation was everywhere. Lush green plants seemed to dominate the landscape, ranging from the familiar to the exotic. Pale-colored oblong structures could be seen peeking through the trees, looking a bit like strange mushroom caps. If it hadn’t been for the structures, Mia would’ve thought she was looking at a park or a forest in some tropical country. The place was beautiful . . . and alien. Every little hair on her nape stood up as Mia realized exactly what she was looking at. 

It had to be a K Center . . . perhaps even their main one in Costa Rica. Lenkarda, Korum had called it once. 

Her heart racing, Mia assessed the situation. She needed to leave, and she needed to do so now. Why would Korum be looking at a map of one of the K Centers? Was he suspecting something? And why would he be so careless as to leave it visible like that? Did he suspect her after all? Was this a trap? 

At the last thought, Mia felt a cold wave of terror rushing through her veins. She had to leave right now.

Yet she couldn’t tear her eyes away from the incredible picture in front of her. How many humans had seen such an amazing sight? The K Centers were closely guarded, with a no-fly zone established over them. Even human satellites could not view them; the Krinar shields had rendered the settlements all but invisible to human electronics. And here was a chance for her to look at an alien colony, to see where Korum had lived.

A terrible curiosity drove Mia now. Ignoring all reason and common sense, she stepped further into the room, slowly circling around the table and studying the tableau laid out in front of her.

The buildings—if that’s what they were—were spaced widely apart and blended harmoniously into their surroundings. There were no paved roads or sidewalks as far as Mia could see; instead, each structure stood alone, right in the middle of all the greenery. And there were no windows or doors, Mia realized—at least none visible to her eyes. Each building was light in color; ivory, cream, and soft beige were the most prevalent, although light grey and pale peach shades could also be seen. 

Toward the center of the map, there were several larger structures, including one big circular dome. They were purely white in color. Mia surmised that those were probably common gathering areas. There were no sidewalks or roads leading to them either, and no visible entrances or exits. 

On the outer edges of the settlement, some smaller circular buildings were spaced evenly apart, surrounding the entire perimeter. They were green and brown and blended into the scenery so well that Mia had to look carefully to discern their presence. It was like camouflage, she realized. If it hadn’t been for a slight shimmer that the buildings seemed to emit, she wouldn’t have known they were there. Mia wondered if these were some kind of guard posts. The Ks were in hostile territory after all, far outnumbered by the natives; it only made sense that the security in their colonies would be strong.

Beyond the green-brown buildings lay more greenery, the plant life dominating everything in sight. And to the west, Mia saw a large body of water—perhaps an ocean of some kind. If this was Costa Rica, then it was likely the Pacific; although the country had two coasts, the Guanacaste region that Korum had mentioned was located on the Pacific side.

As Mia stared in wonder at the three-dimensional images, she noticed a familiar glow surrounding one of the areas near the ocean. Peering closer at it, she saw a small wooden structure that looked human in origin—like a hut of sorts. Hardly daring to breathe, Mia extended her hand toward it, and then jerked back, remembering what had happened the last time she entered this virtual reality world without a way to get back. Casting a desperate glance around the room, she saw Korum’s sweater hanging on the back of one of the chairs. Ah-hah!

Quickly putting on the sweater, Mia touched the glowing image with her hand, bracing for the reality shift she’d experienced before. 

And then she was there, standing on the beach, breathing in the salt-scented breeze, feeling the warm sun on her face, and hearing the roar of the ocean. A dragonfly whizzed by, followed by a bee. She could see a little crab-like creature scuttling across the sand a few feet away from her. It all seemed so real, yet she knew she was probably in a recording of some kind. 

Squinting against the brightness, Mia stared at her surroundings. There was a little path leading from the beach toward the hut-like building she saw nestled among the trees. Feeling a bit like Alice in Wonderland, she headed toward it, unbearably curious to see what was inside.

The hut looked old and decrepit, even more so on closer inspection. It had to be human-made; judging by the condition of the wood, it definitely predated the Ks’ arrival. It also had a door, which meant that Mia could go inside and explore. Holding her breath in anticipation, she pushed open the door, wincing at the squeaky sound of the rusted hinges. 

The interior of the hut was immaculately clean, free of cobwebs and other unpleasant things one might expect to find in an abandoned building. The furniture was old and plain, but still serviceable, with a small table and a few chairs arranged around it. There was also a pallet on the floor, apparently for sleeping. And the place was completely empty. Disappointed, Mia looked around. Why did Korum have this recording? Clearly, nothing was happening.

And then the door opened, and a male K came in. He looked very typical of their kind, tall and good-looking, with black hair and darkly bronzed skin. He wore a pair of grey shorts made of some unusual material, a loosely fitting sleeveless top, and some type of thin sandals on his feet. Hardly daring to breathe, Mia stared at him, but he was obviously unaware of her presence. He did seem nervous, however. Casting a brief, furtive look around, he walked toward the table. Just in case, Mia scooted out of his way, climbing onto the pallet, uncertain what would happen if she physically touched someone in this strange virtual world.

The K moved the table to the side and squatted, looking at something on the floor. Then he pressed on one of the floorboards, and it seemed to give under his fingers. Loosening it further, he pulled on something, and the entire section of the floor opened up. Without any hesitation, he jumped down, and the opening slowly began to close behind him.

Mia’s heart raced as she observed his actions. Here was her chance, but did she dare follow him? How far down was his destination, and what would happen if she jumped after him? Would she be hurt, injured? This wasn’t real; she was just watching a very realistic movie. But certain sensations were still there—heat, smell, touch. Yet falling down on the sidewalk the last time hadn’t hurt at all. And the opening in the floor was closing more with each second. To hell with it, Mia decided. She was already risking her life by being here—what’s a potential injury in a virtual world? 

Taking one deep breath, she jumped.

At first, there was only darkness and the stomach-churning sensation of falling, and then the hard floor was beneath her feet, and Mia landed on it easily, like a cat. Gasping for air, hardly daring to believe that she had made it, Mia felt her legs and knees with her hands. Everything seemed to be fine, and Mia’s breathing began to return to normal. She had survived the jump in one piece, and now she just needed to figure out where she was. 

The room where she had landed was small and nondescript, but there was a door. The K had to have gone through there. Carefully opening it, Mia peeked inside.

Beyond the door lay a large room, occupied by several Ks, including the one Mia had been following. Her heart skipped a beat. She had never seen so many aliens gathered in one place, and it was a striking sight.

There were five males and two females, all tall and beautiful in their own way. Their clothes were clearly intended for hot weather, with the males wearing shorts and various styles of sleeveless shirts and the females dressed in light, floaty dresses that only covered their breasts and hips, leaving most of their golden skin exposed. Despite their attire, Mia doubted they were there to enjoy the ocean breeze. They looked tense and worried, their gestures sharp and almost violent as they argued about something in the Krinar language. In general, they reminded Mia of a pride of lions, prowling around the room with that animalistic grace peculiar to their species.

Finally, one of them looked at his wrist, where a little device seemed to be attached. Barking out what sounded like a command, he pressed some button and a holographic image appeared in the middle of the room. The rest of the Ks gathered around, and Mia moved closer, trying to see what they were looking at. To her surprise, it was a human man, possibly someone in the military, judging by the uniform he wore.

“We’re all safe,” said the black-haired K in a perfectly accented American English. “All of us left the Center at various points this morning and last night. Are you ready on your end, General?”

General? Mia felt icy terror spreading through her veins. These had to be the Keiths—and they were working with the human forces that John had mentioned. And since she was observing them this way, their identities were no longer secret. Korum knew exactly who they were and what they were up to. Nearly hyperventilating in panic, Mia stared in horror at the scene that she knew could not possibly end well.

The general nodded. “We’re ready. Our people are stationed at the agreed-upon points outside the Centers. The operation will commence upon your signal.”

One of the female Ks, a brown-haired hazel-eyed beauty, approached the image. “And the ones outside? Do you have someone ready to take each of them out?”

“We do,” said the general slowly, “but there’s one small problem. One of them is missing.”

The female’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean, missing? Who?”

“Korum. We haven’t been able to locate him this morning.”

The Ks hissed in anger, breaking into angry speech in their own language. The female who spoke gesticulated wildly, trying to convince the black-haired male of something, but he merely shook his head, repeating some phrase over and over. Mia desperately wished she understood what they were saying, but all she could catch was the occasional mention of Korum’s name.

Apparently deciding on something, the black-haired K turned to the image again. “General, this is a major problem. Why weren’t we notified of this earlier?” His voice was harsh with anger.

“We had the situation under control up until thirty minutes ago. Our two best fighters were on him, tracking him as he left his apartment. And then he walked inside a Starbucks and just disappeared. We never saw him come out, and we searched the entire place top to bottom. I was notified of this development a few minutes ago myself.”

“You idiots,” the female spat at him. “How many times have we told you how dangerous he is? Why would he disappear like that? Did he spot your fighters?”

The general stared at her with an impassive gaze. “Do you want us to call off the operation?”

The Ks looked at each other, discussing it some more in their language. After about a minute, they seemed to reach a conclusion of some kind. “No,” the female said in English, shaking her head, “it’s too late for that. If something made him suspicious, then the worst thing to do would be to retreat at this point. We’ll have to deal with him later, and hope that not too many lives will be lost in the process.”

“Do we have your go-ahead to proceed then?”

“You do,” said the black-haired male, and the female nodded.

“Very well,” said the general. “Operation Liberty will commence at nine hundred hours, Eastern time.”

Mia frantically looked around the room, trying to figure out the time now. An old rusted clock hung on one of the walls. It showed 6:55. If that was correct and she was indeed in Costa Rica, then the attack would take place in less than five minutes, since the Central American country was two hours behind New York.

The image of the general disappeared, and another picture took its place. This one was of a forest, with the familiar greenish-brown circular structures in the background. It was the edge of the colony, Mia realized. The Keiths were going to observe the attack from this underground bunker, where they thought they were safe. 

Mia felt her hands beginning to shake. Oh dear God, if only she could warn them . . . But it was too late now. When Mia had walked into Korum’s office, it was already well after ten in New York. Had an attack taken place, Mia would have heard about it, would have gotten worried texts from Jessie or an urgent alert from some news source on her phone. 

No, the Resistance must have failed. All she could do now was watch helplessly as the disaster unfolded right in front of her eyes.

The Keiths paced around the room, occasionally trading brief comments, but keeping silent for the most part. The holograph showed a calm and peaceful border, with only the occasional flying insect providing some entertainment. Time seemed to have slowed, each second passing by more leisurely than the next. Mia found herself biting her nails, something she hadn’t done since high school, and watching the Ks as they grew more and more anxious. 

The clock hit seven, and all hell broke loose.

Something shimmered at the edge of the forest, and there was a flash of blue light. The Keiths yelled in triumph, and Mia realized that something had gone their way—perhaps a shield had been breached. 

And then there was a blinding light, and the circular structure disappeared, dissolving before her eyes. Another flash of light and another structure was gone. Oh God, realized Mia, the attack was real; it was actually happening. They were taking out the guard posts, breaking through the Center’s defenses.

Suddenly, the human forces appeared, rushing toward the border. Dressed in army fatigues, they all seemed to be trained soldiers, and there were many of them—dozens, no, hundreds . . . They ran toward the border, everything in their path disappearing in those flashes of bright light. 

The holographic image shifted then, zooming out, and Mia could see the magnitude of what was taking place. 

Thousands of human troops had massed at the border, most of them armed with human weapons. As the guard posts dissolved, that seemed to serve as a signal of some kind, and the attack began in earnest, the massive wave of human soldiers rolling toward the Center and then spreading out to encircle the perimeter. 

She could hear the Resistance broadcasting their demand for the Ks’ surrender, announcing that they had the nano-weapon ready to be used.

And in the blink of an eye, everything changed. 

As the first wave of soldiers approached the border, there was another flash of blue light and the shimmer was back. The Keiths shouted something, and Mia watched in horror as the people in the front were thrown back by some invisible force, their bodies burned to a crisp. 

Her mouth opened in a wordless scream of terror, and then it was suddenly over. A huge wave of red light blasted through the battlefield, and the remaining human troops fell to the ground in unison and didn’t move again. Thousands of human soldiers were now nothing more than bodies lying limply on the grass. It was as if a bomb had gone off, but instead of blowing them to bits, it had simply killed them with that bright red light. 

Mia couldn’t breathe, couldn’t tear her eyes away from the destruction taking place. Her chest felt like it would explode from the force of her heart hammering against her ribcage, and hot bile rushed into her throat. It was all her fault; if she hadn’t done what she’d done, none of this would be happening. There wouldn’t be an attack, and all these people would be home with their families, going about their day instead of dying before her eyes. Thousands of human deaths were now on her conscience.

The Keiths were panicking now, and the room was filled with their shouts and arguments. They were deciding whether to run or to stay here, Mia realized with a sick feeling in her stomach. They had risked everything and lost—and now there would be consequences for their actions. And then the ceiling about their heads shattered, and the Keiths screamed in terror as the bright morning light streamed down, the hut above them apparently destroyed. Mia screamed too, diving for cover even as her brain told her that this wasn’t real—that she was not the one in danger. Petrified, she huddled in the corner, hugging her knees against her chest and watching helplessly as other Ks jumped down into the room, dressed in the simple dark grey outfits that she recognized as their military uniforms.

The black-haired male sprang at one of the soldiers, his attack fast and sudden, his motions almost a blur to Mia’s eyes—and he was thrown back just as fast, his body jerking uncontrollably as he collapsed on the floor. Another soldier—their leader, Mia guessed—barked out a command, and the jerking motions stopped. The black-haired Keith was now unconscious. The other Keiths stood still, unwilling to share his fate, their expressions ranging from rage to bitter defeat. Whatever invisible weapons the soldiers possessed were clearly enough to dissuade the Keiths from fighting any further. 

It was all over, Mia thought dully. Tears streamed down her face as she watched the soldiers place silvery circles around the Keiths’ necks. The K version of handcuffs, perhaps . . . The circles locked into place with a faint click, and there was a sense of finality within that sound—the sound of defeat. The Resistance had lost, their forces utterly decimated and their alien allies captured. Operation Liberty had failed, and thousands of human lives had been lost. There would be no liberation of Earth, not today . . . and probably not ever.

Another K jumped down into the room then, his movements gracefully controlled. Unlike the others, he was dressed in human clothes, a pair of blue jeans and a beige T-shirt. And Mia recognized the familiar slash of dark eyebrows above piercing golden eyes, the sensuous mouth that now looked cruel, set in an uncompromising line in his strikingly beautiful face. 

It was Korum. Her enemy, her lover . . . whose kind had just killed thousands of people before her very own eyes. 

 







CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

Mia couldn’t think, her entire body shaking from shock and fear as she watched Korum prowl toward the Keiths. The expression on his face was unlike anything she had ever seen before, a blend of icy fury and extreme contempt. He spoke to the brown-haired female in Krinar, his voice low and cold, and she flinched, as though he had physically slapped her. The other female interrupted, her tone pleading, and Korum turned his attention to her and said something that silenced her right away. The male Keiths just stared, their looks ranging from fear to defiance. Then Korum turned to the leader of the soldiers and asked him a question. Whatever answer he received made him nod, apparently satisfied.

“I asked him if all the other Centers were secured as well . . . in case you were curious about the translation.”

Mia froze, her blood turning to ice. Slowly turning her head to the side, she looked into the gold-flecked eyes of the alien she had just been observing on the other side of the room. 

This Korum was wearing the same clothes as his virtual alter ego, but the mocking half-smile on his face was different. So was the fact that he was looking straight at her and speaking in English. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see the drama continuing to unfold in the room, but it no longer mattered. Instead, all she could do was stare at the real-life version of her lover . . . who now undoubtedly knew about her betrayal.

“Fortunately, they were,” he continued, his voice deceptively calm. “With the exception of the traitors you see before you, none of the Krinar were harmed. Only a few of our shield posts were destroyed, and they will be easily replaced within the next hour.”

Mia could barely hear him above the roar of her heartbeat, his words not registering in the panicked whirl of her thoughts. He knew. He knew what she had done, and nothing she said or did would change the outcome. All she could hope for now was to delay the inevitable.

“H-how?” she croaked, her bloodless lips barely moving. Her throat felt strangely dry, and she could taste the saltiness of her own tears gathering in the corners of her mouth.

“How did I know?” Korum asked, approaching her corner and crouching down next to her. Raising his hand, he gently tucked the stray curl behind her ear and brushed his knuckles down the side of her face, his touch burning her frozen skin.

Mia nodded, trembling at his proximity.

“How could I not know, Mia?” he said softly. “Did you honestly think that I wouldn’t realize what was taking place under my own roof? That I wouldn’t know that the woman I slept with every night was working with my enemies?”

“Wh-what are you saying?” she whispered, her brain working agonizingly slowly. “Y-you knew all along?”

He smiled bitterly. “Of course. From the moment they approached you and you agreed to spy for them, I knew.”

“I don’t . . . I don’t understand. You knew and you let me do it anyway?”

“It was your choice, Mia. You could’ve said no. You could’ve refused them. And even after you agreed—at any point, you could’ve told me the truth, warned me. Even last night—you could’ve still told me. But you chose to lie to me, to the very end.” His voice was oddly calm and remote, and that bitter expression still twisted his lips.

“But . . . but you knew—” Mia couldn’t process that part, couldn’t understand what he was telling her.

“I did,” he said, reaching out to pick up a lock of her hair. “I knew, and I let things unfold as they will. It wasn’t part of my original plan; it wasn’t why I was in New York. I wanted to find and capture one of their leaders, to extract the identities of the traitors you saw today. But when you chose to betray me, I knew that a rare opportunity had presented itself—that we could strike a blow to the Resistance from which they would never recover . . . and I could catch the traitors in the process.”

He paused, playing with her hair, twisting and untwisting the strand around his fingers. Mia stared at him, hypnotized, feeling like a rabbit caught by a snake. 

“And so I played along. I gave you every chance to succeed in your treacherous mission—and you did. You turned out to be resourceful and clever, quite inventive really.” His eyes took on a familiar golden gleam. “That night when you stole my designs was . . . memorable, to say the least. I very much enjoyed it.”

Mia swallowed, beginning to realize where he was leading. “Y-you planted fake designs,” she whispered, a searing agony spreading through her chest.

He nodded, a small triumphant smile curving his lips. “I did. I gave them just enough rope so they could hang themselves with it. They learned how to disable the shields, but not how to keep them disabled. The weapon they were relying on wouldn’t have functioned properly; I had designed it to work under testing conditions but not when it was really deployed. And I let them have a few minor weapons, so they could do some damage and get caught red-handed trying to escape . . . like the cowards that they really are. I knew that they would trust you when you brought them the designs—because you had already given them enough real information by that point.”

“So you used me,” said Mia quietly, feeling like she was suffocating. The pain was indescribable, even though logically she knew she had no right to feel this way.

“It hurts, doesn’t it?” he said astutely, a savage smile on his face. “It hurts to be the one used, the one betrayed . . . doesn’t it?”

“Was any of it real?” asked Mia bitterly. “Or was the whole thing a lie? Did you set it all up, right down to our meeting in the park?”

“Oh, it was real, all right,” he said softly, now stroking the edge of her ear. “From the moment I saw you, I knew that I wanted you—more than anyone I’ve wanted in a very long time. And I grew to care about you, even though I knew it was foolish. With time, I hoped that you would feel the same way about me, that if I showed you how good it could be between us, you would realize what you were doing, the mistake that you were making. And you were close, I know . . . Yet you still betrayed me in the end, not caring what happened, whether I would live or die—”

“No!” interrupted Mia, her eyes burning with a fresh set of tears. “That’s not true! They promised me . . . they promised you’d be all right, that they would give you safe passage back home—”

“Back to Krina?” he asked, his voice dangerously low. “Where I would be out of your life forever? And how would they have ensured that I stayed there?”

Mia could only stare at him. Somehow that thought had never crossed her mind. In the background, virtual Korum left the room, and so did the soldiers with their prisoners in tow.

He gave a short, harsh laugh. “I see. That never occurred to you, did it? That deportation was a temporary solution at best? No, the traitors would’ve never deported me . . . I am too dangerous in their eyes because I have both the desire and the means to return to Earth with reinforcements—and that’s the last thing they would want.”

Mia felt like she’d been punched in the stomach. She hadn’t known . . . They’d lied to her. She couldn’t have gone through with it, couldn’t have done it knowing that he would be killed in the process. She had to convince him of that. “Korum,” she said desperately, “I didn’t know, I swear—” 

He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “Even if you didn’t mean for me to get killed, you still had every intention of exiling me from your life forever, you still betrayed me . . . and that’s not something I can forgive easily.”

“So what now?” asked Mia wearily. She was beginning to feel numb, and she welcomed the sensation, as it took the edge off her terror and pain. “Are you going to kill me?”

He stared at her, his gaze turning a colder yellow. “Kill you? Did you listen to anything I said in the last ten minutes?”

He wasn’t going to kill her? The numbness spread, and she could only look at him, unable to feel anything more than a vague sense of relief.

At her lack of reply, he said slowly, “No, Mia. I’m not going to kill you. I’ve already told you that before. I’m not the unfeeling monster you persist in thinking me to be.”

Getting up in one lithe motion, Korum waved his hand, and Mia shut her eyes, seeing the virtual world dissolving around her. When she opened them again, she was sitting on the floor of Korum’s office, against the wall, still hugging her knees to her chest.

 

 

Bending down, he offered her his hand. Her fingers trembling, Mia placed her hand in his, allowing him to help her up. To her embarrassment, her legs were shaking, and she swayed slightly. Letting out a sigh, he caught her, swinging her up into his arms and carrying her out of the office.

“Where are you taking me?” asked Mia in confusion, disoriented after the recent reality shift. Oh God, surely he wasn’t thinking of having sex right now; she didn’t think she could bear that kind of intimacy after everything that happened. 

“To the kitchen,” Korum replied, walking swiftly. Before she could ask him why, they were there, and he was setting her down on one of the chairs. Mia blinked up at him, too drained to attempt to understand his inexplicable behavior.

“When was the last time you had something to eat?” he asked, looking at her with a slight frown on his face. 

“Um . . . last night.” Mia couldn’t fathom where he was going with this.

He nodded, as though she had confirmed something for him. “No wonder you’re so shaky,” he said reprovingly. “You didn’t eat breakfast, and your blood sugar is low.” Walking to the refrigerator, he filled a glass with some clear liquid and brought it to her. “Drink this, while I make you something to eat,” he ordered, ignoring the incredulous look on Mia’s face.

He wanted to feed her right now? Was he serious? Cautiously sniffing the glass, Mia discerned a faintly sweet coconut scent. What the hell, she decided, if he wanted her dead, she sincerely doubted he would use poison to kill her. Taking a sip, she realized that her nose hadn’t lied; Korum had indeed given her fresh coconut water to drink. It was exactly what her body was craving right now, a perfect blend of carbohydrates and electrolytes. The frozen numbness that had been encasing her like armor began to crack, and tears welled up in Mia’s eyes again. Why was he acting like this now, after everything that she had done to him?

Finishing her drink, she watched him move about the kitchen, making her an avocado-tomato sandwich. Now that the main adrenaline rush was over, she was starting to think again, her brain beginning to function at some fraction of its normal ability. The truth about their relationship had been revealed. This entire time she’d thought that she was spying on him for the benefit of all humanity, but he had really been using her to crush the Resistance once and for all. All those lives today had been lost because of her . . . No, she couldn’t focus on that now, or she would shatter into a million pieces. 

She concentrated on the puzzle of Korum’s intentions instead. He wasn’t going to kill her, he’d said. But would he punish her in some other way? She couldn’t imagine that he would want her around after the way she had betrayed him. Their farce of a relationship was over. He had won: Earth would remain firmly under Krinar control. And Mia had outlived her usefulness. He didn’t need an unwitting double agent anymore—

“Here, eat this,” the object of her musings said, placing the sandwich in front of her and sitting down across the table. “And then we’ll talk.”

“Thank you,” Mia said politely and obediently bit into the sandwich. Her stomach growled, and she was suddenly starving, her lumberjack appetite making its appearance despite the trauma of this morning’s events. In less than a minute, she had devoured the sandwich and looked up, slightly embarrassed by her greediness. The smile on his face was a genuine one this time, and she remembered that he liked that about her—the healthy appetite she possessed despite her small size. 

“So what now?” Mia repeated her earlier question, and Korum’s smile faded. He regarded her with an inscrutable gaze, and Mia shifted in her seat, growing increasingly nervous.

“So now,” Korum said quietly, “you will come with me while I help clean up this mess.”

Mia felt all blood drain from her face. “Come with you where?” Surely he couldn’t mean—

A small smile appeared on his lips. “To the same place you went while snooping this morning: Lenkarda, our settlement in Costa Rica.”

All of a sudden, there wasn’t enough air in the room for Mia to breathe properly, and the sandwich felt like a rock inside her stomach. What was he saying? He couldn’t still want her, not after everything . . . 

“Why?” she managed to squeeze out, staring at him in horrified disbelief.

“Because, Mia, I want you with me, and I can’t stay in New York any longer,” he said calmly, with an unreadable expression on his face. “I’ve been away far too long. There are things that require my attention—not the least of which is what to do with the traitors.”

Mia shook her head, trying to get rid of the mental fog that seemed to be slowing her thinking. “B-but why do you want me with you?” she stammered. “You were just using me—”

“I was using you because you chose to betray me—don’t ever forget that, darling,” he said in a dangerously silky tone. “I’ve wanted you from the very beginning, and nothing you’ve done changes that fact. You’re mine, and you’ll remain with me for as long as I want you. Do you understand that?”

There was a dull roaring in her ears. “No,” she whispered, her words barely audible. “No. I’m not going anywhere. I won’t be a slave . . . I refuse, do you hear me?” Her voice had risen in volume with each sentence until she was almost yelling at him, the red mist of fury taking over her vision and getting rid of any remnants of caution.

“A slave?” he asked with a puzzled frown on his face. And then his forehead smoothed out as he apparently realized what she was talking about. “Ah, yes, I almost forgot that you’ve been laboring under a misconception this whole time. You’re referring to being my charl, aren’t you?”

“I will not be your charl!” Mia snarled, her hands clenching into fists under the table.

“You will be anything I wish you to be, my darling,” he said softly, a mocking smile curving his lips. “However, your friends in the Resistance have misinformed you—either inadvertently or on purpose—about the real meaning of charl.”

Her temper cooling slightly, Mia stared at him. “What do you mean? Are you telling me that you don’t keep humans in your Centers as your . . . pleasure slaves?” She spit out the last words with disgust.

He shook his head, with that same sardonic look on his face. “No, Mia. A charl is a human companion—a human mate, if you will. It’s a unique term that we use to describe a special bond between a human and a Krinar. Being a charl is a privilege, an honor—not whatever it is that you’ve been imagining.”

“A privilege to be with you against my will?” asked Mia bitterly. “To be forced to go where I don’t want to go—unable to see my family, my friends?”

“Don’t lie to me, Mia,” he said quietly. “Or to yourself. Being with me is hardly a chore for you. Do you think I don’t know why you’ve been crying this week? You need me . . . just as much as I need you. What we have together is rare and special—even though you’ve done your best to tear us apart. If I were young and foolish, I would let my hurt and anger get the best of me . . . and leave you, full of bitterness at your betrayal. But I’ve been around long enough to understand that when you find a good thing, you hold on to it; you don’t throw it away on a whim.”

“Really? You hold on to it even if the other person doesn’t want you?” said Mia sarcastically, infuriated by his arrogant assumption that he knew all about her feelings. Maybe she had fallen for him; maybe she’d even thought she loved him—but that was before she knew how he’d used her, before she witnessed the deaths of thousands of human soldiers as a result of what he’d done. He might be able to get over his hurt and anger, but Mia couldn’t be so magnanimous right now. 

“Oh, you want me,” Korum said softly. “That much I know for a fact. Would you like me to prove it?” 

And before she could come up with a retort, he was next to her, swinging her up into his arms and bringing her toward him for a deep kiss, his tongue pushing into the recesses of her mouth. Infuriated, Mia tried to remain impassive, to temper her response, but her body didn’t know, didn’t care that he was about to ruin her life. It only knew the pleasure of his touch, and Mia found herself melting against him, her hands clinging to his shoulders instead of pushing him away. A familiar wave of heat swept through her, and she felt a surge of moisture between her legs, her body eagerly preparing itself for his possession. 

Still holding her in his arms, he walked somewhere, and Mia was too far gone to care where. They ended up in the living room, and he lowered her onto the couch, still kissing her with those deep, penetrating kisses that never failed to make her crazy. She heard the zipper of her jeans getting unfastened, and then he was tugging them off her legs along with her sneakers, leaving her lower body clad only in a pair of white lacy panties. His thumb found the sensitive nub between her legs, and he pressed on it through the underwear, circling it in a way that made her insides tighten, and Mia moaned helplessly, arching toward him, wanting more of the magic that she had only experienced in his arms. 

He let go of her then, taking a step back to remove his own clothes, stripping off the T-shirt with one smooth motion and then swiftly taking off his jeans and underwear, leaving himself fully naked. Mia stared at him with unabashed lust, taking in the powerful muscles covered with that beautiful bronzed skin, the smattering of dark hair on his chest, and the hairy trail on his lower abdomen leading down to a large, fully aroused cock, with the heavy balls swinging underneath. 

He didn’t let her enjoy the view for long, grasping her shirt to pull it over her head and unclasping her bra. A second later, her panties were pulled off her legs and joined the heap of clothes lying on the floor. He paused for a second, raking her naked body with a burning gaze, and then he bent over her, his hot mouth closing over her left breast, sucking on it. Mia moaned, feeling the pull of his mouth deep within her belly, and he sucked on the other breast, his tongue flicking over her nipple in a way that made her desperately wish his head was two feet lower. As though reading her mind, he touched her wet folds with his hand, one finger pushing into her opening, pressing on the ultra-sensitive spot inside her pussy, and Mia gasped from the intensity of the sensation, her body throbbing on the verge of release. Without removing his finger, he brought his mouth down toward her sex, his tongue finding its way inside her folds to tease the area directly around her clit. At the same time, his finger moved slightly within her, starting to find a rhythm, and Mia’s entire body tensed as the tingles of pre-orgasmic sensation began to radiate from her lower regions outward. His tongue flicked at her nub, first lightly and then with increasing pressure, and Mia screamed under the almost cruel lash of pleasure, her inner muscles clamping down on his finger and then pulsating with the aftershocks of the release.

Withdrawing his finger, he flipped her over, pulling her toward the edge of the couch. Lifting her briefly, he placed her so that she was bent over the plush couch arm, face down and her feet on the floor. Covering her with his body, he began to push inside her, his cock penetrating her inch by slow inch. Mia was soft and wet from the orgasm, and her body accepted his gradual entrance, the tender inner tissues stretching and expanding to accommodate the intrusion. As he pushed forward, he kissed the side of her neck, and she shivered, the tension starting to build again. Her sex spasmed around his cock, and he groaned in response, sheathing himself fully within her. Mia inhaled sharply from the feel of his shaft buried to the hilt; he was impossibly hard and thick, and she felt like she was burning from the heat of him inside her, over her, all around her. 

And then he began to move, his thrusts pressing her deeper into the arm of the couch. Every muscle in her body tensed, and she cried out, each stroke intensifying the agonizing pleasure, until her world narrowed to nothing more than the cock moving back and forth within her body and she existed purely for the sensations, stripped down to the raw and elemental parts of her animal nature. She could hear the rhythmic cries in the distance and knew that they had to be her own, and then the massive climax swept through her, her inner muscles rippling around him and her entire body trembling from the shock of the orgasmic wave. And, with a hoarse shout, he was coming too, his hips grinding into her as his cock pulsed inside her with his own contractions.

When it was all over, he withdrew from her, leaving her lying there naked, still bent over the sofa arm. Without his large body covering her, Mia suddenly felt cold—and the realization of what had just happened added to the icy knot growing inside her. Standing up on quivering legs, Mia bent down to pick up her clothes, refusing to look at him and trying to ignore the wetness sliding down her leg. With the heat of passion over, her anger returned, magnified by the shame of her unwanted response to him.

“Mia,” he said softly, and out of the corner of her eye, she saw him standing there, completely unconcerned about his nakedness. She turned away, putting on her bra, and using her shirt to wipe off the traces of the sex session before putting on her underwear. Pulling on her jeans, she felt slightly better, but the cold fury inside remained. Without even thinking about it, she walked over to the little purse she’d left sitting on the couch earlier this morning. Reaching inside, she pulled out the little device Leslie had given her and pointed it in his direction.

“I’m leaving,” she said with icy calm. A stranger seemed to have taken over her body, and the normal Mia couldn’t help but marvel at her daring, even though she knew that her odds of success were nil. 

At the sight of the weapon, the golden glow in Korum’s eyes cooled. 

“That’s a dangerous toy you have there,” he said quietly, staring at her with an unreadable expression on his face.

Mia nodded coolly. “Don’t force me to use it.”

“So you walk out of here, and then what?” he asked with mild curiosity. “There’s nowhere you can go where I won’t find you.”

Mia hadn’t thought that far; in fact, there’d been no thinking involved in her actions at all. It was too late now, though, so she just shrugged and said bravely, “I’ll cross that bridge when I get there.” 

“Are you going to go on the run? Change your identity?” he continued, an amused note appearing in his voice. “None of that would work, you know.”

“Because of the tracking stuff you put in me without my knowledge or consent?” she asked bitterly.

Korum just looked at her, neither admitting nor denying it. “There’s only one way you could be free of me,” he said slowly. 

Mia stared at him in frustration, not understanding where he was leading. Now that the initial wave of fury had passed, the full stupidity of her actions dawned on her. He was right; even if she managed to walk out of his penthouse—a big if, given the laser-quick reflexes she was up against—he would catch her before she could go more than a few blocks. By pointing that weapon at him, she had only succeeded in angering him, and she felt a tendril of fear at the thought.

“And what way is that?” she asked, deciding to stall for time.

“You could shoot me,” he said seriously. “And then all your problems would be solved.”

Horrified, Mia gaped at him. The idea of actually pressing the button and watching him dissolve before her eyes, like those shield posts at the colony, was unthinkable. She’d never had any intention of actually using the weapon. All she’d wanted was to regain some measure of control, to feel like she was in charge of her own life. She’d wanted to threaten him, to make him bow to her will, to make him feel the way she felt when he took away her freedom of choice. She’d never wanted to hurt him, much less kill him.

“Go ahead, Mia,” he said softly. His powerful naked body was relaxed, as though they were having a regular conversation—as though he didn’t have a deadly weapon pointed at him. “Go ahead and shoot.”

Her fingers trembled, her palms slick with sweat, and she felt her eyes burning with stupid, unwelcome tears. “Please,” she said, not caring anymore that she sounded like she was begging. “Please don’t make me do it. I just want to leave . . . to go home. Please just let me walk out of here—”

“Just press the button, Mia. And then you can go wherever you want.”

Mia felt hot and cold, her stomach twisting with nausea. The tiny device in her hand was suddenly unbearably heavy, and her arm shook with the effort of holding it pointed at him. The tears spilled over, running down her cheeks, and she lowered the weapon, sinking down to the floor, her trembling legs unable to hold her any longer. Burying her face in her hands, she cried, bitter at her own cowardice, her own idiocy. She couldn’t hurt him, couldn’t kill him; she would have sooner cut off her own limb. How could she feel this way about him even now? What was wrong with her that she had fallen in love with someone who wasn’t even human . . . an alien whose kind had just murdered thousands of people?

In the depths of her despair, she felt him wrap his arms around her, lifting her from the floor and onto his lap on the couch. “Hush, my darling,” he whispered, “everything will be all right, I promise. I wouldn’t have been able to press that button either—and I’m glad you couldn’t.” He stroked her hair gently while she cried into his naked shoulder. After a few minutes, her sobs began to quiet. Feeling embarrassed about her outburst, Mia tried to pull away, but he didn’t let her, lifting her chin instead to look her in the eye.

“Mia,” he said softly, “I’m not taking you with me to be cruel. After everything that happened, the Resistance—or whatever is left of it—will be looking for you. They don’t know the full story, and they’ll think you set them up. They’ll spare no effort in trying to kill you, and if they figure out how much you mean to me, they’ll try to capture you alive to use you against me. I’m sorry, but I have no choice. It’s simply not safe for you to be anywhere but in Lenkarda right now.”

Mia stared at him, her vision still blurred by tears. She hadn’t thought about that, but it was true. As far as the Resistance was concerned, she was a traitor to all of humankind. They would definitely blame her for the huge loss of life she’d just witnessed. A terrifying thought occurred to her. “What about my family?” she asked, everything inside her turning to ice at the possibility that the freedom fighters might try to hurt those she loved. 

“Your family had nothing to do with it, and I doubt the fighters would be vengeful enough to needlessly harm fellow humans. But your kind can be very unpredictable, so I will make sure that several of our best guardians are stationed near your family, to keep an eye out for them.”

Mia opened her mouth to ask, but he forestalled her. “And no, that wouldn’t be enough to ensure your safety. There are still a few key Resistance leaders unaccounted for, and they’re armed with some Krinar weapons. I expect them to go into hiding and leave your family alone, but they may be willing to risk everything to get to you. So until they’re apprehended, you will be safest in Lenkarda. And if you have to venture out, it will be with me by your side.”

How convenient for him, Mia thought bitterly, he could now keep her prisoner with good justification. Of course, the Resistance would want to kill her—and they would be right to do so. She was responsible for all those deaths today . . .

“How many people were killed this morning?” asked Mia, feeling like she wanted to die herself.

Korum shrugged slightly. “I don’t know if the medics got to the ones who were burned fast enough to save them. Some of them might have died from their encounter with the shield.”

“What about all the other ones, the ones who were hit with that red light?” asked Mia, her heart beginning to pound in wild hope.

“They were knocked unconscious—and so were the ones who attacked our other Centers. They deserved to die, of course, but we decided to let your governments deal with them. It’ll be interesting to see what their punishment will be for violating the Coexistence Treaty and endangering your entire species in the process.” 

The relief that Mia felt was indescribable. The painful grip in her chest seemed to ease, letting her breathe freely for the first time since she’d witnessed the attack.

And then Korum added, “Of course, we’re not going to leave it to chance. All those fighters now have surveillance devices embedded in their bodies, so we’ll know everything they do and everywhere they go. They’ve been effectively neutralized as a threat to us, and we can now use them to catch the rest—those that were not near our Centers today.”

So he had succeeded in his mission of squashing the Resistance movement. Given the number of fighters lying on the field, Ks would now have thousands of walking, talking surveillance mechanisms all over the globe. It was quite clever really; why bother killing a human when you could use him instead? Pure Korum deviousness at work.

She must’ve looked upset because he said, “Mia, stop worrying about this. The Resistance is over. It was a foolish movement to begin with. Just think about it. So they don’t like us being here and changing a few things. Is that really a good reason to risk so many lives? You have to admit, we’re nothing like the alien invaders of your movies. We have no desire to enslave humans, or to take away your planet. If that had been our agenda, we would’ve already done it. We settled here as peacefully as possible, living in our Centers with minimal interference in human affairs. That’s far better than what your Europeans had done to the American natives.”

Still sitting on his lap, Mia looked away. If Korum was telling her the truth and John had lied about the meaning of charl, then the entire Resistance movement was misguided at best—and criminally irresponsible at worst. 

“And do you honestly think it would’ve been a good thing for you to have those seven traitors as your rulers? Because, believe me, that’s what they would’ve been. They wanted power, and they didn’t care who got hurt as a result of their actions. Do you really think they would’ve been content to live quietly among humans, obeying your every law and selflessly sharing Krinar knowledge?” 

Now that Korum put it that way, Mia could see the implausibility of what John had originally told her. Maybe the Resistance leaders had thought they could somehow control the Keiths once the other Ks had left—but that could’ve easily been a dangerous assumption to make. Mia mentally kicked herself. Why hadn’t she probed further into the Keiths’ motivations? But no, she’d blindly gone with what John was telling her, too caught up in her own personal drama to fully think about anything else. 

Korum sighed, and she felt the movement of his chest. “Look, it won’t be so bad being in Lenkarda, believe me. Aren’t you the least bit curious to see how we live?”

Mia looked up at him again, feeling completely drained. “Korum, I just can’t . . . I can’t simply leave everything and everyone—”

“What if I take you to see your family in a couple of weeks as we originally discussed?” he asked softly. “Would that make you feel better?”

“We’d go to Florida?” asked Mia in surprise.

He nodded. “You could spend a few days with them before we have to go back.”

She smiled, the pressure in her chest easing further. “That would be wonderful,” she said quietly. 

He smiled back and gently brushed a curl off her face. “And hopefully, by the end of the summer, we’ll catch the rest of the Resistance fighters—so if you still want to come back to New York then, we’ll return here and you can finish your last year of school.”

Mia blinked at him, hardly daring to believe her ears. “You’ll bring me back here?”

“I will . . . if you still want to return by then.” Getting up, he placed her gently on her feet. “Now put on a shirt and some shoes while I get dressed. It’s time to go.”

***

Korum allowed her to take her purse with its entire contents, the weapon excluded, and nothing else. When she protested that she needed her computer and her clothes, he laughed. “I promise you, there’s plenty of everything where we’re going,” he explained with a smile.

“What about my passport?” she asked, and then realized that it was a stupid question. She might be heading to a foreign country, but she sincerely doubted she would be going through airport security. Somehow, Korum had managed to travel there this morning and then come back to New York—all within a span of a couple of hours. No, thought Mia, they likely wouldn’t be traveling by airplane.

Her suppositions turned out to be correct.

He led her into his office, holding her hand as if afraid she would bolt. Walking toward the back of the room, he held his other hand in front of the wall and it slid open, revealing stairs that likely led to the rooftop. 

“Come,” Korum said, and she followed him with hesitation, her pulse racing at the thought of where she was going. It was too late to turn back now—not that he would have let her—and Mia felt a heady mixture of excitement and fear rushing through her veins as she walked up the stairs.

They exited onto the rooftop, and Mia looked around. She wasn’t sure what she was expecting to see—perhaps some alien aircraft sitting there. But there was nothing. The roof was empty, with the exception of some evergreen shrubs growing in neat rows around the perimeter. The rain had mostly stopped, but it was still wet and humid outside, and Mia could practically feel her curls frizzing up from the moisture in the air. 

“What are we doing here?” she asked in surprise. “Is someone coming to get us?”

Korum shook his head and smiled. “No, we’re going by ourselves.”

“How?” asked Mia, burning with curiosity.

“You’ll see in a second. Don’t be afraid, okay?” He squeezed her palm reassuringly.

Mia nodded, and Korum let go of her hand, taking a step forward. Extending his arm, he made a gesture, as though pointing at the empty space in front of him. All of a sudden, Mia could hear a low humming. The sound was unlike anything Mia had heard before—too quiet and even to be the buzzing of insects.

“What is that?” she asked warily, wondering if Korum intended to teleport them somewhere. Mia had no idea what the limitations of K technology were, but she did know that Krinar physics had to have gone far beyond Einstein’s theories; otherwise, the Ks wouldn’t have been able to travel faster than the speed of light. Who knew what else they could do?

Korum turned toward her, his eyes glittering with some unknown emotion. “It’s the sound of the nanomachines that I just released. They’re building us our ride.” And Mia realized that he was excited, pleased to be going home. 

Something began to shimmer in front of them. Goosebumps appeared on Mia’s arms as she stared in fascination at the strange sight. The shimmering intensified, as if a bucket of glitter had been thrown in front of them—and then the walls of the aircraft began to form in front of her eyes.

Barely holding back a gasp, Mia watched as the structure assembled itself, seemingly out of nothingness. The walls slowly solidified, thickening layer by layer, and then a small pod-like aircraft stood in front of them. It appeared to be made out of some unusual ivory material, with no visible windows or doors, and was smaller than a helicopter. 

Mia exhaled sharply, releasing a breath she had been holding for the last thirty seconds. 

“It’s called advanced rapid fabrication technology,” Korum said, smiling at the look of utter astonishment on her face. “It’s one of our most useful inventions. Come with me.” And taking her hand again, he led her toward the newly assembled structure. 

As they approached, the wall of the pod simply disintegrated, creating an entrance for them. Mia blinked in shock, but followed Korum inside the aircraft. Once they were in, the wall re-solidified, and the entrance disappeared again. 

The inside of the pod did not look like any aircraft she could have ever imagined. The walls, the floor, and the ceiling were transparent—she could see the ivory color of her surroundings, but she could also see the world outside. It was as though they were inside a giant glass bubble, even though Mia knew that the structure was not see-through from the outside. There were no buttons or controls of any kind, nothing to suggest that the pod had any kind of complex electronics. And instead of seats, there were two white oval planks floating in the air.

“Have a seat,” Korum said, gesturing toward one of the planks. 

“On that?” Mia had known that Krinar technology was far more advanced, of course, and she had expected to encounter some unbelievable things. But this . . . this was like stepping into some fairy realm where the normal laws of physics didn’t seem to apply—and she hadn’t even left New York yet.

He laughed, apparently amused by her distrust. “On that. You won’t fall, I promise.”

Warily, still clutching his hand, Mia perched gingerly on the plank. It moved beneath her, and she gasped as it conformed to the shape of her butt, suddenly turning into the most comfortable chair she had ever occupied. There was a back now too, and Mia found herself leaning into it, her tense muscles relaxing, soothed by the strangely cozy sensation.

Grinning, Korum sat down on a similar plank next to her, and Mia stared in amazement as the white material shifted around his body, fitting itself to his shape. She was still holding his hand with a death grip, Mia realized with some embarrassment, and she let go, trying to act as nonchalantly as possible when confronted with technology that seemed exactly like magic.

Korum nodded approvingly and waved his hand slightly. 

Softly, without making a sound, the pod lifted off the ground, rising swiftly into the air. With a sinking sensation in her stomach, Mia looked down at the see-through floor, watching New York City shrinking rapidly beneath them as they gained altitude. Surprisingly, she didn’t feel nauseated or pushed into her seat as one might expect during such a swift ascent; it was as though she was sitting in a chair at home, instead of rocketing straight up. 

“Why don’t I feel like we’re flying at all?” she asked curiously, looking up from the floor where she could now see only clouds.

“The ship is equipped with a mild anti-gravitational field,” Korum explained. “It’s designed to make us comfortable by keeping the gravitational force at the same level as you’d experience normally on this planet; otherwise, accelerating like that would be very unpleasant for me—and probably deadly for you.” 

And then she could see clouds whizzing underneath them as the pod traveled at an incredible speed, taking her to a place that few humans could even imagine, much less visit in person. Never in a million years could Mia have thought that a simple walk in the park could lead to this, that she would be sitting in an alien ship headed for the main Krinar colony . . . that she would feel like this about the beautiful extraterrestrial who was sitting beside her. 

A couple of minutes later, they seemed to have reached their destination, and the ship began its descent. 

“Welcome home, darling,” Korum said softly as the green landscape of Lenkarda appeared beneath their feet, and the ship landed as quietly as it had taken off.

Mia’s new life had begun. 

 

THE END
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The Time Stopper

by Anna Zaires & Dima Zales

 

A Mind Dimensions Story

 

I can stop time, but I can’t change anything.

 

I can access memories, but not far enough.

 

My name is Mira, and my life is about finding the Russian mobster who killed my family.


CHAPTER 1

 

“It’s so smoky in here; it’s like someone set off a bomb.”

As soon as I say the stupid line, I Split into the Mind Dimension, and time seems to stop.

Victor is squatting over his chair, about to sit down. If this was still the real world, his legs would hurt in a minute or so. As it is, he’s as aware of his muscles as a wax statue would be. Shkillet, a guy at the poker table, is frozen in mid-stare at my body—a position I often find men in. The other players are similarly stuck at what they were doing when I Split. The strangest thing in the room is probably the thick cigar smoke that’s no longer moving. It looks eerie, like frozen clouds on an alien world. I don’t smell the smoke now, which is a relief. I also don’t hear anything other than the sound of my high heels clicking on the floor as I walk around the room.

I look at these men, these dangerous men, and an inner voice tells me, “Mira, no sane woman would voluntarily be here. Not even to merely observe this poker game, let alone play with these savages.” It’s funny how this inner voice usually sounds like my mom.

“You’re dead, Mom,” I mentally reply to the inner voice. “And I’m here to find the fucker who killed you. Can’t we have an imaginary conversation without all this nagging?”

The inner voice sneers—but that’s me. Mom was too nice to sneer.

The Mind Dimension makes it safe for me to walk around the room and peek at my opponents’ cards without them being the wiser. When I’m in the Mind Dimension, everything stops in a single moment. No matter what I do here in this alternate world, when I get back to my real body—the body that’s still sitting at the table—I’ll still be in the same situation as I was before I Split: still being stared at by Shkillet, and still having just said that line about the bomb.

When I first learned I could Split, I was a little girl, and I thought my soul was leaving my body. But that was back when I believed in such things as souls, and God, and goodness—words that are meaningless to me now. Back in those days, I also believed in silly things, like the fact that there is a purpose to life.

I don’t any longer. Not since that day.

Since that day, I haven’t believed in anything but myself. And sometimes—a lot of times—not even that. That little girl who believed in souls would certainly think I’m a stranger if she met me today.

And maybe, she would think I’m a monster.

Of course, that day did not just dispel my childish illusions. It also taught me more practical things, such as how impotent I am while in the Mind Dimension. How truly powerless. No matter how much I want to, I can’t change anything in the real world. Like a ghost, I don’t affect the world of the living. Maybe that’s what I became that day—a ghost of my former self.

That day. Why does thinking about it always hurt the same way, no matter how much time passes? Why is it so vivid in my mind at a moment’s notice?

For that matter, why does trying not to think about something bring that very thing into focus?

My mind flashes to that day as though I’m Reading other people, but it’s as if I’m replaying my memories instead of someone else’s.

I see myself walking home from school, my backpack heavy on my shoulders. I relive the excitement of seeing my dad’s car in the driveway when I get home. He hasn’t driven away yet, I think joyously, so I’ll get a chance to say goodbye. That last line will be singed into my mind forever, but I don’t know it yet.

And then I see the car explode.

I see it go up in flames.

I hear the most horrible sound.

Then... silence.

I open my eyes.

The fire is standing still.

The explosion had scared me so much that I automatically Split into the Mind Dimension, as sometimes happens under extreme stress.

Now in the Mind Dimension, I’m standing next to my other, frozen-in-time, self. She looks as terrified as I feel. I know that if I touch the exposed flesh on her/my body, I will leave the Mind Dimension—and the explosion will continue its destruction.

Leaving would’ve been a cowardly choice, a choice I didn’t even think to make at the time. I would later regret that bravery—or rather, lack of imagination.

Instead of leaving the Mind Dimension, I run toward the car.

The flames are frozen. Unreal. As if they’re made of red and yellow silk.

The full horror of the situation hits me only when I see the expression on Mom’s face.

She looks white, or at least the parts of her face that aren’t burned do. Her blue eyes are wide open, her irises almost black from her dilated pupils.

I open the car door and try to pull her out. In her body’s rigid state, she’s like a human-sized doll. As I’m straining under her weight, I know that this is futile. I’ve never been able to change anything in the real world by what I’ve done in the Mind Dimension. Still, I’m hoping that today will be different. That Mom will be out of the car in the real world simply because it matters so much to me.

Except the universe doesn’t give a fuck what matters to me.

I quiet my mind and touch her face. I begin the Reading process, another brave action that will later haunt me. Like always, Reading her shows me the world through her eyes. I lose myself in her head. For that minute, I become we. The horror of my mom’s last moments becomes mine—so it’s me, too, who’s beginning to realize we are about to burn alive.

Later, I will think about who caused the explosion and wonder if I can ever un-live it, but right now, I just leave her head and look into the car again.

Dad’s face is free of burns. I will later hypothesize that the explosive was on the passenger side. His mouth is half-open in an expression of terror that contorts his whole face. I take all this in and am overcome with another idea that I will later regret.

I run to the side door and touch Dad’s face through his open window, not really thinking about what I’m doing. Except I do know what I’m doing. I’m bringing him into the Mind Dimension. That’s what touching another Reader does—and that’s what Dad is, a Reader, like me and my brother.

Unlike Mom, who doesn’t have our abilities.

As soon as I touch his skin, another Dad, a screaming Dad, shows up in the back of the car.

“Nyyyeeet!” He switches to Russian as he always does when he’s stressed. Then he registers me and screams, “Mira, honey, no!” His accent is heavier than usual.

“It’s okay, Dad,” I soothe. “We’re in the Mind Dimension.”

“It’s true. We are.” He looks around, terror replaced with a different emotion on his face. A darker emotion that I can’t exactly place. “Where is she?” he says after looking at the passenger’s seat.

“I took her outside. I was hoping she’d stay outside.”

Not saying anything, he gets out of the car and looks at Mom. “She’s already burned.”

“I know,” I say thoughtlessly. “I Read her. She’s in a lot of pain.”

My dad looks like I flogged him with those words, but he quickly hides his reaction.

“In the real world, where are you standing, sweetie?” he says. “Tell me. Quickly.”

“Over there...” I point. “Too far to help you.”

“That’s good.” His shaking voice is filled with relief. “The blast shouldn’t reach you there. But you still have to fall on the ground when you get back to your body and cover your ears for me. Promise me you’ll do this. It’s important.”

“I promise, Dad.” I’m beginning to understand what I have done to him. By pulling him out, I made sure that he could see himself dying in that car. That he could reflect on it. Dwell on it.

“I’m sorry.” My voice also begins to shake. “I shouldn’t have pulled you in.”

“Don’t say that.” He smiles at me. It’s one of the last smiles I’ll have from him. “I’m glad I’ll have a chance to... a chance to say good-bye.”

I remember my thought right before I Split into the Mind Dimension and realize I had created something like an evil omen. A part of me knows that the idea is irrational, but I feel like I brought all of this on with that prophetic thought. A chance to say goodbye.

I squint as though I’m going to cry, but no tears come out.

“Don’t.” Dad reaches for me. “Let’s spend the time we have left remembering the good times. Your Depth is only about a half hour—not enough time to spend on anything but happy memories.”

He hugs me and tells me stories, determined to be with me for as long as I can stay, until I run out of Depth and become Inert—unable to go back into the Mind Dimension for a while. As I catch myself enjoying his stories and being with him, I hate myself more and more.

I’ll later wonder what kind of bitch I was to extend such a moment for my father, but for now, I’m just happy to have him with me a little longer. For as long as I’m allowed.

“We’re running out of time.” Dad is trying his best to sound cheerful, but I know he’s pretending. “You did the right thing,” he says. “I’m really glad you pulled me out.”

He’s lying. Like my brother, Dad repeats lies to make them sound more convincing.

“To live even a few more minutes, to see you, is a treasure.” His eyes look earnest, but I can see the truth. He isn’t glad. He’s terrified because he knows that as soon as my time runs out, he’ll be taken out of the Mind Dimension and pulled back into his frozen body.

Into the explosion.

“There’s nothing you can do for us now, Mira,” he says. “Please take care of your brother; he’s all you’ve got—”

I don’t hear him finish that sentence because my time runs out. I will later grow to resent this limitation, my Depth. This finite amount of what-if time.

If only I could’ve stayed in the Mind Dimension forever. Then Dad and I could’ve talked forever. Or we could’ve explored that frozen-in-time world. Instead, I’m back in my body and the explosion is in my ears again, ears that feel like they might bleed. I fall on the ground, like I promised Dad I would. I welcome the pain of the fall because it numbs the pain from knowing that I don’t have parents anymore.

With herculean effort, I pull my mind back to the present. To the poker table and the Russian thugs surrounding me. I really have to get it together. My Depth’s being wasted as the seconds turn into minutes. If I run out of time, I’ll be Inert for a while—which means no more Reading and having to play fair in this poker game, to boot.

I shake my head and try to focus, determined to forget Mom and Dad for the moment. I try to focus on something else.

 

Anything else.

To distract myself, I think of how strangely I experience emotions in the Mind Dimension. For example, if I cry there, because my face is dry once I get out, I don’t feel as sad anymore. Sometimes things work the other way. I can be terrified when I get into the Mind Dimension, but once there, I’m much calmer. Probably because there I’m safe. So if I get any tears now, they would be gone when I’m back at that table. And tears should be falling down my face right now, but none come. Just like on that day. The worst one of my life—

I have to stop thinking about that day.

So I try to picture talking to my brother about emotions in and out of the Mind Dimension. He would want to study this phenomenon, as he—ever the scientist—would call it. It makes me feel somewhat better. Thinking of Eugene always helps take me out of the darkness, if only for a moment.

“I do take care of him. The poor bastard would’ve starved long ago without me, Dad.” I’d say that to my father if I believed he was listening to me from Heaven. Of course, my father is not in Heaven or Hell—those are just constructs people make up to dull the pain of losing their loved ones. I know that, in reality, he’s just gone, and nothing I say can reach him.

And that means I need to stop dwelling on what might’ve been and focus on the task at hand.

The fucker who put the explosive under my family’s car might be in this very room right now.

I take a deep breath, finding comfort in anger and the violent fantasies of what I plan to do to him.

“It’s time,” I say out loud—though, of course, the frozen people can’t hear it. “Let’s see if any of you fuckers are thinking of explosions.”

 







CHAPTER 2

 

I’m hoping the guy I’m looking for, the guy who deals with bombs, will be primed by my words and think of setting up one specific explosion. I’ll be the first to admit that this tactic is a long shot, but it’s the only option I have since my Depth allows me to go back only a few minutes into their memories.

Not for the first time, I envy more powerful Readers. Those like the legendary Enlightened, the most powerful Readers of all, who have enough Depth to relive whole months, if not years, of someone’s life. Someone like that would get the answer directly without any gimmicks, but I can’t. There are no shortcuts for Readers like me. Given that Depth is spent at twice the speed when you Read, I have to be careful about running out of my measly half hour.

Whatever Depth I spend on Reading is going to be worth it in this case, though. Trying to learn the truth is why I come to these games. Well, that and the money from the wins—but there are better ways to make money gambling than coming here. Safer ways.

My strategy for today is to spend only seconds of my Depth on people I think as unlikely candidates, leaving extra time—even if it’s just a few minutes—for the others.

One such unlikely candidate is Shkillet, the guy who’s staring at me in the real world.

Shkillet is not his real name, but a street alias. Probably has something to do with his too-thin pasty-looking face. He resembles one of those skeletons we had in science class before I dropped out of school. The Russian word for skeleton sounds a lot like the word skillet, only with a yet sound at the end. Shkillet’s lisp could be the reason for the sh sound at the beginning.

Or I could be completely wrong. I was pretty young when we left the Motherland, and I do get some of these little ethnic things confused now and then—which drives my brother nuts.

I look at Shkillet’s cards. He’s not holding anything I need to worry about. But he is staring at me—the real-world me. In fact, if I drew a line from his pupils to that me, it would land directly on her/my boobs. Boobs that are nicely displayed in my red strapless dress, thanks to the Victoria’s Secret pushup bra.

I intended that effect, but I’m still annoyed. Fucking men.

Stepping around him, I take off his shirt.

I know it seems weird that I’d undress someone, especially someone this unattractive, but I do have a purpose. I’m looking for tattoos. Over the course of my investigation, I’ve learned that a man’s tattoos in the Russian criminal underworld reveal a lot about him. Well, only for the ones who’ve been in Russian prisons, but those are the ones I’m looking for. The most dangerous. The ones without souls.

Those who’d plant bombs on innocent families.

Shkillet is what I call skinny-fat. His body is gaunt with his ribcage sticking out, but at the same time, his stomach is flabby. I don’t care about his looks, though. All that matters is that he has no tattoos. He does have a large birthmark, however, that reminds me of a Rorschach inkblot test. A counselor showed it to me during the one and only time I tried therapy. Most of her inkblots reminded me of people’s brains blowing up—understandable, given the reason I went to see her in the first place—but this guy’s birthmark looks like an exploding heart.

Okay, so Shkillet either hadn’t been to prison back home or nobody bothered to put any ink on him while he was there. Either way, he’s not likely to be a high-status criminal and thus probably isn’t the person I’m looking for. Therefore, he’s good for a measly five-second jump into his head.

I put my hand on his neck as though trying to measure his pulse. Where I touch people in the Mind Dimension never seems to matter, so I go for the least disgusting place. I clear my mind for Reading. The faster this part is, the more Depth I save. Eugene had figured out some techno-widgety new practice for me to improve how quickly I can do this, and I’m grateful for it with situations like this.

The feeling I get just before I’m about to Read someone comes over me, and I make sure I’m sent only a few moments back into his memories.

***

“It’s so smoky in here; it’s like someone set off a bomb,” the girl says.

The sex bomb is talking about a real bomb, we think of replying, but decide against it. Not until we see how Victor responds. The guy’s insane, and displeasing him is as easy as it is deadly.

This is why we realize that if we go through with our plan for the girl, we’ll have to cut her throat afterwards. Had we just wanted to fuck her, then we could probably get away with leaving her alive afterwards—there are no rules against rape in this place. But we want her money, too, and that’s why she’ll have to die. Victor’s underground casinos have only this one rule: retaliations due to game losses are forbidden. We shudder when we remember what had been done to the last guy who tried to pull some shit on a poker game winner. We’ll have to ensure we’re not caught.

We think about all the things we want to do to her before we kill her off, and get a painful hard-on. We imagine how we’d fill up that oh-so-fuckable pouty mouth of hers. We visualize grabbing those perfect titties, leaving marks, prying open those long legs... Our balls tighten in anticipation.

This is going to be even better than the last time. That whore from two days ago can’t even begin to compare to this girl. Looks aside, that bitch hadn’t even fought us, just meekly took it. The fight has become half the fun for us over the years. When they fight, and we finally bend them to our will, we feel the rush of power that’s almost as fun as the sex itself. With this girl, it’ll be even better because she’s rumored to be feisty. The sarcastic remarks she’s made throughout the game confirm it. So she’ll likely fight, and fight well. We fantasize about her scratching our back with her perfectly manicured fingernails before we lock her wrists in a tight grip...

I, Mira, separate my own thinking from Shkillet’s in horrified disgust. I need a shower. I need a dozen showers. I’m still in his head, but I can reflect on what I just learned without fully getting out. Separating my thinking this way allows me to spare my brain from getting more of the vile details of what he plans to do to me. Witnessing the memories of what he did to the poor girl he raped two days ago was terrible enough. And while I’m not clear if he killed her afterwards, I’m positive he’s planning to kill me.

Given the circumstances, I dive a little deeper into his memories. I need to learn if he’s armed and if there’s anything else I need to know about.

We look at our cards. One fucking pair. Two more rounds like this, and we’ll be completely broke. But not for long, we remind ourselves, feeling the weight of the ceramic knife in the holster in our boot.

It’ll be best to do the deed swiftly. It has to happen here on the club premises before the bitch leaves and has the chance to get into her car.

Victor will be furious when they find the body. But he’d never suspect Shkillet. Getting no respect has some advantages—people underestimate us, and therefore, we can get away with anything.

 I, Mira, separate again and think quickly. He managed to sneak a ceramic knife into this place. I guess the material didn’t trigger the metal detector wands the bouncers pass over everyone’s body upon entrance.

Damn it. This changes my strategy completely. I need to make sure to leave plenty of Depth to deal with this development. If one of these other men is the one I came here to find, it’s his lucky day, because I’m skipping their vile heads.

Except Victor’s. I’ve been waiting to meet him face-to-face for months because he’s always seemed the most likely candidate, given what I’ve heard about him. There’s no way I’m missing that chance now.

As I form a plan, I exit Shkillet’s mind.

***

Still in the Mind Dimension, I approach Victor and unceremoniously rip the shirt from his body. As I do so, I note the pair of aces in front of him on the table.

And his tattoos.

Yeah, Victor’s been in the Russian jail system—he’s a zek, as these people call it. Russian tattoos fascinate me. Probably because Dad had one. He served time with a bunch of scientists for objecting to the nuclear arms race during the Cold War. His Reading skills saved his life, enabling him to get out of the prison camp after only a couple of months, but the hellish experience made him desperate to leave the Soviet Union. He waited years until he could, and by then, the Soviet Union was simply Russia. Still, as Dad liked to say about the new regime, “Nothing’s changed—KGB still rules.”

So now I try to memorize Victor’s tattoos. I only recognize the meaning of the stars on his shoulders. Vor v zakone. Translated literally, it means ‘a thief in law,’ but the vernacular is a criminal authority of high caliber.

I examine him more. I’ve never seen this double-headed eagle tattoo before, though I think this is what the government symbol looked like back in the Czarist Russia. The Statue of Liberty super-imposed on the eagle also doesn’t ring any bells. Perhaps Victor hates the Soviet Union and is reliving the pre-revolution glory days with this ink? Coupled with a symbol of America, maybe he’s not so fond of communism, too? It’s a theory that gains more credence when I realize that a lot of his prison images are anti-authority.

I also notice that Victor is ripped. How can I not? I am, after all, human. He’s built like a swimmer, and his abs form a perfect six-pack.

Stop being a danger slut, Mira, I chide myself. How can you even think about what he looks like after what was in Shkillet’s head?

Or, more importantly, given what I’ve heard about Victor. This tendency to drool over monsters is something I truly despise about myself.

So, to that end, I decide enough’s enough. I need to give Victor a Reading and get the hell out. I’ll be only half-empty of Depth, and that will have to be enough.

I put my arm on his chiseled chest, right on the serene face of Lady Liberty. Physical contact made, I concentrate.

I’m going back far enough to see what he did before he came into this room. With any luck, he might’ve been thinking of blowing up someone’s car. If so, Shkillet won’t be the only person I’ll need to deal with...

***

We’re inside Vera. She moans softly. With her bent over just the way we like, we have a nice view of her naked back. It’s sinewy with muscle. In a perfect world, we like our woman to be a bit curvier, but there’s something about her that we find attractive enough to overlook that fact. Our previous squeeze had nice love handles, but she, unfortunately, didn’t appreciate our interest, instead opting to overdose while we were taking care of business. Women.

Besides the lack of curves on Vera, we also don’t approve of the tattoo on her lower back. It’s of Madonna holding the baby Jesus. When we fuck someone doggy-style, the last thing we need is a religious symbol staring us in the face, particularly since the tattoo artist made Madonna beautiful. Probably wanted to mess with the heads of everyone who’d ever fuck Vera in the future—which is a large number of people. Or, just as likely, the bitch arranged for the tattoo to have this effect herself.

As our thrusts deepen, she moans louder, and that brings us closer to the edge. In an effort to prolong the sensation, we direct our mind off the fucking and onto irrelevant things, like the dimples above her ass.

Unfortunately, they’re actually a turn-on.

So then we try focusing on the little mole on her right shoulder blade. That works for a bit until we notice the way the sweat slicks her skin. Smooth, gleaming skin. Fuck. We lift our head to stare at the blank walls of the VIP room.

I, Mira, disassociate, albeit hesitantly. This is the first time I’ve ever caught a man fucking a woman, and it’s... hot. It’s nothing like Reading them while they fuck me. Of course, I’m not here on a hedonistic vacation. Each moment I spend watching this, a double moment is subtracted from my Depth—because that’s how Reading works. Eugene explained that we share the time with the target. I guess that means that on some level, everyone can get into the Mind Dimension when touched, but non-Readers are pulled in only enough for us to Read them.

I fast-forward Victor’s memories a few minutes into the future.

We’re approaching the table and noticing the girl. She’s the prodigy we’ve heard so much about, the only female katala we’ve ever met—though, to be fair, we met most of those card-shark shysters when doing our time in the all-male Gulag.

We look at her, this girl who’s squeezed so many people dry at our establishment. She has the cheekbones and nose of Russian nobility. Someone in this girl’s lineage must’ve survived the October Revolution back in 1917. Her features have a slight sharpness to them, along with an air of dignity. It’s a contrast to the matreshka-like round face of someone like Vera, who looks like a common Russian farmer’s daughter—and probably is.

With those big blue eyes, long eyelashes, and dark waves of hair, this girl reminds us of our daughter’s latest pictures. Only Nadia looks much more innocent than this one, we think with a mixture of longing and pride. Keeping Nadia innocent is why we made the sacrifice of not being in her life all those years ago. She probably doesn’t even know who we are, so there’s no point dwelling on it. And even if she knows, she’s in Russia, and we can’t go back there.

“It’s so smoky in here; it’s like someone set off a bomb,” the girl who reminds us of our daughter says.

That word—bomb—brings back flashbacks of that day in Chechnya when we lost two of our best comrades. Our heart rate increases, but then we calm down. The girl is just being a spoiled American princess. It happens to all the kids who arrive here. Her Majesty probably expected this illegal gambling club to enforce New York’s non-smoking laws.

I, Mira, separate my mind from Victor’s and feel a hint of disappointment. The fact that my words bring up his experience in Chechnya, which must’ve happened a long time ago, makes him unlikely to be the guy I’m looking for. Especially since he seems to have an aversion to explosions—almost a PTSD-type of reaction. It’s not a certainty that he wasn’t involved, of course, but it’s enough for me to clear him. I’d crossed people off my list based on less credible evidence.

Thus decided, I exit his head.

***

I’m back in the silent room. I’m not going to Read the other players’ minds. I’m going to conserve my Depth instead. I have two more things I have to do.

First, I take a look at the cards everyone else is holding. With the outcome of the next round in my head, I proceed to the second thing and run out of the room. Swiftly, I go through the dark corridor to the nearby bathroom. I check what I came here to check and confirm that it’s still there—the thing that’ll give me a chance when dealing with Shkillet. I’m a little calmer now and glad I took the time to explore this establishment in another Mind Dimension excursion; otherwise, I wouldn’t have known about things hidden in nooks and crannies.

I run back to the room and approach my body. It’s always strange seeing myself like that. Being able to examine myself from all angles used to magnify my teenage insecurities. Normal girls can drive themselves crazy with a mirror, but Readers have it much worse. I remember being depressed about the shape of the back of my ankles not long after my fifteenth birthday. Of course, since my parents’ death, I haven’t thought about shit like that ever again.

I prepare myself for exiting the Mind Dimension and reach out, placing my hand on my frozen self’s face.

And just like that, I’m back in my body.

The sounds are back, and so is the smell of smoke. Victor completes the motion of sitting down in his chair. The dealer finishes dealing. Shkillet stops staring at me, and looks furtively at Victor to see if he would reply to my weird statement.

“What the fuck are you talking about?” says a bald guy who’s smoking a cigar. “If someone brought a bomb in here, Victor would put that bomb into that yebanat’s ass.”

 







CHAPTER 3

 

 

The next few rounds of poker proceed predictably, given that I know which cards everyone is holding, as well as the top cards of the deck. So obviously, I win every round I can. And as I win, I watch Victor’s amusement grow. I’m not sure if it’s my winning that he finds amusing or the men’s reactions. They dare not give me any attitude, but when I sneak a look at Shkillet, I can tell he’s barely hiding his anger. Today, out of spite, I’ve been winning more than I usually do, and two rounds ago, I called Shkillet’s bluff—a bluff that would’ve probably worked if not for my Reading powers.

Since I don’t have a lot of Depth left, I decide that now is the time for me to get out of here. Before I wear out my welcome, so to speak.

“Gentlemen.” I stand up. “It’s been a pleasure.”

“Pleasure taking our money, you mean?” Victor, surprisingly, doesn’t sound angry. More like he’s teasing.

“Sure, that, and it’s nice to finally put a face to the name... Victor.” That might’ve come out too flirtatious, but hell, I’m too wired for finesse at the moment. As I start gathering my stuff, I see Shkillet begin to fidget. I can tell he’s about to leave, too. He’s determined to put that plan of his into motion.

I put my winnings into my purse and slowly walk out, trying not to look suspicious.

I know I should make a run for it once I’m in the hall instead of implementing my more dangerous idea of confronting him. But I don’t. That would be like playing the last rounds of poker so Shkillet would win—something else I could’ve done, but didn’t. He needs a lesson, and I’ll enjoy giving it to him. Maybe with him, I’ll finally get the chance to figure out if I’m capable of doing what must be done when the time comes. My brother doesn’t think I’d take someone’s life. He means it as a compliment, but that’s not how I take it, and tonight, I’m betting my life that my brother is wrong.

I arrive at the bathroom door. Shkillet hasn’t come out of the game room yet. I take out a pack of Marlboro Reds and a lighter from my purse. I don’t really smoke, but pretending to smoke has come in handy at times. Being a girl with a cigarette in her hand is a good icebreaker when the room is full of men with lighters. So I’m a sort of social smoker, I guess. But unlike others, I hate every inhalation. Sometimes when I smoke, I can almost feel the stuff making my lungs and teeth yellow and gross.

As I put the disgusting thing in my mouth, the game room door opens. I light up, inhale, and try not to cough while glancing at the door. Shkillet’s there, and we make fleeting eye contact before I exhale the smoke.

Bait set, I walk into the bathroom.

I close the flimsy door lock behind me, hang my purse on a little hook in an effort to free my hands, and run to the toilet as quickly as possible given the slippery floor and my high heels.

The toilet lid is opened, and I catch a glimpse of the disgusting stuff in the bowl when I throw my now-useless cigarette into it. God, would it have been that difficult to flush the shit? The sight and stench of it reminds me of a nightmare I had a few times about a dirty bathroom. And this reality might be worse than that nightmare if I don’t hurry up.

I reach for the water tank just as I hear the lock on the door being picked.

Shit. He’s faster than I thought he’d be. He must’ve run down that hall like a maniac.

I frantically lift the heavy tank cover... just as the door lock fails.

“What the hell?” Shkillet says in Russian as he steps inside and sees me standing there with the lid in my hands.

Good. Not what he was expecting. And I capitalize on that by throwing the lid at his head with all my strength.

He’s not fast enough to duck.

As he staggers backward with a grunt, I turn and grab the gun in the plastic zipped bag from the tank. I’d found this weapon in one of my earlier excursions in the Mind Dimension. I’m ripping the bag open when someone’s hands grab my left arm.

It’s Shkillet.

His fingers are like pincers digging into my flesh.

I Split into the Mind Dimension to assess the situation.

The sounds of his panting are gone, and I observe us from my new vantage point.

One of his hands is on my arm, and the other is reaching into his boot for the ceramic knife he’s hiding there. His eyebrow is split open—must be where the lid hit him. The blood running from that wound makes his face look ghoulish.

I examine the bag in my hands. I’ve almost opened it, but I’m not sure if I’ll make it before he gets the knife out and uses it. But I can do something else if I aim right.

I look at my statue-like face that’s paralyzed in fear. I’ll try my best to be calmer when I get back into my head. Calmer and lethal.

Grabbing my hand, I jump out of the Mind Dimension and desperately will my muscles to act. As though in slow motion, my leg kicks backwards, aiming for his shin. My foot connects with something.

 

“Bitch!” He falls to his knees. I must’ve hurt his leg.

In the time I bought myself with the kick, I get the gun out. Whirling around, I see the knife already in his hand.

He swings, the knife swishing through the air an inch away from my leg.

Instinctively, I jump to the side, then slam the butt of the gun into his face. It connects with his nose with a disgusting crunch.

He looks stunned for a moment, and I do it again, swinging the heavy handle at his jaw this time.

He tries to grab me, so I hit the back of his head.

He crumples—his head landing right in that disgusting toilet.

Serves the fucker right. Now he’ll drown.

I should gloat, but for some inexplicable reason, I get the urge to kick him away, to get his face out of that toilet. Do I actually want to save his life?

I take a closer look at him. His mouth and nose are above the water, so he won’t drown in that muck.

Funny, but for someone who was just thinking of saving him, I feel a pang of disappointment. The practical side of me knows I can’t let him live. So I take the gun safety off and aim the muzzle at the back of my would-be-rapist-and-murderer’s head.

This is it.

Now I just have to pull the trigger.

Is my hand really shaking? What is wrong with me?

This man deserves to die. Maybe not as much as my parents’ killer, but he does deserve it. And if I don’t kill him, he’ll likely come after me. So shooting him is self-defense. Or a pre-emptive strike, if I have to justify my actions.

And apparently I do—because I can’t squeeze that trigger no matter how many reasons I come up with for doing so. Like: he might be too chicken-shit to come after me. Or: this might be his first attempt at murder. And even: he might change his whole life around after this. Yeah, right. I’m now grasping at straws to come up with excuses for myself, when the truth is that Eugene was right.

It’s not easy to kill a person—even a bad person.

“Is someone in there?” someone says from the other side of the door.

Shit.

I rush to the door and open it a sliver.

“Hey there,” I say to the guy at the door, who looks to be one of the bouncers. “I’m just powdering my nose, and I need to change after that. Can you please use the bathroom upstairs?”

The bouncer mumbles something derogatory about women but starts walking away. Taking no chances, I Split again and Read a second of the bouncer’s mind. He’s going upstairs—that’s the good news. The bad news is that he’s mentally cursing a specific woman, me, and not, say, women in general, or one of the few other possible women who visit this place, like Vera—Victor’s fucktoy from the nearby VIP room.

I guess this makes my decision for me. I can’t shoot Shkillet now. The bouncer will know that I was the one who killed him, even if I run as soon as I fire the shot. I’m not keen to find out how Victor would react to my murdering someone in his place.

I could, though, hold Shkillet’s head under the water until he drowns. That way, no one would come running right away, and I could get away. Plus, the bouncer wouldn’t necessarily think I’d done it—I’m sure he’s seen more than one drunk in Shkillet’s position.

The big question is whether I can actually do it... since I wasn’t able to pull the trigger.

Damn it. I hate that Eugene is right, and today isn’t going to be the day I finally prove my worth to myself.

I stuff the gun into my purse and walk through the place, paranoid all the way to the exit that someone’s going to notice the size of my purse. Luckily, no one stops me. It makes sense, since the time to distrust someone is when he or she is on the way in, not out. Plus, what male bouncer is going to be staring at my purse instead of my cleavage?

Still, I’m only able to breathe normally when I get into my car and put the gun into the glove compartment. Even though I don’t need it, I didn’t want to leave it for Shkillet in case he regains consciousness and decides to come after me. I might not be a cold-blooded killer, but that doesn’t make me stupid.

The drive back home happens in a post-adrenaline-rush haze, for which I’m thankful. I don’t want to think about what just happened. I just want to get home and unwind.

When I arrive at the apartment I share with Eugene, I take my high heels off and tiptoe into my room, stepping over all the junk in the living room. Not for the first time, I promise myself to tidy up, but obviously, not tonight. Closing my bedroom door, I’m super-grateful that I didn’t wake my brother. My earlier plan for a dozen showers forgotten, I get into bed and pass out.

My sleep is interrupted by a recurring nightmare—a skeleton trying to strangle me.

 







CHAPTER 4

 

“Mira, is that you?”

My brother has this annoying habit of talking to me when my mouth is full or when, like now, I’m under a cascade of blissfully warm water, trying to relax.

“No, Eugene, it’s some fucking stranger using our shower!” I slam the sliding door for emphasis.

“Thanks for saying the F word—now I know it’s you!” He bangs on the bathroom door. “Come to the kitchen when you’re done.”

I wish I’d slept instead of tossing and turning all night. Still, the little sleep that I had should keep me going, and this shower is doing wonders.

I put on jeans and a T-shirt and head to the kitchen. My curiosity is piqued because I smell food—an oddity because I don’t think anyone is here besides Eugene. Which would mean that, whatever dish the smell is coming from, he would’ve had to cook it.

“Happy birthday to you,” my brother sings when I enter. “Happy birthday to you—”

“Eugene, please stop. My ears are going to wilt.” I use humor to cover up the fact that I completely forgot about my birthday. With everything that’s happened, it was the last thing on my mind.

“I made pancakes.” He puts a plate in front of me when I sit down at the table. “Eighteen. One for each year.”

“Is that what those brownish ovals are?” I give him a questioning look. “And isn’t it supposed to be a candle for each year, not pancakes?”

“Aha!” He winks and brings his hands out from behind his back. He’s holding a cupcake with a lit candle. The strawberry vanilla cupcake from the local Italian bakery that I like. It’s a miracle he didn’t burn his clothes standing like that.

“Thank you.” I take the pastry and place it on the table. “And thanks for wearing a clean lab coat on this special occasion.”

“You’re welcome.” He’s acting like he didn’t hear my ribbing about the lab coat. “Make a wish.”

A wish. All of a sudden, I feel an ache in my chest. None of my wishes are happy. None are normal. A normal girl would wish to meet a nice guy, someone who’s fun and good-looking. But not me. I wish I could find my parents’ killers and the person who sent them, and then find the will and fortitude to kill them.

“Is something the matter?” Eugene asks.

“No,” I lie, smoothing out my frown. “It’s silly.”

“You wish they were here to say happy birthday?” he says softly, switching to Russian.

I nod. It seems pointless to put it into words. As pointless as wishing.

We share a silence during which I stab the first of my eighteen pancakes with my fork and take a bite.

A bite that I have to stop myself from spitting out.

“Eugene...” I try to swallow the soggy, half-cooked lump in my mouth. “These are awful.”

Oh crap. As soon as I see the hurt look on his face, I realize I could’ve been more tactful. But seriously, these are the worst-tasting pancakes I’ve ever had.

“Sorry.” He demonstratively puts a pancake into his own mouth and chews it. “I did what the algorithm said.” His expression doesn’t change; if he can taste the problem, he’s not showing it.

“They’re called recipes, not algorithms.” I move the plate toward him. “And I’m sure it called for butter and salt, things that make food yummy—stuff that’s clearly missing from these pancake-esque thingies.”

“Potato, potahto... Recipes are algorithms.” He spears another pancake onto his fork. “And salt and butter are bad for you anyway.”

“A lot of good stuff is bad for you.” I reach for the cupcake he bought for me and place it on my plate. “And it’s funny you brought up potatoes. Did you put that in these pancakes? Because there’s this aftertaste—”

“I’m not an idiot, Mira,” he says. “If I made potato pancakes, I would call them draniki. Do you remember how—”

He doesn’t have to finish that question. Of course I remember Mom’s draniki. A cross between pancakes and hash browns, they were the most delicious things ever—and a part of my childhood I’ll never have again.

I interrupt him by demonstratively blowing out the candle and taking a bite of my cupcake, making that yumminess-signifying, “Mmmmmmm,” as I do so.

Eugene smiles at first, but then his face goes dark, an expression so intense and unnatural for him that it frightens me. And considering he’s looking over my shoulder, I’m really hoping it’s not a huge-ass spider.

“What’s that?” He points in that same direction.

“What’s what?” Oh shit. Maybe it’s one of those giant cockroaches that thrive in this building’s garbage disposal system. Or their competitors, the rats.

“That.” He stands up and peers at me. “The black-and-blue claw mark on your arm.”

I look at my left bicep. Fuck. It seems that Shkillet left a bruise when he grabbed me yesterday.

“It’s nothing.” I tug my sleeve down—not that it does much good. “Don’t worry about it.”

“It’s not nothing.” An even darker look crosses his face. “How stupid do you think I am?”

“Do you really want me to answer that?” I take a bite of my cupcake and regret it immediately. I know where this is going, and the delicious cupcake begins to taste like cardboard.

“I heard you come in late last night.” He sits back down slowly. “You were doing that again. You were consorting with those monsters.”

“Calm down.” I brush the cupcake crumbs from my fingers.

“How the hell am I supposed to calm down?” He plants his palms on the table, about to shove himself upright again—until I grab his arm. I can feel the tension in him as he yells, “You’re coming home with fucking bruises, and you’re telling me not to worry about it? It’s my job to protect you, and you’re on your way to getting yourself killed!”

“Lower your voice, please,” I say through clenched teeth. “It’s not your fucking job to protect me.”

“How can you be so dumb—”

I’ve had enough. Grabbing the plate from the table, I hurl it toward the stove.

Eugene watches it shatter with utter shock, even though this isn’t the first tantrum he’s seen me throw in his lifetime. More like the hundredth in the past two years alone.

“Mira, I—” he begins.

“Shut up.” I rise to my feet.

“Wait, Mirochka. Seriously, I’m sorry—”

I don’t hear the rest because I storm into my bedroom and slam the door shut behind me. Then I crank up some music and begin throwing clothes into a bag: something casual, a gym outfit, and, on a whim, a nice dress I bought months ago after a spree of poker wins. I also throw in some shoes. I want to make sure I have what I need so I won’t have to come back here today—because if I do, I’ll have to deal with Eugene’s sulking.

“I’m not mad,” I say when I open the door again. “I just need to get out of the apartment.”

“Don’t go, Mirochka—”

“Thank you for the birthday wishes.” I sling the bag over my shoulder. “I mean it. It was nice.”

“You’re welcome.” He pinches the bridge of his nose. Eugene knows me well enough to know there’s no salvaging this situation right now.

Still, I feel like the biggest asshole as I leave the house.

***

Yoga class helps a little. A pretty boy checking out my yoga-pants-clad butt helps a little more. After the gym, I head to my favorite sushi place. That and hot sake make me feel almost like a normal person.

Almost like my birthday is worth celebrating.

Determined to enjoy feeling normal for as long as possible, I take a lengthy walk on the Brighton Beach boardwalk. I try to stay focused on the nice weather, but my thoughts eventually turn to my investigation, as they always do these days.

They said my parents’ death was a mob-on-mob hit. Eugene Read the detectives investigating the case, and learned that the police had cut short the investigation as soon as they learned of the Russian mob’s involvement. But my dad was never in the Russian mob. He was a scientist, like Eugene. It didn’t make any sense until Eugene told me something else that he saw in the mind of the detectives: signs of Pushing.

Pushers are the other side of the coin among people who can enter the Mind Dimension. They’re like us—except they control people’s minds, instead of reading them. And they hate us just as much as we hate them. It’s not a huge surprise those evil fuckers are involved in this somehow, especially given Dad’s research into our abilities.

As soon as I learned all this, I knew I had to take the investigation into my own hands. My brother honors our parents’ memory by focusing on Dad’s research, but I do it differently. I do it by trying to hunt down their murderers, and if it drives my brother crazy, so be it. I’m not a little girl anymore. In fact, as of today, I’m officially an adult—though I haven’t felt like a child for a long time.

Determined to get back into my earlier birthday-enjoyment groove, I go to the movies. The one I choose is a romantic comedy, and I enjoy it immensely for the fiction that it is. Those writers make these things so light and fluffy, it’s like a fairy tale. In real life—at least in my real life—people are self-destructive, violent liars who will cheat and steal if they can get away with it. Outside of the mob, they put on a façade of civility, but as a Reader, I know what hides behind their polite smiles. In the mob, they don’t even try to hide it. The criminals are more honest, in a way. Then again, the depravity of some of the things I Read in Victor’s club and other similar places is mind-boggling. I sometimes can’t sleep for weeks after getting one of those ‘snuff Reads’—

I shake my head. Man, I need to get back some positivity.

To do that, I grab some ice cream before leaving the movie theater. Nothing is more positive than ice cream.

Afterwards, I decide against getting dinner. Instead, I go into the theater bathroom to change into my killer dress, and while I’m at it, I put on some makeup and a pair of high heels. It’s time to have some fun and go clubbing. Why the hell not? It’s my fucking birthday.

***

“Are you Russian?” is what I think the guy tries to say to me over the pounding music of the dance club.

“Da,” I yell, nodding to the beat.

“Can I buy you a drink?” he says in Russian. Or I assume that’s what he says because I catch the Russian word for drink over the noise, and he also puts his hand to his mouth in that universal drinking gesture. Not to mention, he points at the bar.

I look the guy over. Tall, broad-shouldered, he looks like the kind of guy I would’ve liked if I’d remained normal. Since I’m trying to be normal tonight, I let him buy me a Grey Goose with Red Bull, my party-all-night drink.

I love these Russian-owned clubs, even if sometimes the owners are in the mob. The vodka selection is always topnotch, the DJs are great at mixing the tracks, the music they mix is more to my taste, and the bartenders never ask for ID. I have a fake one, of course, but I prefer not to be asked. What’s more, here they never give you that I-know-that-ID-is-fake-but-hey-now-I’m-off-the-hook-little-girl look.

As I sip my drink, the guy introduces himself and gives me some compliments, but I only hear bits and pieces. Finally, I have to lean in and yell into his ear, “I can barely hear you!”

“Would you like to dance?” He leans down, yelling into my ear, and I can finally hear him.

“Absolutely.” I’m about to add his name, but realize that I can’t remember it. Talk about embarrassing. I can’t ask him now. Of course, I can always Split and check his wallet for an ID, so maybe later I’ll do that.

He’s a great dancer, with a sense of rhythm that I haven’t been lucky enough to run into before. And speaking of lucky, I’ve lucked out in that he’s also just the right amount of grabby. Although, after a song or two, with the buzz from the drink starting to hit my brain, I decide that he’s not grabby enough. I take his hands and stick them on my butt. He, smart guy that he is, gets the point, and from here on out, there’s a lot more touching. He even goes for some ear-nibbling, which I approve of.

We dance like that for at least ten songs. My legs begin to ache, and my head is spinning. I feel great. I feel as if... well, as if it’s my fucking birthday.

Another few songs, and I’m grinding against him. He clearly likes it—that or there’s a flashlight in his pocket that I hadn’t noticed before.

“Do you want to get out of here?” he asks me eventually.

“Sure.” I give him one last grind—in case there’s any misunderstanding as to where this night is headed. “Let’s go to your place.”

He’s holding my hand as we start making our way through the crowd, and then, suddenly, he stops.

He’s staring at the chest of a gargantuan bouncer.

“Leave,” the bouncer growls. He must have sixty pounds’ worth of lungs alone; I can hear him clearly over all the noise. “She stays.”

“What’s the problem?” the guy asks.

“You didn’t hear me?” The bouncer starts rolling up his sleeves—never a good sign. In a Russian nightclub, could be a deadly sign.

“It’s all right,” I yell at my guy. “I know this man.”

“You’re with him?” His lips become a thin line. “Why didn’t you tell me you were with someone?”

I shrug, taking his anger as a compliment. I’d love to tell him the truth, but whatever this shit with the bouncer is about, there’s no reason to bring a civilian into it. Especially a guy who showed me a good time.

The guy walks away, shaking his head.

“Upstairs,” the bouncer barks. “This way.” He leads me up the stairs and points to a closed door with a tinted glass window in it. There’s no way I can see what’s waiting for me inside.

Damn. I shouldn’t have left the gun in my car. Oh well, I think, and open the door.

“Hello,” Victor says when the bouncer opens the door for me. “We need to talk.”

Of all the clubs owned by shady people, I clearly chose the worst one.

And then I realize there’s someone else in the room.

A man I didn’t expect to see, let alone this soon.

Shkillet, his face black and blue with the injuries I inflicted, gives me a look that says, “You’re dead now, bitch.”

 







CHAPTER 5

 

“You have questionable taste in comrades, Victor.” I’m not going to let either of them think they’ve thrown me. Never let them see you sweat—it’s a motto I live by.

Shkillet’s face reddens, and he reaches for his boot, but stops. “She’s trying to disrespect you,” he whispers to Victor, loudly enough that I can hear.

“When I want your opinion, Shkillet, I will provide it.” Victor rises from his chair as Shkillet’s red face turns white. “As for you, my lovely friend—” Victor inclines his head toward me, “—there’s a very good reason why he’s here.”

“And that would be what? You need your toilets licked clean?” I stare at Shkillet, not backing down from the threat I see in his eyes.

“You whore.” Shkillet’s fingers twitch, likely itching to get to that knife. I know; I’ve felt that same hatred myself. Thankfully, he elects to spit on the ground instead of trying to skewer me.

“Spit on my floor again, and you’ll be licking it off, Shkillet, understand? Also don’t speak again until I say you can.” If looks actually could kill, Victor’s would’ve already murdered Shkillet ten times over. “Do I make myself clear?”

Shkillet nods, and I can tell it’s killing him to do so.

Victor glares at him. “Say it.”

Shkillet exhales. “I’ll wait for you to ask me to speak, Victor.” It sounds as if the words are being pulled from him.

“Now.” Victor tugs his sleeves down. “As I was saying, there is a reason he’s here, and it’s because an accusation has been made.”

“An accusation?” I try not to sound challenging—a task I, admittedly, have trouble with on occasion.

“Our comrade here told me some disturbing things about you.” Victor leans against a table, arms crossed. “He claims that you work with the cops as a snitch, or worse, that you’re a cop yourself.”

“What?” I didn’t expect that, and I don’t have any clever, or even dumb, comebacks for him. “What are you talking about?”

“He said you’d deny it.” Victor picks up a shot glass that’s been standing on his desk and downs the contents in one gulp. “But his story is rather persuasive, so I figured we should talk.”

This is bad. If Victor really believes this, I’m as good as dead. He wouldn’t threaten a cop and let her live. Then again, if he truly believed I was a cop, given what I know of Victor, I would already be dead. I debate Splitting and Reading him to figure out what’s what, but decide against it. After yesterday, my Depth is fairly low, even if some was recovered in the twenty-four hours that have passed. Still, if I overuse it, I’ll go Inert and be unable to Split for many days.

“I’m not a cop.” I start to fold my arms in front of my chest, realize it’s a defensive gesture, and run my hands through my hair instead. “That’s a ridiculous notion that only that syphilitic excuse for a brain could’ve come up with—”

“Suka.” The Russian insult comes out of Shkillet with a snarl.

“I thought I told you to shut it.” Victor points one threatening finger at Shkillet. “It’s not that ridiculous, my dear. He says cops—your colleagues—did that to his face.”

“Cops didn’t do it. I did.”

“I wasn’t done.” Now I’m the recipient of Victor’s threatening finger. “What he said is just a piece of the puzzle, you see. After that last game yesterday, I asked around.”

“And?” I ask, not liking where this is going.

“And you do have a tendency to... How should I put this delicately? To ask some odd questions during pillow talk.”

Shkillet sneers, and I try not to blush. It’s true that I’ve slept with a few gangsters. No one too monstrous, mind you, but definitely bad boys. I didn’t do it just to get information, though. I was attracted to them—though I’m not sure if that makes it better or worse. Yeah, I did end up asking about explosion experts when a good moment presented itself, and if it just happened to be post-coitus... Well, that’s when most men seem to let their guard down.

“I’m just interested in certain things.” I shrug. “Maybe I’m looking for someone to do a job for me. To settle a score. That doesn’t make me a cop.”

Victor stares at me. I meet his gaze. I’m determined not to show any weakness. And right now, my knees are feeling pretty weak. I don’t know what Victor has up his proverbial sleeve, and I don’t know where he’s going with this. I do much better when I have all the information.

“There’s also the matter of your name. You claim it’s Ilona, but we both know that you also go by Mira and Yulia and a bunch of others.”

Crap. Where did he get that from? I thought I’d covered my tracks well. Changing my name was actually for my brother’s sake, the going theory being that whoever killed Dad, if controlled by a Pusher, would want Eugene dead as well. But I can’t exactly tell Victor that.

“I win large sums of money.” I think really hard and really quickly, something I’ve learned to be good at. “Not just from you, but other legal venues as well. You can check with your people in Vegas. Given that, I think it’s only natural for me to want to retain some anonymity.”

“I can see that. To a point.” Victor takes a big bottle of vodka and refills his shot glass. “But you must see how, bundled together, this doesn’t look good.”

“No, I don’t agree.” I shift my weight from one foot to another. “I’d make the worst, most conspicuous undercover cop in the history of undercover work. I mean, I’m usually the only woman at those games. I stick out like a sore thumb.”

“She has a point there.” Victor waves his shot glass in Shkillet’s direction. “Even if I’d use a prettier metaphor to describe her.”

“Why are you even listening to her?” Shkillet says in frustration. “She’ll say anything to get out of here with her head still attached.”

“Because something more is going on here.” Victor downs the shot he’s been holding. “And I find this one rather interesting.”

“Then let me make her talk.” Shkillet takes his knife out, his hands practically shaking with eagerness. “Two minutes, and she’ll admit that she’s a cop, just like I say she is.”

“We’ll talk about you sneaking a weapon into this establishment in a moment.” Victor gives him a furious look. “First, I want to point something out to you. I ask the questions. I don’t need your help. I’m a good judge of people, and I know she’s hiding something. But I also think you’re not telling everything.”

“Oh, he’s hiding things from you,” I say, deciding to escalate matters.

“Is that so?” Victor raises his eyebrows, as if I can’t possibly know what I’m talking about. “What would he dare hide?”

“The fact that it was me who fucked up his face, as I was trying to explain earlier,” I say. “And that’s just for starters.”

“That’s a lie.” Shkillet’s knuckles whiten around the hilt of his knife. “It was the cops.”

“Also, he’s hiding the fact that he’s disrespected you.” I ignore Shkillet’s denial. “He’s said things behind your back.”

“Before you go further, my dear Ilona—” Victor holds up his hand, “—you should know that I won’t treat a baseless accusation like that lightly.”

“Baseless accusation, like calling me a cop?” I narrow my eyes at Victor. “How’s this? He said he fucked your mistress. Though I think he actually raped her, because what woman in her right—”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Shkillet growls, but shuts up when he looks at Victor.

I see why. Victor’s face darkens, and it’s scary to see, especially since it’s most likely me, not Shkillet that he’s angry at.

Without a word, Victor reaches into his desk, pulls out a gun, and places it on the desk with a loud clink of metal on glass. “I think you didn’t understand me when I said I wouldn’t take to this sort of shit lightly.”

 I nod. “I understood. But did he?” I point to Shkillet.

“You’re a cop,” Shkillet shouts. “And I sure as hell didn’t go near Victor’s lady.”

“Oh really?” I say. “Then how would I know her name is Vera, if not from you?”

“You’re a cop.” Shkillet moves the knife from one hand to another, nervously.

“And how about the fact that she has a tattoo on her back of the Madonna holding the baby Jesus? The tattoo with a face you wanted to come all over?” I say. “Do I know that also because I’m a cop? Because you told my ‘colleagues’ that when they beat you up? How about the claim you made that she has a muscular back with dimples and a mole on her right shoulder? You’re trying to say that it was some other fucking rapist who told people that?”

Victor’s face is the most frightening thing I’ve seen in a long time. Shkillet sees it, he sees Victor reach for the gun, and he completely flips out, lunging at me with the knife.

Now I Split—no point in having leftover Depth if I’m dead.

In the Mind Dimension, I walk over to Shkillet so I can Read him to verify his intent. As I suspected, he knows he’s a dead man and wants to make sure he takes me down with him.

Fuck. I overdid it with him. I didn’t think he’d go for the kamikaze thing. At least he made me look honest, which means Victor will probably not only kill him, but do it slowly. Still, if Shkillet kills me first, his destiny will be only a small consolation for me.

I look at Victor. He’s still angry, but confused, too. He didn’t expect Shkillet to do what he did either. Like me, he probably didn’t think the man had the balls for it.

I look at the path of Shkillet’s body and the knife. I try my best to project it another foot, to where my frozen self is. I now know what I have to do.

Somewhat encouraged, I get out of the Mind Dimension.

As soon as my consciousness is back in my body, I begin to twist myself just the right way and step aside, hoping I didn’t miscalculate.

Shkillet’s knife swooshes through the air an inch from my neck.

I didn’t miscalculate, thank God.

Shkillet comes to a dead stop, his beady eyes wide with shock. He can’t believe I escaped his attack.

I see a blur of movement so I Split again.

Shit. He recovered too quickly. He’s frozen in the process of making a wide swing at me. Unless I do something, he’s going to disembowel me with that knife.

I look at Victor. In the few moments that have passed, he’s grabbed the gun from his desk. But even if it’s my opponent rather than me that Victor intends to shoot, it’ll take too long for him to complete that movement, let alone aim the gun and fire it at Shkillet.

Besides, if he did that, there’s no telling whether he’d shoot the wrong person—namely, me—given how close I’m standing to Shkillet. I decide against Reading Victor to see who he’s going to aim that gun at. I have no Depth to waste on questions where the answer won’t help the situation at hand. Instead, I Split back.

Even before my mind is back in my body, I begin mentally playing out a maneuver that I can best describe as a hula-hoop move. I try to do it over and over, to make sure it’s the first and only thing that my body does when it gets the mind back. My body moves in the desired motion, but not fast enough, and I feel a burning pain in my side.

A pain that makes me involuntarily Split again.

Please, God, don’t let me see myself dying. I turn to look at my frozen body in the Mind Dimension.

I’m in luck. Even though the hula-hoop move wasn’t entirely successful, it did get me far enough out of the knife’s path. Shkillet only grazed my side. And now he’s off-balance.

I Split and get back to real time with a whirling kick to Shkillet’s balls, a move I’ve done many times since starting my investigation. Nothing stops a man as quickly as a hit in that vulnerable place, and no man has ever deserved it more than Shkillet.

As my foot connects, Shkillet squeals loudly and grabs his damaged family jewels. Remembering Victor’s unfinished vodka bottle, I grab it, determined to bring it down on Shkillet’s head. But before I can, a shot rings out.

My heart feels like it’s going to jump out of my ribcage as the room goes silent.

I automatically Split again and look around. My real body doesn’t look like it’s been shot. There’s some more blood flowing from where Shkillet’s knife grazed me, but that’s it. When I glance at Victor’s gun, I can’t tell where he’s pointing it because the air around the barrel is filled with smoke.

When I turn toward Shkillet, however, I see that the right side of his skull is flying away, with bits of blood and brain matter frozen in the air. So that’s where Victor was aiming. And what’s more, there’s another bullet frozen midway on its trajectory toward Shkillet’s chest.

Exhaling in relief, I decide to spend a few more precious moments of my Depth to Read Victor’s intentions. If he’s planning to shoot me, I want to know about it, even if there’s not much I can do to stop him. Then again, maybe I’ll throw that vodka bottle at him—get one last shot in before I go.

Inside Victor’s head, I experience rage mixed with awe mixed with confusion. It’s impossible to tell what he’ll do for sure, so I leave the Mind Dimension and get ready to face whatever is in store for me.

Victor looks at Shkillet’s bleeding body, then looks at me, the gun pointing at me for a brief, heart-pounding moment, but then he slowly lowers the weapon.

A bouncer rushes into the room. “What the fuck, boss? Your glass door is not that soundproof. If I heard it outside, anyone on the dance floor could’ve, too.”

“We’ll need some private cleaning in here.” Victor puts his gun down on the table. “And as for the noise, tell the DJ to make up an excuse about a problem with his equipment. Also tell him to announce a half hour of open bar, starting now.”

“Got it.” The bouncer exhales and rolls his shoulders as he heads out the door. “That’ll work, especially the second part.”

“I’m not sure what just happened,” Victor says when the bouncer leaves. “What you said about Vera was accurate, and only someone who’s seen her naked would know those things. But something doesn’t ring true because I have a hard time believing he’d dare.” Victor waves toward what’s left of Shkillet, and shakes his head. “Still, I did underestimate the little creep tonight. I ought to put on his tombstone: ‘Shkillet, the underestimated.’”

“I’d make that ‘Shkillet, the underestimated rapist.’” I give the dead body a shove with my foot.

“I don’t know about that part.” Victor extends his hand for the bottle I’m still holding.

“Believe what you want.” I hand him the bottle. “Ask around. He was a rapist.”

“But did he do that to Vera?” Victor frowns, pouring himself another shot. “That’s what I have trouble with. Wouldn’t she have told me?”

“She was probably ashamed. It happens a lot with rape victims. All I can say is, if he didn’t, he sure lied about it. Just like he lied about me being a cop.”

“And you’re not?” Victor gulps down the shot. “You moved like some Spetsnaz soldier when he attacked you. It was—”

“I have good reflexes.” I have to get his mind off what he thinks he saw. “That’s all. It doesn’t make me a cop.”

“But it does make you an accessory to this.” He points to Shkillet. “But here’s what bothers me. If he lied and didn’t fuck her, how’d he know what she had on her back?”

“Well, we can’t ask him now.” I shrug. “Maybe he was a peeping tom? That’s not strange for a rapist.”

“Perhaps.” He gives me a suspicious stare. “Or maybe you are. Did you see me fuck her yesterday? Did you watch us and use the info to make it look like he disrespected me?”

“You wish. That’s one of your voyeuristic fantasies. Besides, wouldn’t you close the door and have some bouncer guard it if you were fucking?”

Victor sighs and rakes his fingers through his hair. “Talking to you is as frustrating as talking to Nadia. You’re too good of a liar—probably helps you during poker.”

I shrug and pretend not to know he’s talking about his daughter.

“So.” Victor exhales. “The fact that he attacked you could mean you’re right. Maybe he knew that if he didn’t attack you, his death would’ve been... slow.”

“You give him too much credit. He’s not that smart—only crazy.” I twirl my finger next to my temple in a gesture for insanity.

Victor chuckles, but then he stops abruptly and stares at me.

Feeling like I’m under a magnifying glass, I can’t help but notice the throbbing in my wound. The adrenaline rush has worn off, and it hurts like a son of a bitch.

“You’re bleeding.” He frowns.

“It’s nothing.” I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of admitting to weakness. “But thanks for your concern.”

“Listen, whatever-your-name-is, I want to continue this conversation someday.”

Great. Just what I don’t need. I think it, but don’t verbalize it.

“In the meantime,” he continues, “I’ll spread the word that you’re under my protection so you won’t need to worry about the likes of Shkillet in the future.”

I’m at a loss for words. I didn’t expect him to say that. That’s the third time I’m surprised today. I really should Read people more if I don’t want these surprises, but it’s tricky because of my limited Depth.

“Here’s my card.” He hands it to me as if this is a normal business deal. “Call me if you need anything.”

I take the card. Then he walks to the door and lets his bouncers in.

“Take her to the hospital,” Victor tells the big guy who brought me here earlier. “Put the bill on my tab.” He looks at me after the bouncer nods. “I’ll be seeing you later, Ilona.”

Numb with shock, I let myself be herded through the club. There’s no sign of the guy I’d danced with. Oh well. It’s not like that would’ve been anything more than a one-night stand. I’m nothing if not realistic. There’s no room in my life for a relationship.

***

Patched up and tired as a dog, I take a cab from the hospital to my car.

As I watch the streets whiz by, I have a million thoughts running through my head. They fight with one another, but the one that keeps getting my attention is that I have to get away. Away from Brooklyn, away from gangsters, away from all this shit. I need to let things settle here.

It’s a smart idea, but what can I do? Where should I go?

Ideas pop up, then fizzle out. Should I visit Vegas again? No, I’d need a new set of IDs for that, since they’re onto me big-time in that town. Monte Carlo is still out of reach; my fake papers aren’t good enough for Europe.

As I get home and sneak into my room again, I realize that there is another place I could go. It’s closer, and there’s less heat for me there, even if it’s not that far distance-wise.

By the time I get into bed, I’m on board with my new plan. I’ll get a couple of nights of good sleep, get my stitches taken out, patch things up with Eugene, and then grab a bus to Atlantic City.

Has anyone been this excited about a trip to New Jersey before? I don’t know, and I don’t care. My world becomes all about the softness of my pillow as I fall into a blissful and much-deserved sleep.

 

THE END


Shifted Undercover

by C. E. Black

 

Between secrets and deceit, lies an untamed desire neither of them can resist.

 

Nikki Hughes is newly married to a man she’s only known for six months. Adam is the perfect guy. He’s loving, hot as hell and only has eyes for Nikki. They have spent months getting to know each other and falling madly in love, but Nikki hasn’t been completely honest with Adam. She has a secret life he knows nothing about, and she plans on keeping it that way.

 

Nikki has a job to do. One that means the difference between life or death. So what if she’s on a flight traveling to their honeymoon destination. Except, how is she supposed to work a secret job with a sexy as sin husband trying to seduce her every ten minutes? Well, it is one the reasons she agreed to marry the insufferable man so easily.

 

When all hell breaks loose on the flight, Nikki finds herself in a deadly situation. And she quickly comes to realize that she’s not the only one keeping secrets in this relationship.

 


CHAPTER 1

 

Now boarding flight 342 to Miami, first class...

 

“That’s us.” The deep voice sent my stomach fluttering, as I grabbed my carry on and followed my husband to the attendant.

Husband!

I couldn't believe I actually had a husband. I shook my head, still processing the last few months of my life. It was such a blur.

“Here, let me get that,” he said.

Adam reached for what was the equivalent of a large purse that I’d planned to bring with me on the plane, but my grip tightened on the straps. “No, no, I got it.”

“Are you sure?” His head cocked to the side as he smiled, sending his adorable brown, wavy hair falling over one eye. The prominent dimples of his grin had a tendency to make me go weak in the knees and way too agreeable at times. This time, however, I had to hold my own.

“Yeah.” Nodding, I looked away.

“Alright,” he murmured, and turned to the flight attendant. I breathed a sigh of relief as I handed her my boarding pass.

“Have a good flight, Mrs. Hughes,” she said, with a bright smile. I smiled back, but she had already moved on to the passengers behind us.

As we boarded, my gaze scanned the interior of the plane. It was the first time I’d sat in first class. Though I’d protested that economy would have been fine, Adam wanted us to have the best of everything on this trip. It was our honeymoon, after all.

Sitting down, I placed my bag at my feet and shifted to look out the window. No beautiful sky to see just yet. Only an endless amount of pavement.

 “Nikki?” Adam asked, as he sat down beside me.

“Hmm?” I answered back, without turning away from the window.

His fingers gripped  my chin, the tips rough and calloused from years of working with his hands. He turned my face toward him for a kiss and right away, my stiff shoulders relaxed a notch.

I opened my mouth to receive  his skilled tongue, as his fingers brushed lightly against my cheeks. I’d never known a man that could kiss like Adam could. He teased, his teeth nipping my lips between tentative caresses of his tongue, before he delved into my mouth completely. Both of his hands now held my head in place, possessing me in the most seductive way. It was probably the number one reason I’d said yes when he’d asked me to marry him.

“Now,” he murmured, as he licked his lips, causing my heart to skip a beat. “What’s with the stress? The wedding is over. No more plans, or worries about who wants what where. It’s our honeymoon. Relax.” He grinned.

Stressed? He has no idea.

“You’re right,” I agreed, and leaned in to kiss him quickly. His palm cradled my cheek and when I would have pulled away, he groaned and deepened the kiss. I could do nothing but oblige.

We were both breathing heavily by the time we broke apart. As his lips pulled away from mine, he moaned once again. “I swear, five and half hours is too long a wait to be inside of you. Please tell me you’re up for joining the mile high club? I beg you,” he whispered into my ear.

My internal muscles clenched into a pre-orgasmic spasm as he spoke the words. I crossed my legs to ease the ache he caused so easily, but it didn’t help. 

“Only two hours until we reach Miami,” I reminded him with a grin. We were headed to the Cayman Islands for a weeklong honeymoon, but there was no getting out of the layover in Miami.

“Two hours too long,” he groaned. “I don’t think I can wait.” His eyes pleaded, and I could have sworn his bottom lip poked out a bit.

I chuckled and said, “Maybe.”

Growling, he nipped my earlobe, causing me to giggle. The way his eyes heated when he looked down at me was the second reason why I’d married him. Only I could bring that look into his eyes. It was a heady and powerful feeling. One I never wanted to lose.

Take-off was a breeze and once we reached altitude, we both relaxed back into our seats and I let go of the death grip I had on the arm rests. Like I’d said… easy peasy.

Adam held my hand, his fingers interlaced with mine, as he laid his head back to rest his eyes, he’d said. Why he didn’t just admit he wanted to take a nap, I had no idea. I, on the other hand, read the suspense novel I’d brought along, though I’d been on the same page for over half an hour, nervously waiting for an excuse to leave my seat.

Usually, these situations didn’t bother me, but I’d also never had my husband sitting next to me either. It felt so strange having him with me… almost terrifying, just as much as it was a comfort. Strange combo indeed, I mused.

Being with Adam was like tumbling through a whirlwind. Everything happened so fast, my head spun. But I’d never been happier. 

We met at a local deli in DC when I’d stopped in to grab a quick bite to eat. Sitting alone and checking the local news on my phone, I had been surprised when a large man walked up, asking to sit with me. 

“There’s no more seats,” he’d said, smiling. “Mind if I join you?”

I remember the tingle that began in my toes and worked its way up my spine when I’d first heard the deep rumble of his voice. I’d never heard anything so sexy in my life. And that smile… talk about a panty dropper!

My eyes had done a slow perusal of his tall frame, taking in every long, broad inch of the man, before I’d finally reached those deep blue eyes. My lips had parted in a silent gasp as I stared. I must have nodded or said yes, I couldn’t remember. But his smile was sweet, and a tiny hint of pink had colored his cheeks as he sat down.

It took a few minutes for me to pull myself out of the lust-filled stupor he’d caused, but once he began talking, I relaxed. I found that he loved to talk, and I enjoyed listening to him. Though he wasn’t like those guys that just wanted to talk about themselves. He’d asked me a million and one questions, and I had to remind him to eat his sandwich multiple times. He never complained or said I was too bossy. He just picked it up, took a bite, swallowed, and began talking again, like it was the most natural thing in the world to listen to me.

He spoke about the construction company that he owned and operated with his best friend, Chris. I told him I was an accountant that worked from home. Thankfully, that didn’t seem to bore him at all.

Next thing I knew, we were flirting, then exchanging numbers. Six months later, here we were, married and beginning a life together. It was exciting, if not a little scary. There was so much we didn’t know about one another. In fact, I was keeping quite a large secret from the love of my life, and somehow, I had to find a way to keep it that way.

Stretching my neck left and right, I heard the satisfying sound of my joints popping, and decided I’d give the pretext of needing the ladies room. But before I could make my excuses, my hand was suddenly pressed against a long, rigid length that pulsed under my palm.

I glanced at my husband from under lowered lashes and contracted my fist around his cock as it bulged against the zipper of his soft khakis. The flash of his cerulean blue eyes darkened into the color of the deepest denim. The sexy groan that slipped from his lips sent a white hot flare of desire straight to my core, leaving me wet and wanting.

“Meet me in the bathroom.”  His voice rumbled and I bit my lip as I rubbed his length beneath his tan slacks. His hips thrust, and my breath caught in my throat. “Please,” he whispered, and I was a goner. How in the hell could I say no to this man? Answer? I didn’t.

Grabbing my bag, I stood and slid by him, making sure to brush my ass against his bulge as I went by. A sharp pinch to my ass cheek had me holding back a yelp, as I jumped slightly into the aisle. I turned to give my husband a warning glare, though it lacked heat from the grin I couldn’t hold back.

“Wench,” he scolded. His grin turned wicked as he licked his lips. “You’ll pay for that.”

Raising one eyebrow, I said, “Looking forward to it.” Then I swayed down the aisle, making sure my ass wiggled enticingly enough to- “Grrrr,” Adam growled, and my lips widened into a satisfied grin.

Every time.

 







CHAPTER 2

 

As I swayed down the aisle, my mind was only half focused on our sexy rendezvous. The other half needed to focus, and as I came closer to the front of the cabin, my attention went solely to the two men sitting to my right. 

Their heads were bowed, hidden by the backrests of their seats. But as I drew closer, I was able to get a better look. The man seated by the widow had caramel skin that looked pale, as beads of sweat dotted his forehead. He glanced up and pierced me with his coffee brown stare. I smiled politely with a nod, and gave a fleeting look at his lap, where his wrists were handcuffed  together. I kept my features blank, not allowing my gaze to linger for too long, as I continued walking toward the restroom. 

I had only gotten a short glimpse of the man sitting next to him, but he hadn’t held my interest as much. My curiosity was with the prisoner. Why had he looked so nervous? Of course, being arrested would make anyone anxious. And many people hated to fly. But my professional mind whirled with possibilities.

Sighing, I put the prisoner out of my mind for the time being. This moment was only for Adam and me. Shutting the restroom door behind me, I studied the tiny cubicle and chuckled to myself. It was going to be a tight fit, but I wouldn’t be surprised if Adam gave it his best shot anyway.

Shaking my head, I reached under my skirt for my panties, thankful for my clothing choice that morning. Long and loose, the blue bohemian style skirt would mean easy access for my impatient husband. I stuffed the panties in my bag and fixed my skirt, just as there was a light tap on the door.

I had been right. Adam took up most of the tiny space, his shoulders so broad they just about reached from one wall to the other. I was crowded against the small sink, my eyes level with his expansive chest. My hands immediately reached for him, my palms laying on all that solid muscle, smoothing over the hard bulges. Adam looked at me intently, his gaze half lidded as he licked his lips.

“This is a tight fit,” I told him.

“I like tight fits,” he growled.

He didn’t waste any more time talking. He captured my lips in a forceful kiss that spoke of his hunger, almost as much as the rigid length of his cock pressing against my stomach did. Our hands became a frenzy of movements. Mine went for his belt, as he palmed my breasts. He slid his thumbs back and forth over the sensitive peaks. It was arousing and maddening all at once. I wanted his skin on mine, flesh to flesh, but we were too far gone and neither bothered taking off our shirts.

As I reveled in his touch, I did some teasing of my own. My hand gripped his now freed cock, sliding up and down the thick length, squeezing at just the right spot to elicit a deep rumble from his chest.

“Hurry,” I breathed against his lips, just before his tongue possessed me again. My skirt was suddenly gathered at my waist, and long fingers parted my drenched folds. I moaned and whimpered, begging for more, but he kept his touch soft and light, knowing how turned on that would make me.

“You’re so wet,” he murmured against my lips. Slipping a finger inside of me, he groaned as I clenched around him. “And tight. Damn, you feel so good,” he said, sliding that incredible digit in and out, with a slow pace that drove me crazy.

I was suddenly hoisted into the air, held in the impressive arms of my husband. Spreading my legs, I wrapped them around his hips and rubbed my drenched center against his cock. “Now, please,” I cooed, earning another deep growl.

“Your wish,” he murmured. 

My ass landed on the edge of the counter as he began working himself inside me. My hips wiggled to help him along, as I whimpered my impatience. He pressed forward, stretching me deliciously, until finally, I was full. We both sighed in relief, though it didn’t last long. Rapidly, it was becoming too much. I need him to move. Desperately.

Adam’s head fell to my neck, licking the salty skin as he moaned and cursed. “God!” he exclaimed. “I love being inside you.”

“I love it too,” I whispered. “But I love it more when you move.”

“God, yes,” he exclaimed quietly, and pulled out only to thrust into me again. My head fell back, and my fingers dug into his strong shoulders. His cock slid in and out, slowly at first, driving me mad with passion, until he couldn’t handle it anymore and picked up the pace.

He had one arm wrapped around my upper back, while the other held my hip, the possessive grip helping him control the angle of his thrust. A cry built up in my throat as his pelvis rubbed my clit with every plunge. Knowing me so well, Adam claimed my mouth just at the right time, drowning out my screams of ecstasy. 

My orgasm rippled around his cock, squeezing him like a vise and causing him to thrust with more force. Then, with one last plunge, he slammed into me hard, his cock pulsing his release as he mumbled and groaned his pleasure against my lips.

He held me in his arms, as we both caught our breath and waited for our heartbeats to slow before pulling away. Adam leaned in for a kiss that spoke of love and thanks and made my heart race.

A left over spasm made my pussy clamp down on his softening cock, and had him sucking in a quick breath. “Damn, I want you again,” he groaned. “I’m going to make damn sure I find the time during our layover to get inside you again, Nikki.”

“I’m up for that,” I grinned.

Adam pulled out of me gently, and placed a kiss on my shoulder. “Thank you, darling,” he whispered, kissing me again, as if he couldn’t get enough of me. Reason number three I’d said yes.

He cleaned up quickly and reached for the door. “Need help cleaning up?” He wiggled his eyebrows and I chuckled.“I think I can handle it,” I said.

“Alright, I’ll see you out there.”

As the door closed behind him, I secured the lock and took a deep breath before cleaning up. After using the toilet, I grabbed a brush from my bag and stepped up to the small mirror. My shoulder length, dark blond hair was mussed with that just got out of bed look. If anyone saw me, they’d know exactly what I’d been up to. I brushed it until it lay smooth and straight, just as it had when I’d gotten on the plane.

My green eyes searched for other signs of my husband’s possession and I sighed. There was nothing to be done about my swollen, overly red lips, or the beard burns on my chin, cheeks and neck. God, I was a mess! Shaking my head, I finished putting myself to rights and pressed a finger to the flesh colored device behind my ear. 

“’Bout fucking time, Nikki!” Nolan’s exasperated voice growled in my ear, sounding like he was standing right next to me.

“Sorry,” I told him, though I really wasn’t. “This is the first moment I’ve had alone to turn on the ear piece.”

“It should have been turned on from the start.”

“Well, sue me! I didn’t want you in my head while I was talking to Adam. It would have screwed me up.”

“Right,” he said sarcastically, and I rolled my eyes. “I really don’t have time for this, Nikki. This case isn’t the only one I’m working,” he complained. “Have you gotten a visual on the prisoner?”

“Yes… first class, seat 2J.”

“Any signs of trouble?”

“Not yet, though I haven’t been able to check the rest of the plane. I wish I could have sat in economy, but Adam wouldn’t have it. If I’d have complained too much, he would have gotten suspicious. There’s no way I can legitimately get all the way back into economy to take a look.”

“Find a way,” Nolan growled.

“Fine,” I spat, reaching for my ear.

“And don’t turn off-”

I pressed the device with a sigh. “Too late.” Nolan Parker could be the most annoying person on the planet - arrogant and cutthroat - but he was good at his job. We both worked for the CIA and yes, I was on assignment. It just happened to be during my honeymoon.

Aldrich Gutierrez, small time terrorist, had big time friends. And when he was arrested in the act of planting a pipe bomb in Lafayette Square in DC, it was actually a huge advantage for Homeland Security. He might not be cooperative right this second, but he would be once he reached Guantanamo.

The assignment came in just as I was in the process of making honeymoon plans. So instead of cuddling by a fire in a beautiful cabin in Aspen like I’d originally wanted, I had to find a destination that involved this same flight. Once we landed, Adam and I would have to wait for over an hour for our next flight. Thankfully, Adam didn’t mind the change of plans. The Cayman Islands weren’t a bad place to honeymoon, I supposed. If we made it there. 

My mission was to act casual and keep an eye on suspicious activity. Besides me, there was the officer accompanying the prisoner, and one other agent. I didn’t know who he or she was, since all three of us were undercover.

Looking into the small mirror, I took another deep breath, releasing the tension as best I could. No need to draw attention to the fact that I was nervous as hell. I hadn’t worked with Parker often, as he was heading up a big case down south, but from what I’d gathered, he was one of our best agents. Seeing as the plane I was on with my loving husband could possibly be hijacked, here’s hoping I was one of the best too.

 







CHAPTER 3

 

The bathrooms for first class were at the front of the plane, so checking out the rest of the cabins without Adam noticing would be near impossible; I would have to walk right past him. But as I grabbed my bag and headed out, I came up with a plan.

Just as I’d thought, Adam saw me coming and reached out to capture my hand before I could pass. “Where are you going?” His bemused smile was adorable.

“I’m thirsty and thought I’d just pop in there,” I pointed to the sliding door in the back, “and ask for a drink. Want anything?” Okay, it wasn’t the greatest plan, but it was all I had.

“Oh, yeah,” he nodded. “But it’s that way,” he raised an eyebrow as he pointed to the front of the plane where I’d just come from. And here’s where it got tricky. I hoped he believed me and no attendant came out while I was gone.

“No one was there,” I told him. “I’m going to go see if I can find a flight attendant walking around back there,” I motioned. 

I planted a smacking kiss to his cheek in hopes of distracting him. It worked, and after he let me go from another scorching kiss, I turned to leave. But it must not have distracted him enough. Adam pulled on my hand, keeping me from leaving. “Sit down, I’ll get it.”

“No, that’s okay,” I said, as he started to get up.

“Then just give the attendant a minute. She’ll be by in a few, I’m sure.” His expression said he didn’t understand my need to rush for an attendant, and with a sigh, I sat back in my seat. Fail.

Sure enough, by the time my bag was back beside my feet, the attendant came and asked us if we wanted a drink. I order a 7 Up, and went back to scheming. This was too freaking hard. On a normal mission, I could do what I wanted, when I wanted, and only had to fool strangers into believing what I wanted them to. Having my husband on board was messing with my game.

Another half hour passed and things were calm. I’d sipped my soda and pretended to read a little, and no one had barged through the cabin to try and free the prisoner or hijack the plane. Maybe I hadn’t needed to search the plane after all.

Adam shifted beside me, gaining my attention. His head tilted as he stared off into space, a worry line creasing his forehead. I watched as his brows furrowed, before an angry frown marred his sweet face. I opened my mouth to ask what was wrong, when he jumped out of his seat. “I’ll be right back,” he said, and took off toward the back of the plane.

“Okay,” I murmured. What the hell was that all about? And why did he get to go running around the plane when he wouldn’t let me go find an attendant for a simple drink? 

I scanned the cabin, looking around for answers, when my gaze landed on the back of the prisoner's head. He stared out the window quietly, as his companion read a newspaper.

Hmm. Everything was quiet. Too quiet, I thought.

Standing up, I stretched and followed after my husband.







CHAPTER 4

 

Sliding open the door, I tried my best to not look suspicious as my eyes scanned the passengers, while also keeping an eye out for Adam. Many were sleeping, while others read or worked on their laptops. Nothing out of the ordinary.

I was just coming to the end of the aisle, when a man piqued my interest. With an expression full of intense anger, his eyes skipped around the cabin. His dark, bushy brows were drawn and his lips pulled into a scowl the closer I got. His brown eyes met mine, his scowl deepening. My smile was polite, as I glanced at the man next to him. He had similar looks as well, with dark curly hair, though his skin was darker; more mocha latte than vanilla.

I thought for sure the first guy figured out who I was when he continued to stare at me. Then suddenly, he looked away. He whispered something to the man sitting next him that I couldn’t make out. My heartbeat accelerated, but neither spared me another glance, as I continued past without incident.

My gut told me the two of them were going to be trouble, and I decided to let Nolan know. He could relay the info to the other agents.

Pushing open another curtain, I found more restrooms and an empty galley. Perfect. I reached for the device behind my ear as I went toward the restroom, but I never got to turn it on.

I jumped when a hand covered my mouth, causing trained instincts to kick in. My elbow slammed back, but an arm that felt like it was made of steel, wrapped around my waist, capturing my flailing arms. I refrained from screaming and tried to bite into the palm. It didn’t work well enough. The large hand was too tight against my mouth for my jaw to open properly.

Shit!

I did everything I could think of. I stomped on his foot, and performed every move we were taught in training to break away from an assailant, even going limp to give him my entire body weight. Nothing worked. He got me into the restroom before I could cause enough damage to get away.

A grunt escaped my lips, and my bag fell to the floor as I was suddenly thrown against the  restroom wall. I used the momentum to push off, slamming the back of my head into his cheek before I turned swiftly around to face my attacker. In the back of my mind, I realized he wasn’t one of the two men I’d just seen moments before, like I’d assumed. This guy had the classic blond hair, blue eyed, surfer dude look, and I idly wondered if my other assumption, that this had something to do with the prisoner, was wrong as well. Maybe he was just another woman-attacking prick, though I was smart enough to know that terrorists came in all shapes, sizes and colors.

 My elbow smashed into his nose, and he bent over with a muffled cry. My knee came up sharply, knocking him in his injured nose, sending him sprawling back against the counter and sink.

Reaching down where my bag had fallen beside me, I went for my gun and handcuffs, but just as my fingers touched the cool metal, the dick’s feet knocked into mine and I fell forward, over the toilet.

“Bitch.” He jumped up and grabbed a fist full of hair.

Fuck! I hate when men do that!

I gritted my teeth as he pulled me to my feet, focusing on my next move, rather than on the pain in my scalp. As soon as I was up, my knee jutted out, but he deflected the hit to his groin by lifting his thigh. He grunted, but it hadn’t been powerful enough to drop him.

My cheek suddenly smashed against the wall again, and I sucked in a sharp breath through my nose, refusing to give him the satisfaction of hearing me cry out, even if my brain felt like it would be ripped out the back of my head at any moment. 

“You cunt!” The man sneered in my ear, smearing blood across my cheek. “You suck as a cop.”

“Not... a... cop...” I mumbled against the wall, trying not to gag.

“Yeah, right,” he scoffed. “Then what’s the gun and handcuffs for? Huh?” He shook my head angrily, as he pointed to the floor where they had spilled out of my bag.

“Protection,” I said. “Every girl needs to carry protection.”

Forcing my muscles to relax, I took a deep breath and rubbed my ass against his crotch. Risky move, I knew, but I wasn’t planning on going down. Especially in a tiny airplane bathroom.

My grinding hips against his jeans caused him to pull back out of instinct, his hand loosening in my hair just enough. “What the hell...”

The back of my head connected with his bleeding nose with a sickening crunch. “Fuck!” he exclaimed, and fell backwards, freeing me. 

Immediately, I dropped to my knee, grabbed the gun and pointed it at the perp, just as the door burst open, revealing an extremely pissed off Adam. His lips curled in a menacing snarl, showing sharp, white fangs.

What the hell? Hubby’s coming to play hero? I had the guy...

Wait!

My gaze shot back to his mouth.

Fangs? Why the hell does my husband have fangs?

 







CHAPTER 5

 

Adam’s howl pierced the sudden silence of the bathroom, as both me and my assailant stared on in horror. He had the guy pinned against the sink faster than I could track. His hands had morphed into a cross between paws and human hands on steroids. Holding the guy by the neck, his razor sharp claws dug into flesh, and a small trickle of blood ran down his arm.

“You dare touch my woman,” Adam growled, then proceeded to pound the guy's face in with his deformed fists. “Mine,” he grunted with each punch. “No one touches her but me. No one!”

I should have been disgusted, not just by what my husband had just turned into, but from his possessive words as well, but shame on me. I found myself getting hot. Like, really hot. My breathing became more erratic and my thighs clenched. What the fuck?

Shaking my head to clear the confusing heat that had just flashed through my entire body, I reminded myself how pissed I was... or wanted to be. I reached for Adam’s arm and pulled. As much as I enjoyed seeing my attacker being taken down, the guy lay limp and unconscious, even as Adam continued to pummel him. 

“Enough,” I exclaimed, quietly. Who knew how much attention we’d already attracted. “Adam, stop. He’s down,” I said again, when he tried to shrug me off. His sole attention stayed on the bloody heap in front of him.

Taking a gentler approach, I rubbed his arm and cooed softly at the animal that had taken over my husband. “Adam, babe, he’s out. You took him down and he’s not getting back up. Come on, babe.”

Adam’s punches came to a stop, but he kept a hand wrapped around the guy’s throat. His chest heaved, as he stared down at the man that had offended him by touching me. I continued to rub his arm affectionately, and finally, he let him go. The guy fell back over the sink and counter. I scrunched up my nose. I hoped no one needed to wash their hands anytime soon.

Adam whirled around and pinned me with a glare I’d never experienced from him before. He was pissed. Well, you know what? So was I. I narrowed my eyes back at him.

“What are you doing back here?” he barked.

“I could ask you the same thing,” I sneered.

His lips pulled into a thin line, as he silently stared at me.

I scoffed, my free hand balling into a fist at my side. I still held the gun in my other, and I thought for a split second that I just might shoot him.

“What is going on, Mister Hairy Paws?”

Adam’s mouth opened wide and I smirked. Got nothing to say to that, huh?

 “Excuse me?”Closing his mouth, his lips pressed back together, and I did my best to not notice how sexy he looked at that moment. A shadow had grown over his jaw that I’d always had a hard time ignoring. I loved smoothing my palms over the ruff texture as we kissed.

His blue eyes narrowed. “Don’t change the subject. This guy attacked you! You shouldn’t have been back here alone.”

“I had him and you came barging in to save the day. Let me tell you something, bub,” I pointed my finger at him, but we were so close, it pressed into his chest sharply. “I had it all under control.”

His head jerked back. “Oh really? It sure didn’t look like it when I came in.”

“Excuse me? Please return to your seats.”

 “Did you not see me pointing my gun at him? I had it!”

“Your gun?” He raised an eyebrow. “When did you get a gun?”

“It’s for protection.”

His gaze slid down my body, and I held in the lusty shiver. But I couldn’t hide how hard my nipples had gotten… the betraying bitches. 

“Why were you in here with this guy?” he asked.

My gaze swooped over him the same way he’d done to me. The light blue polo shirt stretched tight against his muscles as he crossed his arms over his chest. I refrained from checking to see if drool was dripping down my chin, and focused on his hands. They had reverted back to normal.

“Why did you suddenly have claws?” I raised an eyebrow.

He opened his mouth to reply, but a shrill cry came from the doorway, gaining both of our attention.

“Does he need a medic? Oh, my God! Is he dead?” A woman stood just outside the tiny bathroom. Clearly an attendant, by her choice of dress; navy skirt and white blouse. A tag stuck to her left breast said her name was Trish. Her hands covered her open mouth, as she stared over Adam’s shoulder at the bloody man on the counter. 

“Yes, he definitely needs a medic. I’m sorry,” I told her, frowning. She glanced up at me with wide, tear-filled eyes. I cursed silently, hiding the gun behind my back. “He attacked me, and my husband came to my rescue just in time.” I faked a shuddering breath and cleared my throat.

Trish looked sympathetic. Her eyes softened and she opened her mouth, as if to say something, but instead, she froze as her muscles tensed and her eyes widened.

Adam growled and reached out, as if to grab the woman, just as hands with long, tapered fingers grasped her head from behind and gave it a sharp jerk to the left. I sucked in a shocked breath as her eyes glazed over and her body fell forward. On instinct, my arms lifted to catch her, and I stumbled back, my feet tangling with Adam’s, causing him to wobble forward. He caught himself, though I wasn’t as lucky. I landed on the toilet seat, as the flight attendant’s full weight landed on top of me.

A hand grasped my shoulder and I yelped, pulling sharply away. I’d thought my attacker was unconscious or better yet, dead, but I was wrong. His eyes were mere slits, they were so swollen, but the glare he sent me was unmistakable. He’d fallen to his side and now I was within his reach. He gripped my shoulder again, his movements slow, though determined, but I was able to shuffle away.

I fought with the dead woman’s body to get my gun up and over her back, but it was suddenly yanked out of my hand. On instinct, I jerked my head in that direction, only to freeze. I found my gun. Just not exactly in an ideal location.

My pulse leaped as I stared straight into the barrel of the 9mm, poised only millimeters from my right eye. Already sweaty from my earlier workout with the first guy, my limbs began to tremble. Training had prepared me for this sort of situation, but it felt quite different in real life.

Adam growled again and the gun moved impossibly closer. With every blink, my lashes brushed the barrel.

“Uh, uh. Try that again,” a deep voice with a slight Slavic accent warned, “and I will shoot her.”

My eyes flickered nervously to my husband. Somehow, he’d gotten outside the bathroom, and now I was trapped with two bad guys and a dead woman. The walls started closing in, and my arms shook from the extra weight I carried. The odd angle I was holding also killed my back, but I did my best to ignore it and watched the gunman.

This was the man I’d seen earlier. Now that I was getting another look at him, I realized he had quite a resemblance to the prisoner.He had the same bushy eyebrows, and his milky skin tone made not only the dark stubble on his jaw stand out, but the almost black, curly hair more pronounced as well. His angular nose had a slight knot in the center, and his brown eyes held nothing but hate.

“Tie him up in the back,” he told someone. I watched in horror, as another man grabbed Adam. “I’ll bring the girl.”

Adam wanted to fight. I could see it in his eyes. But with a gun to my head, he had no other choice. With jaw locked, he turned slowly, giving the gunman a narrowed eye warning, before the new guy pushed a gun to his back and forced him to move.

The alarmed cries of the passengers could be heard throughout the plane and I cursed inwardly. I had failed. The plane had been hijacked. 

 







CHAPTER 6

 

The gunman shoved the dead woman out of my arms, pulling me forward as she fell against his fallen comrade’s legs dangling off the counter. He let out a muffled grunt, but the gunman made it clear he wouldn’t be helping him by ignoring the groaning man, and shoving me out of the bathroom. His fingers dug into the flesh of my upper arm, but I held in the cry of pain. I’d surely have bruises tomorrow, but that was the least of my worries.

As the gunman flung me around like a rag doll, slamming me against the nearest wall, I reached up and swiped a finger across the earpiece.

“Fucking hell, Nikki!” Nolan shouted. “What the fuck is going on? We’re getting reports that something is wrong with your flight. If you ever turn your fucking earpiece off again-”

“Who are you?” The gunman asked, cutting off Nolan’s rant.

“Shit,” Nolan whispered.

“Who are you?” I returned.

The gunman gripped my arm tighter, his nails scraping against my flesh like razor sharp teeth. “Don’t play with me, girl. I will shoot you.” His top lip curled into a sneer.  “I am Gutierrez. But you already knew that. Who do you work for?”

So this was the prisoner’s brother, Admir. I’d read a little about him in the file, but the photo hadn’t been clear enough for me to have recognized him.

Lifting my chin, I said nothing. My head banged against the wall as he shook my arm and pressed the gun to my cheek. The cool metal had my lungs sucking in a gasp of air, but I gritted my teeth and kept my mouth shut.

“Damn it, Nikki,” Nolan pleaded in my ear. “Don’t fucking mess with him. Tell him a fucking name. Any name.”

But I didn’t heed his pleas. I refused to cooperate with the asshole, and more than likely, he would think I was lying anyway.

I winced as the gun pressed harder into my cheek, sharp and painful, bruising the bone. “I can tell you’re an undercover cop. Maybe a Fed? A very bad one. Too fucking nosey, the way you look at everything.”

I restrained the snort begging to be released. Fed? Not fucking likely.

I stared silently into his eyes until finally, he huffed, growling low in his throat before shoving me aside. I stumbled and placed my hand on the wall to catch myself. Pressing the gun to my back, he barked out for me to move.

The passengers had been ordered to shut the fuck up, so the noise level in the cabin had dropped, but their whimpers and soft sobs still filled the otherwise quiet plane.

As Gutierrez pushed me forward, my eyes flickered over the passengers. One man sported a swollen eye, but other than that, it didn’t look like anyone had been hurt… yet. I could only hope the other two cabins faired just as well.

I almost tripped over Adam as Gutierrez pushed me through the curtain and into the back galley. My palm slammed into a trolley, and I struggled to right myself as the wheels wobbled.

Gutierrez yanked the cart out of my hands and pushed it out of the galley. “Sit,” he snapped.

Slowly, I slid down to the floor. Without taking my eyes off Gutierrez, I reached for Adam’s hand, but I couldn’t find it. To my horror, his wrists were bound behind him with handcuffs.

Our eyes met. His were bright and alive with rage, and though I was just as angry, I couldn’t hide my remorse. I should have seen the resemblance between Gutierrez and the prisoner sooner. Then maybe I could have taken action. And none of this would have happened.

Gutierrez motioned for the guy who’d brought Adam to handcuff me in the same manner. As he pulled my wrists together, his hot breath fanned the back of my neck and I strained away from him. The man chuckled, then swiped his tongue across my skin, leaving a disgusting wet trail.

I jerked away from him and Adam growled. “If you want to keep that tongue, you’d better keep it off my wife.”

The man chuckled and leaned into me.

“Enough!” Gutierrez snapped. “We have work to do.”

“Another time,” the disgusting prick whispered in my ear. Then they both left, leaving Adam and me alone in the quiet galley.

My husband and I sat side by side, our shoulders touching lightly, wrists cuffed behind our backs. The muscles in my arms protested the position, and I shrugged my shoulders and stretched my neck.

“You okay?” Adam asked.

“Yeah,” I said, not looking at him.

“We still have one more agent who hasn’t been taken out of the game, Nikki,” Nolan said in my ear. I felt a little bit reassured that there was another agent somewhere who might be able to get us out of this mess, but he said one more. More than likely, the agent with the prisoner had been taken down.

I looked around the small room, trying to find anything that might help us escape, but the only way out of the handcuffs was a key. And the bad guys just weren’t nice enough to leave one hanging around.

“Talk to me,” Adam said, but I wasn’t ready to talk. I continued searching, twisting my body the best I could. I knew there would be nothing of use, but it kept me from dealing with the hard stuff. Like talking to my husband.

“Damn it, Nikki!” Adam swore. “Look at me.”

I heaved a sigh and cut my eyes over to him. His lips were pulled down into a frown, and his brows were lowered. His gaze held concern for me, but also, a shit load of questions.

“I’m sorry,” he said, and my eyes widened.

“What? Why?”

He sighed and looked away a moment before glancing back at me. “If you tell me yours, I’ll tell you mine.”

I shook my head slowly from side to side. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

His tense shoulders slumped and his sigh was full of regret. “We’ve both been lying to each other. I thought now would be a good time to clear the air.”

I continued to shake my head like I didn’t know what he was talking about. “You mean, why you suddenly had giant claws back there?”

“Yes, and why an accountant carries a gun, and has kick-ass moves to take down a grown man. And how, exactly, did you get a gun on the plane anyway?”

I looked away. “Self defense classes,” I said, ignoring the second question. I had friends in high places. But he didn’t need to know that.

“Stop the bullshit, Nikki,” he snapped, and I jerked my head towards him. “Do you want to save this marriage?”

My mouth opened in a perfect O. “Ah... I didn’t know our marriage was in trouble. It’s only been less than forty-eight hours.”

His lips pressed into a thin line. “A marriage can’t last on lies. Part of this is my fault too, but you have to be willing to share as well.”

“Don’t,” Nolan said in my ear. “You cannot tell him who you are.”

I shook my head. “Okay,” I said, but I wasn’t sure which of them I was talking to. 

“Keep your cover, Nikki,” Nolan said again.

“Just tell me,” Adam said, his voice gentle and pleading. “I’ll understand anything, I promise.

“I...” I licked my lips. The fast beats of my heart pounded against my eardrums, as I tried to make the right decision.

My gaze locked with Adam’s, and all I could think about was not wanting to lose him. We might not have known each other long, and there were so many secrets between us, but I loved him. And I knew, without a doubt, he loved me. He made me feel cherished, wanted. We clicked in so many ways. My life would become nothing without him. Nothing but work. Just as it had been before he crashed into my life. I couldn’t lose him.

“I work for-”

“Keep. Your. Cover,” Nolan growled. “That’s an order!”’

“Shut the fuck up, Stone,” Adam barked, causing me to jump.

“Who’s Stone?” I asked, and winced at Nolan’s liberal expletives.

“The guy in your ear telling you not to inform your husband that you’re an agent for the CIA,” Adam’s voice rumbled angrily, but his stare was fixed on my ear. “The same guy yelling at me right now to shut the fuck up, and not tell my wife that I sort of work for them too.”

 







CHAPTER 7

 

Even Nolan was silent as Adam and I stared at each other. I swallowed and blinked away the tears that were threatening to spill down my cheeks. I didn’t know the man I married at all. I gave a wry chuckle and shook my head. Karma’s a bitch.

Adam’s brows furrowed and he leaned toward me, his cuffs rattling in protest. “Nikki-”

“Don’t,” I said, shifting my shoulders as I blew out a deep breath. “No sense in apologies now. We’re both liars. I guess we jumped into this marriage too quickly after all.

“No.” He shook his head.“This can be fixed. No more secrets. No more lies... and we’ll be fine.”

Maybe. But probably not.

“Nikki.” Adam’s voice had deepened, demanding I listen to him. “I love you. I love you, Nikki, and I refuse to believe this is the end.”

“We may not even get out of here alive,” I reminded him.

“We will. I know it,” he nodded. “Now, do you want to know what I am?”

I bit my lip while glancing down at his hands. Though circled with harsh metal bracelets, they were still the hands I loved. The hands that held me while I slept. The hands that showed me passion and love. The hands that caressed and teased and knew exactly where to touch to bring me to heights of pleasure I’d never known existed.

But now, I had the memory of those hands turning beastly, with claws that could rip and shred me to pieces. Did I want to know what he was? Yes and no, but I’d never been called a coward and I refused to be one now.

“Yes,” I told him. “What are you?”

“I’m your husband,” he said, with a slight smile. Deciding to be a good girl and keep my sarcasm to myself, I waited for him to elaborate. “And I’m a shifter.” I blinked. “A wolf shifter.” I blinked again and stared at him, waiting for the punch line.

“A wolf shifter?” I finally asked, when he added nothing more.

“Yes.”

“And you work for the CIA?”

“Yes, well…” he dipped his head left and right. “Sort of. When the government found out about us, they designed a military operation called the Alpha Division. Kind of like the Army, Navy, etcetera, but it was compiled of shifters, and for the most part, they stayed on home soil. The Alpha Division would police their own kind, and keep our secret from hitting the general public. Now the division is split up into sectors across the country. I work for one of those sectors. The Delta Division.”

Brain overload. What?

I bit my lip and thought it through. The US government was known for having secrets. Deep secrets that they didn’t share with just anyone. I thought my clearance had been high, but obviously, it wasn’t high enough.

 “And Nolan?” I asked.

“Nolan Parker,” Adam growled. “We call him Stone.”

“You do realize, Nikki,” Nolan said in my ear, “You’re in deep shit. You weren’t sanctioned to know about the Alpha Division.”

“She might not have been sanctioned,” Adam said, “but as my wife, it is allowed. She’s not the first human to be brought into the know after marrying a team member. I should have told her right away.” His eyes were full of regret as he looked down at me. 

Nolan gave a long suffering sigh. “He’s right, but that doesn’t mean they’re going to like it. It took every favor I had to keep the government from raining shit down on you two when they found out about your marriage.”

“If they have an issue with it,” I said, keeping my eyes on my husband. “Then we’ll both quit.”

Adam smiled his approval.

“Very good,” Nolan said, and surprisingly, I could hear a smile in the voice. “Now, you two have bigger problems to solve. Adam and you are the only agents left on the plane.  Hayes had been in charge of the prisoner, but I’ve been unable to get in contact with him. Without a visual, we have to assume he’s been taken out.”

“Wait.” My forehead creased as I thought through the situation. “You said there was one agent still in the game… your words. Who’s the other agent?”

“Me,” Adam replied.

My brows furrowed as I asked, “But why are you here? This job doesn’t involve shifters. Does it?”

Adam shook his head. “No, it doesn’t. But when they learned I would be on this flight, I was asked to keep an eye on the prisoner and the agent assigned to him. I had no clue you were on the same mission, or that you worked for the CIA.” His jaw ticked, as he ground his molars together. “Not until I walked into that bathroom.”

My head spun with the boatload of information being thrown at me. “Okay, but both Adam and I have been detained,” I told Nolan, rattling my handcuffs to prove my point.

A deep rumble came from Adam’s chest and I watched, eyes wide, as he flexed his arms and shoulders, his face a mask of concentration. There was a sharp snap, then Adam stretched his long arms out in front and stood up. “Not anymore,” he said, with a satisfied grin. The metal cuffs still circled his wrists, but the short chain that connected them had been snapped in two.

“What? How did you...” I shook my head. Unbelievable.

His grin widened as he flexed his biceps. “I’ve got the guns, baby.” He winked.

Rolling my eyes, I frowned at him. “Why didn’t you do that to begin with?”

“I was waiting for the guy outside the curtain to leave.” I turned to the curtain, but saw nothing. “And,” he continued, gaining my attention, “we had some things to work out. You and me,” he pointed between us, “are more important to me than anything else.”

Aww! Reason number four why I’d agreed to marry him. He could say the sweetest things.

“Okay,” I smiled. “But how am I supposed to get out of these things?” I nodded behind me, indicating the cuffs that were biting into my wrists.

“Easy,” he said, just as the plane dipped, sending me crashing to my side. Passengers screamed, and Nolan cursed in my ear. “Flirt later,” he snapped. “They're losing control of the plane.”

The plane dipped again, and my stomach turned over with the sudden motion. Adam carefully sat me up and pressed his lips to mine for a quick, yet sweet kiss. His thumb caressed my cheek, his touch as soft as a feather, but even that was too much for my bruised face. I winced, causing Adam’s eyes to darkened dangerously.

“Ready to kick some ass, sweetheart?” he asked, showing off his wicked dimples as he grinned with anticipation.

I leaned in and kissed him back. “Let’s do it,” I said.

With a quick jerk, he had my wrists free. They fell to my sides, giving my shoulders some much needed relief. The metal cuffs still circled our wrists, but we had the use of our hands. Now, nothing could keep us from kicking some Gutierrez ass. 

 







CHAPTER 8

 

The plan. Well, we didn’t have much of one, except do whatever we needed to do in order to get to the front of the plane. The first order of business? Take out the guard that was, more than likely, watching over the cabin.

Sitting on the floor next to the curtain, I tucked my hair behind my ear and poked my head out. “Remember, make eye contact,” Adam whispered.

I rolled my eyes, but refrained from speaking and giving myself away. My gaze traveled up the aisle and immediately found one of the hijackers. I narrowed my eyes on the disgusting pervert that had licked my neck. You are going down.

He stood at the front of the cabin, a .22 with a silencer in his hand, pointed to the ceiling. His gaze was hard and unrelenting as he scanned the weeping passengers. I stared at him, willing his eyes to meet mine. It didn’t take long. As he scanned across the aisle, our eyes locked. At first, he looked surprised, his eye widening a fraction of an inch before they narrowed and an evil grin split his lips. When he took a step in my direction, I pulled back into the galley, letting the curtain fall in place.

“Get behind me,” Adam said.

With a sigh, I did as I was told. We’d talked this out and, though I’d argued my point that I was more than capable of taking the asshole down, Adam won. It would be swifter and more silent if he took this one first.

The curtain twitched and Adam crouched down, his knees bent and hands balled into tight fists in front of his face. My eyes went straight to his ass. So sexy.

“Is it playtime, pet?” The pervert said, as he pushed open the curtain. 

“Yeah, it is,” Adam growled, swiping the gun out of his hand. It hit the floor and I lunged for it. Once in my hands, I backed up, watching as Adam punched the guy in the nose just once. His eyes were wide with shock. He never had a chance to retaliate. Adam made it swift, twisting his neck with a quick snap, and the disgusting pig slumped to the floor, dead.

As we dragged him to the back of the galley, I asked, “Why the punch? That wasn’t part of the plan.” Adam could have snapped his neck as soon as he emerged from the cabin. There had been no need for anything else, other than removing the gun.

“He touched you,” he growled.

My eyebrow rose to my hairline. “All right,” I said, leaving it at that.

I kept the gun - I was the one without claws in this operation - and we began making our way toward the front of the plane.

The first cabin was empty of gunmen, and the passengers’ eyes widened with a mixture of alarm and hope as Adam and I walked past. A few made gasping sounds, and I put a finger over my lips, a sign for them to keep quiet.

Noticing a group of flight attendants huddled in the corner, I quickened my steps, making a b-line straight for them. Adam gave me a curious look, but I just shook my head and mouthed later to him. He went to stand next to the blue curtain that separated the cabins, and pulled it back a hair to peek out for a moment before closing it shut again.

Two women and one man sat together on the floor in front of the first row of seats. One woman had her arms wrapped around her knees as she rocked back and forth. Her auburn hair had come loose from the tight bun, and the strands stood up in frizzy curls around her face and shoulders. A blonde sitting next to her stared off into space, as she mechanically rubbed slow circles over the sobbing woman’s back.

The third attendant sat on the other side of the blonde, his legs also bent up, though his arms rested on his knees, his hands dangling in front of them. Dark smudges covered his white dress shirt, and his striped tie hung loose and ripped around his neck. A purple bruise was forming around his left eye, an obvious warning to the passengers to follow orders.

Though he looked like he’d been roughed up a bit, his bright red hair looked like it hadn’t been touched.  Cut short on the sides, the long top swept up and to the side, giving the impression that he’d just stepped out of the salon.

Eyes the color of shamrocks watched me stride toward them. Though his posture was relaxed, his gaze was anything but. Intense yet wary, this man’s eyes said, back off. 

Holding the gun at my side so as not to scare them any more than they already were, I squatted in front of the man and made direct eye contact. I wanted him to know I wasn’t the enemy.

“How many are there?” I asked. No sense dicking around with how are yous. It was obvious how they were.

His lips thinned into a harsh line, and he raised one perfectly arched eyebrow.

I sighed and held up a hand.  “Listen, I’m not the bad guy here. I want to help, but a little information would go a long way.”

“How are you,” he looked me up and down, his expression telling me he found me inadequate to play the hero, “going to help us? We got hijacked. There isn’t a thing you can do, except crash this plane.”

The passengers gasped, and more sobs broke out behind me. “Shhh,” I hushed them. “No, we’re not going to crash the plane. I… we,” I motioned to Adam, “are police officers. Now,” I said, looking back at the flight attendant, “how many hijackers have you seen?”

“Girl! I don’t know.” His voice rose in pitch. “Maybe, four. Five. I wasn’t really counting as that bitch kicked my ass,” he sneered. 

Okkaayy

“Are you okay?” I looked down at his name plate. “Tommy,” I added. His face softened and he nodded. “Yeah, just a little banged up.

“Three. No, four.” The woman next to him answered my earlier question. Her eyes weren’t glassy and distant anymore. They focused on my face, as her blonde brows scrunched down in concentration. “I had finished checking on the cabin when two of the passengers got up. I thought they were heading to the bathroom, and I wanted to warn them that we would be landing shortly. One man pushed past me, but the other grabbed my arm and dragged me back here, where two other men waited with guns. How did they get guns on here? I don’t understand why this is happening.” Her gaze sought answers, but I had none that I could give her.

I shook my head. “I don’t know, but we’ll do everything we can to help. Just sit tight and please, keep quiet. No matter what you hear. Okay?” I turned to look at the other passengers, letting them know I meant them as well. Head’s nodded, but the fear in their eyes hadn’t vanished.

“Do you think you can really help us?” Tommy asked. His eyes were wide and full of hope. 

I swallowed hard and prayed I wouldn’t let these people down. “I’m going to do my best,” I told him.

He let out a big sigh, as if he’d been holding his breath. “Thank you,” he whispered.

A man in the back stood up, pulling at his wrinkled suit as he lifted his chin. “There’s no way the two of you can take them on. I say we charge to the front and take this plane back.” 

Great! One of those guys that thought he was in charge!

A few passengers agreed, nodding and saying yeah under their breaths. I rolled my eyes and looked to Adam. His arms were crossed over his chest as he glared at Mr. suit and tie.

“Sit. Down.” The command in his voice was enough to have the suit’s eyes widening, before he sat slowly back into his seat. “If you charge them, they will kill you,” Adam said, his eyes scanning over each passenger.  A baby cried out in the back, and it’s mother shushed it.

“But there’s a lot of us back here,” a woman in the center aisle said. She was in her late thirties, early forties, with short brown hair and a round face. She looked tired, but there was a spark of determination in her brown eyes that said this woman was a fighter. “And more in the other cabins,” she pointed toward the front. “Surely that’s better than just the two of you. We could-”

Adam opened his mouth to cut her off, but I beat him to it. “That sounds like it would work in theory, but believe me, these aren’t your ordinary criminals. You’re right, there are a lot of you.” I looked around the cabin. There had to be at least eighty passengers. “And that could mean chaos when you add in the passengers from the other cabins. Let us sneak up on them. And if we need help, we’ll ask.”

“You need to hurry,” Nolan said in my ear. I nodded, though he couldn’t see me.

“Ready?” Adam asked, and I came to stand at his side, as he peeked through the curtain again. He held it open for me and I walked through, only to be pulled back. 

“Shit,” he whispered. 

“What are you doing?”

“Someone’s coming.” He grabbed my hand, pulled me down the far right aisle, stopping halfway. “Get down,” he said, pointing at the nonexistent space between a passenger's feet and the seat in front of them. 

“I didn’t see anyone.” I told him.

“I can hear a little better than you,” he said, reminding me of his secret. “They’re coming to check on us. Just get down. Hurry.”

“But…”

“I’ve got a plan. Trust me?” He stared deep into my eyes. He wasn’t just talking about trusting him at this very moment. Did I trust him? Absolutely.

I dropped to my hands and knees, and did my best to squeeze into the tight space. The man above me grunted as my knee landed on his foot. I smiled my apology and he smiled back, though it looked more like a grimace.

The man’s legs tensed and I listened closely. I could hear a male’s voice, but not exactly what was being said. There was a loud slap, then a woman cried out as he bellowed, “Useless bitch!” What the fuck? I shifted, ready to stand up and shoot this prick in the face, but the man I was squeezed up against tensed his legs, trapping me. I glared up at him. Sweat beaded his brow, and his eyes looked a little wild. His gaze connected with mine a split second, and he shook his head no, before looking away. 

My brows shot up. What the hell did this guy know? But just as I was about to crawl out of my hiding space, there was a loud thump, as if something heavy hit the floor. Gasps from the passengers immediately followed, and I started frantically crawling backwards.

Suddenly, a hand grasped my hip and I jumped up swinging, but the punch never landed, thank God. Adam caught my fist in his hand, and brought it to his grinning lips for a soft kiss. My shoulders sagged and he gave me a playful wink.

“Two down,” he said, his eyes full of triumph.

I huffed. “I could have done that, you know.”

“Next time,” he shrugged, and pulled on my hand to follow him, just as Nolan started in my ear about how we needed to stop flirting and do our jobs. Blah, blah, blah. I rolled my eyes and followed my husband as we headed to the next cabin.

 







CHAPTER 9

 

The galley was empty, allowing us to hide as we planned our next move. As Adam peeked around the next curtain, I pulled open the door of the restroom we’d been in earlier. The hijacker Adam had taken down was still there, lying across the counter, his arm hanging limply. The dead flight attendant had been shoved to the floor and I frowned. Careful not to step on her, I moved closer and looked at the bloody and bruised man who’d attacked me. He wasn’t breathing. I held the gun to his head as I placed two fingers on his neck. He was already cool to the touch and there was no pulse. Three down.

Turning his head toward me, I saw the small bullet hole in the middle of his forehead. Gutierrez must have decided to cut his losses. I shook my head at how cold-hearted these bastards were.

Backing away, I closed the door and turned to Adam. He raised a brow and I shook my head. His eyes said he could care less. I agreed, but I was saddened about the flight attendant. 

We hit some turbulence and the plane shook, causing Adam and me to lean against the wall for support. As we stood there, something occurred to me and I had to ask. “Do you really own a construction company?”

His blue eyes locked on mine. “You’ve come by the site while I was working before, remember?”

“Yes,” I nodded. And it was the highlight of my year. Seeing all those muscled men with their shirts off carrying hammers? The memory still made me sigh with pleasure to this day. “Yes,” I said again. “But do you own the company?”

“I do. It’s a side business for both Chris and I.”

“So, is he...?” I waved my toward him, indicating his wolf side.

“If you mean is he a wolf shifter like me, then no.”

I nodded and wondered if Chris knew about his best friend. Then Adam’s teasing grin lit up his face, and I narrowed my eyes on him.

“He’s a tiger shifter.”

I blinked at my husband and shook my head. I’ve stepped into some weird shit.

“What about you?” he asked. “Are you an accountant? You told me you work from home, but do you really?”

I sighed and gave him an apologetic smile. “I do my grandmother’s taxes. Does that count?”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “Then what were you doing all those times on the computer, when you told me you were working?”

My smile became strained and I shrugged. “Candy Crush?”

Adam’s mouth opened to say something, but then he shook his head and turned away. “Where are they taking the plane?” he whispered to Nolan, ending the discussion. I let it go. I was already going to need one big-ass rope to climb out of the hole I’d dug myself into.

Nolan spoke into my ear piece too, when he answered. “We don’t know. They’re still heading south.”

“Any demands made yet?” I asked.

“Gutierrez wants his brother free, of course. And a helicopter to take them from whatever airport they decide to land at.”

“And they actually think that’s going to work? That there won’t be a shit ton of police ready to blow them to smithereens when they walk off this plane?” I shook my head. God help us from stupid criminals.

“Well, their contingency plan is what’s giving us pause. According to Gutierrez, they placed a bomb somewhere on the plane, and it’s controlled by remote.”

“Lie,” Adam growled. “I would have smelled it.”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

He opened his mouth to answer, but his brows formed a deep V as he thought. “I should have.”

“But you don’t know for sure,” Nolan said. “It’s a big commercial jet, Adam. I know you have a sensitive nose, but if it was put under the plane or somewhere outside the jet, I doubt you’d be able to scent that.”

“You’re right,” he replied, but I could tell by the set of his jaw, he hated the admission.

“Just stick to the plan. Take them out and they won’t be able to push the button. Once you’ve landed and the passengers are safe, we’ll search the plane for explosives.”

Something suddenly occurred to me. I had thought briefly about it earlier, but dismissed it as a worry for later. “Wait.” I interrupted them. “How are we going to land this thing if they’ve taken out the pilots? I sure as hell can’t fly a plane. You?” I asked Adam.

His grin was wicked and confident. Adam could fly a plane. I sighed in relief and yet, here was another thing I hadn’t known about my husband. What else didn’t I know?

“Come on, the coast is clear.” Adam nodded to the curtain. “We should hurry. If we try to engage the passengers, Gutierrez or one of his men might hear. There could have been more than just the men that flight attendant saw.”

“Hopefully, Gutierrez, his brother and whoever is flying the plane are all that’s left. But I agree, we should be cautious and get to the next cabin as quickly as possible.”

I held the gun in both hands, pointed down, as we made our way through the cabin. Our steps were quick and silent, and though a few passengers sucked in breaths of surprise when we passed, they must have figured out what we were doing and kept quiet. I didn’t turn to look at anyone, only kept an eye out for men with guns and continued on. Adam put his ear to the sliding door that separated this cabin from first class. He held up two fingers, then a third. Shit! Three men, if his hearing was correct.

“We need to draw them out here,” he said softly. “Maybe if you yelled out for help?”

I shook my head. “No, they wouldn’t care if a passenger needed help.”

“True.” His lips pursed into a thin line as he thought, and I couldn’t help myself. He looked so sexy with that deep look of concentration on his face, that I leaned up and brushed his lips with mine. The lines on his forehead eased, and he grinned in bewilderment. “What was that for?”

I just shrugged and kissed him again, a little deeper this time. He gripped my hips and pulled me flush against his hard body and I moaned into his mouth. I’d do anything to make this whole plane disappear and be somewhere else. Specifically, somewhere with a big bed and silky sheets.

A throat cleared in my ear, and I pulled away from my husband and bit my lip. He growled in response. His gaze had turned dark and stormy with desire, and I chuckled softly before giving the door three solid knocks. Adam raised an eyebrow and I shrugged. It was the best idea I could come up with.

Adam and I put our backs against the wall on either side of the door and waited. The plane hit another patch of turbulence. Passengers gasped and held onto their seats. I steadied myself against the wall, just as the door slid open to reveal one of the hijackers, his M16 at the ready. My eyes widened. I wasn’t expecting them to be armed that heavily.

He stepped forward, his eyes searching for his friend, and immediately turned toward me. My finger was on the trigger, but Adam came from behind and tapped him on the shoulder. The gunman turned sharply, his rifle swinging in an arc. Adam clocked him before he even finished pivoting.  He slumped, and Adam caught him in his arms, dragging him to the corner and out of sight. He took the gun and looked around at the passengers. They all stared back, looking a little fearful, but none had made a peep. I noticed then that there were more passengers in this cabin than seats. About a dozen people I recognized from first class sat on the floor. As much as I wished they all had a safe place to buckle up, I was glad they’d be out of the way when we stormed into the next cabin.

I quietly shut the sliding door and turned back, just as Adam was walking towards a man in military fatigues. The man stood up straight and met him in the aisle. “Take this.” Adam handed him the rifle. The soldier held it with confidence and gave Adam a single nod, his gaze reflecting his relief and determination.

“The one’s back there,” Adam said, pointing toward the back of the plane, “have been taken care of. Keep an eye on this door and keep them calm,” he motioned to the passengers. “It’s about to get violent.”

“Yes, sir. Good luck,” he told Adam, just as the door slid open and Gutierrez stepped through with a rifle identical to his friends’.

“You,” he said, raising his gun toward Adam.

I sighted my gun just as Nolan yelled in my ear. “Don’t kill him if you can get away with it. Homeland wants him.”

I cursed under my breath and pulled the trigger. The bullet hit him in the shoulder and he jerked forward, dropping his rifle as he cried out. Adam slammed into him and they both fell to the floor.

Ignoring the screams around me, I followed the two men as they rolled around. My gun was trained on Gutierrez, but with Adam in the way, I didn’t have a safe shot.

Another man opened the sliding door and came barreling through. I shot, but the bullet went wild and he was on me before I could blink. His hand wrapped around my throat, cutting off my air supply. Ignoring the pain and dizziness beginning to dull my vision, I snapped the heel of my palm up into his chin. His head jerked back and his hand loosened around my neck, allowing me to take a satisfying breath. I wasted no time, landing a kick to his groin. As he doubled over, I heard a roar that shook the plane. Adam, red faced, eyes blazing, charged at my attacker, knocking him to the floor with his powerful body. 

“Adam! I had it! Damn it!” Huffing my indignation, I rolled my eyes at the men and ran after Gutierrez, who’d gotten away when Adam’s attention had been averted. We couldn’t let him out of our sight now.

When I got into the first class cabin, I came to a stop. My lungs burned, as I breathed in and out erratically and my heart pounded. Though it wasn’t the short run that had me out of breath. It was the two men standing on the other side of the cabin.

Blood seeped from the bullet wound in Gutierez’s shoulder,  staining his gray shirt a deep red. Though it had to hurt badly, he stood next to his brother, his shoulders pulled back with confidence. Identical chins were proudly prominent, as their lips pulled up into matching grins.

The prisoner, Aldrich, was at least two inches shorter, with less muscle mass than his brother. His dark hair was also cut close to the scalp, but their faces were so similar, they could have passed for twins. How had I not noticed that? I shook my head, my eyes jumping back and forth between the small black remote in Gutierez’s hand, and the M16 his brother had pointed directly at my chest. I stood, feet shoulder length apart and arms stretched in front me, aiming at the man with the gun. But which should I shoot first?

“One more step and this plane will go bye-bye.” Gutierez smiled.

“You’d kill yourself too, you know.”

He shrugged, his eyes closing on a long blink as his grin tightened. “Don’t care. If I can’t have my brother’s freedom, then there is no need to live.”

“That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard in my life,” I said, in a bored tone.

“Nikki...” Nolan warned.

“I don’t care what you think.” His glare said otherwise. “You Americans are all the same. All you think about is you, you, you. And you have no respect!”

“You are American,” I reminded him. According to his file, his parents had moved here while his mother was pregnant with him. Shortly after their second son, Aldrich, was born, all four had disappeared. That is, until the first son, Admir, showed up on our radar as a terrorist.

“I may have been born in this country, but I am no American. I am without a country. We are our own country,” he motioned to his brother, his chin lifting another notch.

“Um... correction. That was the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”

“Silence!” he barked, eyes blazing black fire. “Drop your gun and kick it over here.”

The plane rumbled beneath my feet, but I heard no other sounds. Realizing this, I knew Adam was biding his time. I could feel the tension rolling off of him in waves.

Praying I wasn’t about to die, I slowly brought my arms down to my sides.

“Gun. On the floor. Now,” Admir snapped.

Taking a deep breath, I dropped the gun and kicked it toward them. “Kill her,” he said to Aldrich, as if he was demanding a sandwich, instead of someone’s life. Then he turned and went behind the curtain, leaving me and his brother alone.

Well, not completely alone.

Aldrich grinned and I ducked behind one of the seats, just as the rifle went off. The bullets clipped the top of the seat, ripping the fabric before slamming into the wall behind me. One of the shots went through the seat and hit me in the upper right arm. I cried out, as a fire blazed through the flesh. The impact had me falling backwards.

Blood seeped through my fingers as I pressed down on the wound and I felt woozy. But I was pretty sure it was all in my head. I hadn’t lost that much blood, I told myself. I needed to move, but hearing the passengers screaming after the gunshots caught my attention. On top of that, there was the angry roar of my husband.

My eyes widened with alarm as he leaped through the doorway. His clothes were half ripped from his growing muscles, showing off tufts of brown fur. Fangs gleamed in the overhead lights, as he rushed at Aldrich with a speed I never knew possible.

“Are you hit?” Nolan asked frantically in my ear.

 “Yeah. Arm. I’m okay.” I stared, open mouthed, as Adam ripped into Aldrich, his claws slinging blood against the walls and seats with every swipe.

“He’s shifted, hasn’t he.” I nodded. Though he couldn’t see me, he must have understood. “Did any passengers see him?” he bellowed.

“I don’t know.” I could hear them screaming and crying, but I couldn’t see them from where I was. Gritting my teeth, I crawled over to the open cabin door and peered inside. The passengers were rushing toward the back of the plane, sending frightened glances behind them. Oh, shit.

“Yeah, I think they saw plenty,” I told Nolan.

“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” I could actually hear his teeth grinding. “I knew it was a bad idea to put the two of you on that plane.” I said nothing as he seethed. “Okay. Fine.” He blew out a breath, calming himself. “We’ll figure out how to flip the story later. Right now, there are bigger fish to fry.”

I stood up on shaky legs, taking several deep breaths to the rhythm of the throbbing in my arm. Adam was still ripping into the corpse at the front of the cabin, and though I didn’t want that vision in my head any clearer than it already was, I made my way toward him. This time, I didn’t have to say his name. As soon as I got close, he stopped his assault and looked up, anger, pain, and guilt flashing in his beautiful blues.

Standing slowly, his arms fell to his sides as he shifted back into the Adam I knew. Blood dripped from his fingers onto the gray carpet. That’s going to leave a stain. It wasn’t an appropriate thought at that moment, but it was better than thinking of what my husband had just done to that man.

I blinked and looked back up at Adam. Had he just asked me a question? “I’m okay,” I said.

“Here, sit down,” he said, lifting his hand to place on my shoulder, but when he saw the sight of all that sticky, dark red blood, his arm fell back to his side.

Suddenly, he was naked from the waist up and ripping his shirt into strips. I licked my lips at all the hard muscle now revealed, but shook my head. “No, we don’t have time for me to sit.”

His lips pulled into a tight line, as he wrapped the strips gently around my arm. “Nikki,” he warned.

“We need to find Hayes,” I said, remembering the other agent.

“I’ll look for him...”

 “Adam, you need to take control of the plane now,” Nolan interrupted.

“What’s happening?” we both said at the same time. Our eyes met. Adam continued putting the makeshift bandage over my wound, as we gave each other a small smile.

“He’s dumping the fuel. According to him, we’re taking too long to give him the answer he wants.”

Our smiles dimmed. “Shit,” I whispered. “How long do we have?”

“I don’t know.” Nolan sounded tired.

Stopping to grab my gun, I followed as Adam turned toward the front of the plane. Passing the restroom and the galley, we both stopped at the solid, locked door of the cockpit.

“I got this,” Adam said, before gripping the handle.

“Don’t kill Gutierrez,” Nolan reminded us. “I would have preferred Aldrich alive too, but I have a feeling that won’t be happening.”

“Definitely not,” Adam growled.

“Be glad Gutierrez doesn’t know his brother’s fate,” Nolan said. “Otherwise, that plane would have already been scrap metal.”

I sucked in a sharp breath at that realization. Then I watched, brows raised, as Adam’s muscles tensed and flexed. In mere seconds, the door popped open from the force of his strength, leaving it hanging crooked on its hinges. I stood silent, still in awe of what I’d just witnessed, as Adam leaped inside.

Suddenly, a black box flew through the air. I caught it without thinking and glanced down at the red light that blinked in the top right corner. How could something so small be so dangerous?

Grunts and grumbles bled into my personal space, and I realized I’d been zoning out way too much. Adam’s shirt had helped slow the bleeding, but I needed a doctor soon.

Adam and Admir Guiterrez came barreling out of the cockpit. I stepped out of the way, just in time for Adam to sling our hijacker onto the floor and pull his arms behind his back. 

“Where did you get the handcuffs?” I asked him.

“Admir here came prepared,” he answered, then said to our hijacker, “Guess you didn’t think they’d be used on you, huh?”

Gutierrez bellowed as Adam jerked him back, pulling his injured shoulder on purpose. Once he had him restrained, he dragged him out toward the cabin, disappearing behind the curtain. I sagged against the wall a moment, to gain some equilibrium.

The gun in my left hand felt off, so I switched it to my right, but when I tried closing my fist around the handle, pain flared up my injured arm and I cried out. It was going to suck if I had to shoot using my left hand, but it was my only option.

When I entered the cockpit, a man sitting behind the controls looked over, his eyes wide with fear. He wore plain clothes, not a pilot’s uniform, making it quite obvious whose side he was on. Sweat beaded at the top of his lip and his body shook as I pointed the gun at him. I had a feeling the way my own arm shook made his fear intensify. 

“Get up,” I demanded.

He looked at the controls, then back at me. His eyes had narrowed with determination and his hands flexed on one of the levers in front of him. His sudden bout of confidence worried me. 

I pressed the gun to his temple. “Drop your hands and get up. Right now.”

One minute turned into two, as we stared each other down. My hand was shaking too much. In fact, my whole body trembled violently, and I was afraid I wouldn’t win if he decided to put up a fight.

Within a blink of an eye, Adam was there. He gently pushed me aside, wrapped his hand around the pilot's throat, and yanked him from the seat. The man’s eyes bugged out as he clawed at my husband’s hands, but Adam didn’t seem bothered. He carried the man out of the cockpit with one hand.

I slumped against the co-pilot’s chair, staring at all of the blinking lights, buttons, and levers. I had no clue what was what. My heart pounded in my throat, as panic set in.

“Sit down and buckle up,” Adam said from behind me. I gave him a quick glance, and nodded before doing what he said.

“You can really fly this thing?” I asked, as I buckled in.

“Planes aren’t so different from choppers.”

My head jerked to the side. He was busy pressing those strange buttons and levers, as I stared wide eyed at him. “You’ve never flown a plane before, have you?”

He sent a heart-stopping grin my way. “Don’t worry, babe. I got this.”

Oh my God. We’re going to die.

 







CHAPTER 10

 

The setting sun made for a brilliant backdrop to our end. The puffy white cumulus clouds looked like cotton candy, highlighted with bright beams of gold and orange. Pink hues weaved in and out, as the sun dipped into the sea. It could be worse. At least my death had the perfect company, along with the view of a lifetime.

I looked back at my gorgeous, stubborn, loving husband. All his concentration was for the controls in front of him. He spoke to air traffic control in aircraft jargon I didn’t understand. It was better not to know. At least that’s what I told myself.

 “Stop worrying,” Adam said, and I huffed.

“Just tell me you can land this death trap safely.”

“No problem.” He smiled briefly, then it dimmed, and he gave me a serious look. “I found Hayes and the pilots when I was dealing with Gutierrez.”

When I turned to look at him, he shook his head, letting me know they hadn’t made it. I sighed, wishing I could go back and do so many things differently.

The plane shook violently. I closed my eyes and took a deep, calming breath. It didn’t help, so I did it again.

“Would you rather sit with the passengers?” Adam asked, his worried gaze sliding toward me. “You can help James keep an eye on Gutierrez and his friend.”

“James?”

“Yeah. He’s on leave from the army. He’s keeping an eye on the hijackers for us.”

I nodded, remembering the soldier we encountered earlier. “No. I’ll stay. Just don’t crash.”

Adam’s grin was pure wickedness. “Oh, babe, I won’t crash. I have too many plans for you when we land.”

My brows shot up. “Yeah? What plans are these?”

“Once you get your arm taken care of, we’re going on a real honeymoon. No work, no hijackers, only you and me and a king sized bed.” He wiggled his eyebrows, his eyes gleaming with a mixture of lust and humor.

I chuckled, then winced as my arm jerked, sending white hot fire up and down my right side. My head spun, and I rested it back against the seat.

Adam’s grin fell, and a look of worry crossed his face. “You okay, babe?”

“Yeah, I’m fine.” For now.

His fingers caressed my cheek, and I closed my eyes, as I leaned into his touch. It felt cool against my heated skin.

“I love you,” he said.

My eyes opened to search his expression. His loving gaze told me he meant every word. And, though I loved him just as much, doubts clouded my judgement.

“Even after everything?” I asked. “The lies? Knowing who I am now?”

“We have a lot to talk about, but that doesn’t change the fact that I love you. You’re not any different than you were a few hours ago. You just have a career I knew nothing about.”

I shook my head. “It’s more than that, and you know it.”

“Maybe. But I believe we can get through this. I’m more concerned with how you’re handling my secret.”

My forehead creased, as a vision of my husband changing into a half-wolf creature filled my mind. “It’s a lot to take in,” I admitted.

“But can you handle it? Can you accept me?” He looked so worried that I’d reject him, it broke my heart.

“Of course,” I said. Grinning, I tried lightening the mood. “And I haven’t gotten to really see all of you.”

His face relaxed, and he smiled back at me. “Want to see my wolf, baby?” He wiggled his eyebrows and I laughed. Hard. So hard, black spots danced in front of me, as the pain in my arm became unbearable.

“Babe? Nikki!”

“Don’t make me laugh,” I whispered, even though that was reason number five why I’d married him. Or maybe it was number ten. I couldn’t remember. As my mind became a bit fuzzy, my eyes closed, then popped back open. I didn’t want to fall into unconsciousness, but it was like a heavy weight was pulling me down.

“Nikki! Stay with me.”

“Okay,” I wasn’t sure if I said it out loud or not, because in the space between one heart beat and the next, I was out.

 







CHAPTER 11

 

“Fuck!”

Like swimming through the thickest swamp, my body fought its way back into consciousness. My eyelids were too heavy to open, no matter how hard I tried, and the rocking was causing my stomach to turn.

“Shit!” Someone shouted beside me, just as whatever I lay on was jerked to the side. The throbbing pain in my arm flared with the harsh movement, and a whimper escaped my lips.

“Nikki? Are you awake?” Hearing Adam’s panicked voice next to me, I smiled. “Babe?” he asked again.

“I’m here,” I whispered… or croaked. I wasn’t sure which. It was too soft for even me to hear.

“I’m glad,” he said, “but it might have been better if you’d slept a little bit longer.”

My body slid sideways, and my eyelids finally pried themselves open enough to see that I was still on the airplane, and the ground was approaching us. Fast. My heart sped with fear, but the lethargy holding my body down wouldn’t allow me to really concentrate. “What?” 

“Just close your eyes, Nikki. I got this,” Adam said.

My head felt like it was filled with lead when I turned to look at him. His forehead was creased and his jaw clenched, determined. 

“Clearance? You bet your ass, I have clearance,” Adam mumbled under his breath. Turning to me, he said, “Hold tight, babe. This is going to be a bumpy ride.”

I opened my mouth to ask him what he was talking about, when my body jerked forward and a cry of pain spilled from my lips.

“Shit! Nolan, there will be emergency crews ready, right?” I followed his terrified eyes to my arm, where it hung limply at my side. Blood had soaked through his shirt, and my skin was coated dark red. “Hold on,” Adam said, and I was flung forward again. This time, however, I barely felt any pain. That wasn’t good.

“I’m sorry,” Adam whispered, and I glanced at him lazily, my eyes ready to close again. It was too hard to fight the pull. “You’re going to be all right,” he declared.

It sounded more like he was trying to reassure himself, but I nodded. “Just a flesh wound,” I murmured, my tongue sticking to the roof of my mouth.

Then there was a sharp jolt, slinging me sideways. The sound of grinding metal was deafening, and the way everything shook, I thought for sure the plane was about to shatter into a million pieces around us. I knew deep down what was happening was serious, but I just couldn’t focus. My eyes closed, and I welcome the darkness. As curses filled the cockpit, I thought it was probably a good thing I wouldn’t be awake for whatever fate had in store.

 







CHAPTER 12

 

It felt like from one blink to the next, time had skipped forward. I realized immediately that we weren’t moving anymore. I licked my lips and my bleary eyes took in my surroundings. I still sat in the copilot's chair, but Adam was no longer sitting next to me. The large window in front of me revealed we’d landed at the airport. How had that happened? Where was Adam?

“Over here,” I heard his voice behind me. Then I was being gently lifted out of the seat and placed on a stretcher. A warm blanket covered me and I sighed. I didn’t realized how cold I was until then.

An oxygen mask was placed over my mouth, and a warm hand engulfed one of mine. Adam walked with us as I was rolled down a ramp and loaded into the back of an ambulance. Adam climbed in just before they shut the doors and sat next to me.

Pieces of time seemed to slip away. One minute I was in the ambulance, with Adam clinging to my hand and telling me how much he loved me, then the next, bright lights were shining in my eyes, causing me to flinch. I shut them tightly and when they opened again, it was dark.

This time, I felt much more awake.

The room was quiet, except for the light beep beep of the machines, and the soft snores of the gorgeous man asleep in the chair next to my bed. A white hospital blanket had fallen off his chest, and now pooled in his lap. His face, usually relaxed and boyish when he slept, looked tense and stressed. His brows were puckered and his lips tight, instead of hanging open like I was used to seeing. His concern for me showed, even when unconscious. His soft brown hair was mussed and falling over his forehead, and I itched to run my fingers through the strands.

His arms jerked slightly and I smiled. He did that often in his sleep and I thought it was adorable. Well, except when an elbow would accidentally catch me in the cheek. Though that was a rarity now. It seemed as if he’d gotten used to sleeping with me, and his nightly workouts had decreased over the last few weeks.

As I watched him now, I realized that none of what happened, none of the secrets or lies, would keep me from him. It was all out in the open now. There was nothing holding us back and I wanted to spend the rest of my life with this man. Even if I had to dodge flying limbs in my sleep.

The oxygen mask was uncomfortable, and I lifted my good arm to take it off. Once free, I took stock of my injury. I was bandaged up from elbow to shoulder, but at least I wasn’t feeling much pain, just a small throb.

“Hey,” a deep voice whispered beside me. Adam sat up and ran a hand through his unruly locks as he looked at me, relief evident in his gaze. “Are you hurting?”

“No.” I lied. I cleared my throat, but it was so dry I could barely swallow.

“Here.” Adam stood and grabbed a big plastic cup from the table next to the bed, bending the straw to my lips. I drank a little and winced, but soon the cool water washed down easily and I sighed.

“Thank you,” I whispered, as he pulled back.

A pop of color in my peripheral vision caught my eyes. A vase of yellow roses stood next to another vase of wild flowers. I scanned the room and counted at least ten more bouquets. “What’s with all the flowers?” I asked.

Adam’s smile was warm and loving, as he gazed down at me. “These are from some of the passengers and the flight crew. They wanted to see you, but I had to tell them to come back later.”

“Oh.” I didn’t know what to say.

“Your boyfriend was the most upset. He pitched the biggest fit when they tried to put you in a room with another patient. He demanded you get your own room before I could even protest myself”

My brow furrowed. “Boyfriend?”

Adam grinned. “Does the name Tommy ring a bell?”

Wow. “Um, okay. That was sweet of him,” I said, but I was still confused. “Boyfriend?” I asked again, and Adam chuckled. “I was just teasing you. He was really concerned. Said he wanted to come back and give you a pedicure.”

My brows raised with interested. “Now that’s the kind of man I need around here.” Me and this Tommy fellow might be getting along just fine.

Adam and I both laughed softly, but it didn’t last long. Falling into Adam’s blue eyes, I sighed with contentment. If only the worsening throb in my arm would go away, then everything would be perfect. I could have called the nurse for my pain medicine, but I wanted a few more minutes with my husband.

“I guess we landed okay?” I asked.

Instead of answering, he leaned down to kiss me. His lips trembled beneath mine, as he moved his mouth with purpose, coaxing me to open my mouth and deepen the kiss. I did, allowing his tongue to swoop in and take over. He tasted like coffee and Adam. My favorite combination.

I blinked up at him as he pulled away, the smile I felt tugging at my lips slipped away when I saw the tears pooling in his eyes. “What’s wrong?” I asked. 

He sniffed and shook his head, gifting me with that grin I loved so much. “I’m just so glad you’re okay. You scared me there for a minute.”

“I’m sorry.”

He shook his head and kissed me again, pressing his lips hard against mine for only a moment, before stepping back. “You need to rest.”

“I will… but first, tell me what happened. I remember a lot of cursing and shaking. Did we crash?”

Looking away, Adam rubbed the back of his neck. “Uh, no we didn’t crash… exactly. You know what?” He gave me a smile that was suppose to reassure me. “Don’t worry about it. We landed safely and you’re okay now. That’s all that matters.”

“Adam...” Just when I was beginning my argument with the stubborn mule, the door to my room opened, and a tall man with cool gray eyes walked in.

“Good, you’re awake. Did Adam tell you how he saved everyone’s life on that plane. I mean, it was truly miraculous.”

It was odd, putting a face to the voice. I’d talked to him many times, but we’d never officially met. 

Nolan Parker stood just inside the room, his hands deep in his pockets as he spoke. Dark blond stubble covered his lower jaw, and his short hair looked almost as disheveled as Adam’s. His steel gray eyes came darn close to matching his tailored suit. I could tell right away why Adam had called him Stone. Though there was nothing menacing about him, he had a hard edge of authority that made him seem… well, hard as stone. Definitely good looking, though. Downright hot, if I wanted to be honest.

“Glad to see you’re okay,” he said. 

“Yeah, nice to see you, period.” I smiled.

His chuckle had a nice deep sound to it. Very manly. It reminded me of my husband. My gaze shot to his, and he rolled his eyes. Oops. I probably shouldn’t be ogling another man with him standing there. But Adam seemed resigned to it; like he’d seen it time and time again.

“So, what was it you were saying?” I asked Nolan. “Adam saved the day?”

“It was nothing,” Adam said, and even in the dimmed light, I could see the pink rising in his cheeks.

I smirked, and looked back at Nolan. “What went wrong?” I asked.

“What didn’t go wrong,” he replied. “The fuel had diminished to practically nothing. Then an engine blew. You’re all lucky to be alive.”

My eyes widened. “I’m glad I was unconscious then.”

“Speaking of...” He raised an eyebrow. “What’s the verdict? You’re on medical leave, but the higher-ups want to know how long.”

“I have no idea,” I told him. “I just woke up. I haven’t even spoken to the doctor yet.”

“The surgery went well,” Adam answered Nolan, but he spoke to me. “The bullet hit a major artery. You lost a lot of blood, so you might feel a little weak for a while. But the doctor said with some physical therapy, you’ll have full use of your arm in no time.”

“Well, that’s a relief.”

“Definitely good news,” Nolan nodded. “I’ll let them know you’ll be in touch about returning to work.”

“Sure.”

“By the way, we have three of the seven hijackers in custody, including Gutierrez. We also detained four airline staff members that helped them get the weapons on the plane undetected. The others didn’t make it. But Gutierrez is singing like a canary.” His eyes cut to Adam, giving him a knowing look. 

My husband shrugged. “I only threatened him a little.”

Nolan raised an eyebrow, and Adam sighed. “Okay, I might have used my wolfy charms. He’d already seen my strength, so I added a little claw to his nightmares.” He shrugged again. “No one would believe him anyway.”

“Speaking of hard to believe,” I said with a sigh. I was getting sleepy again. “A lot of people saw Adam half changed into a wolf. How are we going to handle that?”

“We’re taking care of it,” Nolan said, his lips pressed into a thin line. “Most don’t remember. Their memories are mixed up with other things that happened up there, but a few were spouting on and on about your wolfy charms, Adam.” Nolan glared at him. “But it’s under control. We’ve spun a story that you were using knives, not claws. So far, they believe it.”

My eyes closed on another sigh, and Adam placed his hand on mine, giving it a light squeeze. “She needs to rest,” he said.

“Yes, I can see that. We’ll talk later, Nikki,” he said. Then I heard the click of the door and I relaxed.

“You did great, getting rid of him that quickly.”

I smiled, though I didn’t open my eyes. “I thought that would work,” I murmured. But I was too sleepy to say more. “Why am I so sleepy?”

“Because I pressed the button for more pain medicine to drip into your IV.” I tried to glare, but my eyelids weren’t working properly. “Don’t get grouchy,” he teased. “I could tell you were in pain.”

Warm lips pressed against my temple, and I breathed in the scent of the man I wanted to spend the rest of my life with. “Rest.” He spoke softly into my ear, sending a delightful tingle down my spine. “I’ll be here.”

“I know,” I smiled. Reason number...

I succumbed to the blissful, dreamless sleep that awaited me, knowing the man I loved would be waiting for me when I returned.

 







CHAPTER 13

 

“The Captain has indicated that we have begun our initial descent into the Denver area. In preparation for landing, please assist your cabin crew by placing your seat backs and tray tables in their upright and locked position...”

 

“That wasn’t so bad, was it?” Adam smirked.

Rolling my eyes, I shook my head. “No. I told you I’d be okay. I’m not scared of flying.”

My husband choked on a laughed. “Really? That’s not the impression you gave me when we were landing in Miami.”

That deserved a punch in the shoulder. “Ouch,” he said, but his grin only widened. 

“For your information, I was only slightly frightened.”

“Uh huh.”

“I mean, who wouldn’t be with you flying the plane?”

“Hey! I have experience.” His eyes widened with a mocking, wounded look I ignored. 

“So you say,” I shrugged. “And a hijacking took place.” I pointed my finger at him. “Not so, this time around.”

“No, you made sure of that, babe.” He chuckled and grabbed my finger before I could poke him in the ribs. Bringing my hand to his lips, he placed a soft kiss on the inside of my palm.

My eyes narrowed on the devishly handsome man I wanted to simultaneously kiss and slap. Damn his warm lips. That was cheating.

“I was just looking out for the passengers,” I defended myself.

“I’m sure they appreciated your holding up the flight so you could walk up and down the aisles, checking things out… twice.” He shook his head and sighed, as if to say, what am I going to do with you. “I can’t believe you used your badge like that,” he added.

My chin lifted. “I’m sure they did appreciate it.”

“Didn’t sound like it from the grumbles aimed at your pretty little backside.”

“Whatever,” I shrugged. I felt better knowing there was no one suspicious on the plane. And I was glad to have a reason to flash my badge one last time.“You have no room to talk, mister.” I raised an eyebrow. “I saw you sniffing around.”

Adam’s neck turned a deep shade of pink. “Just making sure no weapons got on board this time.”

I smiled and landed a kiss right below his jaw. We were a couple of worry warts, but as we prepared to land at the Denver Airport, it looked like we made it safe and sound.

“Come here,” Adam said, putting his arm around my shoulders and pulling me against his chest. The thump thump... thump thump... of his heart sounded comforting beneath me. The plane rocked a little during approach and I breathed deeply, letting his scent surround me, as the plane descended. 

After weeks of physical therapy, I was almost as good as new. I was too weak to go back to work for a while, but surprisingly, I was okay with that. I enjoyed spending the extra time with Adam, getting to know him even better. Now that my therapy was over, we were taking our honeymoon in the one place we both really wanted to go… Aspen.

I grinned, anticipation growing in the pit of my stomach. I couldn’t wait to get Adam alone. Snow, mugs of hot cocoa, and sex on a rug in front of a crackling fire, here we come.

“Uh oh,” Adam said, and I glanced up to see him looking down at me, his brows lowered with concern. “That smile never bodes well for me.”

Grinning even wider, I turned to listen to the flight attendant as she spoke about exiting the plane, but not before I saw the wicked glint in my husband’s eyes. This trip was going to be so much fun.

 







CHAPTER 14

 

Glittering dots of light surrounded me, like millions of tiny sparkling diamonds, as I trudged through the deep snow. The sun shown bright overhead, reflecting off the fresh powder, blinding me for mere seconds, but it was enough to lose track of my prey. Huffing from exertion, I came to a stop at the edge of the pine forest. I glanced left and right. Not another soul in sight. Including my husband.

“Adam!” I called, only to hear his name echo back to me.

A flock of birds flew out of the trees in a frenzy, squawking their complaints. I shielded my eyes, and watched their dark forms against the bright blue sky for a moment, before turning back to the forest.

A wicked smirk pulled at my lips. “Found you,” I whispered.

The forest wasn’t dense, but it gave me a break from the blinding sunlight, allowing my eyes to open fully. I breathed in the fresh air, enjoying the peace and quiet. The only sound that reached my ears was the happy chirping of birds in the distance, and my own soft footsteps.

He’s here somewhere.

My gait was slow as I scanned my surroundings. The snow was deep enough to cover my ankles, and I silently thanked the sales lady at the lodge’s rental shop for suggesting I wear the calf length snow boots.

A footprint a few steps ahead caught my attention, and I rushed forward. Or waddled would be more like it. Bending down, I inspected the boot prints, then went to the next. The third set of prints were of bare feet. The snow had been disturbed around the prints, but no sign of his boots. My brows lowered in confusion, but I walked a little further, following the trail until it ended next to a tall pine.

Circling the tree, I looked all around, but didn’t see anything, other than more trees and snow. I felt a little stupid, but I looked up, just in case. Treetops and sky. No hunky wolf shifter hanging around. I sighed and leaned back against the trunk of the tree. Where did he go?

A sound to my right had my head snapping in that direction. Everything looked peaceful, but as I focused on the white ground, I noticed a trail of prints. They were definitely canine, but if it was a dog, it was the biggest dog I’d ever seen. Each print had to have been three times the size of my palm.

Has Adam shifted?

I took a deep breath, my heart pounding hard in my chest. He’d yet to fully show me his other side, and I had begun to wonder if he ever would. I hadn’t pushed. It wasn’t a secret anymore after all, and I knew he was nervous. Hell, I was a little scared myself.

Biting my lip, I glanced up and my breath froze in my lungs.

Standing tall and proud, the wolf stared straight at me, his blue eyes twinkling in the sunlight. My breath released, and I sucked in some much needed air.

He was beautiful. Tans, creams and dark browns mixed together to make an elegant coat of fur. His tail hung down straight, the tip damp from melted snow.

My gaze roamed over the majestic creature, slow and leisurely. I wanted to remember this moment. The first time seeing my husband in his other skin.

The wolf took a step toward me and, though part of me wanted to back up, I squared my shoulders and stepped forward. We both took our time, our strides slow and hesitant, trying not to scare the other.

When we finally got only a foot from each other, I dropped to my knees and stared into his brilliant blue eyes. They weren’t the same color as the ones I’d woken up to that morning, but the knowledge and love shining back at me was so familiar, I wrapped my arms around the wolf's neck and buried my nose in his soft fur. He smelled of the woods, of pine, and fresh air… and underneath that was my man.

“Adam,” I whispered, into his fur. He shifted his paws and rubbed his head against mine. I pulled back and looked at him, tears trailing down my cheeks as I smiled. “You are so...” I sighed and shook my head, unable to find the perfect words.

The wolf opened his mouth, showing two rows of sharp, white teeth, as his tongue rolled out to the side. I’d swear he was grinning. But wolves didn’t grin, right? I narrowed my eyes and when I saw the twinkle in his arctic gaze, my mouth dropped open. He was grinning. 

Then, I was suddenly flat on my back, eyes wide, looking up at the enormous wolf above me. He straddled my body, looking down at me with that wolfish grin, his tongue still hanging out lazily.

“What are you…” I was cut off, as my face was covered by a warm, wet tongue. “Eww!” I cried out, as he licked me from chin to forehead. “Gross! Adam!”

The wolf let out a short, growling bark, then jumped off of me to sprint away.

I climbed to my feet, wiping at the melting snow on my backside, as I looked for him. He hadn’t gone far - maybe fifteen, twenty feet away. He watched me as I fixed my beanie. I grumbled, my breath puffing out in a cloud in front of my face when I saw it had gotten wet inside. Though I enjoyed the colder climates, I was getting a bit too cold… and hungry. A mug of hot cocoa beside the fire was sounding like a good idea.

But Adam had different plans.

He dropped his head down, his eyes narrowing on me, and I couldn’t help the step backwards. As soon as my foot hit the ground behind me, he took off. Straight for me. 

I admit it. I screamed. A loud, short shrill, as I jumped and began backing up swiftly. 

The wolf kept coming. And he was fast. In seconds, he was right upon me. But instead of slamming into me as I’d been preparing for, he came to an abrupt halt a couple of feet in front of me, sliding in a ninety degree angle and spraying snow all over me.

I stumbled back, shrieking, as the freezing snow smacked me in the face and slid down my coat. I wiped my face and shook the snow from my head. Damn, that’s cold! 

“What the hell, Adam!” I yelled. The wolf’s body shook as he looked at me with that wolfy grin again. Was he laughing? Oh hell, no.

Gathering a quick snowball, I threw it as hard as I could. It hit him square in the face and I doubled over laughing as he suddenly stilled, and gave me a disbelieving look. Well, it looked disbelieving. Hard to tell with a wolf. 

I continued to laugh, my eyes closed, as tears leaked from them. Oh, he looked so stunned. A hard ball of snow smacking me in the face halted my chuckles and caused me to gasp. 

Frowning, I wiped my face and stared at my laughing, naked husband.

Wait. Naked? 

“You shifted?” I asked, taking in his tall, muscular form. His sun kissed skin gleamed in the afternoon sun, and his broad shoulders were pulled back with confidence. His chest was freaking yummy as hell, and his waist narrowed down into a V that had me licking my lips. Damn, he was hot.

Then I shivered and remembered where we were. He might be smoking hot, but it was freaking freezing out here. “Aren’t you cold?” I asked.

One brown eyebrow lifted, and his lips pulled up into a teasing grin as he strolled toward me. “Do I look cold to you?”

My eyes immediately fell to his manhood, and I sucked my bottom lip into my mouth. Long and hard, his beautiful cock jutted out proudly. I knew from experience that if if he got any harder, the tip would turn purple and tap his abdomen, just below his belly button. 

My heated gaze met his. Though desire had darkened his blue eyes, his smug smile had me planting a hand on my hip. It was my turn to raise my eyebrow. “And what do you think you’re going to do with that?”

“What do you think?” he said, his voice dropping into a husky drawl that had my already wet panties soaked.

“It’s too cold. I’m not taking off my clothes.”

He raised another eyebrow and held out his hand. “Won’t you?”

 







CHAPTER 15

 

Damn it! He was right. I would. For him. But I didn’t have to like it.

With an exaggerated sigh, I placed my hand in his and rolled my eyes when he gave me that smug grin.

It is too fucking cold for this. My ass is going to freeze. And my toes. Oh, God! My toes are going to fall off. Where’s my gun when I need it?

Wait! What if my nipples turned to ice? My lips pulled down on one side as I thought that one over. Well, he could warm them with his mouth, I suppose. My brows shot up with sudden brightness. That's promising. But my poor toes.

My gaze slid down to my husbands gorgeous cock, bobbing as we trekked through the forest. Oh, who the hell am I kidding? I could care less about my toes.

“Here we go.” 

My thoughts had kept me from noticing where we were going, and when I looked up, I gasped. We were heading towards a small cabin in the middle of a clearing. White smoke floated softly from its chimney, beckoning us to find comfort in its warmth inside. 

“What is this?” I asked, in awe.

“I rented this for us. I thought you’d like the privacy,” he said, smiling down at me. 

His smile. Gah! I melted. Right there on the spot.

“But what about our room at the lodge?” I asked.

He shrugged and opened the door, gesturing for me to enter first. I stepped inside and breathed out a contented sigh at the heat that suddenly surrounded me. The fire crackled from a stone fireplace on the left.

Adam tugged on my coat and I helped him remove my outerwear. “This is incredible,” I said.

He smiled and reached for my sweater. I lifted my arms and let him pull it off. “The cabin wasn’t ready for us when we got here, so I book the room at the lodge for a few nights until it was.”

Kneeling, he helped me with my boots, taking the thick socks with them. Setting them by the door, he came back and grabbed the hem of my long-sleeved tee. I lifted my arms again and he pulled it off, throwing it somewhere to the side.

A dark brown couch had been pushed back, and a large fluffy blanket was placed on the floor, ready for us to cuddle up on. “I can’t believe you did this,” I said, breathlessly.

Warm fingers traced my lower belly, making it quiver before tugging on my pants and pulling them over my hips. I stepped out of them absent-mindedly, as I caught sight of the bucket with champagne. It sat next to two glass flutes and a bowl of strawberries. I was speechless.

And naked, I realized, when fingers began tracing light circles over my nipples. “What in the world?”

Looking down, I watched, lips parted and breath hitching, as Adam thumbed and pinched the peaks until they became stiff and sensitive.

Licking my lips, I gazed up at him with heavy lidded eyes. His grin was down right wolfish. “Surprised?”

“That I’m naked?” I teased, my voice low and sultry.

“Hmm,” he moaned, as his hands fell away from my breasts. I almost begged for him to touch me again, but he grabbed my hand and pulled me to the blanket. “You weren’t paying attention, so I took advantage.” He shrugged. “Plus, there’s no need for clothes when I plan to ravage you in, oh, about five minutes.”

“Five minutes?” I asked, as he pulled me down to sit beside him in front of the fire.

“Yep,” he replied, popping the p.

“Why five minutes and not now?”

Lifting the champagne out of the ice bucket, he popped the cork and poured us each a glass of the bubbly liquid. Handing me a glass, he smiled at me. “Champagne first,” he answered.

Taking a sip, I scrunched my nose as the bubbles tickled my upper lip. “Mmm.” I murmured my appreciation of the sweet drink.

When I pulled the glass away, a strawberry was placed on my lower lip. I opened my mouth, but Adam continued to rub the fruit over my lips, making me look up into his eyes. The heat and desire that pierced right through me made my breath catch. 

With our gazes locked, I flicked my tongue over the fruit, causing his eyes to lower and his own breath to hitch. His lids lowered and his gaze darkened, as his tongue ran over his bottom lip.

Still watching him, I leaned forward, just enough to wrap my lips around the strawberry and suck, catching one of his fingers. He narrowed his eyes on my mouth and I moaned. 

The room blurred and I found myself on my back, blinking up at the tense expression on my husband's face. He held himself above me, his strong arms on either side of my head. My palms ran over his forearms and biceps, back and forth, appreciating the rigid muscles beneath his smooth skin. God, I loved his arms.

He growled and I grinned. “You wench!” he said.

My hands found his back and traced the warm flesh with my fingernails. He shivered above me and burrowed his nose in my neck. Tilting my head, I offered him better access, which he didn’t hesitate taking. Teeth nipped just below my ear and I gasped.

“Tastes so good,” he moaned.

His lips trailed over my shoulder and down my arm, landing a soft kiss on the puckered scar, before moving to my chest. I could feel his cock sliding against my stomach as he rocked his hips. The wet trail of precum had my head falling back with a moan. 

Warm lips met mine, kissing me with a hunger that I matched wholeheartedly. Adam wiggled his hips and I opened my legs, cradling him against my wet core. He slid over the swollen flesh, causing my hips to jerk up. But he continued to tease, the blunt head of his cock hitting my clit with every slow pass, as he licked my lips until I opened. We both moaned, as our tongues tasted and played. 

Adam broke the kiss and I sucked in a lung full of air, gripping his shoulders to yank him back to me, but he easily pulled away to trail kisses down the center of my chest. Arching my back, I thrust my breast toward him. He grinned and continued down my stomach. I groaned my disappointment, but when his hands trailed behind his lips, I arched once again. The way he played my body with soft caresses, mixed with a hard squeeze or sharp flick of his nail, made my head spin. No one could touch me the way he could.

When he licked just above the line of my pubic air, my legs fell open wider. “Yes,” I sighed.

Biting my lip, I watched his face nuzzle into my curls. Seeing the top of his head moving from side to side was so erotic, I almost came right then.

“Hmm, babe,” he murmured, his hot breath searing my flesh. “Your scent drives me wild.”

“What do I smell like?” I asked. I was panting with desire, needing him to touch me so badly.

“Like mine,” he said, before swiping his tongue over my clit. I cried out and bumped my hips up. “Yes,” I pleaded.

“Hmmm,” he moaned again. “And your taste... I could come just from this. I want to taste you all night. Suck your sweet cream until it runs down my chin. I want you to scream my name so loud, you scare the neighbors.”

He sucked on my clit and I dug my nails into his shoulders. “Ah!” I gasped. “We don’t have any neighbors. Or at least none close by.”

“Exactly,” he said, lapping at my slit. My hips thrust against his mouth, begging him to go faster. “Damn, but you taste like heaven.” 

“What do I taste like?” My voice was so breathy, I wondered if he could hear me.

“Like mine,” he growled, before thrusting his tongue into my aching center, eating me out like he meant it.

“Oh God! Yes! Don’t stop.” 

He only groaned and continued his voracious kisses; sucking, licking, driving me higher and higher. With my feet planted flat on the floor, I speared my fingers into his hair, pulling hard as I ground my pussy into his face, coming so hard I saw stars.

Screaming his name, my eyes squeezed shut with the exquisite mixture of pain and pleasure the intense orgasms afforded me. My hips continued to thrust to the rhythm of the throbbing of my clit, riding out the release until the last ripple of pleasure drifted away.

My hands dropped from Adam’s head and my legs fell lax, as he gave one more lick before looking up at me. His darkened gaze stared at me with hunger, as if he hadn’t just eaten me alive. Oh my.

A deep groan rumbled from his chest, as he crawled up my limp form, causing my heart to start pounding once again. His cock nestled between my legs, rubbing against the too-sensitive flesh and I whimpered. Adam silenced me with a kiss, prying my lips apart and pushing his tongue past my teeth to claim my mouth. Holding him close, I kissed him back, tasting myself on his lips and loving it.

When I pulled back, sucking on his bottom lip, he growled and forced his tongue back inside my mouth, while thrusting against me. Answering his plea, I lifted my hips at the right angle for him to press against my opening. He pressed the tip inside, teasing me to insanity. I wiggled and moaned into his mouth, the ache inside growing in intensity until I couldn’t take it any longer. I pushed at his shoulders and broke away from his kiss with a gasp of air.

Taking the hint, he rolled onto his back, taking me with him until I sat astride him. My palms pressed against his chest, my fingers threading through his chest hair as our gazes connected. 

“God, you are so beautiful,” he said. His dark blue eyes devoured me and I smiled. I loved him so much.

Squeezing my breasts, his thumbs brushed my nipples and I began to rock. My wet slit slid over his cock, teasing him until he gripped my hips in frustration. His eyes narrowed, letting me know he didn’t appreciate my teasing.

I grinned. “Only fair,” I said.

“You think so?” He raised a brow. But before I could answer, his grip tightened as he pulled me down, thrusting his hips up at the same time, spearing me with his thick cock.

“Oh, Adam!” I cried out, as I stretched around him, taking him deep inside me. I couldn’t hold still. It was almost too much and I had to move.

“That’s it, baby, ride my cock.” Adam’s fingers dug into my hips and as I lifted up, he helped slam me back down hard, getting faster with each stroke.  Neither of us had the patience to take things slow. “That’s it,” he groaned. “Lean down here so I can suck on those pretty little nipples.”

With a greedy whimper, I gripped the blankets next to Adam’s head, as I pressed my breasts into his face, my backside maintaining its rhythm. The slide of his cock thrusting in and out, combined with his talented mouth teasing and sucking on my breast, sent heat coiling through my belly. My rhythm faltered as I ground my clit against him, crying out as another strong orgasm burst from within. My mouth opened wide as a keening wail left my lips.

Adam flipped me over, claiming my mouth and my cries as he drove into me over and over. I wrapped my legs around his waist and lifted my hips to match his strokes. His cock swelled with his impending climax, sending sparks of pleasure through every nerve ending, and I gritted my teeth. It was too fast, too soon. I was too sensitive. I shook my head, overwhelmed by the pleasure.

“Yes,” Adam gritted out. “Come on, Nikki. Give it to me.”

I shook my head. “I can’t.”

“Yes you can, baby.” Though his words were tender, his tone had a harsh edge, letting me know just how close he was.

I started to shake my head no, when he slammed into me so hard, I screamed as his cock tapped my cervix.

“Look at me,” he said, and I opened my eyes to find a mixture of love and determination staring down at me.

He drove into me again and I bucked beneath him. “Adam!”

“That’s it.”

“Adam!” I cried again, and let loose a howl that could rival a werewolf. It almost hurt, how good it felt.

I shook and screamed, tearing at Adam’s back with my fingernails as the powerful orgasm flashed through my body, curling my toes and stiffening every joint and muscle. Adam continued his pounding, grunting and cursing above me, before giving me one final, forceful thrust and stilling, as his cum shot deep into my womb.

It was the best damn sex of my life. Reason number... oh, forget it. There were too many reasons why I married this man to keep track, and I damn sure wasn’t about to let him go.

“I think I’ll keep you,” I said, huffing from exertion.

Adam’s chuckle sounded tired, as he rolled us onto our sides. “That’s good, baby. Because I’m not letting you go.”

Laying next to the fire and letting its warmth caress my cooling skin felt so nice, but it was being in Adam’s arms that made it heaven. Snuggling against his chest, I licked at his sweaty skin and laid a gentle kiss right under his chin. His chest rumbled with contentment, and he kissed the top of my head. 

My fingers traced circles around his nipple, as I contemplated how to the deliver the news I’d been keeping from him for weeks now. I hoped he was okay with my decision. I really didn’t want to fight. Especially today. It had been perfect so far, and I didn’t want to be the one to ruin it.

Groaning, Adam stilled my fingers as he shifted his hips, pressing his hot arousal against my thigh. “What’s on your mind, Nikki?” 

Glancing up into his inquisitive eyes, I sighed. How did he know?

“I can tell something’s bothering you, so spit it out woman,” he grumbled. “I’ve got plans for you.” He punctuated his words by bumping his cock against my thigh again.

Too worried about what he would say, I couldn’t even muster a smile at his teasing. I decided it was best to just blurt it out. “I quit my job.” There. Nice and painless. Like pulling off a bandaid real quick. Yeah, right.

Adam blinked down at me for a moment before his brows furrowed. “What do you mean, you quit? Why? You loved your job.”

I shrugged and looked back down at his chest, as my fingers went back to drawing circles through the short, dark hairs. “Not really. It was okay, I guess,” I confessed, catching the surprised look on his face. “But I don’t like spending so much time away from you, so I applied for another job.”

“I’ll still have to go away sometimes,” he reminded me. 

“I know,” I nodded, “but at least our schedules won’t mash so much.”

He went silent, no doubt thinking about what I said and what it could mean. I was actually getting kind of excited about revealing my secret now.

“Where did you say you applied again?” he asked, rubbing my back in a soft, up and down motion that pulled me closer to him

“I didn’t,” I told him. “And I already got the job.” His lips twitched as he stared down at me, and I couldn’t keep my wide smile from forming. “Meet the new member of the Delta Division.”

“We’re going to work together?” His eyebrows shot up to his hairline. “You’re human. It’s not safe,” he growled.

“I won’t be involved in any hand to hand combat with shifters, if that’s what you’re worried about. More like office work.”

A deep V formed between his eyes, and I rubbed it away with one finger. “And you’re fine with this?”

“Yes,” I said truthfully. “I’m feeling the need for something a little less dangerous.” I kept the part about preparing to start a family a secret. At least for now. We’d discussed it, and we both agreed we wanted more time together, just the two of us, first.

“How did they swing this?” He asked.

I shrugged one shoulder and pressed a kiss to his strong chin. “I can be pretty convincing when I want to be.” I wiggled closer and wrapped my leg around his waist, rubbing myself against him wantonly.

“Hmm.” Rocking his hips along with me, he hit the perfect spot to send my back arching. “Yes, I know this all too well, my love.” He pressed his lips to mine, ending our last conversation and beginning a whole new one with our bodies.

“I love you, Nikki,” Adam said, as he settled his large frame above me. 

I kissed him, letting my lips show how very much his words meant to me. “I love you, too, Adam.”

Of course, that was my most vital motive for marrying him. He had my heart.

 

THE END
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Capturing Her Bear

by Charlie Daye

 

Captive Bear Series Book 1

 

She wants her freedom, he wants her heart.

She's no lab rat...

Naked and caged in a lab, Apsen has no idea why she's there, and no one will talk to her. After experimenting on her, they let her go into the woods...only to hunt her with rifles. Terrified, she tries to out run her pursuers. But gunshot wounds and exhaustion take their toll, and she falls, welcoming the darkness that envelopes her.

She's his mate...

Bear shifter Torbin is hunting for dinner when the smell of blood permeates the air. It's not just any blood, it's the blood of his mate and she's dying. He rushes to her side and whisks her back to his cabin, where he tends her wounds and waits for her to recover.

When Aspen wakes in the arms of the sexiest man she's ever seen, she's torn between wanting to succumb to the urge to mate him and wanting to return to the life she knew before. But when Torbin is mortally wounded by the same people who tried kill her, she makes a choice that will change both their destinies.

Will her choice bind them, or break them?

 


CHAPTER 1

 

Aspen shivered. She felt like the toy monkey from the beginning of the Phantom of the Opera movie starring Gerard Butler. Only this time, there was no sexy Raul jumping in head first to save her, nor was there a half-scarred rock star singing Phantom to woo her. No, this was real life and was far scarier than any phantom ever could be. 

She glanced around the room that had been her prison for at least the last few days. Since being drugged, her mind was a little foggy on the details. She was trapped in a cage with thick aluminum bars, a stainless steel top and bottom, a small cot and only a bucket to use to relieve herself. Her clothes had been taken leaving her exposed and humiliated. She spent most of the time wrapped up in the poor excuse for a blanket provided to her.

The room that housed her cage was one of the most sterile rooms she’d ever seen. Everything about the room was stark white – the walls, the floor and the ceiling. In the center of the room, situated in front of what she’d assumed was a one-way mirror, was a stainless steel table with shackles attached to it. Looking at the table just made her shiver harder. She’d only been attached to the table once, but it was truly an unpleasant experience. 

It was right after she’d been taken. She’d awoke groggy; her arms and legs had felt heavy and useless. It was when she’d tried to move them that she’d realized she’d been strapped down to the table, her clothes missing and men in scrubs moving around her.

“Please…” she’d croaked. Her mouth had been dry and her throat had felt scratchy and raw.

One of the men had approached her, his face covered in a surgical mask. “Subject is awake.” He’d pulled back her lids and flashed a light in her eyes, “Her pupils are responsive.” He’d checked her pulse and heart rate, “Pulse seems normal, breathing sounds good.”

Another man had approached with a cotton ball in hand and had swabbed the inside of her elbow before he’d stabbed her, not so nicely, with a needle and had drawn out her blood. After filling two vials, he’d removed the needle, which had burned horribly, and covered the injection site with a Band-Aid.

“What’s happening?” she’d asked hoarsely. “Where am I? Who are you?”

Instead of receiving a reply, a small table had been wheeled over carrying an assortment of scary looking medical instruments. She’d fought a little harder to free herself to no avail.

“The subject is becoming agitated.”

“I am not a subject!” She growled. “My name is Aspen!”

One of the men in the room had then come over with another needle and had stabbed her in the thigh with it. “OW!” Within seconds, her head had become woozy and the room had started to spin. “What did you give me?”

Without responding, the men had continued their work. Her ankles were unshackled and placed in stirrups before being tied back down; a stool was rolled over for the man she’d presumed was the doctor in charge. He’d sat between her legs and, not so gently, had shoved a speculum into her body. Now, Aspen had never been a fan of her annual appointment, but this had been over the top and would no doubt give her nightmares for years – assuming she survived.

While the man who’d sat below her had given her the most uncomfortable pelvic exam of her life, another had taken a scalpel to her arm and had removed slivers of skin and placed them under a microscope. Another had removed strands of hair and nail clippings and done the same. By the time they had untied her and put her back in her cage, she’d hurt everywhere.

In her cage is where she’d remained, untouched, for the next few days.

Aspen stared down at her arm where they’d removed the skin. It looked red and irritated but didn’t hurt anymore. As a matter of fact, nothing really hurt anymore, but then again, that probably had something to do with the fact that no one had touched her in a while.

Wrapping the blanket a little tighter around herself, she drew her knees up to her chest. How had things gone so terribly wrong? One minute she had been a happy, single woman working as a veterinary technician. The next minute she had found herself trapped in a cell being treated like a lab rat.

The door to the room opened with a pop, and a man walked in carrying a clipboard. It was hard to tell what he looked like because, like everyone else, he wore a surgical mask over his face. He approached the cage and studied her, “How are you feeling today? Have you noticed any changes in your body?”

She stood, holding the blanket to her body, and walked to the bars, “Why am I here?”

“Please answer the question.”

She gripped the bars of her cell and shook them, “Let me out of here!”

He made a note on his clipboard, “The subject is becoming aggressive.”

“My name is Aspen, not subject!” She screamed. “And stop talking about me like I’m not here.”

Reaching through the bars, she tried to grab on to his coat, but he jumped out of the way before she could touch him. She noticed the smile that lit his eyes as he looked down at her hand. “Subject appears to have responded well to treatments.”

Aspen stared in shock and horror at her hand. Her once normal fingers and nails were now replaced with wider, stubbier fingers and black, claw-like nails. “What have you done to me?” she wailed, drawing her hand back into her cage and hugging it to her chest.

Without responding, the man walked out leaving Aspen to deal with her new deformity.

Dropping to the floor of her cell, she stared at her hand and silently cried, but before she even had the time to dwell on her predicament, her hand started to return to normal. Her fingers lengthened and her nails returned to their normal pink and white.

She touched her hand tentatively with the other, “What the hell have they done to me?”

She didn’t have time to ponder that question before the door opened again and a gurney was wheeled into the room with an unconscious man strapped to it.

 







CHAPTER 2

 

Berend lie face up on the floor of his cell. He’d lost count of how many days he’d been trapped in this hellhole. It felt like years, but he was pretty sure it had only been a few months… a few really long months.

They’d come in again trying to run more tests, but he’d fought them, and while he’d been distracted, a nurse had stabbed him in the neck with a needle injecting him with what he’d guessed was a sedative meant to calm his beast.

It took a few minutes, but once the drugs took effect, they made him feel lethargic and sleepy. He didn’t even flinch when the group of would be doctors came back in the room with a gurney, lifted him up and strapped him to it.

He stared mindlessly as the fluorescent lights passed overhead. This was the first time they’d taken him out of this room since he’d been brought here, so he had no idea what they had in store for him.

With a pop, he heard a door open before being pushed into another room. This one was relatively larger than his room. He noted the stainless steel table in the center of the room, as well as the cage in the corner. Was this to be his new home?

۞

Aspen stared in shock as what little clothing the man had on was pushed down past his hips exposing his manhood.

One of the men spoke, “Nurse, please see if subject zero is responsive.” She was the only other female Aspen had seen since she’d been there.

“Yes, doctor,” the nurse replied sweetly.

Aspen couldn’t help but notice that no one used names of any kind when in her presence. She wondered if it was because they were afraid that she’d escape and tell someone, or perhaps they just didn’t think it necessary.

She watched as the nurse approached the drugged man and took hold of his penis, stroking it mechanically until it stood to attention. 

“Don’t do that to him!” Aspen raged, rattling the bars of her cage.

“He’s responsive, doctor,” the nurse replied, ignoring Aspen’s outburst.

“Excellent. Bring out subject one.”

Two men moved toward Aspen. She scrambled toward the back of her cell and wrapped her arms around the bars. She had no idea what they planned on doing with her, but she in no way wanted to find out.

One of the men opened her cell and stepped inside, quickly followed by the second man. “Don’t touch me!”

Ignoring her, one man grabbed her legs, while the other removed her arms from the bars and carried her screaming out of her cell. They placed her on the stainless steel table where she was quickly strapped down. Once she was secure, the nurse injected her. Almost instantly, the room began to spin. Aspen closed her eyes in an attempt to regain control of her senses.

“Nurse, will you please extract a sample?”

“Of course, doctor.”

Berend spared a quick glance at the woman who’d been strapped down beside him, but he was more intent on watching as the nurse moved back towards him and took his penis into her hands. This was the second time they’d done this to him. He should be used to it by now. Hell, he should be happy that a woman was jerking him off, but he wasn’t. As a matter of fact, he was pretty fucking pissed off about it. “Don’t fucking touch me,” he growled.

The nurse ignored him and focused on her task of jacking him off till he came. She held him in a two handed grip after coating her gloved hands in lube. Once she started her up and down movements, it was all Berend could do not to thrust his hips up to meet her. Instead, he lifted his head, growled and snapped at her, though it seemed to do little more than make her jump.

Aspen opened her eyes and turned her head to the horrid scene at her side. Every muscle in the man’s body was ridged, as if he was trying to fight off his impending climax. When he finally did come, his hips arched and a roar tore from his chest shaking the one-way window.

With quick, practiced, efficient moves, the nurse took the semen sample, and after placing it in a plastic container, handed it over to the doctor. “Thank you, nurse.”

The nurse nodded her head, “Happy to be of service, doctor.”

“Prep subject one.”

With the same efficiency that was used to capture the semen, Aspen’s leg’s were strapped into stirrups and raised, but before she could wrap her mind around what was to happen next, she was given another injection and her world slowly faded to black.

 







CHAPTER 3

 

They left Berend in the room with the woman who had just been implanted with his seed. She was beautiful with shoulder length blonde hair. He thought her eyes might have been green but wasn’t sure. It’s somewhat hard to focus on the details when you’re drugged and getting a hand job. Her belly was flat, her breasts were a little less than a handful and her skin looked as if she spent a lot of time in the sun.

Under most circumstances, Berend probably would have approached her on the street for a quick romp in the hay, but that would have been it. She did nothing for his beast.

He heard a groan a minute before her eyes slowly opened.

Aspen was surprised when she woke without pain. So far, everything that had been done to her had made her hurt. She wasn’t surprised to find that she still couldn’t move, but she was slightly confused when she noticed her pelvis was higher than her head. “What the hell?” she asked softly.

“I believe they’ve tried to impregnate you with my seed.”

Aspen gasped and spun her head to the man at her side. His hair was shaggy and brown, and his eyes were the color of brand new copper pennies. He was ruggedly handsome with a five o’clock shadow, but he looked worn out and tired. “Excuse me?”

“After they knocked you out, the good doctor performed an IVF on you.”

Her eyes rounded in surprise, “Why?”

“That would be the question of the hour, now wouldn’t it?” he remarked dryly.

She sighed, “More like the question of the minute. Too bad it won’t take.”

“Why’s that?” he asked, giving her his full attention now.

“I’m on the depo shot for birth control.”

“What does that have to do with anything? They retrieve the egg before inseminating it and placing it in the womb.”

She smirked, “Because a woman on birth control is less likely to release a healthy egg during stimulation than a female not on birth control.”

“So, what are you saying? That even if they successfully implanted the egg, it may abort anyways?”

“Exactly.”

He laughed, “I can’t wait to see their faces when that happens.”

She smiled, “It would serve them right, but on the off-hand chance that it does work… I’m Aspen, the future mother of your child.”

Berend nodded his greeting, “Berend, the future father.”

“Do you find it odd that we seem to find humor in our current situation?” She asked.

He shrugged best he could, “Well, we can either be civil or kick, scream and throw a fit, which up to this point, has done neither one of us any good. So why not make a mockery out of it?”

“You have a point there.”

“Thanks for trying to defend my honor earlier,” he replied, quietly.

Aspen’s cheeks burned slightly, “I just wish I could have done more. Either way you look at it, they raped you.”

Berend snickered, “That wasn’t rape. That was a really bad hand job.”

She laughed, “Do you always try to find the bright side of things?”

“For the most part.”

They remained silent for several minutes before Aspen asked, “Do you know why we’re here? Well, I mean, other than to knock me up with your kid.”

His eyes never left the ceiling, “I know why I’m here, but as to their plans, I can’t say.”

“You know why you’re here?” she repeated, lifting her head to look at him.

“I have a pretty good idea,” he remarked.

“Why?”

“I’m a bear shifter.”

You could hear crickets in the room as Aspen blinked several times trying to understand what he meant. The only time she’d ever heard the word shifter before was in a paranormal romance book, and this was in no way a paranormal romance kind of situation. 

“I’m sorry, I don’t know what that means. Do you mean that you move bears around?”

He chuckled, “No, sweetheart, I am a man who shifts into a bear.”

The crickets began chirping again as she stared at him unsure of what to say next. Maybe he’d become delusional from being locked up for so long. “Uh, ok.”

He laughed, “Not a believer, eh?”

“You have to admit that does sound pretty far fetched,” she admitted.

“I’d love to show you exactly what I mean, but sadly, they keep my beast at bay with a daily dose of some kind of inhibitor.” He paused, “But perhaps…”

“What?” she asked when he fell silent.

Berend focused on his hand, hoping he had just enough energy to force a partial change. When he felt the tingling begin, he grinned. “Watch my hand.”

Aspen turned her gaze to his hand and watched in horrified fascination as it began to shift. His nails thickened and lengthened turning a dull black while his fingers started to sprout fur and widen.

She gasped when she realized what she was seeing now was exactly what her hand had started to do earlier. “Oh my god!”

“Told you.”

She shook her head, “No, not that. I mean, don’t get me wrong, you’ve just completely blown my mind, but my hand did the same exact thing earlier when I got upset.”

Berend’s head whipped around to look at Aspen; his eyes narrowing to thin slits, “What do you mean?”

Her brows came crashing down in confusion, “What do you mean, ‘what do I mean’? I’m saying that my hand did the exact same thing. Does that mean I’m a bear shifter too?”

“I’m going to go out on a limb here and say you were human before you came here, am I right?”

She nodded.

He swore, “Shit!”

“What’s going to happen to me?” she asked softly.

He turned his attention back to her wishing he were free to comfort her. “As far as becoming a shifter goes… nothing. Very few humans are ever turned, but the few that are seem to transition pretty well. As to the why of it, I’m not sure. As a human, you would have been more than capable of carrying my child.”

“Do you think we’ll ever get out of here?”

He sighed, “I would like to say yes, but honestly, I have no idea.”

 







CHAPTER 4

 

It didn’t take long for them to find out if Aspen was pregnant because she started her period a week later.

She was standing in a shower stall drying herself off when she felt the familiar rush of her menstrual cycle. She cheered inwardly and pretended she didn’t notice the blood running down her leg. It was only when the nurse began to throw a fit that Aspen took notice.

“Oh, it’s no big deal, it’s just my period,” she said demurely.

“Do not move! Stay right where you are. I need to have a chair brought in here to take you back to the exam room.”

“What for?” Aspen asked innocently. “It’s just my monthly cycle.”

Within minutes, Aspen was pushed into a wheel chair and carted back to her room where she was lifted onto the gurney and given a through inspection.

“Damn, it didn’t take,” the doctor said to the room as he rolled his chair back.

“Should we try again?” the nurse asked.

The doctor shook his head. “No. It’s too costly to keep retrying. We’re done with this one.”

“Should I prep her for release then?” the nurse asked making Aspen’s heart beat furiously in her chest.

Could this be the end of her journey? Was she really to be set free? And what of Berend? Would they turn him loose now too?

“Yes.”

“What about Berend?” she asked, unable to hold her tongue. If she were to be set free, surely they’d release Berend too.

For the first time since she’d arrived, the doctor actually turned and looked straight at her. His eyes were cold and heartless, “We still have a need for him, but you have become quite useless.”

A deep and heavy feeling of dread settled in her stomach as the doctor walked out the door.

***

It had been twenty-four hours since Aspen had been dismissed by the doctor. She’d had no contact with anyone except for the nurse who would occasionally bring her food. All of the medical exams had stopped – which she was grateful for – but the lack of attention still made her nervous.

Since it was almost time for the evening meal, she wasn’t surprised when the door to her room popped open and the nurse came in. She dropped a bag by the door and moved over to open Aspen’s cage. Aspen stayed seated on her cot until the nurse was gone.

Staring at the plate of food, Aspen was very confused. Normally her meals consisted of healthy portions from all four food groups, but tonight she was given a bowl of broth and a large chunk of bread. Frowning, she looked up and noticed that the nurse had failed to lock her cage, and the door rested gently against the frame.

Ignoring the food, Aspen rose to her feet. Keeping her blanket wrapped securely around her body, she approached the door to her cage. She nudged it gently with her foot and jumped when it swung open.

She shook her head and laughed softly, “Damn girl, what were you expecting? For the thing to electrocute you or maybe set off an alarm that would shake the walls of the building?” 

Taking a deep breath, she stepped out of the cage. Again, she was expecting the worst, and when nothing happened, she released her breath. Her entire body relaxed.

She moved to the bag that the nurse had dropped by the door and rummaged inside surprised to find clothing. There was a pair of shorts, a tank top and a pair of no-name tennis shoes, but no socks. Instantly dropping the sorry excuse for a blanket, Aspen grabbed the clothes and slipped them on. They weren’t exactly the right size, but she’d take anything at this point. She was tired of being naked… and poked and prodded and treated like some mad scientist’s latest experiment.

Feeling normal for the first time in weeks, she reached for the door, “Now, what are the chances that she forgot to lock this door too?” She twisted the knob on the door and nearly shouted for joy when it opened.

She stuck her head out and glanced down the hallway. As far as she could tell, there was no one around.

The hallway was just as sterile as the room where she’d been held. There were no windows to speak of, only three other doors, and they all looked like the one to her room. She wondered if Berend was in one of those rooms, and whether or not she’d be able to help him. So, taking one last look down the hall to make sure no one was about to sneak up on her, she stepped into the hallway in search of Berend the bear shifter.

She approached the first door and tried the handle. It turned without resistance allowing her to stick her head in the room. It was empty. The second room was exactly the same… sterile and empty. She came upon the last door and opened it. She wasn’t sure what she would do if Berend wasn’t inside, but luckily, she didn’t have to think about it because he was there.

His room looked nothing like hers. It was smaller than her room was, but Berend wasn’t being held in a cage. There was actually no cage at all in this room. He had the same cot she did, a toilet and a small sink. The man himself was sitting on his cot Indian style with his head back against the wall, eyes closed.

“Berend!” she whispered loudly.

Berend’s eyes popped open at the sound of Aspen’s voice, “Aspen! What are you doing here? How did you get out of your room?”

Aspen grinned, “Who cares? I’m free and I’m not leaving without you.”

Berend grinned, “Let’s go then.”

He moved with the grace of an animal towards the door. He stopped, lifted his head and sniffed the air. When he could sense no one in the immediate area, he gave her the nod to go ahead.

Hugging the wall, Aspen reached back to grab Berend’s hand. He accepted and gave her a gentle squeeze of reassurance. They reached the end of the hall and stopped. Berend, once again, sniffed the air for enemies, and this time, when he smelt none, he took the lead pulling Aspen behind him. 

Berend stopped at the first door they came to. He sniffed, shook his head and continued down the hall. He did this several times until he came to a door that caused a smile to break across his face. He turned back to look at her, “I smell fresh air.”

She squeezed his hand, “Then let’s get the hell out of here!”

With a nod, he pushed open the door. He was instantly bathed in the day’s remaining sunlight. The warm breeze caressed his skin like a long lost lover. His bear wanted out, but he wouldn’t let that happen till they were out of this place. A human could slip through undetected, but a bear could not.

“Stay close,” he instructed. “This is going to happen very quickly.”

Aspen nodded her understanding. “I’m ready when you are.”

Berend tightened his grip around Aspen’s hand and ran.

 







CHAPTER 5

 

Aspen had never run so hard or so fast in her life. Freedom was within reach. They’d finally gotten to the edge of their prison, the chain link fence only feet from them, when a loud gunshot rang out and Berend fell hard.

“No!” She cried. “Berend!”

Berend’s head swam. The motherfuckers had shot him with a tranq dart… again. He lifted his head. The fence, the door to his freedom, was right there if only he could get up and keep going.

“Berend, please get up. We have to do this together,” Aspen cried, trying to drag him by his arm. “I don’t think I can make it out of here without you.”

“Tranq…” he growled.

Aspen knelt down searching for the dart and found it just behind his knee. She pulled it out and tossed it away. “What can I do, Berend? I won’t leave you here.”

Berend rolled over, his arms flopping to the ground like heavy logs, “You need to go, Aspen.”

“But what about you?”

He swallowed and blinked his eyes slowly, “Hop the fence and head north…” He paused, trying to fight off the sleep that wanted to claim him. “Find a man named Torben. He will help…you.”

Aspen shook him, “Berend! Don’t leave me yet. Where’s north? And who’s Torben?”

He threw his arm up over his head, “North.”

Aspen nodded her head as tears began to form, “We’ll come back for you, Berend, I swear it.”

He closed his eyes, “Safe… Aspen.”

She leaned down and kissed him on the forehead, “I promise I’ll be back for you.”

She rose, spared one last glance at the man on the ground and ran for the fence. She was surprised when no other shots rang out.

Grabbing the fence, she hauled herself up and over, ignoring the scratches she was receiving on the sides of her thighs. She landed none too gracefully and ran.

She’d made it about fifty feet when another shot rang out and the bark on the tree next to her exploded. She screamed as she covered her face, but she didn’t stop running. She couldn’t because they weren’t trying to tranq her; they were trying to kill her.

Adrenaline surged, she spared one last look back over her shoulder at Berend. He was motionless on the ground with medical teams moving in to take him back. She shook her head in disgust. She wished there was more she could have done for him, but sadly, there wasn’t. He was too large for her to carry unassisted. Even so, the guilt assailed her. It didn’t matter that Berend told her to run; she had left a fallen man behind.

The only thing that fueled her forward movement was Berend’s instruction to go north and find a man named Torben. She had no idea who Torben was, but prayed he would help her come back and save Berend. 

The woods surrounding their prison were dense. The further in she went, the darker it became. Not that it mattered. With night falling over her part of the world, the darkness would soon be all encompassing.

Aspen ran until her side cramped. Then she slowed to a fast walk keeping her eyes peeled for anyone that might have followed her. 

Now that her panic was ceasing to be an issue, Aspen began to notice the pang in her stomach, “Damn it to hell, I should have taken the damn bread with me.”

The sound of a branch being broken beneath someone’s foot brought her to a dead stop. She held her breath, waited and her heart thumped furiously in her chest.

She spun slowly in a tight circle peering into the darkness but seeing nothing. However, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was being watched… or hunted. She gasped at the thought. Did they really see her as an animal to be hunted in the woods? Is that why they’d turned her into a bear shifter? Her head spun with the thought as she sought a place of refuge for the night.

She waited several more seconds before darting off further into the woods. She came upon a low hanging branch and started to climb.

It had been years since she’d climbed an actual tree. She’d been fifteen and her grandmother’s cat had been stuck, and she’d volunteered to climb up the tree and rescue it. What she hadn’t expected was for the cat to freak out on her and jump from her arms when they were only halfway down the tree. Cats may land on their feet, but it was still way too far of a jump for Mr. Snuffles, and he broke his right front paw. Despite the fact that her grandmother had assured her it hadn’t been her fault, she’d felt so bad about it she’d decided to become a veterinarian and devote the rest of her life to saving animals. Unfortunately, she couldn’t stomach some of the requirements of veterinary school, so she became a vet technician instead.

Yes, she still worked in the service of animals, but she wasn’t the one to actually heal them or save them. She simply assisted when necessary.

She reached the highest point on the tree she could without being completely blinded by the dark or branches and fearing for her life. She sat with her back against the tree trunk and straddled the branch she sat on. It wasn’t the best sleeping accommodations, but it was the best she could do at the moment. Since she wasn’t sure whether anyone had followed her, she’d hate to wake up with a gun pointed at her face because she’d stayed at ground level where she’d be easier to see.

She sat quietly for several minutes. Then she heard it; the distinct sound of men talking below her.

“Where the fuck did she go?”

“I don’t know, man. If I did, we wouldn’t still be hunting her,” came the clipped reply.

Aspen’s heart seized. They were actually hunting her. The question now was how did she get away?

“Maybe she found a hole and crawled into it for the night.”

“Why the hell would you think that?”

“Isn’t that what bears do? They sleep in caves and shit right?”

“There are no caves around here, dumb ass. Let’s see if we can scare her out of her hiding place.”

Aspen held tightly to the branch she was sitting on. She heard the pump action sound of a shotgun seconds before the gun exploded filling the once quiet night with the sound of violence. She was proud that she did nothing more than jump slightly.

After several minutes, they spoke again, “Let’s go make camp for the night. We’ll get up at first light and finish this.”

“I know she’s here somewhere though. We just saw her, she couldn’t have gotten away from us that quickly.”

“I’m guessing she really did settle in for the night. Besides, I doubt she can see any better than we can in the dark.”

There was a deep sigh, “Fine, but as soon as the sun rises, so do we.”

***

Aspen woke as the sky began to lighten to a pale shade of pink. She was thoroughly surprised that she hadn’t fallen out of the tree, and even more so to find that it was actually the best sleep she’d had in weeks. Stretching leisurely, she took a moment to savor the quiet of a new day then focused her gaze on the ground below her. There were no signs of her trackers yet, but that wasn’t to say that they weren’t already up and about.

Moving as quietly as she could, she made her way back down the tree. When her feet hit the ground, she hunched low and waited. When nothing stirred, she stood up and bolted through the trees like the wind.

She’d never noticed before how many scents there were in the woods, from the varying types of trees and plant life to the animals. Being a bear must have heightened her sense of smell because never in her life had she been so aware of everything.

After about two miles of straight running, she decided to stop and rest. Her side was cramping, as were her legs, and her stomach was cramping from hunger. She really wanted a cool drink of water. Looking around, she honestly wasn’t sure what she could eat and what she couldn’t. Since she’d never been an avid camper, she’d never felt it necessary to learn about the varying wilderness berries and what was edible versus what was poisonous.

She stretched out her legs, back and arms, “Maybe I’ll find a town or something soon.”

“Found her!”

Aspen spun as one of her trackers took aim and fired. The tree next to her exploded; bark cutting into her face. She ran as another shot shattered the quiet of the morning and felt a slight burning sensation race across her thigh. She didn’t think she’d actually been hit because she was still up and running, but she was pretty sure the bullet had grazed her leg.

Weaving in and out of the trees, she did her best to stay out of their line of fire. She thought she was doing fairly well until another shot rang out and slammed right into her side. She went down hard as fire coursed through her side making it very hard to breathe.

“Damn, I think I got the little bitch!” One of the men yelled.

Aspen was afraid. She was more afraid now than she was when she woke up in the cage. Death had a nasty habit of doing that to you. 

Rising on shaky legs, she continued to run even though what she really wanted to do was sit down and rest, shut her eyes for just a moment or maybe just take a little nap. Her body was sore, she was exhausted and the bullet wound seeping blood down the side of her body wasn’t helping.

Needing a place to stop so she could try to clean herself up, she scoured the land as she ran. She thought to climb a tree but was afraid that the blood would leave a visible trail for them to find her, which gave her the idea of marking several trees as she passed. Maybe if they thought she was dying they’d go back to whatever hell they came from.

When there had been no activity for at least a good hour, she decided it was safe to stop as she happened upon a small stream. Using shaky hands, she lifted the clear, cool water to her mouth and drank her fill before tending her wound.

She ripped off the bottom half of her shirt and dipped it in the stream. Once it was good and wet, she used it to clean the bullet wound and determine just how deep the shit was she was in.

She felt around the wound and across her back, wincing and hissing as she poked and prodded herself. Unfortunately, the bullet was still there, and she was in no way prepared to try to remove it even if it was just under the skin, much less in the right mind set to dig into her muscle. So instead, she settled for wrapping her midsection with the strip of cloth from her shirt. The cool water helped, but the damn thing still hurt like a son of bitch.

“Well, well, well, lookie what we got here.”

Aspen froze, her heart jumping right into her throat. Moving slowly, she grabbed a jagged-edged rock from the bank of the stream as she rose in a slow spin to meet her tracker.

They guy gave new meaning to the word scary. He wasn’t tall or buff by any means, but if looks could kill, Aspen would have keeled over dead in one second flat. His hair was high and tight; a typical military style haircut. His eyes were dark and deep set, and his jaw was rigid in its appearance. Truth be told, he scared the crap out of her.

Swallowing, Aspen spoke, “Why are you trying to kill me? I’ve never done anything to anyone.”

“You’re an animal, and some animals need to be put down,” he replied, sneering.

“I’m not an animal! I’m a woman, and I had a really good life before I was kidnapped by you monsters.”

He raised his gun to her face and said, “Any last words?”

“Yeah,” she replied, taking a step forward. She didn’t know if this was going to work, but she was damned sure going to try. “Fuck you!” she screamed swinging her rock around until it connected with his temple.

To Aspen’s utter shock, he grunted and went down. She stared in shock for another half a second before reaching for his gun, but before she could grab it, another gunshot rang out hitting her in the arm. Since her life was far more important than the gun… she ran.

 







CHAPTER 6

 

Aspen couldn’t be sure how long or how far she ran. All she knew for certain was that she was tired, bleeding out more blood than she should be and was ravenously hungry. She had no idea if the trackers were still after her or if she’d killed the one she hit in the head with the rock, and she was almost to the point of not carrying anymore. 

She was worried about Berend. She wondered what was happening to him and wished she’d been strong enough to save him. She wanted to take comfort in the fact that she’d gotten away and was on her way to find help for him, but fatigue was starting to set in heavily, and she wasn’t sure she’d make it without stopping to rest for a few hours first.

When the darkness began to set in, she wasn’t sure if it was from night actually coming or her body shutting down from loss of blood. Either way, the rest was welcome, and she didn’t even flinch when the ground rose up to meet her.

 







CHAPTER 7

 

Trudging through the woods in his bear form, Torben was on the hunt for something to eat. Normally, he would have just pulled something out of the small freezer at the back of his cabin, but he’d forgotten, and instead of running down to the market to grab something, he decided to go hunting. Why he felt the urge, he didn’t know. It had been months since he’d felt the need, but there was something in the air tonight that called to him.

He was no more than a mile away from his home when the potent smell of blood filled the air, but it wasn’t just any blood, it was the blood of his mate. 

He never thought in a million years he’d find her, let alone way out in the middle of nowhere, but here she was. If he didn’t get to her soon, he had no doubt in his mind that he’d lose her because her blood was tainted with the stench of death.

Racing through the dark, he came upon a crumpled woman lying face down in the dirt. He shifted quickly back to his human form to gauge the extent of her injuries.

There was blood everywhere. Rolling her over gently, he pushed her blonde hair out of her face. Her skin was pale… too pale. He spotted one gunshot wound in her arm and a makeshift, blood-soaked bandage around her abdomen.

Lifting her gently into his arms, he started running back to his cabin. He did his best not to jostle her because the last thing he wanted to do was harm her any more than she’d already been, but the longer it took to get her back, the closer he’d be to losing her.

It took him ten minutes at a full run to reach his little cabin in the woods. Shoving open the door with his foot, he stepped inside and placed his mate down on the bed. She moaned softly. “Sorry, angel,” he replied softly.

Moving quickly around the one room cabin, he grabbed his first aid kit, some clean towels and a bowl of warm water. When he had everything he needed, he knelt beside the bed and began his examination of her injuries. He checked her arm first. Happy to see that the bullet went straight through, he quickly cleaned the wound, applied some antibiotic ointment and wrapped it in clean bandages.

He then focused his attention on the bloody bandage around her stomach. Most of the blood was pooled to one side, so he figured that was where the wound was. As gently as he could, he untied the knot holding it in place and slowly peeled the fabric away from her skin. It looked like his mate had tried to clean the wound herself and had done a fairly decent job, but her side still had a giant hole in it that was allowing blood to slowly trickle from her body. 

Turning her on her side, he swore when he found no exit wound. Lying her back down, he pulled a small scalpel and some medical tweezers out of his first aid kit. He ran his hand over her head and kissed her hair softly, “I’m so sorry about this, angel, but I have to do it to save your life.”

Taking a deep breath, he made one short slice across the bullet wound, which made his mate whimper. He grimaced but continued. Next, he inserted the tweezers deep into the wound and grabbed ahold of the bullet. 

Aspen’s eyes flew open as she cried out in extreme pain. She wanted to move away from whatever was hurting her, but a warm, firm hand held her in place.

Glancing over, she caught sight of her torturer. When their eyes caught and held, her tears began to fall, guilt filling her all over again. “Berend…” she whispered. “I’m so sorry I couldn’t save you.” Then she closed her eyes once more and welcomed the darkness that would deliver her from pain.

Torben stared in complete shock, a million questions running through his head. This beautiful, petite woman, his mate, had seen his brother. Was that why she had been shot, because she was trying to save him? The thought brought an ache to his chest. Two of the people who mattered to him most in this world had been in danger, and Torben wasn’t able to help them.

His brother had been missing for weeks. What Torben had initially thought of as his brother possibly spending a few days with some random woman, turned into him being gone for weeks. Now the only clue to his brother’s whereabouts was a tiny woman lying in his bed fighting for her own life.

Dropping the bullet he’d extracted from his mate into a cup on the side table, he returned to caring for her wound. He re-cleaned it, stitched it up and placed a new set of bandages on it.

Next, he stared at her blood-covered body. Not only was her clothing covered in blood, but it had also dried on her skin along with dirt and what was possibly grass or leaves. What he couldn’t decide was whether or not to clean her up or leave her alone and allow her to clean herself up later. She was technically his mate, but she didn’t know that yet. So, would she see it as him over stepping his boundaries with a stranger, or would she agree that he did the right thing?

While he pondered the answer to that question, he cleaned up his medical tools and the bloody towels then slipped on a pair of pants. When he was done, he turned back to his mate and made the decision that cleaner was better.

Moving to the foot of the bed, he removed her tennis shoes first and dropped them on the floor next to the bed. Then he walked to her side and unbuttoned her shorts. He started inching them down her hips but stopped when he caught his first glimpse of the dark blonde curls that covered her sex. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Despite his best intentions, his erection started to stir. “Down, boy!”

Ignoring his overactive libido, he pulled the shorts the rest of the way down her legs tossing them next to the shoes. Lastly, he reached for the torn hem of her tank top and slowly lifted it up inch-by-inch exposing soft, smooth skin. When he reached her breasts, he slowed down immensely. His beast wanted him to rip the shirt off so he could glimpse the perfection of her breasts, but the man – well – truthfully, the man wanted the same thing if the erection he was currently sporting was any indication.

Sighing, angry with himself for looking at her while she was currently unconscious and injured, he tried thinking of nothing but her beauty, which seemed to calm the raging hard on in his pants. He worked the shirt the rest of the way off, being mindful of her arm, and tossed it on the floor.

Fortunately, though he wasn’t sure if the fortune was for her or him, most of the blood and dirt had collected on her arms, legs and face, except for the small area of skin that ran from her gunshot wound to her hip.

Standing, he moved to his little kitchenette, filled a new bowl with warm, soapy water and grabbed a new washcloth and towel. He knelt back down beside her and began the task of washing her. He started with her face and worked his way down paying little to no attention to her breasts and the apex of her sex. He instead focused on her face, throat, upper chest, shoulders, arms, the area around her bullet wound, her legs and lastly her feet. When he was done, he covered her with a blanket and left her arms on top of it.

Her essence filled his small cabin to almost bursting, and he really needed to get out and get some fresh air before he went insane with desire.

Rifling through his pantry, he grabbed a saucepan, a loaf of bread and two cans of Dinty Moore beef stew. It wasn’t the best dinner in the world, but it would suffice.

Torben stepped out into the cool night air and took a seat on the log he’d placed before his campfire pit. He’d already placed new logs in there for the night’s use, so he pulled out a long lighter and started the fire. While he waited for the embers to form, he opened the two cans of beef stew and dumped them in the pan.

Standing, he walked back over to his front door and just stood there. He wanted to go inside and grab a beer, but at the same time, didn’t want to be consumed by the scent of his mate knowing there was nothing he could do about it at the moment. Sighing, he thumped his head against the door.

“Now, is that anyway to treat a door that has been good to you over the years? I mean your head is as hard as a rock.”

Torben snickered as he turned to greet his visitor. “It must be seeing as how I’ve kept you as a friend for years instead of tossing you to the side like everyone suggested I do.”

“That’s not being hard headed, that’s being smarter than the average bear.”

Torben shook his head, “Only you would reference Yogi the bear.”

Misha shrugged, “He was a smart guy.”

“He was a cartoon!”

“Who was created by bear shifters,” Misha argued.

Torben shook his head. There was no sense in arguing with Misha. He’d always have a comeback for any argument you gave. He was the biggest pain in the ass, but he was also Torben’s closest friend. 

Like Torben, Misha was a bear shifter. They’d been friends since they were cubs. The only difference between the two of them was their coloring. Misha was a chocolate brown bear, whereas Torben was black.

“So what brings you by tonight? Did we have plans that I forgot about?” Torben asked.

“Nah, I just came by to check on you since the area is rife with the smell of blood. Wanted to make sure you weren’t hurt or eating something that you’d like to share,” he grinned.

“I wish it was something I was eating,” he sighed. “But sadly, what you smell is the blood of my mate.”

“What?” Misha asked shocked. “When the hell did you find a mate, and why the hell didn’t you tell me? And why, pray tell, is she bleeding to death?”

Torben held up a hand to stop the questions, “I only just found her tonight, and the only reason I did was because she was bleeding to death. I was out hunting about a mile or so from the cabin when I scented her. I brought her back here and dressed her wounds. Now she’s resting inside.”

“How bad is she?” Misha asked.

“Time will tell, my friend. She’s lost a lot of blood.”

“Do you need me to take a look at her?”

Misha was the den’s own personal physician. He’d left the den to go to medical school and had come back a fully accredited doctor. His skills were always in high demand during hunting season when the young cubs found themselves on the receiving end of a hunter’s bullet.

“Yeah, and while you’re at it can you grab me a beer out of the fridge?”

Misha nodded, “Her scent driving you mad?”

“Mad is putting it mildly.”

He chuckled, “Give me a few minutes.”

Torben watched as Misha entered his little cabin and closed the door softly behind him. He knew that Misha would never overstep his boundaries or do anything to harm his mate, but everything in him was pushing him to storm into the house and remove the other male from the vicinity.

Ignoring his beast, Torben dropped down on the log and waited. Maybe he should have asked Misha to grab two beers for him.

 







CHAPTER 8

 

Misha walked out of the cabin ten minutes later handing Torben a beer before popping open his own, “You did good with the stitches. There should be minimal scarring.”

“That’s great, but is she gonna make it through the night? That is what I need to know,” Torben clipped, throwing back his beer and drinking deeply.

He sat down next to Torben and looked into the sauce pan, wrinkling his nose at the contents, “I checked her vitals; they were a little weak, but not weak enough for me to be worried. I’m gonna bring some antibiotics by in the morning for her to take just in case.” He took a swig of his beer, “Any idea what happened to her?”

“She was shot.”

“Thanks for stating the obvious, Captain Obvious.”

Torben stared into the fire, “She called me Berend.”

Misha’s beer stopped half way to his lips, “What?”

“I’m guessing that where ever she came from, Berend was there too. She told me how sorry she was she couldn’t save me. I’m guessing that she was shot while trying to escape.”

“I should inform the den master. He’ll want to question her.”

Torben shook his head, “Not till she feels well enough.”

“But he’s your brother, Torben.”

“And she’s my mate. Besides, I know Berend can take care of himself. At least we know he’s still alive.”

“Fine,” Misha said rising. “I’ll be back in the morning to check on your mate. You might want to cuddle around her tonight while you sleep. The connection will help her bear. Oh, and, Torben?”

“Yeah?”

“Please plan on fixing the woman something other than canned meat and potatoes. She’ll need all the nutrients she can get in the next few days,” he smirked.

“There’s nothing wrong with canned beef stew.”

“Sure there isn’t,” Misha agreed. “Especially when you’re in a pinch, but you, my friend, are not in a pinch so make your woman some real food, would ya?”

“Yeah, yeah, I got it.” Torben waved him away with a grin. “Hey, thanks for checking on her for me, Misha.”

Misha grinned, “Hey, what are friends for?”

***

Aspen woke sore all over. Her side felt like someone had stuck a hot poker in it, and her arm was throbbing something fierce. She wanted to move but was content not to for the moment. She was warm and cozy, and she was lying on an actual bed; not the cot she’d spent the last few weeks sleeping on. Better yet was the scent that enveloped her senses. It was woodsy, nice and reminded her of home. Though why that was, she wasn’t sure. She’d grown up in the city not the forest.

Aspen wanted to get up and stretch to ease her sore muscles, but when she tried to rollover, she was stopped by something warm and solid. Turning her head, she glanced over her shoulder and nearly shouted for joy. “Berend! You made it!” she said, shaking him.

Torben woke and his eyes narrowed on the green-eyed beauty in his bed, “My name is not Berend, it’s Torben. Berend is my twin brother.”

Recognition dawned, “I made it! Oh, thank god! We have to go back and get him.”

Torben pressed her back down on the bed when she tried to move, “You’re not in any condition to go anywhere. When I found you last night, you were nearly dead.”

“But we can’t just leave him there!” she protested hotly.

Torben smiled inwardly at her outrage, “And we won’t, but you can’t go anywhere until Misha clears you.”

“Who’s Misha?”

“The den doctor.”

“The what?”

“The den doctor. He tends all the bears in our den.”

“Oh, right,” she said, smacking her head. “I forgot... bear shifter.”

Torben arched at brow at his pretty, little mate, “How could you possibly forget you're a bear shifter?”

“Hey! I’m pretty new to this whole bear shifter thing.”

“What do you mean?” He asked, rising to rest on his elbow.

“I’ve only been a bear shifter for like… a few days. I think they infected me, or whatever it is they did when I was imprisoned with your brother.”

“Why would they do that?” he asked.

She rested her hands across her stomach, mindful of her injury, “No idea. Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Did we sleep together?”

Torben’s jaw hit the floor, “Why would you ask me something like that? Do you think me the kind of man that would take advantage of a woman in her weakened state?”

She shrugged, “I don’t really know you, but if you’re anything like your brother, I’d have to say no. And, I was asking because I’m lying, presumably, in your bed, and I’m completely naked.”

Torben flopped back onto his back, “Uh… yeah… sorry about that, but you were covered in blood and filth, and I couldn’t just leave you that way. So, after I tended your wounds, I stripped you, bathed you and then put you in bed.”

She turned to look at him, a slight pink hue dusting her cheeks, “Thanks.”

Torben turned to look at her and smiled, “You’re welcome.”

Unable to help herself, Aspen leaned forward and sniffed the air surrounding Torben, “You smell wonderful… like woods and home.”

Torben grinned, “Yeah, there’s a reason for that, and I’m not sure you’re ready for it yet.”

She laughed, “It can’t be any worse than finding out I’m a bear shifter and trapped in a cage and being tested on like an animal.”

He smirked, “Good point. But before I tell you can I at least get your name?”

“Oh sorry, lots of other things on the brain.” She held out her hand, “Aspen Bridger.”

He took the offered hand, “Torben Ashford.”

“So… what’s the deal? Why do you smell so good?” she asked again.

He sighed but kept his eyes locked with hers, “Because I’m your mate.”

Aspen’s eyes opened wide as understanding set in. She’d read enough paranormal romance novels to know what that meant. “Uh…wow?”

Torben laughed, “That’s it?”

She smirked, “I’m not quite sure what else to say at the moment. I mean, don’t get me wrong, you’re totally gorgeous and all…”

“But?” he said, his smile falling slightly.

“But before this all happened, I had a life. I had friends, a great job, a fully furnished apartment.” She looked around his tiny cabin, “Speaking of… where are we?”

“My home.”

She smiled, “No, I mean where are we?”

“Oh,” he chuckled. “We’re a few hours outside of Denver, Colorado. Our den lives in the southern range part of the Rocky Mountains.”

“Well at least I’m not far from home.” She paused, “Hey, Torben?”

“Yeah?”

“Please tell me you have a bathroom, and that I’m not gonna have to go pee out in the forest.”

He laughed, “Yeah, c’mon. I’ll show you where it is.”

Throwing back the covers, Torben rolled out of bed and Aspen’s mouth went bone dry. He was huge – in every sense of the word. He was well over 6’5”, had the same shaggy, brown hair Berend had with shoulders wide enough to make him have to walk sideways through a doorway, legs as big around as her waist and arms the size of her thighs. Her eyes instantly fell to his penis when he turned to help her out of bed, and it fit in well with his large body.

“Hey, eye’s above the waist,” he teased.

She blushed profusely, “I’m so sorry. I’ve just never seen your equal before.”

He took her hand as she scooted across the bed but immediately lifted her into his arms when she winced from the pain, “It’s a side effect of being mates. I will always be the most desirable man in the room to you. As you will always be the only desirable woman for me.”

“And let me guess,” she said, wrapping her arms around his shoulder. “We only get one mate in this life.”

He nodded, “How did you know that?”

“I read a lot.”

“They have books that talk about shifter lifestyles?” he asked amazed.

She smirked, “Yes, they’re called paranormal romance novels.”

He laughed.

“Listen, Aspen, I know it’s a lot to take in, and I would never force you to do anything you didn’t want to do, but would you at least consider the idea of staying here with me?”

She sighed, why not? It’s not as if she needed to make a decision right this minute. “Yeah sure, I’ll think about it, but if I do decide to stay, we are definitely going to need to do something about your little house.”

He laughed, “I’m happy to build you whatever you want, Aspen. All you need to do is ask.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. Right now, what I really want is to pee.”

He carried her into the bathroom before setting her down, “I’ll leave you to it, but holler if you need anything.”

“I will, thank you.”

After Torben left the bathroom, she turned to inspect herself in the mirror. Her skin looked a little pale, no doubt from the loss of blood she’d suffered. Her hair looked like a bird had nested in it, and her eyes had dark shadows taking up residence beneath them. She was happy to see, however, very little blood on her new dressings. 

Turning from the mirror, she inspected the bathroom. It was simply done but had everything one needed to be comfortable. There was a small pedestal sink, a toilet and a decently sized shower, which made sense when she considered Torben’s size.

After she finished up in the bathroom, Aspen walked back into the main part of the cabin with her arms crossed over her breasts. She spotted Torben standing in the kitchenette wearing a pair of black lounge pants. “I suppose it’s a little late for modesty at this point, but do you have something I can wear until I can get some clothes of my own?”

He turned and smiled, “I already pulled out one of my t-shirts for you. It should be long enough to cover you to mid-thigh at least.”

She took the shirt and quickly slipped it on over her head, “So, what’s a girl gotta do to get a cup of coffee in this place?”

“If you’d like to have a seat, I was just making breakfast,” he said, with a nod toward the little two-seater table near the wall.

Once seated, he placed a giant glass of orange juice before her, as well as a mug of coffee, milk and sugar. Not long after, he set a plate before her with eggs, bacon, toast and hash browns. Then he took the seat directly across from her with his own plate of food.

“I’m impressed,” she said, stirring her coffee.

“Why’s that?” he asked, scooping a heaping pile of eggs into his mouth.

“You cook!”

He laughed, “How else would a single guy be expected to eat?”

“Most of the single men I know dine out… a lot.”

He shrugged, “We bears prefer a more wholesome, well rounded diet, but we do, upon occasion, indulge in the junk food humanity loves so much. We just don’t do it often.”

“So what else do I need to know about you?” she asked, taking a bite of her toast.

“Well, as you know, Berend is my twin, and we’ve pretty much lived in the same area our entire lives. Our parents live in the heart of the den, unlike me and a few others who prefer to live just outside of it. I own my own construction company and employ quite a few of the men from the den. Berend is an engineer, my father is an architect and my mother’s a stay at home wife. We live a pretty quiet life, but it’s a happy one. Well, at least it was until Berend disappeared.” He took another bite of egg, “Is he alright?”

Aspen nodded, “Yes, they actually take better care of him than they did of me. I don’t know the extent of what he’s been through, but what I saw wasn’t pretty.”

“What have you seen?” He held up his hand, “No wait, don’t tell me. The den master will want to speak with you, and I think it would be cruel to make you repeat your story more than necessary. So, I will wait and hear it then.”

Aspen was about to tell him she really didn’t mind, when a sharp knock sounded at the door.

“Excuse me.”

Torben rose to answer the door allowing Misha entry. He smiled when he saw Aspen up and eating.

“Aspen, this is Misha. Misha, this is Aspen.”

Aspen smiled, “Hello, it’s nice to meet you.”

“You too, Aspen. I’m actually very happy to see you up and about this morning. You were in pretty bad shape when Torben found you last night.”

She nodded, “Yeah, getting shot twice will do that to you.”

“Mind if I take a look at you?” he asked.

She shook her head, “No.”

Before she could move, Torben was at her side helping her out of her chair. She was still fairly weak, and her body still ached pretty badly. She smiled up at him, “Thanks.”

He winked at her, “Anytime.”

He escorted her back to the bed then helped her lie back. Once she was settled, Misha came over with his little black bag in hand and started his exam. “I’m going to peel back your dressing so I can take a look at your wounds, alright?” 

Aspen nodded and winced as he pulled on the medical tape.

Misha frowned as he inspected the wound, “It’s not healing as fast as I would like.”

“She’s only been a bear for a few days, Misha. She wasn’t born like we were.”

“Really?” he asked, sitting down on the bed next to her, and his light brown hair flopping down over his forehead. “How are you feeling, Aspen? Have you noticed any adverse side effects to being turned? Have you shifted yet? How were you turned?”

She wanted to laugh but then thought better of it and just smiled, “Other than the two bullet holes in my body, I feel fine. No, I haven’t noticed any adverse side effects, and no, I haven’t shifted yet. Well, at least not completely. As far as to the how… I’m not sure, but it happened after I was kidnapped. Injection maybe?”

“Fascinating. Do you mind if I sit in during her meeting with the den master?” he asked Torben. “I’d like to know what all happened to her while she was in captivity.”

“Not at all.”

“Great!” He reached for his bag and pulled out a syringe.

Aspen cringed, “What the hell is that for?”

“It’s an antibiotic.”

“What do I need that for? Aren’t shifters immune to human diseases?”

“Normally yes, but since you are just newly turned, I’d rather not take the chance,” he explained.

She held out her arm and squeezed her eyes tightly closed, “Fine, just do it fast.”

He chuckled, “Yes, ma’am.”

He wiped her arm with an alcohol pad then administered the injection. Aspen was impressed by the fact that she almost didn’t feel it.

“Thanks, Doc, that was almost pleasant.”

He winked at her, his blue eyes sparkling, “It’s what I do.”

 







CHAPTER 9

 

“Care to join us for breakfast? I’m happy to make more if you do,” Torben offered.

Misha grinned, “Love to.”

Aspen looked around the small room, “But there’s only two chairs, where will we all sit?”

“I got this,” Misha soothed. “We’ve done this a million times before.”

Stepping out of the way, Aspen watched as Misha moved the table across the room and over to the bed before following with the chairs. She shook her head and laughed, “Now, why didn’t I think of that?”

“Most people never consider the bed for anything other than sleeping,” he offered. “But when you have limited space, you work with what you’ve got.”

Minutes later, they were all seated back around the table. Misha took the bed leaving the chairs for Torben and Aspen. After a few hearty bites from his plate, Torben asked, “So, Aspen, what did you do before you were kidnapped and turned into a bear?”

She laughed at how nonchalant he made her experience sound. “I lived in the heart of Denver working as a vet tech.”

“A vet tech?” Misha asked surprised. 

She nodded, “Yeah, I’ve always loved animals but couldn’t stomach furthering my career. Something about me having to cut into a living, breathing animal turned my stomach. So, I settled for assisting rather than doing.”

“Hot damn,” Misha exclaimed. “I’m finally going to get me an assistant.”

“That’s only if she decides to stay,” Torben remarked.

“What do you mean if she stays? She’s your mate. Her place is at your side.”

Torben shook his head, “She knows she’s my mate, but if she’d rather go back to her life, then she can. I won’t hold her against her will.”

Misha’s mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water.

“But,” Aspen interrupted. “If I do stay, I’d love to be your assistant.”

Misha grinned and glanced over at Torben, “She’s totally staying.”

“Hey! I haven’t agreed to that yet!”

“No, but you will.”

Aspen laughed. She wasn’t sure she’d stay but had to admit that she loved being around these two. The feeling of being exactly where she was meant to be was almost enough in itself to have her saying yes, but she did have a life back in Denver she wanted to get back to. “I did have a life before all this, you know.”

Misha arched a brow at her, “And what exactly is a bear going to do in the heart of the city?”

Her eyebrows crashed down in thought. It was an excellent question and one she didn’t have an answer to just yet. “Well, I don’t have to shift… do I?”

“Not necessarily,” Torben offered. “But the desire to will become overwhelming at some point.”

“And if you do it in the city, you’ll most likely be shot and killed, or shot and deposited in the mountains somewhere,” Misha added.

She held up her hands, “I get it. Really I do, but I need time to think about it.”

“What’s there to think about?” Misha asked. “You’re a bear shifter now whether you like it or not, and Torben’s your mate. You belong here with your people.”

Aspen stared back and forth between the two men. In Misha’s eyes, she saw determination; an almost unyielding desire to make her see the error of her ways. In Torben’s eyes, she saw nothing but compassion and … love? 

She dropped her eyes immediately and picked up her orange juice. “So, what do you guys do for fun around here?”

Torben smiled at her none too subtle change of subject, “Depends on the season. During the summer, we like to have den cookouts, go swimming in the river or play sports. In the winter, we enjoy all types of snow sports, though that doesn’t happen often because most of the bears prefer to be lazy.”

“So… no hibernating?" She giggled.

“Not usually,” he chuckled. “We still are part human after all.”

“But,” Misha interrupted. “Those that are mated are rarely seen during the winter.” Aspen’s eyes widened in understanding. “Which means I’m usually a busy guy come spring,” he grinned.

“Oh my…”

Torben laughed, “You’re not afraid of a little winter time loving, are you?”

She blushed, “Not at all… I just… well…”

Torben reached across the table and covered her hand with his, “Are you afraid of spending a night in my bed, Aspen?”

“Already did that,” she smirked.

He laughed, “So you did.”

“I think, what my good friend here meant to ask is, would it be so bad spending the rest of your life with him? Yeah, I get that he’s not much to look at, but hey, not everyone can be me,” Misha teased.

Aspen laughed. She laughed so hard her side wound began to burn, and she was forced to stop and grab on to the table before she fell out of her chair. Both men were instantly at her side.

“Easy, Aspen,” Misha cooed.

“Are you alright?” Torben asked. “Did you reopen your stitches?”

Aspen took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Each second she didn’t move eased the pain. “No, I think I’m ok. I think the laughing might have been a little much at the moment.”

“Why don’t you lie down so I can take a look at you again?”

Torben held her arm as she rose and moved to the bed. She sat down gently before letting Torben take control of her movements to recline her back. 

Lifting her shirt, Misha removed the bandages and inspected the wound. He touched it gently making her wince, and Torben growled at his friend. Misha arched his brow at Torben, “Really?”

“Sorry. I’ve never been mated before, this is a whole new experience for me.”

“Technically, we’re not mated yet,” she reminded him.

“Is that a promise for the future?” he asked grinning.

She pressed her lips together, narrowing her eyes at him. She really did walk into that one. “Let’s not get carried away, hmm?”

Torben laughed, “You can’t blame a guy for trying.”

She smiled then, “No, I guess not.”

Torben reached down and caressed her cheek, and for a moment, Aspen allowed herself to get lost in the feeling of his warm fingers on her skin as she stared into his beautiful, copper-colored eyes. She wanted to reach for him, to bring him into her arms, kiss him senseless and never let him go.

So, rather than fighting her need for this man, she went with it because it seemed like the right thing to do, the natural thing to do.

Lifting her hands, she cupped his face, not missing the hunger that instantly filled his eyes.

Torben instantly fell to his knees next to the bed, his emotions on high, and the need to claim his mate riding him without mercy. Bracing his arms on the bed, he leaned into her, brushing his lips across hers like butterfly kisses.

Lifting the half-inch it would take to completely seal their lips together, Aspen latched on to him like a lifeline. Flicking her tongue across the seam of his mouth, she begged for entry and received it.

Torben ran his hand up into her hair and behind her head holding her to him gently while masterfully claiming lips that were always meant to be his.

Aspen’s body was on fire and this time it had absolutely nothing to do with the wound in her side. This was all her, all Torben, and the kiss was far better than anything she’d ever experienced in her entire life. She wanted him, needed him and was on the verge of pulling him onto the bed with her when someone standing in the room cleared their throat.

Torben pulled away and grinned, his eyes never leaving Aspen’s, “Sorry Misha, just got a little carried away there.”

“I noticed,” he remarked dryly. “Couldn’t you at least wait till I was gone before you started making out?”

Aspen blushed, “Sorry, Misha. I don’t know what came over me. I don’t normally make out with men I just met.”

Misha chuckled, “It’s the mating. You’re beasts want to come together and make your union official.”

“Oh...” She said, dropping her eyes. “So… uh… when can I take a shower?”

“I’m ok if you wanna take one now. Just make sure you’ve completely rinsed the soap off your body. Don’t want anything infecting your wound.”

“How long do you think till it heals?” Torben asked.

“Probably another day or two at most.”

Torben nodded, “Thanks, man.”

Misha smiled, “Anytime, my friend.” He turned to the door, “I’m gonna go meet up with Mihail and let him know he can come talk to Aspen in a couple days. Thanks for breakfast.”

“Sure thing.”

“So…” Aspen started once Misha was gone. “That kiss…”

“Was amazing,” he finished.

“Yeah, it was,” she admitted. “But I don’t want you to think I go around kissing random men that way.”

“I should hope not. My bear might have an issue with that.”

She shook her head, “That’s not what I mean…”

He smiled, “I know and don’t worry… I won’t make you do anything till you’re ready.”

She smiled, “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Now… about that shower?”

Torben threw his head back and laughed, “Right this way.”

 







CHAPTER 10

 

Aspen stood before the bathroom mirror staring at the faint pink scar on her stomach where the gunshot wound used to be. She was having a really hard time wrapping her mind around the idea that in 48 hours she was almost completely healed. Even the wound on her arm was no more than a quarter-sized patch of new, pink skin.

“Amazing,” she remarked, running her fingers lightly across her scar.

Torben knocked softly on the door before pushing it open, “You alright? You’ve been in here for a while.”

She looked up at the reflection of the man in the mirror and smiled, “I was just admiring my new healing capabilities.”

He smiled, crossing his arms and leaning against the door jam, “Just wait… after a couple years, injuries like the ones you’ve suffered will be healed in hours rather than days.”

She turned to face him, leaning her butt against the sink, “Is there anything that can kill us?”

“Of course. We’re not immortal just harder to kill. We also live a hell of a lot longer than humans do.”

“How much longer?”

He shrugged, “Until we die.”

Her eyes rounded, “So we could live forever?”

“Possibly.”

“What can kill us?”

“Being beheaded…”

“Obviously,” she said rolling her eyes. “I doubt anyone could live without a head.”

He smirked, “Silver, bleeding out, another shifter or anything causing damage too extensive for our powers to heal. Like falling from high elevations, being crushed, etc.”

“Got it. So basically stay away from cliffs, falling houses, violent shifters and silver.”

“Falling houses?” he asked, eyebrow raised in question.

“Wizard of Oz?”

He laughed.

Changing the subject, she asked, “So, when are we going back for your brother?”

Torben’s smile fell, “As soon as you speak to our den master.”

“And when will that be?” she asked, fearing that the longer they waited to return for Berend, the worse off he’d be.

“Tomorrow.”

She nodded, “Ok.”

Holding out his hand to her, he said, “Come with me.”

She took his hand without question, “To where?”

“Outside.”

“For what?”

He brought her hand to his lips and kissed it, “I think it’s time you learn how to shift.”

“Seriously?”

“Yep.”

“Alright.” She gripped his hand tighter, “Will it hurt?”

“No, but it will feel a little weird the first few times you do it. It kind of feels like ants crawling along your skin.”

“As long as they’re not fire ants, I guess that’s ok.”

He laughed. “No fire ants, I promise.”

They stepped outside into the warmth of the late morning sun. 

Torben’s house was centered in a small clearing with a creek running along the side. The air was fresh and clean, and nothing like the city air that Aspen was used to breathing.

“Ok, sweetheart, strip,” Torben instructed as he began to remove his own clothes.

“What?” she asked mortified. Not that he hadn’t already seen her naked, but she’d been injured and unconscious at that time and couldn’t have cared less. Now, she was very much awake and alert, and despite the fact that she’d been kept completely naked during her captivity, she was still a very modest woman.

He chuckled, “It’ll make it easier for you to shift. If you shift with clothes on, it’ll just destroy the clothes. I promise not to look… much.”

She laughed, “Not much, huh? Just a few glances here and there?”

“Hey, it’s not like I haven’t seen you naked already.”

“True, but I was unconscious at the time.”

“Not true. You were very awake when I carried you to the bathroom butt-naked,” he reminded her, grinning.

“Alright, alright, get on with it,” she said, removing her shirt and dropping it to the ground. Since that was the only thing she had to wear, removing it left her completely naked. So, she crossed her arms over her breasts and waited.

Torben finished removing his clothes and stood just as naked as she was. “Watch…”

She watched as his body began to shift — his skin moved as if made of water, his arms and legs widened out and his back lengthened. She stared in awe as his snout began to appear, as did wave after wave of dark, black fur. When his shift was complete, she stood face to face with a massive bear. She took a step towards him but stopped, “Can you understand me?”

He nodded his head yes.

“May I touch you?”

He nodded yes again.

Moving forward, she placed both hands on his body, running her fingers through the soft fur on his head, “Amazing.”

Torben rubbed his head beneath her breasts affectionately making her laugh, “You’re just like a cat.”

He growled at her playfully.

“Ok, ok… not a cat. So, how do I do this?”

He transformed back to his human self, and just as before, she stared in awe. “That has got to be the coolest thing I’ve ever seen.”

He brushed his hair out of his face, “Thanks. Now all you have to do is close your eyes and visualize your bear. Imagine her coming forward and the two of you becoming one.”

Aspen closed her eyes, “I don’t see anything.”

“Relax,” he coached her. “Take a deep breath and let it out slowly.”

She did as instructed a few times before she finally saw her bear. She was a pale golden color, almost the exact same shade as her human hair. Even their eyes were the same deep forest green color.

Opening herself up, Aspen allowed her bear to come forward and take over. Almost immediately, she began to feel the tingle across her skin, but just as suddenly as it began, it ended. She opened her mouth to tell Torben it wasn’t working, but the only sound to emerge was a bear’s roar. Instinctively, she jumped.

Torben laughed, “Easy now,” then quickly shifted so they could communicate telepathically.

How do you feel?

Strange, different, awesome!

He laughed. Let’s walk around a bit. 

She took a few steps and giggled. This is so weird!

Follow me, he instructed, taking off at a run and leaving her.

Hey! She said, loping off after him.

They spent the next couple of hours roaming the forest in their bear forms. It was like experiencing everything for the first time, but with better senses and a keen awareness of everything that surrounded them.

Stopping briefly for a rest, Torben approached Aspen and nuzzled her neck with his snout, Your bear is beautiful.

Aspen fought the urge to roll belly up, Thanks.

Brushing up alongside her, Torben marked her with his scent before moving back around to rub their faces together.

Completely lost in the feel of Torben’s bear mingling with hers, she didn’t even realized that she’d shifted back until she found herself pressed between Torben and the soft grass. His lips captured hers as her hands wound through his hair pulling him close. His thumbs caressed her jaw as he kissed her. His lips soft and full as they ran trails of molten lava across her sensitive skin.

“Torben…” she purred.

“Mmm…” came his reply, as his kisses moved from her mouth down across her neck to her breast.

Aspen moaned, arching her back up as he pulled her nipple into his mouth.

Torben struggled with the need to claim her, marking every square inch of her body with his scent. He wanted the world to know she was his, but now wasn’t the time.

Slipping his arms beneath her, he rolled them over so that she was resting on him. It killed him to stop, but until she accepted him, he couldn’t do it. However, she wasn’t making things easy on him when she slid down his body to plant kisses on his chest and incidentally coated his lower stomach and pubic area with her juices.

Aspen’s body was on fire. It was as if she needed this man like she needed her next breath. She was wanton and completely aroused, so much so that she didn’t blink an eye when she trapped his enormous hard on between their bodies and slid her engorged clit back and forth along its length.

Reaching up, Torben filled his hands with her breasts squeezing and fondling them. The fact that she was using his body for her own personal pleasure had him harder than granite.

“Torben…” she moaned. “ Is this wrong?”

He shook his head, grabbing on to her hips and grinding his cock into her clit, “Nothing we do together is wrong.”

She leaned down and bit him several times on his chest and nipples, “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

He cupped the back of her neck and pulled her up his body to kiss her, “It’s our animals… they want to mate.”

She whimpered unhappily at the loss of his cock at her clit, “I want you.”

“As I do you, but I won’t let our bears rule us,” he said, holding her tightly to his chest. “I want the woman to want me just as bad as her bear does.”

Sliding her arms underneath his shoulders, she dropped her head and sighed. “The woman does want you, Torben. She’s just too afraid, stubborn and overwhelmed to admit it.”

He lifted her face and kissed her reverently, “Until you’re able to commit to me, Aspen, I won’t make love to you. I can’t…”

She nodded, resting her head on his chest once more, “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. You’ve had a lot of change in a short period of time. I would never expect you to make a decision like this without some time to consider the ramifications.”

She sat up and the motion caused her clit to run against his lower stomach. She groaned while grinding against him again.

Torben grabbed her hips and chuckled, “Maybe we should head back.”

She nodded, “That might be best before I do something I might not be ready for.”

He rose quickly, setting her on her feet, “How about some lunch?”

She grinned, “Lunch sounds great!”

 







CHAPTER 11

 

Aspen sat Indian style on the bed with her back against the wall. The little cabin she’d shared with Torben for the last four days was bursting at the seams. It wasn’t that there were that many people in it, it was just that all the men were as big as Torben – all over six and half feet tall and built like brick houses.

Sitting next to her on the bed was Torben. Directly across from her, sitting in one of the dining room chairs was Mihail, the den master. Standing just behind him was Mihail’s son, Caelan. Caelan was the head of the den’s security and could have been his father’s twin they looked so much alike. They both had jet back hair and very light brown eyes. The only indication of Mihail’s age was in the little lines next to his eyes.

Sitting off to the side in the other dining room chair was Gemma, Torben’s mother. She was small and delicate with brown hair and blue eyes. Standing behind her with his hands on her shoulders was Harlan, Torben’s father. Like Mihail and Caelan, it was obvious that Torben and Berend got their looks from their father.

Lastly was Misha. He stood leaning against the doorjamb of the front door with his arms crossed over his shoulders.

Mihail leaned forward resting his elbows on his knees. His smile was warm and inviting, “I’m going to ask you some questions about what happened to you and Berend. The more information you can give me, the better.”

Aspen nodded, “I’ll do my best.”

He smiled, “Excellent. Let’s start with the day you were taken.”

“I was walking back to my office after meeting some of my friends for dinner and drinks when someone grabbed me from behind and tossed me in a van. I’m pretty sure they used chloroform on me because the next time I awoke, I was strapped down to a gurney.”

Mihail nodded, “What happened next?”

She swallowed nervously but was grateful when Torben reached over and grabbed her hand. “I was treated like a lab rat. I was poked, prodded and examined under a microscope.” She shook her head, “I’m not even sure what they were looking for. Maybe they just wanted to make sure I was healthy enough for their experiments.”

She sighed heavily and looked down at her free hand as she kneaded her fingers into her thigh, “I was kept in a cage with no clothing and no toilet, only a bucket.”

Gemma gasped, covering her mouth with her hand.

Aspen smiled at her, “It’s alright… at least I wasn’t the one who had to clean out the bucket.”

Quiet chuckles erupted throughout the room.

“When did you discover you were a shifter?” Mihail asked.

She raised her hand, inspecting her nails, “I was asking one of them to tell me where we were, but he wouldn’t answer me, and after all the stress and fear, I finally lost it. I reached out from behind the bars and tried to grab him. I was angry and frustrated, and as I reached for him, my hand started to change…” She smiled sadly, “Of course, I had no idea what was happening to me at the time.”

“Of course,” Mihail commented. “How long after this incident did you finally meet Berend?”

“Not long. He was wheeled into my room on a gurney…”

A sob escaped Gemma’s lips making Aspen feel worse than she already did. How could you tell someone that their son was raped and was being used as a baby maker?

Aspen looked at Gemma and Harlan. Gemma’s anguish was obvious, and poor Harlan was being the strong, supportive husband, but she could tell this information was killing him too. 

“Please continue, Aspen, we need to know everything.”

Turning her attention back to Mihail, she nodded, “In essence, they raped him to try to impregnate me. When it didn’t take, I was released. I tried to bring Berend with me, but they shot him with a tranq dart as we were running across the grounds to the forest. He made me promise to leave him there and find his brother, but when I hopped the fence, they started shooting at me, and I don’t mean with tranq guns.”

“She was dying when I found her,” Torben explained.

Mihail nodded, “So, as far as we know, Berend is still alive.”

Aspen nodded, “I believe so, yes. One of the doctors told me they still had use of him.”

“Could you find your way back to this place?” Caelan asked, speaking for the first time.

“I believe so. It’s a two day run south of here.”

Caelan’s eyes widened, “That’s really close to the den, father.”

Mihail nodded, “I’m beginning to think it was a strategic placement.” He turned his attention back to Aspen, “Is there anything else of significance you think we should know?”

“Truthfully, there’s not much more I can tell you. No names were ever used, and their faces were always covered. There were no signs or landmarks, and everything was sterile, white or stainless steel.” She sighed and looked to Gemma and Harlan, “I’m sorry I couldn’t get your son out of there.”

Harlan smiled sadly at her, “It’s alright, Aspen, now that we know where he’s at, we’ll get him out.”

“I do have one last question for you, Aspen,” Mihail said, rising to his feet. “You seem awfully accepting for someone who was kidnapped, experimented on and turned into a shifter against her will. Are you truly alright with the hand you’ve been dealt?”

Aspen stood, her body a mass of shaky nerves, “Truthfully, Mihail, I’m hanging on by a thread here. Every night I’m plagued by images of men in masks coming at me, of being trapped and alone, and every morning I wake with the overwhelming guilt that I couldn’t bring Berend with me. So, everything you’re seeing now is a façade.” She fisted her hands, “I had a great life before all this happened. Now I’m stuck in a world I never knew existed, and it scares the hell out of me.”

“Aspen…” Torben said, reaching for her.

She held up a shaky hand, “I’ll be fine. I just need some air. So, if you’ll excuse me…” and before anyone could respond, she briskly walked right out the door.

***

The minute she passed the entrance to the cabin, she ran. She ran until her sobbing became so intense it blurred her vision and made it impossible for her to do anything other than collapse on the ground. She curled her legs up into her chest and balled like a baby.

Everything she’d kept locked away for the past few weeks came crashing down on her in one swift blow. She cried for the life she was undoubtedly going to have to leave behind. She cried for the way she’d been treated while in captivity. She cried because after they released her, they tried to kill her and because, despite her best intentions, she couldn’t free Berend from that hell. Lastly, she cried for Torben. She was inexplicably drawn to him, and truthfully, she couldn’t tell if it was the woman or the bear that wanted him more.

Warm arms drew her in and she sobbed harder burying her face into his chest and her hands into his shirt.

Torben held her close, rocking her gently, “It’s alright, Aspen. You’re safe. I’ve got you.”

Aspen cried until she had no tears left. Then she was flooded with anger. Lifting her head, she lashed out at the only person she could. “Why did this have to happen to me? I had a great fucking life till all this happened. I had my family, my friends, a job I absolutely loved and a great apartment in the heart of the city.” She punched him in the chest repeatedly as she screamed; “Now I’m a fucking bear. I’ve been forced into a world I never wanted to be a part of, and I have a mate that I’m not sure what to do with.”

She stopped, dropping her head back to his chest, “I’m sorry…”

Torben wrapped her in his arms and held her close, “I’d rather you scream and hit me and get it all out than to have it fester inside you, sweetheart. I know you’re upset, and I can’t blame you for that.”

“You’re a great guy, Torben, you really are…”

“But…”

“But, right now, I don’t know if I’m ready to be mated to someone for the rest of eternity. I don’t even know you, much less what to do with my own situation.”

Torben stroked her hair, “And that is why I said I’d give you time, Aspen. I’m in no hurry, and I won’t force you into something you’re not ready for.”

“Thank you,” she whispered.

He lifted her chin and stroked her cheek, “You’re welcome.”

“When do we go back for your brother? The guilt of leaving him behind is eating away at my soul. And if we don’t do something soon, I’m going to be forced to have to go without you.”

Torben chuckled, “Mihail and the others have gone back to discuss that. I believe Mihail wants to do some sort of recon before we bust into the place.”

She sniffed, “I guess I can live with that.”

Cupping her face, he kissed her forehead, “Feeling better?”

“A little,” she admitted.

“Are you ready to head back?”

She nodded, “Yeah, I guess so.”

Torben stood and held out his hand to help her up. Once she was standing, he brought her hand to his lips, “I know you don’t feel it now, Aspen, but there is a connection between us. As your mate, it’s my responsibility to keep you safe and happy. So, please, lean on me if you need to. Don’t try to carry this or any burden on your own.”

She smiled up at him, “You are a good man, Torben. I’ll admit to feeling something for you, but I’m not sure what that is just yet. Would I love to be in a relationship with you? Absolutely. But part of me still wishes that we’d have met under very different circumstances.”

He nodded his understanding, “I know, and I’m sorry that things are as they are, but we can make this work if we really want to.”

“I know,” she replied softly. “Just give me a little more time, ok?”

He hugged her to him, “Take all the time you need, Aspen, I’m not going anywhere.”

 







CHAPTER 12

 

Torben sat on the side of the bed staring at a sleeping Aspen. She was a petite beauty, and he couldn’t wait to share his world with her. He brushed a finger gently down her cheek before nudging her gently, “Aspen… It’s time to wake up.”

She rolled over and burrowed deeper into the blankets, “Five more minutes.”

He chuckled, “If you don’t wake up, I will take you out in whatever it is you have on.”

She cracked her eyes open, “Where are we going?”

“I thought I’d take you to the den today. Let you get a feel for the place and meet some of the other bear shifters and their families.”

She stretched, and Torben’s eyes were instantly drawn to the nipples poking out from beneath the shirt she slept in. Unable to resist the temptation, Torben leaned down and sucked the pebbled peak into his mouth and soaking the front of her shirt.

Aspen moaned, not sure whether she wanted to push him away or pull him towards her. “Torben,” she groaned, lacing her hands in his hair.

Lifting his head, he grinned, “Sorry, couldn’t help myself.”

Pushing up on her elbow, she kissed him softly then quickly rolled out of bed, “Give me a few minutes to get cleaned up and changed, ok?”

“Need some help?” he grinned, flexing his brow.

She laughed, “I think I can handle this, but thanks.”

Fifteen minutes later, they were walking out the door and climbing into Torben’s black Jeep. The drive was pleasant, and Aspen was surprised at how close they really were to the den.

Torben parked the Jeep and turned off the engine, “Come on. We’ll walk the rest of the way.”

Aspen followed Torben through the woods and didn’t even think twice about it when she reached for his hand. Only five days in and she was already completely comfortable with him.

They reached the den, and what she saw was not what she was expecting. Not that she was really sure what to expect.

The den was situated at the base of a mountain. There was a giant cave opening with heavy foot traffic – both coming and going. Seated in front of the opening were several small shops. Some were little cabins, and others were just booths. There were even cabins like Torben’s set up randomly around the shops.

“Oh, Torben… it’s amazing!”

He grinned, “I thought you’d like it.”

“I love it! It’s so quaint and homey and… oh my god… are those baby bears?” she squealed.

“Yep.”

She tugged on his arm, “Let’s go see them, please!”

Torben chuckled, “Alright, but let me do introductions before you pick one of them up.”

Aspen was practically bouncing on her feet, “Ok!”

They approached the couple seated on the ground playing with their two cubs. “Good morning, Morgan, Tripp.”

Tripp looked up and smiled, “Hey, Torben. How’s it going, man?”

“Not bad. How’s the new family?”

“Keeping us very busy,” Morgan said tiredly. “But I wouldn’t change a thing.”

Torben placed his hand on the small of Aspen’s back and guided her forward, “I’d like you guys to meet Aspen, my mate.”

“Hello!”

“Hi,” Morgan said with a wave.

“You bonded?” Tripp asked surprised.

Torben shook his head, “Not yet. We’ve only just met, but we will eventually.”

“Congrats.”

“Thanks.”

Aspen looked up at Torben chewing on her bottom lip. She reminded him of a kid in a candy store, and the sight made him want to burst out laughing. “Would you guys mind if Aspen held one of the cubs? She’s newly changed. She hasn’t ever seen a bear cub before.”

“Not at all,” Morgan said, patting the ground next to her. “It might give me a whole five seconds to rest.”

Aspen sat next to Morgan, “Thank you so much. I promise I’ll be gentle.”

Morgan laughed, “I’m more worried about what they will do to you.” She called to the cubs, “Boys, come over and meet Aspen.”

The two bear cubs waddled over and immediately began crawling on Aspen making her giggle joyously. “They’re adorable.”

“Thanks.”

“Are they born this way or in human form?” she asked.

“They are born human, but for some reason our little guys prefer to stay bears rather than babies.”

“They don’t change back at all?” Aspen asked surprised.

“Oh sure, when they get hungry, but during playtime – it’s bear time.”

Aspen ran her hands through their fur; it was soft and thick. As she ran her hands over them, one of the cubs crawled up into her arms like the baby he was and literally cooed when she rubbed his belly. For a brief moment, she wondered what it would be like to have a cub of her own… Torben’s cub.

Looking up, she caught the same look on Torben’s face, and it made heat rise up into her cheeks. Deciding now might be a good time to move onto something else, Aspen handed the now sleepy cub back to its mother, “Thank you so much for that.”

Morgan winked at her, “Anytime.”

Tripp stood to shake hands with Torben, “You guys should come by the cave one day. We’d love to have you.”

“We’ll do that.”

They moved away from the happy family towards the center of the den, “Are you hungry?”

“Yes.”

He pulled her towards a cabin that was a little larger than most, “Come on, you’re about to have the best breakfast you’ve ever eaten.”

After eating breakfast, which was delicious, and mingling with more members of the den, Torben led Aspen out of the restaurant. “So, I was thinking…”

“Torben!”

Torben and Aspen looked up as a young, petite redhead waved him down from a booth across the way. Torben grinned, “Hey, Red.”

She glared at him, “My name is not Red.”

He laughed, “I know, but I just love ruffling your feathers.” He looked at Aspen, “This is Red, AKA, Brenda. Red, this is my mate, Aspen.”

Brenda smiled, “Welcome!”

“Thanks.”

“I didn’t mean to interrupt your day, but I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind watching the stand. I just got a call from mom, and she needs some help. I shouldn’t be gone longer than ten minutes.”

“Yeah, sure,” Torben replied. “Tell your mom hey for me.”

“Will do,” she yelled over her shoulder as she ran towards the cave.

“They get cell reception in the cave?”

“You’d be surprised by what they get in the cave. We’ll take a tour as soon as Brenda gets back.”

They rounded the small stand filled with varying sizes of honey jars, “So, what do we do?”

Torben sat down in a folding chair, “We wait for a customer.”

It didn’t take long before a few people approached the stand. Since Aspen had no idea how much everything was, she simply helped the customers pick out what they wanted then let Torben ring them up. It was a system that seemed to work well.

“Scuse me?”

Aspen looked down to find a little girl with big, blonde, bouncy curls and eyes the color of honey. She couldn’t have been more than three or four years old. “Hi, sweetheart. What can I get you?”

She smiled shyly, “I want some honey please.”

Aspen leaned over the booth, “And what kind of honey do you want?”

The little girl gripped the side of the stand and stood on her toes to peer around at her options. “Can I have a teddy bear honey?”

“Of course, you can. Do you know what color you want?”

She nodded and pointed to the darker colored honey.

“Good choice,” Aspen winked.

Handing the jar to Torben, she said, “Torben will help you from here, ok?”

The little girl’s head bobbed up and down, “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, sweetheart.”

“And how are you today, Miss Courtney?” Torben asked.

“Fine.”

“What’s the honey for? Are you making honey cakes with your mama today?”

She shook her head, “Today’s mommy’s ‘birfday’ and I wanna ‘supwise’ her.” She placed a handful of coins on the counter, no doubt from her own piggy bank.

Torben smiled, “You know what? You’re in luck today. Do you know why?” She shook her head no. “Because this particular jar of honey is free today!”

Courtney’s face lit up, “Really?”

“You bet,” Torben said, wrapping it up in a bag. “So you go put your money back in your little bank and save it for next year.”

Courtney took the package and grinned like it was Christmas, “Thank you, Mr. Torben.”

“You’re welcome, sweetheart.”

Courtney spun and ran back to the cave.

Once she was out of sight, he pulled out his wallet and put a few bills in the register, completely stunning Aspen.

She touched his arm gently and he turned to her. She stood up on her toes to kiss him and was glad when he leaned down to meet her, “You are a very sweet man, Torben Ashford.”

“I only did what I thought was right,” he admitted. 

“Most people don’t think like you do.”

He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close, “I know, but had she been our daughter…”

Aspen nodded, “I understand.”

He leaned down and kissed her again, “I love you, Aspen.”

She gasped.

“I don’t expect you to return the sentiment, but I wanted you to know.”

She reached up and cupped his face. Part of her wanting to admit the same, but her human side refused screaming that it was still too soon for love. So instead, she cupped his face and kissed him again. The kiss was deep, thorough and passionate, yet still sweet and loving at the same time.

“You know, there’s a time and place for things like that,” Brenda commented.

Aspen pulled away with a blush staining her cheeks. Torben simply chuckled, “Any time and place is a great time and place.”

Brenda rolled her eyes, “Of course, you would think that.”

Torben ruffled her hair. “Hey!”

“You good now?” Torben asked.

“Yep, you’re free to go. Thanks for taking care of things for me.”

“You’re welcome, Red. Catch ya later.”

Lacing his fingers through Aspen’s, Torben led her to the cave. They approached the mouth of the cave, and Aspen squinted into the darkness, “It’s awfully dark in there.”

“You would think so, but it’s really not.” He stepped into the cave with Aspen at his side. She gaped when the entire cave lit up with soft light. “Motion sensors,” he explained.

“Wow… that’s… brilliant!”

“Come on.”

They walked down a long hallway until it spilled out into a giant cavern that was made up to look like a giant sitting room. There were sofas and loveseats, oversized chairs and ottomans. Area rugs were scattered throughout, as were coffee tables of varying shapes and sizes. The cavern was completely lit up by the use of recessed lighting. There were even giant flat screens mounted to two of the walls. 

Aspen’s jaw dropped open, “I never expected all this.”

“We may be bears, but that doesn’t mean we have to live like them.” He swept his arm across the room, “This is the communal living room. It’s primarily used for get-togethers and parties, and if the weather is really bad, some of the bears will come stay here instead of their own cabins.” He pointed out different openings in the walls, “Those lead to a series of intricate tunnels that branch off into individual living quarters. Would you like to see what one looks like?”

“I’d love to, but I don’t want to intrude.”

He grinned, “We’ll just drop in on my parents. They won’t mind.”

“Oh…”

“What?”

“I don’t know that your parents would want to see me.”

“Why would you think that?” he asked.

“I didn’t really make the best first impression.”

He hugged her to him and kissed the top of her head, “Well, if it makes you feel better, we can start over.”

She snorted, “If only.”

“Come on. Everything’ll be fine, you’ll see.”

Aspen followed Torben into the tunnels, and after several twists and turns, they came upon an entrance that was covered by a bright red curtain. Pushing it aside, Torben called, “Mom, Dad, you home?”

“Of course, baby! Come in, come in!” His mother greeted. “I just put a fresh pot of coffee on.” She hugged Torben and kissed him on the cheek before turning to Aspen and doing the same thing. “Are you kids hungry? I could whip up something to eat.”

“No thanks, mom, we just ate not too long ago.”

“Well come on in,” she gestured.

Aspen was in awe at what she saw. The interior of the cave looked no different from a home you’d find anywhere else in the world. Even the walls had been painted. “It’s beautiful,” Aspen whispered.

Gemma smiled brightly, “Thank you. It may be a cave, but it doesn’t have to look like one.”

“Where’s dad?”

“He’s out working on some new plans for the Staley’s new cabin. I don’t suspect he’ll be home anytime soon.”

“Mrs. Ashford?” 

Gemma smiled at Aspen, “Call me Gemma, sweetheart.”

She nodded, “Gemma… I want to apologize for our first introduction. It’s not how I imagined meeting you for the first time.”

Sadness flickered behind her eyes for a moment before fading away, “It’s alright, dear. I’m just glad that there was one happy thing to come out of this situation. So, when do you kids plan to have your bonding ceremony?”

Aspen nearly dropped her coffee cup on the floor. She turned to Torben for help, but based on the smug look on his face, it was obvious she wasn’t getting any help from him. “Well… I don’t know. I mean… things have happened so fast, and I’m still trying to get used to my new… lifestyle.”

“You know, finding a mate is a once in a lifetime opportunity. I’m really surprised that Torben hasn’t brought it up yet.”

Aspen blushed, “He actually has… a few times.”

Gemma’s eyes rounded, “Oh?”

Aspen stared at Torben helplessly pleading with her eyes for him to jump in and say something… anything.

Finally, he said, “Aspen and I have discussed it, mom, and we have decided that she can have as much time as she needs to get acclimated. I don’t want to rush her into something she’s not ready for.”

“But don’t you feel the undeniable pull to be with your mate?” she persisted.

“Of course, I do,” she blurted out. “But I don’t want to be tied to someone for all eternity because my bear wants it. I want to be with him because the woman wants it.”

Gemma smiled, “One day you’ll find that the bear is smarter than the woman.”

 







CHAPTER 13

 

“Well, that wasn’t awkward at all,” Aspen muttered as they walked back to the Jeep with her arms folded across her chest.

Torben chuckled, “It shouldn’t surprise you since that’s what mothers do. They mettle.”

“You could have defended me.”

“I tried.”

“You should have tried harder.”

They reached the Jeep, and Torben spun Aspen around lifting her by the waist and setting her on the hood of his Jeep. He stepped in between her thighs pulling her close till their groins were touching. “I’m not going to apologize for not making excuses, Aspen. I want you… all of you. And I know you want me too, even if you’re denying it to yourself.”

She stared into his copper-colored eyes, running her fingers over the day’s growth on his jaw. She did want him, damn it, so why was she finding it so hard to admit that? Sighing, she dropped her head onto his chest, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have gotten upset with you. It’s not your fault I’m a chicken.”

He chuckled, lifting her chin with his finger, “I will happily wait for you, Aspen, though I can’t say that my mother won’t continuously harp on us.”

“Guess I don’t really have a choice in the matter.”

He pressed a “barely there” kiss to her lips, “Am I really so hard to love?”

“No,” she whispered, as his kisses moved to her jaw.

“Do you find me unattractive?” he asked, nibbling at the skin between her neck and shoulder.

Aspen shivered in pleasure, “No.”

He ran his hands up and over her breasts, “Do you not like the feel of my hands on your body?”

She closed her eyes arching her body forward. Her response turned into a groan as he slid his tongue up her neck.

“I want you,” he growled next to her ear. “I want to pin you beneath me and mark you as mine for all eternity as I plunge my cock into your little body.”

She shivered. Never had such derogatory words turned her insides out before. “Yes, Torben, please…”

Picking her up, Torben set her in the Jeep then quickly moved around to his side and jumped in. He sped through the forest as if a demon was on his ass, and then slammed on the breaks skidding to a halt when they reached the cabin.

By the time Aspen had exited the vehicle, Torben was by her side, throwing her over his shoulder and marching back towards the house.

He threw open the door then kicked it closed. In two steps, he was at the bed and dropping Aspen down onto it before following suit. He kissed her possessively, running his hands over her body and through her hair. “Mine!”

Aspen wasn’t sure what the hell she was doing; she just knew that it was the right thing to do. Running her hands up beneath his shirt, she ran her nails over the ridges of his body before shoving his shirt up over his head. He growled when she flicked her tongue over one of his nipples.

Pinning her hands to the bed, Torben trailed kisses along her jaw and neck before working his way down her chest. He reached the bottom of her shirt and tore it from her body. Her breasts fell barren for his feasting eyes. “You are so beautiful.”

Aspen shook with the need to be claimed. She arched her chest up in his direction quietly requesting his lips on her nipples. He obliged without question sucking her entire nipple into his mouth and making her cry out in pleasure.

BANG! BANG! BANG!

“Go away!” Torben growled.

“Torben, it’s Caelan. Open the god damned door,” came the muffled reply.

Aspen whimpered her protest when Torben rose from the bed. He walked over to the door but stopped before opening it to look at her, “Cover yourself up, sweetheart.”

Reaching for the shirt she’d just been wearing, Aspen quickly redressed then nodded when she was ready.

Torben flung open the door, “What!”

Caelan took in his lack of clothing and Aspen’s tousled hair and grimaced, “Sorry, man, but we’re ready to head out to do some recon and need Aspen to come with us since she’s the only one who knows where to go.”

Torben spun and grabbed his shirt off the floor, “She’s not going anywhere without me.”

Caelan nodded, “I figured as much.”

 







CHAPTER 14

 

“The drive will take us about an hour and a half to two hours,” Caelan explained. “We will take three separate vehicles so that once we get to our destination, we can deviate and check out three possible entry points. Remember, this is recon only. No one is to try to breach the perimeter and retrieve Berend. Am I clear?”

The group responded in the affirmative.

Aspen stared at the group of bears that she was expected to lead back to her personal hell. There was Torben and Caelan, of course, but there were also three others that she’d never seen before.

When she and Torben had stepped out of the cabin, Torben had made brief introductions. Like all the males of the den, these men were just as large; they simply varied in their physical appearances. Caesar was exactly what his name implied. His hair was jet black with eyes to match, and his skin was a deep olive color. Scott was a redhead with bright, blue eyes and skin almost as pale as snow, and lastly was Brae. His hair was a dirty-blonde color and his eyes a pale green with something a little darker than a five o’clock shadow gracing his face.

After the quick instructions, the six loaded up in their respective vehicles and headed out.

The drive was going to be the longest “short” trip Aspen had ever taken. She was glad that they were finally taking steps to retrieve Berend from his prison but terrified at the thought of having to step foot back in that place.

Sensing her distress, Torben reached over and covered her hand with his, “You ok?”

“Yeah, just a little nervous is all,” she smiled.

He ran his finger down her cheek, “Don’t worry, Aspen, I won’t let anything happen to you.”

They reached their destination a little over two hours later parking the vehicles just far enough back so they wouldn’t be seen.

Caelan spoke softly, “Alright, guys, let’s get in and out without being seen. Aspen, you ok to lead the way?”

She nodded, “Yeah, I’m good. Just be careful. These people aren’t afraid to use a gun… of any kind.”

“Roger that,” Brae growled.

“Once we get to our meeting point, we’ll break off in teams of two. Brae, you’re with me,” Caelan instructed. “Let’s head out.”

Moving swiftly, the team of six made their way to the outer perimeter of the compound. Caelan stopped them by holding his fist in the air. Looking to Scott and Caesar, he pointed east, looking to Torben and Aspen he pointed west and then indicated that he and Brae would head south. Everyone nodded. “One hour,” he mouthed.

Taking Aspen’s hand, Torben moved them through the heavy brush of the forest trying to remain hidden enough to not be seen yet still scope out the area.

Movement caught Torben’s eye as two guards walked the length of the fence.

Hunkering down low, Torben brought Aspen close to his side and indicated silence by placing his finger over his lips. She nodded her understanding.

When the coast was clear once more, Torben rose bringing Aspen with him. They reached the far corner of the compound then started making their way down it’s far west side.

“Do you recognize any of the buildings?” Torben whispered.

Aspen narrowed her eyes and pointed to a building in the center, “That building there was the one Berend and I ran out of.” She pointed to the area they were at earlier, “I hopped the fence over there.”

“Any idea what the other buildings might be used for?” he asked.

She shook her head, “No. The only people I ever saw were Berend and the doctors, and I never left my cage. So, if there was anyone else there I wouldn’t know.”

They walked a little further until they found themselves in a clearing they weren’t expecting. That was when all hell broke loose.

“It’s her! Subject 1 is alive!” Someone yelled.

“Oh, no!” Aspen gasped.

“Run!” Torben yelled.

They ran back into the trees, but it was too late. Gunshots rang out splintering nearby trees as they ran. They were almost to the rendezvous point when she heard Torben groan. She turned around to find him lying on the ground, “Torben, no!”

She spun around sliding to him on her knees. She ran her hands over his body searching for a bullet wound or tranq dart. When she found none, she rolled him over gently and gasped at the sight of all the blood on his chest and shoulder. She started lifting his shirt to inspect the damage when she heard the sound of someone running towards them.

Jumping to her feet, she placed herself between Torben and whoever was coming their way, intent on defending her mate to the death if the need arose. As the sound came closer, she let a sharp growl rip from her throat in warning.

The pace of their pursuer slowed to a cautious walk until Caesar appeared with his hands raised in supplication. “Calm down, little bear. I’m just here to help.”

Aspen instantly deflated, “Help him, Caesar. He’s been shot!”

Caesar approached and knelt down next to his den mate. He swore when he saw the damage. “We need to get him back to the Jeep, now!”

“I can help you carry him,” she offered.

He shook his head, “We’ve got this.” He whistled softly and received a soft whistle in return. Moments later, Scott emerged from the brush. “Come on, man, he’s hurt bad. We need to get the hell out of here.”

Scott and Caesar lifted him gently and carried him back to the Jeep at a fast clip. Aspen wasn’t surprised when Caelan and Brae were already there.

“What the hell happened?” Caelan asked, moving to help get Torben in the Jeep.

We stumbled into a clearing and they recognized me and started shooting,” Aspen explained. 

Once Torben was settled, Caelan turned to his bears and growled, “We’re out of here. I’ll drive back with Torben.”

It seemed like mere seconds before they were on the road back to the den. Aspen tore at his shirt to inspect the damage. There was a large bullet hole not far from his heart. Feeling around the back, she swore when she found no exit wound.

“How bad is it?” Caelan asked.

“The bullet’s lodged in his chest, and he’s still bleeding pretty bad.”

“You need to take it out, Aspen.”

“What! I can’t do that. I’m a vet tech not a doctor.”

“Well, sweetheart, you’re all he’s got till we can get him over to Misha.”

Going green at the thought of having to stick her fingers into his flesh, Aspen took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I can do this,” she said, giving herself a little pep talk.

“There should be a first aid kit underneath the seat,” Caelan informed her.

Leaning over Torben, Aspen rummaged around beneath the seats until she found the box. Opening it, she pulled out some gauze, antibiotic ointment and a pair of plastic tweezers. “Here goes nothing,” she said, before pushing the tweezers into the wound.

Torben grunted in pain as she searched for the bullet, but his eyes never opened. “I’m so sorry, baby, so sorry,” she whispered over and over again.

She sighed when she felt the tweezers take hold of the bullet, “I’ve got it, Caelan!”

“Great!” he praised. “We’re almost there.”

As the bullet came out, so did the blood. “Shit, shit, shit!” She grabbed a bunch of gauze and packed it against his wound, but the blood was quickly soaking through.

“What’s wrong?” 

“I think they nicked an artery. I can’t stop the bleeding,” she cried.

“God damn it,” he roared, as he sped into the clearing where Torben lived then slammed the vehicle to a halt.

Misha burst out of the cabin, “How is he?”

“I can’t stop the bleeding!”

Moving out of the way, Aspen allowed Misha and Caelan to move Torben inside the cabin. He was placed on the bed, and Misha instantly went to work.

 







CHAPTER 15

 

It felt like hours before Misha finally moved away from Torben. Wiping a hand across his weary face, he said, “That’s all I can do. The rest is up to him.”

Aspen stood on shaky legs, “I should tell his parents.”

Misha waved her off, “I’ll take care of that.” He handed her his number, “Please call me if anything changes. It doesn’t matter how minute it may seem.”

She nodded, “I will, I promise.”

Misha leaned down and brushed a hand along his friend’s head, “Hang in there, buddy.”

After Misha left, Aspen crawled on the bed and gently wrapped herself around Torben and cried softly into the sheet.

***

Aspen woke sometime later to the feel of being shaken. She opened her eyes to find Torben having a seizure.

She catapulted over the bed and grabbed the phone quickly dialing Misha’s number. He answered on the first ring, “What’s wrong?”

“Seizure,” she replied, returning to the bed to make sure he didn’t fall off or hurt himself.

“On my way.”

He arrived in less than two minutes and set to working on Torben. When he’d done all he could do, he sat on the chair that Aspen had brought over to the bed and dropped his head in his hands.

“Are you alright?” Aspen asked, softly.

“I’m worried,” he replied honestly.

Aspen looked at Torben and chewed her bottom lip between her teeth, “You don’t think he’s going to make it, do you?”

“Honestly, I’m not sure, but a seizure is never a good sign.”

“Is there anything I can do?”

Misha rose on a sigh, “I might suggest talking to him. Give him a reason to stay.”

Aspen nodded, “I can do that.”

“I’ll have Harlan and Gemma stop by later too… just in case…”

The underlying meaning of Misha’s unfinished sentence hung heavy in the air.

A little while later, Gemma and Harlan showed up. Aspen left the cabin to give them some time with their son. Shifting into her bear form, she lumbered around the cabin  not sure what to do with herself but not really wanting to leave either. The thought of losing Torben hung heavy on her heart.

She finally settled on the ground in front of the cabin staring at the door. She was hoping and praying that the door would open and Torben would come out.

To her surprise, the door did open, but it wasn’t Torben that emerged, it was Harlan. He walked over to Aspen with one of Torben’s shirts in hand, “Would you mind shifting so we can talk?”

Aspen nodded, rising to her feet. She shifted slowly and took the shirt Harlan held out to her, “Thank you.”

He escorted her back over to the cabin so they could sit on the front steps. She waited for him to gather his thoughts. “I need to ask you a question.”

“Alright.”

“I apologize for how personal it is, but I need to know.” He sighed. “Do you love my son?”

“Yes,” she replied without hesitation.

“Have you told him that?”

“No,” she admitted. “I wasn’t even sure what I felt for him was love until all this happened.”

Harlan nodded, “I think that’s something he needs to hear right now, Aspen. I truly believe that is the one thing that could pull him back from the abyss.”

Aspen stared at the ground. This was definitely not how she envisioned telling someone she loved them, but if it worked and he was back in her arms, wouldn’t that be worth it?

She nodded, “I’ll do it. I’ll tell him.”

Harlan smiled and gave her a one armed hug, “Thank you.”

***

Gemma fussed over everyone for the rest of the day. When she wasn’t sitting over Torben, she was making huge amounts of food or baking, making sure that everyone had something to eat. 

When she and Harlan finally left for the day, Torben and Aspen were left with enough food to last them a week.

Standing next to the bed, Aspen stared down at Torben. She reached down and brushed his hair with her hand before leaning forward and kissing him softly on the mouth.

Hovering just above his lips, she whispered, “I’ve only just found you, Torben, please don’t leave me.” She kissed him again. “I love you.”

Stepping away from him, she walked into the bathroom closing the door softly behind her.

***

For the next two days, nothing changed. Torben remained a motionless shell on his bed. Misha kept insisting that he was stable, which was better than declining.

It was late in the evening on the second night, and Aspen woke to the feel of something warm and heavy draped across her body. She reached up to feel whatever it was and touched human skin. She tried to rollover but couldn’t because the arm that was draped over her was curled tightly around her waist. “Torben?” she asked softly.

He moved closer burying his nose in the hair at her neck, “You love me?”

“What?”

“You said you loved me. I heard you,” he whispered, his hot breath caressing her skin.

She shivered, “I did.”

“Did you mean it?’

“Yes.”

“Say it again.”

“I love you.”

“I need to claim you, Aspen.”

“But your injuries…”

“Are fine.”

“Maybe we should wait till Misha clears you,” she insisted.

“No,” he replied, biting down on her shoulder.

Aspen cried out and it wasn’t from pain. Her body arched, as her nipples peaked and moisture pooled between her thighs.

“Torben…” she pleaded.

Pulling her back by the hip, Torben lifted her leg and entered her from behind. She was hot, tight and wet, and the feeling made him growl happily.

Keeping his teeth securely fastened to her shoulder, Torben began thrusting in and out of her body. Each time he withdrew, her body clamped down on him as if it intended to prevent his departure, yet squeezed him warmly upon re-entry. 

Aspen cried out with every thrust. She’d never been with someone of Torben’s caliber before. He was long and thick and more than filled her to capacity, and with every thrust, he brushed her womb making her cry out. Her body shook as her need for release became more urgent.

Torben was relentless in his pursuits, and even as Aspen screamed her release to the rafters, he continued thrusting until he rung another release from her that left her body quivering around his cock. It was a feeling he savored, and one he hoped would never end as his body seized and he released his seed into her womb.

Sighing, he relaxed, pulling her flush to his body and kissing his bite mark. “Are you alright?”

She giggled, “Completely and utterly sated.”

He burrowed down into the blankets squeezing her tightly, “I love you, Aspen.”

She wiggled until he let her roll over then retightened his grip. She kissed his chest just to the left of the bandages. “I thought I’d lost you. I was so afraid thinking that I’d never get to see you again, that I’d never get to hold your hand or kiss your lips.” She held back a sob. “That I’d never get to tell you I love you because I was too late.”

Torben hugged her kissing the top of her head. “It’s alright, Aspen. I’m still here and I promise you I’m not going anywhere.” He pulled back to brush away her tears then cupped her face and kissed her, “I didn’t need for you to tell me you love me, Aspen, I already knew. I’ve always known. Even when you denied profusely, I still knew.”

“How could you possibly have known something that I didn’t even know?” she asked, sniffing.

“Because we were made for each other,” he stated simply. “As your mate, I will always know the desires of your heart… even if you don’t.”

Leaning up on her elbow, she pushed him down onto the bed and smiled, “Well, I guess it’s good that one of us knew what was going on.”

He chuckled.

“Are you hungry?”

“I could eat.”

Aspen rolled out of bed turning on the light and temporarily blinding them both, “That’s good because your mom has made enough food to last us a week.” She rummaged in the fridge, “You craving anything in particular?”

“Yeah,” he said, slowly getting out of bed.

“What’s that?” she asked, reaching for a container of stew.

“You,” he said, grabbing her hips and bumping her behind with his pelvis.

Aspen jumped nearly dropping the container in her hand before she burst out laughing. “That’s great, but you’ve already had me. Now you need something that will actually fill your belly and help you heal.”

“What are you talking about? I feel better already,” he grinned. “Apparently, all I needed was a little TLC.”

She shook her head, “How about this then…  no food… no sex.”

His eyebrows rose, “That doesn’t seem right.”

“Doctor’s orders.”

“Technically, you’re not my doctor.”

“Fine,” she said, putting the container on the table and crossing her arms. “Mate’s orders.”

He sighed in defeat, “Fine.”

She took a bowl out from the cabinet and filled it with stew before popping it in the microwave. Within seconds, the smell of beef, gravy and veggies filled the small cabin.

Torben closed his eyes and inhaled, “That smells delicious.”

“Your mom said it was one of your favorites.”

He grabbed a glass and filled it with water before sitting at the table, “Did she make any bread to go with it?”

Aspen grinned, “Yup, and I have to tell you… I’ve never had anything so delicious.”

“Right out of the oven?” he asked, taking a sip from his glass.

“Oh, yeah.” She placed the steaming bowl in front of him before grabbing some bread. “Now eat.”

Aspen watched him as he shoveled spoonfuls of stew in his mouth, “How are you feeling?”

“I’m ok. Still kind of sore, tired,” he said, around a mouth full of food.

She rose, “I’m gonna call Misha and have him come over and take a look at you.”

“No,” he growled.

“Why?” she asked surprised. “Misha’s gonna wanna know that you’re up and about.”

He stared at her across his bowl, “We’ve just bonded. So, in human terms… this is our wedding night, and I am not about to have our first night together ruined by letting the entire den know that I’m awake.”

Aspen pressed her lips together in a grim line, “You were unconscious for three days, Torben. I think both Misha and your family would love to know that you’re up and about again.”

He looked at the clock on the microwave, “A few more hours won’t hurt anything, Aspen. I just wanna lie down with you in my arms. Is that too much to ask for?”

She deflated instantly, “No, I guess not, but promise me you’ll take it easy until Misha clears you.”

He winked at her, “Sure, I’ll simply lie back on the bed and let you ride me.”

She rolled her eyes and couldn’t help but laugh, “I never said I’d have sex with you again.”

“No?”

“No,” she replied with a shake of her head.

Torben pushed the empty bowl aside and rose from his chair. In a flash of movement, he ensnared Aspen’s waist in his hands and sat her on the table, sliding into her body at the same time.

Aspen released a sound that was a cross between a moan and a gasp. “What are you doing?” she breathed.

“Making love to my wife,” he replied, kissing her.

As he began thrusting, she pushed her hips up to meet him, “What happened to me being in charge?”

He ripped the shirt off her that she’d worn to bed and tossed it on the ground. Her breasts were full; her nipples poised for his taking. Leaning over, he flicked his tongue over one, “You took too long.”

They made love on the table till they were both shaking from their releases. Temporarily sated, Torben carried Aspen back to the bed and lay down with her on top of him.

Aspen snuggled into the warmth of his body, “Are you always gonna be this demanding in bed?”

“Yes,” he replied, stroking her back.

“Good,” she replied, before falling asleep.

 







CHAPTER 16

 

Misha arrived a little after nine. After knocking on the door for a good five minutes, he decided just to let himself in. He had no idea where Aspen was and whether or not Torben was alright.

Stepping into the small cabin, his nose was immediately assaulted with the scents of sweat and sex. Looking to the bed, he grinned when he found it empty, and that’s when he noticed the sound of the shower running.

Moving over to the kitchen, Misha made a fresh pot of coffee, and while he waited for it to finish, he rummaged through the cabinets till he found the coffee cake he knew Gemma had made and sat it on the table.

He was leaning against the kitchen sink sipping his coffee when Torben and Aspen emerged from the bathroom, “I see you’re feeling better.”

Aspen yelped in surprise. Torben grinned, “You could say that.”

He looked past Torben to Aspen and grinned, “Looks like congratulations are also in order.”

Aspen reached for the spot on her shoulder as her face turned bright red. “I tried to get him to let me call you last night, but he said no.”

“It’s alright,” Misha winked. “If I had to choose between seeing Torben’s ugly mug or bedding my mate, I’d take bedding my mate any day.”

Torben scratched his nose with his middle finger making Misha laugh. “You make any coffee for us, or did you decide to make just enough for yourself?”

Misha stepped out of the way of the coffee pot showing that it was full. “I’ll have you know that I have an excellent bedside manner.”

Torben made both he and Aspen a cup before sitting down and pulling Aspen into his lap.

“So, how are you feeling this morning?” Misha asked seriously.

“I feel ok. A little sore but other than that… fine.”

“Mind if I take a look at your chest?”

“Not at all.”

“Aspen, would you mind?”

She shook her head, “Not at all. I’ll get breakfast going while you do that.”

Misha removed the bandages and inspected what was left of the wound in Torben’s chest. The skin was pink and new, and in another day or two, the wound would be completely gone. “It looks really good.”

Torben rotated his shoulder, “Little stiff though.”

“I’m gonna give you a list of stretches I want you to do to loosen up the muscles. I want you to do them until the stiffness and soreness are gone.”

“Got it.”

“You should probably call your mother. She’s been a wreck these last few days.”

“Told him that too!” Aspen remarked.

“You should listen to your mate, Torben. She’s obviously the smarter of the two of you,” Misha teased.

“That might be true,” he agreed, sipping his coffee. “And don’t worry, I planned on calling her this morning after breakfast.”

Misha nodded, “I’ll inform Caelan that you’re up as well. He’s been worried.”

“How sweet,” Torben grinned.

Misha smirked and shook his head.

“Any word on when they plan on going back to the compound for Berend again?” Aspen asked, setting two plates of food on the table.

Misha shrugged, “I don’t know. When I call him about Torben I can ask him to give you a call.”

Torben nodded, “Thanks, man.”

“You know how you can best thank me?” he asked, taking the chair across from Torben.

“I’m afraid to ask.”

“Let me take home some of your mom’s cooking,” he said, taking a huge bite out of the coffee cake.

“Doesn’t your mother cook for you?” Aspen asked, setting more food out on the table.

He washed the cake down with a sip of coffee, “My mom was killed during hunting season a few years back.”

Aspen gasped, “I’m so sorry, Misha.”

“It’s alright. It was a long time ago.”

“I’ll make you up a big to-go bag before you leave,” Aspen replied, taking a seat on Torben’s lap again.

“So you’re officially bonded,” Misha remarked. “How does that feel?”

“Great!” Torben grinned.

“Different,” Aspen admitted. “I mean a good different, but still different. I still feel like myself, but at the same time, I can’t seem to stay away from him,” she said, as she slid her hand up into Torben’s hair.

“You’ll always have the need to be near your mate,” Misha explained. “Over time, it’ll just become second nature to you.”

“Are you mated?”

Misha snickered, “No. I like variety.”

Aspen took a bite of her food, “Did you know that in nature, most bears are promiscuous and don’t settle down with just one mate? They may have a favorite, but they tend to have relations with multiple partners.”

“We’re not that kind of bear,” Torben growled.

“Well, at least not after we’ve mated,” Misha winked.

Aspen laughed.

“You know, Torben, now that you’re mated, you might wanna consider expanding your cabin to something that includes a separate living room because I’d hate to come over and find you two having sex. Seeing your naked ass moving up and down would give me nightmares for days.”

Torben flipped Misha off and grinned.

Aspen looked at Torben, “Can we do that, Torben? Can we make the cabin bigger?”

He kissed her, “We can do whatever you want. If you like, I can set up a time to meet with my dad so that he can design a house for us.”

Her eyes lit up, “I would absolutely love that.”

“Once the house is done, we can go into the city and pack up your apartment.”

She frowned, “I actually forgot about that. I should also call my job or something to let them know why I left so suddenly and never came back.”

“You’re more than welcome to use my cell. The only computer I have is at my office in the den, but you’re more than welcome to that as well.”

“You can also use mine,” Misha offered. “Assuming, of course, that you’ve decided to take on the role of being my PA.”

Aspen laughed, “I’m not a physician’s assistant. I’m a vet tech.”

“Same difference,” Misha shrugged. “We’re bears, remember?”

She shook her head, “I wonder if I’ll ever get used to the idea.”

“Eventually,” Torben stated. “All good things will come in time.”

Aspen smiled, “Then I guess I will take the job.”

Misha grinned, “Great! Do you have any idea how hard it is to run a one man clinic?”

She laughed, “I can only guess.”

After breakfast, Torben cleaned the kitchen while Aspen packed up several containers of food for Misha. Misha was on the phone with Caelan updating him on Torben’s recovery. After hanging up the phone, Misha said, “Caelan’s gonna stop by later.”

Torben nodded, “Sounds good.”

Aspen handed Misha a bag of containers, “Here you go. This should last you a few days.”

“Thanks,” Misha said, taking the bag. “Well, I need to get going. I have a busy schedule today.”

“When do you need me to start?” Aspen asked.

“Whenever you’re ready… but… the sooner the better.”

Aspen nodded, “Ok. Let me just wrap up a few things and I should be good to go in a day or two.”

“Perfect,” he said, kissing her on the cheek. “You’re an angel.”

After Misha left, Torben pulled Aspen into his arms and kissed her. “Love you.”

“Love you too.”

“Are you ready?” he asked.

“For what?”

“It’s time to call my parents.”

“You make it sound so ominous,” she laughed.

“It is. Just wait till mom starts hounding us for grandkids.”

 







CHAPTER 17

 

Caelan sat on the log across from Torben and Aspen sipping his coffee as the small bonfire raged between them.

“So…” Aspen said, “When can we go back and make another attempt to rescue Berend?”

Caelan took another sip of his coffee. There was no easy way to say it so he decided just to come right out with it. “We went back yesterday.”

“And?” Torben asked, eyes narrowed as if he knew Caelan was about to drop a bombshell on them.

He shook his head, “The place was empty, man.”

Aspen gasped, “No!”

Caelan shook his head, “They must have vacated the day after you were shot because the place was a ghost town.”

“Oh, no,” Aspen replied, dropping her head into her hands. “It’s all my fault.”

Torben wrapped his arm around her and hugged her, “No, sweetheart, it’s not. You can’t blame yourself for the actions of crazy humans.” He turned his attention back to Caelan, “They left no trace as to where they might have gone?”

Caelan shook his head, “I wish they had because then we’d be the ones hunting them.”

Torben nodded, “I appreciate you trying.”

“Listen, man, I know this is rough, but at least we know he’s alive now. Just hold on to that until we find him.”

“Do you think you will? Find him, I mean?” Aspen asked.

Caelan shrugged, “I can’t say for sure, but I know we won’t give up trying.”

“Any plans to go back to the compound?” Torben asked.

He nodded, “Yeah. Misha wants to see what he can decipher from the medical stuff that was left behind.”

“I should go with you.”

Caelan shook his head, “Not necessary. There’s nothing there that you need to see. The only reason we’re going back is so Misha can try to figure out why Berend was taken in the first place. It’s pretty much a clean-up job. We go in, get what Misha needs and get out.”

Torben stood, ending the discussion, “I’ll break the news to my parents in the morning.”

Caelan nodded, “Alright. If we find anything when we go back, you’ll be the first to know.”

“Thanks,” Torben replied, shaking Caelan’s hand.

“Oh! Before I forget,” he said, grinning. “Congrats on the mating.”

“How did you…” Aspen began.

He chuckled, “Mated pairs have a certain scent about them. It’s like a new scent created from your combined scents.”

“Oh,” Aspen blushed.

Torben hugged her to his side, “It’s nothing to be embarrassed about, Aspen. It’s something we bears take great pride in.” He kissed her head, “It’s love.”

“I’ll leave you to explain some of the finer points about being mated while I head back to the den to remind my own mate. Winter is coming you know.” Caelan added with a wink.

“The hell with winter,” Torben laughed, lifting Aspen into his arms stomping his way back into their house.

The last thing they heard was Caelan’s laughter as they closed the door behind them.

 







CHAPTER 18

 

Three Months later…

 

Aspen sat at a table next to Torben in his father’s office as they went over the final plans for their new home. It was to be built in the same clearing their cabin sat in.

“So, here’s what we’ve done,” Harlan stated, pointing out specific features on the house. “There will be a total of four bedrooms, with each room having its own bathroom, plus a powder room downstairs off the living room. The kitchen will be a chef’s dream with an attached dining room. I’ve also added a decently sized front deck along with an oversized back deck, which will look out over the creek.”

“What about the garage?” she asked.

“That’ll be a little ways down from the house,” Torben reminded her.

She shook her head, “No, I want it attached.”

“But we talked about this, sweetheart. Building a garage right next to the house means we’d have to cut down more trees.”

She leaned into Torben’s arm and batted her eye lashes at him, “But, honey, it’ll be so much more convenient when the baby comes.”

“Baby?” Harlan asked, grinning.

“I’m going to be a father?” Torben whispered hoarsely.

Aspen nodded, “Yep. He or she should be here in about six months or so.”

Harlan picked up the plans and moved back to his computer, “I think attaching the garage is a fantastic idea.”

Torben stared at his wife in stunned silence, “When did you find out?”

“A couple of days ago. Misha thought I was looking a little flushed and did a physical to make sure I was alright. You can imagine how surprised I was especially considering that my birth control only ran out a month ago. But Misha explained that normal human contraceptives don’t really work with our metabolism.”

Torben cupped her face and kissed her, “I love you so much.”

She laughed, “You’d better because now you’re really stuck with me.”

“I would never consider myself stuck.”

“Kids,” Harlan called. “I just got off the phone with your mother and she’s insisted that you come over for dinner tonight. Something about needing to discuss raising a bear cub and shopping for the nursery.”

Torben and Aspen both laughed.

As they made their way back to their little cabin in the woods, they talked about the future, and despite the happy news, Aspen couldn’t help but note the twinge of sadness that clouded Torben’s eyes. “Are you alright?”

He nodded, “Yeah, I just wish my brother could have been here to celebrate with us.”

Aspen squeezed his hand reassuringly, “We’ll find him, Torben. None of us will give up till we do.”

Torben hugged her to his chest, “I know we will. I just hope he’s ok.”

Aspen smiled up at him, “Do you remember what you told me our first day together?”

“What?”

“You told me that you don’t worry about him because you know he can take care of himself. And right now, you really need to hold on to that.”

He smiled down at her, “You really are something special, you know that?”

“Of course, I am,” she laughed. “I have to be to fit into your world.”

He cupped her face and kissed her thoroughly, “And what a perfect fit you are.”

 

To Be Continued…
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Bitten By Choice

by Izzy Szyn

 

Sold to Her Stepbrother’s Billionaire Vampire Bosses.

 

Out of all the stepsiblings Becky has had over the years, the one that she always felt closest to was Bryan. They remained friends long after their parents’ brief marriage ended.

 

When Bryan asks her out to dinner to meet with her stepbrother’s new bosses, she discovers that he is a male escort for vampires. Not only that they are recruiting more escorts for their business Dark Cravings and want to hire Becky as their newest escort.

 


ONE

 

“Would you quit adjusting yourself?” Bryan Green said to his stepsister Becky Summers. “You look great.”

“My boobs keep feeling like they are going to fall out.” She complained. Why on earth she let him convince her to put on a dress is beyond her. Not only did she wear a dress, something she hadn’t done in years, but heels, makeup and she had her hair styled.  Which he paid for. She had a feeling he was up to something, but wasn’t sure what.

“You look amazing.” He held the door open for her. They were attending a function for his mysterious new bosses Hawke and Stefani McQueen. He never seemed happier. He worked for a company named Carsicyle. The company was known for the way they were changing the way people got around urban areas. They created a hybrid between a car and a bicycle. The vehicle ran on either human power or solar power. Rumor had it that they paid their employees very well. Including bonuses. 

She followed Bryan into the room that his employers had rented for the night. The place was packed with employees and their spouses or dates. Bryan retrieved two glasses of champagne from a passing waiter, handing her a glass. 

“You know that I don’t drink.” Becky told him. 

“Come on Becky this is a party.” Bryan coaxed. “This will help you loosen up.”

“I don’t care if it’s if it is a frigging inauguration. I don’t want any.” Becky replied. “Why do I need to be loosened up? This is a party your bosses are hosting. You don’t want them to see your guest drunk and falling down. Bryan? What is the real reason you brought me here?”

“This is not just a business dinner. My bosses are looking to add more people to their payroll. I thought of you.”  Bryan replied. 

“I have a job.” She protested. Granted the job didn’t pay much, but she loved the job. She worked for an independent bookstore. Even though the business had slowed down, she loved working there.”

Bryan became her best friend when their parents married. The marriage ended, but their friendship did not. They often shared war stories about their parents’ love lives. “Bryan you never told me what you do at your new job.”

“I am an escort.”

“What? I think I just hallucinated.” 

“You heard me. I am an escort. People pay me to have sex.” Bryan confessed.

“Wait. Carsicle is an escort service?” Becky asked. “I thought they made eco-friendly vehicles.”

“Carsicle is their legitimate business.” Bryan explained. “Hawke and Stefani also own an escort service called Dark Cravings. I work for them as an escort. I had to do something after Dad fired me, no one would hire me without any references.”

Bryan’s father had been married more times than they could count. Bryan was fired by his father when he objected to his newest stepmom, a fresh out of high school graduate. His father told him that he could have his job back when he was ready to apologize.

Becky’s mom was the same way. She was on her sixth or was it seventh husband? The latest was ten years younger and had two daughters who acted as if they were entitled to things without having to work for them. They barely went to school and only read what was required.

“That doesn’t explain why you brought me.” Becky started to get a suspicious feeling. He wasn’t trying to get her a job as an escort? Was he?”

“Bryan who is this lovely creature?” 

Becky turned to the voice and drowned in vivid blue eyes and wanted to drop her panties. “This is my stepsister Becky Summers. Becky this is Stefani McQueen.”

“Well I do believe that Bryan is our winner tonight.” The woman said. “I am Stefani. I am his boss. I do believe our clients will love you.” 

“I am not here for a job.” Becky replied “I have a job in a bookstore. I am just here as Bryan’s guest.”

“Bryan?” Stephanie said. “Didn’t you tell your stepsister the reason for this gathering?” 

“No he didn’t. He was about to tell me when you walked up.” There was something about the woman’s voice that spoke to her inner core. Visions of Stefani’s head between her thighs danced through her head.

“We are looking for people to join Dark Cravings.” Stefani answered. “As an escort you will be well paid. We provide excellent benefits and every three months you get an increase in pay. All you have to do is be available to whatever your client wants. Although we just might keep you for ourselves.”

Becky turned to Bryan. “Please tell me she is kidding. Did you really bring me here to work as a hooker?” 

“We prefer escort.” Stefani replied. “Believe me you will be well paid for your services. You will be paid even more if you are flexible about who you have sex with.”

“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kick your ass.” Becky told Bryan. “I never thought you would do this to me.” 

“Becky I brought you here because I know money is tight for you and it doesn’t have to be. You know it is a matter of time before the bookstore is gone. What are you going to do for money? At least working for Stefani she will pay you a more than decent pay. If you have to fuck a person or two, what’s the harm?” Bryan defended himself.

“Take me home.” Becky ordered.

“Becky I wish you would reconsider. Stefani told her. “I think you would be very popular.” 

“Is there a problem?” said a male voice.

“Hawke, meet Bryan's stepsister Becky. She just found out why she was brought here.” Stefani explained. “Becky, this is my husband Hawke McQueen.”

Stefani started to get the feeling that there was more than just sex involved. Stefani and Hawke McQueen were the stuff that erotic fantasies were made of. But there was something about them that made them seem not quite human.

“Nice job Bryan. You are going to get a big bonus.” Hawke said.

“Bonus?” Becky asked.

“Yes. Every person that brings in someone that is recruited gets a bonus. If we choose you, the bonus is even bigger.” Hawke confirmed. 

“Wait, let me get this straight? You are selling me to your bosses?” She turned on Bryan.

“Becky, it isn’t as bad as it sounds.” Bryan protested. “I was going to give you half of the bonus.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?” Becky’s head started to throb. Damn, the last thing she needed was a headache. “Is there anything else I need to be aware of?”

“You are very perceptive.” Stefani traced a path from Becky’s lips to the upper swell of her breast, sending shivers throughout Becky’s nervous system. “You have very kissable lips.”

“Thanks. What else is there?” Becky’s heart started to beat faster. She was getting more turned on by the second.  It was getting hard to concentrate with Stefani touching her.

“We are also vampires.” Stefani's hand squeezed Becky’s breast through the fabric of her dress. 

“Wait did you say vampires? What kind of drugs are you people on anyway?” Becky grabbed her purse. “Bryan if you are not going to take me home than I am going to get myself a cab.”

“Wait Becky, don’t go.” Bryan protested. “I know it sounds bad. Let them explain.”

Becky looked in her purse for something for her head. Damn, her meds were at home. “I thought you wanted to take me out to have fun. But no, you bring me here so that I could possibly sleep with your bosses who think they are vampires. Vampires? What kind of drugs are they on? What kind are you on to buy this shit?”

The man named Hawke said. “I know it is hard to believe. But we are really vampires. We created Dark Cravings as a way for vampires to find people willing to not only sleep with them, but allow them to drink their blood.”

“I know this sounds crazy but we are vampires. Tonight is I guess you would call recruiting night. We have to be careful on who we recruit.” Stefani explained. 

“Why can’t you just hire a hooker off the street? Or pick up someone in a bar?” Becky asked. “Isn’t that how it is done in books and movies?”

“Yes, that is how it was commonly done. And some vampires still go that route. There is a bar called Harvey’s in Quail Springs that caters to that crowd. But a lot of the people at those places are looking for what they see in movies or read about in books.” Stefani explained. “A lot of them are what most of society considers normal. But there are a lot more of us that embraces our sexuality. We love sex in all forms. Dark Cravings caters to those who are flexible about their sexuality.”

“It isn’t like it is portrayed in the movies. Hunting people in dark alleys and ripping their throats out.” Hawke continued. “Yes back in the early ages prostitutes were easy because they were o every street corner. But nowadays a lot of those hookers are addicted to some form of drug or alcohol.’

“So you created your own escort service? What do you do with the bodies once you are done with them?” Becky had no idea why she was here. She wanted to go home. Take her meds, take a shower, go in a dark room before her migraine gets worse. But she was drawn to listening to them talk. For some reason when they talk her head stops hurting. 

“We do not dump bodies.” Hawke answered. “If we did that there would be a lot of missing people, including your stepbrother. Yes, we created an escort service. Yes it is a more elegant form of prostitution but you are paid way beyond what anyone on the streets would get. Not only that we also include benefits and you get paid vacations.”

“How much?” Becky was curious. 

“I earn five grand,” Bryan said. “I double it if I it is a male. If it is a ménage it could be as much as twenty thousand dollars.”

“What? Just to let them drink your blood?” Becky asked. 

“We don’t just drink your blood.” Stefani said. “We fuck you all night long. Yes, we need blood but that is just to sustain us. We like sex. We like it a lot. The fluids that come from sex with a human acts much in the same way your vitamins.”

 Becky said. “I just can’t do this. I am sorry Bryan.”

“We understand. It is a big decision.” Stefani sounded disappointed. “Tell you what, think about it. If you change your mind call Bryan and he will contact us. I really hope that you do change your mind. I really want you.”

“Why not stay?” Hawke suggested. “We won’t mention you working for us anymore tonight. Eat, drink. Have fun.”

“I appreciate the offer, but I need to go home.”  Becky declined. 

“Becky, are you ok?” Bryan looked concerned. “Shit you have a headache don’t you?”

“Just a little.” Becky answered. “I just need to go home and take my meds.”

“You suffer from headaches?” Stefani asked. “I can help.”

“No one can help.” Becky replied. “I have some anti-migraine medication at home.” She just hated the side effects.

“This will not require any form of narcotic.” Stefani promised. “Will you let me help you?” 

“What are you going to do?” Becky asked. 
“Massage.” Stefani answered. 

“Stefani is very good at massages.” Hawke assured her. “I promise it will feel much better than any drug that the doctors can prescribe.” 

Becky was tempted. “I don’t know.” 

“We are not going to attack you.” Stefani told her. “Look around this room. There are a lot of people here willing to let us do whatever we want with them. Why go home and take something when I can help you here and now?”

“She does have a point Becky.” Bryan spoke up. “Why not let her help?”

“Ok,” Becky agreed. “Thank you. I appreciate the offer.”

 “Will you go with us to our private room?” Hawke asked her. “I promise you will be as safe as you want to be.”

Nodding her head, Becky followed Hawke and Stefani out of the room. She looked around the room and saw men and women watching them as they walked out. 

“Bitch snagged the bosses.” 

Becky looked around to see who said it. She met the eyes of a tall skinny blonde. She knew without a doubt that she said it. “Stefani, Hawke, this is a great party.” 

“Thanks. Mercedes. Have you met Becky?” Stefani asked. 

“No. I'm sure that I would be more fun than her though.” Mercedes licked her lips in an attempt to make her look sexy. 

“But they want me.” Something about the way Mercedes eyed Hawke irritated her. She also saw that Mercedes acted as if Stefani was not there. 

“Feisty.” Mercedes said. “Just don’t get to comfortable. You can have him for the night. But be assured that sooner or later I am going to be the only one he will ever need.”

“Him? What about Stefani?” Becky’s eyes met Stefani’s who smiled at her. Becky had never thought about being with women before, but Stefani made her wonder what she was missing. 

“Well of course Stefani too.” Mercedes replied. “You look like a bit of a prude. How are you going to have the kind of sex that vampires like to have? Have you ever been with another woman? Or more than one guy at a time?”

“Put your claws away, Mercedes.” Hawke ordered. “Either go and make yourself available to the other vampires or go home.”

With one evil glance at Becky, Mercedes walked away and headed towards the bar. “Bitch.” Stefani said. “Thanks for the backup with Mercedes. She doesn’t have to know that you aren’t attracted to us.”

The longer that Becky was with them, the more attracted she became. If she had met them under any other circumstances, she would be shedding her clothes off and letting them do whatever they wanted. She was becoming more and more curious about what it would be like to be with Stefani and Hawke. 

“Let’s go take care of your headache.” Hawke cupped her elbow and escorted her outside.

Once outside Becky shivered. The temperature had dropped considerably. “Where are we going?”

“To our penthouse suite.” Stefani held her hand as they followed Hawke into the lobby of the hotel. 

 







TWO

 

“Go in the bathroom and take a warm shower. Wrap a towel around you and meet me in the bedroom.” Stefani instructed.

Walking into the bathroom, Becky leaned against the door and sighed. How the hell was she going to get through a massage without wanting more? The longer she was with them, the more she wanted them. She hoped the massage would be quick, so she could leave before anything happened.  

She grabbed the bottle of complimentary body wash and set it on the ledge of the tub and turned on the shower.  Once it was at the right temperature she stepped in and let the water beat down on her neck, easing the pain somewhat. Realizing she couldn’t stay in the shower much longer without them getting worried, she grabbed a towel and wrapped it around her as instructed. Stepping into the bedroom she saw that light was off and candles were lit.

“Lay down on the bed.” Stefani no longer being seductive. Her tone being one that people would automatically obey, including Becky. 

Becky stretched out on the bed on her stomach. Her head resting on her arms. The smell of peppermint filled the air, before Stefani’s firm touch started to massage around her neck muscles. There was something almost hypnotic about Stefani’s fingers. Becky felt her body sinking into the mattress, her eyelids getting heavy. 

She sighed as Stefani moved downward. Becky was becoming more and more relaxed. The air cool against her back, made her realize that the towel had been peeled away. She almost protested when Stefani removed her hands, but realized it was to pour some more of the lotion in her hands. 

Becky was finding it harder to keep awake. She was beyond relaxed, her headache forgotten. “Go ahead and close your eyes. Don’t try to fight it.” Were the last words that Becky heard. 

Becky had no idea how long she slept. The light in the bedroom was subdued, someone had covered her up with a blanket. She wondered if Hawke and Stefani were still there. The door to the bedroom was shut, but it was quiet on the other side. 

Checking the clock on the table, she saw that it was three in the morning. Picking up the towel that was on the floor she wrapped it around her before opening the door. Hawke and Stefani were still there and watching a movie. “Hello, feeling better?” Hawke got off the couch and walked over to her. 

“Much, thank you. Stefani you have magical hands. If this escort service ever fails you have a new career.” Becky replied. She felt awkward, she wasn’t sure what to do next. Bryan was probably with a client, she knew she should go home but she didn’t have a ride. If she was honest with herself, she really didn’t want to leave either. 

“Thanks.” Stefani walked over and stared into her eyes. “You have a beautiful body, it was hard to stop touching you. You feel the attraction too don’t you?”

Becky nodded helplessly, falling deeper under Stefani’s spell. “Yes, I have never been this attracted to anyone. Ever.”

“Have you ever kissed another woman?” Stefani stepped even closer. 

“No.” Becky shivered as Stefani started to touch the delicate curve of her neck. 

“Have you ever been tempted?” 

“Not until tonight.” Becky confessed. 

Becky’s hands removed the towel. Moving her lips down Becky’s neck. Becky’s hands went around Stefani’s neck and kissed her back. What would it hurt to be with them, just for one night? Stefani brought Becky even closer and kissed her lightly. “If you want me to stop, say so now.” 

“I don’t want you to stop.” Becky responded.

Coming up behind her, Hawke brushed her hair away from the back of her neck. Kissing the skin underneath, he slid his hands down Becky’s sides. “Are you sure?” Hawke asked her. “We are getting to the point of no return.”

Becky hesitated for a second before replying. Stefani looked disappointed before moving away. “Yes, I am sure. I want you. I want you both.”

 She shivered as two pairs of hands explored the skin that was revealed. “I just might keep her for us.” Hawke said. 

“I was thinking the same thing.” Stefani agreed.

Becky felt as if she were watching someone other than herself. Stefani and Hawkers hands were everywhere. She moaned as Stefani sucked first one breast than the other between her lips. Her tongue licking the peak as if she was licking an ice cream cone. 

Hawke’s finger slid a finger into her pussy already soaked with her juices. Her knees felt like rubber as he fucked her with his fingers. “Do you like the feel of my fingers deep inside you? Your pussy feels like a vise around them. I can’t wait until I bury my cock inside you.” 

Stefani threaded her fingers in Becky’s hair and kissed her. Becky’s arms went around her neck. Her tongue now exploring Stefani's mouth. When she encountered two tiny bumps she felt Stefani shudder.

“Careful, you are not ready yet.” Stefani cautioned her.

“Who says that I am not ready?” She kissed Stefani again. Her tongue kept straying to the bumps. Each time the bumps got larger.

Stefani smiled at her. “We just might double Bryan’s bonus.” Her lips moved down Becky’s neck. Her hands squeezing Becky’s breasts. Hawke’s lips moved down her back.

Hawke lifted her and took her to the bedroom. Laying her on the bed, Stefani and Hawke immediately joined her. Hawke's lips covered hers. His lips so different than Stefani's but not less erotic. His tongue moved deep inside her mouth. Her tongue curling around his. Instinctively she wanted to find out if he had the same two bumps as Stefani. 

She moaned against his mouth. Stefani moved down her body. Her mouth sucking a breast, Becky tensed when she felt the tip of something brush against her skin. It didn’t hurt, instead it had her hoping that Stefani would do it again. 

Stefani’s hand moved down her body. The tips of her nails slightly grazing her skin. Becky whimpered as Hawke's mouth covered her other breast. Tingles went through her nervous system as he nipped at her flesh. 

He lifted his eyes and stared into hers. “I need to drink from you.”

 Becky drew his head down to her neck. “Do it.”

Hawke kissed her again. His hand moved down her body to the wet pussy that was drooling in anticipation of his touch. His finger rubbed her lower lips. Stefani's lips moved lower, her hand joined Hawke's. Becky's moans grew louder. She had never been turned on so much in her life. 

Hawke pushed two fingers inside her soaking wet cunt. His fingers moving in and out in short fast strokes. Becky’s fingers dug into the blanket, she needed to come. “You are soaking my fingers.” Hawke held them up. He painted her nipples with her liquid, bending his head sucked her breast. Once again she felt the scrape of what felt like teeth against her skin. 

The bed shifted, Becky’s thighs opened. “I cannot hold off, I need to taste your pussy.” Stefani opened Becky’s pussy lips and buried her tongue deep inside. Her tongue licking every drop that seemed to be pouring out. 

Becky screamed out her release as she came. Her pussy felt as if the flood gates were opened. She felt her juices run out of her.  Collapsing on the bed she tried to regain her breathing. If she thought Stefani was done eating her she had another surprise coming. 

Hawke’s lips covered hers. His tongue moving deep inside her mouth. His tongue licking her cheeks as Stefani licked the inside of her pussy. His hand moving to her clit and rubbed his finger. Becky moved restlessly on the bed. 

Becky’s arms moved around Hawke's neck and kissed him back. Her hips moved up and down seeking more of Stefani's tongue inside her. She felt as if a switch was turned on. She moved her tongue deep inside of Hawke's mouth. Seeking two bumps behind his teeth, they were no longer there, fangs were now in its place. 

Hawke moved down her throat licking the vein near her pulse. His eyes met hers. Her heart froze when she saw his fangs for the first time. He licked the vein again and bit into her neck. She stiffened in shock. The shock soon changed to bliss. She felt herself sink into the mattress as he drank. Seconds later she felt another bite, this one on the inner part of her thigh and feminine lips sucked from the vein.

Two sets of lips drank from two different parts of her body. The more they drank the more she didn’t want them to ever stop. She felt the fangs slide out of her skin. Tongues licked the spot where they bit her. 

Hawke kissed her. His mouth consumed hers. His tongue as far inside of her mouth as he could. The bed shifted. Stefani kissed her way up Becky’s body. Her tongue circled Becky’s belly button before moving upward. 

Hawke placed a final kiss on her lips, before moving away from her. He opened her thighs and lifted her hips. Becky screamed his name as he pushed his cock deep inside her pussy. “Doesn’t his cock feel good inside you?” Stefani kissed the spot where Hawke had bitten her. 

“OH GOD YESSS!!” Becky said. She felt his cock pulse inside her. “Move.” She screamed. 

Hawke smiled a wicked grin, before starting to move. He started to move slowly at first. Letting her pussy adjust to him being inside. Then he started moving faster, harder. 

Stefani, straddled Becky around her waist and kissed her. Bringing Stefani’s head towards hers she kissed her. Becky curled her tongue around Stefani’s.  

Becky’s moans grew louder as Stefani started to rub her body against Becky. Their nipples brushing against each other, had her pussy flooding Hawke’s cock with her juices. 

“Holy Shit.” Hawke groaned.  “Her pussy is like a vise around my cock.” 

Becky whimpered in combination of pleasure and discomfort. She felt Hawke grow larger inside her every vein rubbed against her pussy walls. Stefani seemed to sense what Becky was feeling. “Relax. I promise we just want to make you feel more pleasure than you have ever imagined.” 

Stefani bent her head and licked the vein above Becky's nipple. Becky saw a flash of a fang seconds before she felt it slide into her. She screamed, holding Stefani to her breast encouraging her to drink. 

“Do you know how long we have waited for someone like you?” Hawke growled.  

“I knew she was meant to be ours.” She stared into Becky’s eyes, a drop of blood lingered on her lip. “I can feel his cock pounding inside you. Do you think you can take it harder?”

“Oh god yes.” Becky's head bent over the pillows. The bed shook as he started to move faster, deeper, harder. 

Stefani licked the spot where she just drank. Her tongue now licking the nipple. “Come for us.” 

Becky's screams were so loud she wondered if the entire hotel heard her.  Her body was covered in sweat. Becky's body a soothing cool balm against her heated skin. Her inner muscles had a death grip around Hawke's shaft. 

Faintly she heard a growl, than her pussy became filled with Hawke's come. 

TWO

When Becky woke up she realized that she was alone in the suite. Stretching her legs, she winced in pain, her thighs hurt in places that she didn’t know could hurt. She had no idea how many times that they had fucked her during the night. 

Her favorite part? It definitely was when they had bitten her. In some ways it was more erotic than them fucking her. The fact that her blood ran through their veins turned her on all over again. She couldn’t help but hope that they would want her again tonight. Looking at the nightstand she saw an envelope with her name on it.  Her jaw dropped when she counted five thousand dollars. She opened the piece of paper inside.

Dear Becky:

You were amazing. The amount inside was not nearly enough. Use the money to buy yourself something to wear. See you tonight.  Hawke and Stefani.

She couldn’t just sit around the suite doing nothing. She had to be at work in a few hours. Heading for the shower, she turned on the water before looking at the mirror. The bruises where they bit her looked more like hickeys. She hoped they had some makeup in the store downstairs to cover that up. She liked working with Joy, but she would not be that understanding of Becky walking around with a hickey on her neck.

Walking in the other room, she picked up the dress she wore last night. She knew that she couldn’t wear it to work. She just needed a pair of jeans and t-shirt, and some underwear. Picking up the phone on the desk she called asking where the nearest Target was.

“We have a store with whatever you need here.” The desk clerk informed her. “I will be more than happy to transfer you over there.” 

“Thanks.” Becky felt a twinge of guilt at buying jeans and t-shirt at hotel prices, but this was no time to be picky.

A couple minutes later she heard a cheerful voice on the other end. “Gift shop.”

“Hi I am in Penthouse suite one zero two. Do you have any jeans in a size twelve? A T-shirt in a large?” Becky hoped that she wasn’t the first person to be making this request.

“We sure do.” She answered. “Need any under garments?”

“Panties would be great.” 

“What size bra?” 

“Sadly, I can wait until I get home.”

“I wish that I had your problem.” The salesperson chuckled. “I will have someone bring the items up. Did you want to charge it to the room?”

“No I have cash.”   After hanging up, she went to her purse and took out her cellphone.  She saw that she had missed a call from her boss Joy. Calling her back, Becky waited for her to pick up. “Hi Joy.” 

“Hi Becky. I called to tell you that the bookstore is closed today.” 

“What do you mean closed?” 

“You know that we have been struggling.  I am two months behind and if I do not pay it t by Monday owner is going to evict us.”

“How much do you owe?” Becky went to the envelope on the nightstand and counted the money that was inside. She still couldn’t believe it. FIVE FREAKING THOUSAND DOLLARS. No wonder Bryan loved this job. You get your brains fucked, your blood sucked and the money is way beyond what she made in five months. If she continued to do this she could buy into the bookstore, then Joy would have to listen to her ideas.

“I owe three thousand dollars. There are also others I owe, the utilities, suppliers just to name a few.”

“What if I were to come up with the money?” Becky asked. She loved working at the bookstore. She knew that with some updating and a few other ideas she had.  If that meant being with Stefani and Hawke again, that wouldn’t be a bad thing. Giving them blood was a lot more fun than at some of the blood drives she had been to.

“I can’t allow you to do that.” Joy protested. 

“Why not? I love the store, and if I can help keep it going why say no?” 

“If I agree what would you want in return?” 

“Maybe become partners? I know if we update the store it could become a fun place to go.” Becky replied. “I received some money, unexpectedly and I would love to help.”

“I appreciate the offer, but I have to say no.” Joy answered. “I ran my store just fine. Then damn technology took over and destroyed the book business. People just want to come in and buy dirty books. What happened to the classics?” 

“Joy, there is nothing wrong with books that have sex in them. Sex sells.” Becky told her. They had been having this argument for a long time.

“I cannot allow that sort of thing in my store. It has a reputation. Just because the rest of society has gone sex crazy doesn’t mean that I have to cater to it. Becky I am afraid that even if I can somehow get the money to stay open, I don’t think you should work there anymore.”

“You’re firing me?” Becky said. She had worked hard for her all these years. Without even a thank you for working overtime at regular pay. Maybe it was time to create some competition? 

“Yes, it’s nothing personal. I will always love you but, I need someone who will be there for me. Not for herself.” Joy replied. “Now I will mail you your last paycheck. Goodbye and good luck.” 

Becky stared at the phone as it went silent. Joy fired her. Mailing her a check seemed so cold. Who would she get to replace her that loved the store as much as she did? Instantly she thought of a couple women who had been hanging around the bookstore lately. She was willing to bet that they would work for Joy for free. 

When the knock came she hurried to answer the door. “Hi, thanks for bringing these up for me.” 

“No problem.” The woman said. “I brought a couple pairs of jeans and shirts for you to choose from. The sizes are the same but you know how it is with jeans. Someone’s idea of a size twelve could really be for someone that wears a size six.” 

“Yeah, I hate that.” Becky took the items. “Come on in while I try these on. I suspect this isn’t the first time you have had these requests?”

“Not even the first time this week.” She chuckled. 

Becky closed the bedroom door and tried on the first pair of jeans. She was thankful that the woman brought different pairs of jeans. The first pair she tried on barely went to her thighs. Taking them off, Becky threw them on the bed she tried the next pair they fit. Barely. She could wear them home if she didn’t sit or if she didn’t have to breathe or eat the rest of the day. The third pair she tried on fit just right. 

She finished getting dressed then took the clothes out. “I am glad you found a pair that fits.” The salesperson said. 

“Thanks for bringing them up.” Becky handed her the jeans. How much do I owe you?” 

“I have orders to charge to the room. “ The woman said. 

“I can’t have someone else buy me clothes.” Becky protested.

“You are one of them now.” 

“What?” Becky asked. 

“You are a part of that group that works as an escort. This room? Is your room. You will be accepting clients here.” 

“How do you know all this?” Becky asked. 

“My name is Anita. I help Stefani and Hawke. They hire me to keep an eye on things here at the hotel. Most of the rooms on the upper floors belong to other escorts. The higher the floor the more exclusive you are. Considering you are here on the top floor, the only people you may be with are Hawke, Stefani and if they choose to allow someone else in bed with them. Some of the escorts have gone on to become hybrids, which is a huge honor.”

“What are you talking about?” She asked. “What is a hybrid?”

“Hybrids are I guess the best way to describe it a cross between a vamp and a human. Hybrids reproduce blood much quicker than humans. That is the reason why they are highly coveted.” Anita explained. 

With each word Anita spoke the realization of what she did last night hit her. She not only slept with Hawke and Stefani but she also let them bite her. Did that mean she was on the way to becoming a hybrid? What if she didn’t want to be one? She felt the sudden need to go home, to her apartment. Alone. She may stop by Bryan’s first and kick his ass for getting her into this situation. Bastard.

 “I can’t let them pay for my clothes.” 

“I see the panic in your eyes. It isn’t uncommon. It wouldn’t be normal if you didn’t get scared. Just think it over. If you decide to not let them pay for the clothes then I will have a receipt made for you.” Anita said.

“Thanks.” Becky said. 

“My pleasure. I have to say you are different from the others. I will enjoy working with you.” Anita told her. “Once you embrace your new lifestyle you will become one of the most influential hybrid we have seen.” Anita replied. “Right now your good side is arguing with your naughty side. It is up to you to decide which one you want to listen to.” 

Becky hurried downstairs and hailed a cab. Her thoughts were in a million different places. From what Bryan did, to what happened in the penthouse suite with Stefani and Hawke to her conversation with Joy. 

As soon as she entered her apartment she headed to the kitchen to fix something to eat. Sitting on the couch she tried to organize her thoughts. What was she going to do? She couldn’t really work as an escort could she? As jobs went it wouldn’t be a hardship to let Stefani and Hawke fuck her and get paid for it. 

She felt the same but she also felt different. Sex had never been a big deal before, but last night opened her eyes to what she had been missing all this time. Closing her eyes she could still see Stefani as she rubbed her body up and down against her own. The touch of their clits as they brushed against each other. The taste of her lips had Becky hoping to experience it again. But she had no plans on going back to that hotel and Stefani and Hawke didn’t know where she lived. 

She jumped when she heard the knock on her door. “Becky? I know you are home.” 

“Bryan?” she yelled through the door. “Go away. I don’t want to talk to you.”

“Come on Becky. Let me in.” 

Knowing that he wasn’t going anywhere, she opened the door, “What do you want Bryan?”

“I wanted to make sure you were ok. You left with Hawke and Stefani and never came back down. How is your headache?”

“Like you care.” Becky scoffed. 

“Becky, I love you.” Bryan said.  “Truth is that if I didn’t think of you as a sister, I would have tried to seduce you a long time ago. I understand what you are feeling, trust me. When I was approached about doing this job I was insulted at first. But then I thought about it. The thing that appealed to me even more is that if my old man ever found out he would be pissed.” 

“I would love to see his reaction when he finds out.” Becky chuckled. 

“It's his own fault.” Bryan said without remorse. “But I love this job. I don’t think I could give up this job.”

“Do you have sex with guys?” Becky asked.

“Not that often. If I do most of it is just blow jobs,” Bryan shrugged. “Not that big of a deal. So what happened between you, Stefani and Hawke?” 

Becky felt herself turning red thinking of everything that happened. “Well, they took me up to their suite and Stefani gave me a massage that helped with my migraine.” 

“Did you have sex with them?” Bryan asked. “Wait that was a stupid question. I can tell by the bruise on your neck that you not only had sex with them, but they bit you too.”

Becky wasn’t sure how much to tell him.  “Bryan it was the most erotic night of my life. I want them again. What is wrong with me?”

“Nothing is wrong with you Becky.” Bryan walked in her kitchen and grabbed a can of Pepsi. They will want you again tonight. What are you going to do?” 

“I don’t know,” Becky started to pace. “I am so confused.” 

“Did you like any of it?” Bryan asked. “Wait aren’t you supposed to be at work?”

“Yes, of my god, Bryan. I loved everything, the sex, the biting.” Becky admitted. “Joy fired me.”

“Why? You were the best employee she had.” 

“That’s sweet, but she obviously didn’t feel the same way. Truth is that things have been strained between us for months. I just refused to acknowledge that she didn’t really want me around anymore.” 

“Why not earn the money letting Stefani and Hawke have you for as long as they want? They can give you the money to save up and open your own. You had a lot of good ideas. Joy just didn’t appreciate you.”

In some small part of her, Becky knew that Bryan was right. She hated ramen noodles, if she didn’t do something to earn money she would end up eating them morning, noon and night. “I know you are right about her. Joy was great in the beginning, she loved my ideas until I started suggesting a different way of doing stuff. What’s even worse is that I get the feeling that she isn’t going to close the store. There have been these people hanging around that agrees with everything she says. I almost guarantee they are going to take over my job at lesser pay.”

“You can open your own store and kick her ass.” Bryan urged her. “You have q lot of customers who would follow you to your store. If it means getting the money by letting vampires use you for sex, what harm? Plus they are vampires, you don’t have to worry about getting pregnant or any sex diseases,”

Bryan did make some sort of weird sense. But she needed to think. “Bryan, I need some time by myself.”

“I understand, are you still mad at me?” 

“Yes, I am still mad at you.” Becky told him. “Go home.”

“Will you come with me to a party tonight? 

“No. I am done with parties for now. I am going to put on my pajamas, make popcorn and watch movies.. Becky pushed him out the door. 

“What if they ask about you?” 

“They won’t, they will have plenty of others to choose from. They won’t even remember me.” Why did she feel a sharp pain when she said those words? She just met them 

“Sweetheart, I guarantee they will remember you,” Bryan kissed her on the cheek before leaving.

Becky went in her bedroom and changed into her cleaning clothes. By the time it got dark her apartment was spotless with one last lead of clothes in the dryer. Her stomach growling reminded her it was a long time since she ate. Checking her account she saw she had enough money for a pizza in there. Remembering the money from this morning she decided to treat herself. 

She was no closer to a decision than she was this morning. She kept thinking, rather hoping that Joy would change her mind. Going in the bathroom she took a quick shower to get rid of the grime. Stepping out she knocked the toothpaste off the sink. Picking it off the floor she could smell a hint of mint, the smell triggered memories of the previous night and everything she did with Hawke and Stefani.

Throwing it down in disgust, she changed into the tank top and shorts she used to sleep in. She thought about the party tonight and who may be sharing their bed. This was ridiculous. She was fine before meeting them, she would be fine now. 

Hearing a knock, she grabbed the money to pay for the pizza. “You got here fast.” She said when she opened the door. Instead of seeing the pizza guy, she stared into the eyes of Hawke and Stefani. 

“Expecting someone?” Stefani asked. 

“How did you find out my address?” As soon as she said it she knew it was a stupid question.  Bryan, she would kill him.

“We went in your wallet while you slept.” Hawke said. “May we come in?” 

“Yeah.” She waved them inside. 

As soon as the door closed, Hawke pulled her in his arms and kissed her. His hands everywhere. She heard fabric ripping, cool air brushed against her skin. “Maybe we should have warned you about letting vampires inside.” Lifting her in his arms, he set her on the back of the couch. Stepping back for a minute he pushed the jeans he wore down his hips. 

Hawke’s lips crushed down on hers, his hand going between her thighs and pushed a finger inside than a second. Becky whimpered as he fucked her with his fingers. Pushing in and out of her pussy, his fingers were soon coated with her juices.  Pushing her thighs wider he replaced his fingers with his cock.

Becky’s voice rang in the apartment as her pussy’s muscles grabbed onto his cock. She wrapped her arms around his neck. His eyes stared into hers as he started to move inside her. His lips started to move down her neck. Nibbling at the skin where her pulse was beating. Licking the vein there he slid his fangs into her throat and drank.

Becky’s orgasm ripped through her. Her body possessed completely by Hawke. Licking the wounds closed, he kissed her. She could taste her blood on his lips, it was strangely erotic. She couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to drink their blood. 

Distantly she heard a growl, then warmth as he came inside her. His come mixing with her juices, trickled out and down her inner thigh. Shuddering he moved out of her. The sound of their heavy breathing filled the apartment. 

“I got her stuff.” Stefani said from behind Hawke. 

Becky’s head was still foggy, so it took a minute for the words to filter through. “Stuff? What stuff?”

“Yours.” Stefani said. “We are taking you home with us.”
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“What do you mean you are taking me home?” Becky asked. “This is my home.”

“While you are with us, you will be living in our home.” Stefani replied. “We want you where we have access to you. We don’t want to have to hunt you down to fuck you.”

“I thought we made it clear in the note we left that you were to be waiting for us at the hotel.” Hawke told her.

“No, your note said you would see me tonight. You didn’t say where, when or how. There was no mention of me staying at the hotel. We just met. Just because we had sex one night doesn’t mean that I belong to you.” Becky denied. Some inner part tried telling her to shut up. She wanted to be with them more than she wanted a headache free day. Which surprisingly she didn’t have today.

“Well then let’s be very clear.” Stefani walked up to her. “You belong to us. Yes, we had sex for one night, but if we have to tattoo it on your forehead for others to see than we will do so. You will be available to us when we are awake. Anytime, anyplace. Anywhere. We are going to train you in managing our parties. It is a big job and will also pay more than the sex.”

“Shouldn’t you ask me if I want to do this job first?” Becky asked. “You can’t just invade someone’s home and kidnap them.”

“Yes, we can.” Hawke told her. 

Before Becky could say anymore there was a knock on the door. “You expecting anyone?”

“Yeah, I ordered pizza.” 

Hawke lifted her up and took her in the bedroom. “Stefani, will pay for it. You are not in any condition to see anyone. Although I guarantee if the pizza delivery person were to see you, you would get the pizza free of charge.”

“How do you know it’s a boy?”

“Boy, girl doesn’t matter. Anyone that sees you would want to fuck you. Do you have any idea how sexy you are?” Hawke asked. 

“Me? Sexy? Not in my vocabulary.’ Becky felt warmth spread through her when he told her he thought she was sexy. Her Becky Summers sexy? 

“I paid for the pizza. We can take it with us.” Stefani came in the bedroom. “Now put on some panties or something so we can leave.”

Becky surprised herself when she did just that. She went to her dresser drawer and picked out a pair of panties and some sweatpants. The nights had started to get cooler. Halloween wasn’t far away. Truth was she wanted to be with them. Even if it was for one more night. She could always go back home when they fall asleep.

Becky followed them out of the apartment and saw a large town car parked outside. “Mr. Hawke, Miss Stefani.” Said the driver when he stepped out and opened the door. 

“Thank you Luther.” Hawke said. “May I introduce you to our new lover Becky Summers? Becky this is Luther Meeks. He is our all-around handy man. He will drive you wherever you want to go when we are not awake.”

“He’s a vampire too?” Becky asked. 

“Not exactly. He is a hybrid. What that means he has shared our blood three times. He will become a vampire when his natural life ends. He has been with us for forty years.” Stefani explained. 

“Damn, you look good.” Becky blurted out. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be.” Luther grinned. “I definitely look better than my siblings and cousins. They are in their seventies. Some can barely walk. I felt probably the exact same things that you are feeling right now. So if you need advice you are more than welcome to ask.” 

“Thanks.” Becky replied. She was going to become a hybrid? Would they want her to become like Luther? “Does being a hybrid slow down your aging process?”

“We will explain everything in the car.” Stefani said. “Get in the car.” 

Becky once again found herself listening. What the hell? She normally didn’t blindly follow orders. But something inside of her wanted to do whatever they wanted as long as they would keep fucking her. It was almost becoming an addiction. 

Once inside Hawke got in on one side, Stefani on the other. It was almost as if they were afraid that she would try to escape. The car pulled away and headed toward the hotel. “Come here.” Stefani slid Becky towards her and kissed her. 

All thoughts flew out of Becky’s head at the first touch of Stefani’s lips on hers. She opened her mouth and moaned as Stefani curled her tongue around Becky’s. She tilted her head, as Stefani nibbled down her throat, down to her collarbone. Goose bumps rose from her flesh. 

 The world faded away.  Cool hands slid under her shirt, cupping her breasts through her bra. Moans that could not be silenced filled the car. The tank top was pulled over her head, her bra fell away and tossed on the floor of the car.

Becky felt as if she was floating in the car. “Damn that feels good.” She said as Stefani sucked her breast deep in her mouth. Her tongue licking around the nipple as she sucked harder. 

“You taste even better than I remembered.” Stefani straddled her waist. Hands framed her face before Stefani crushed her lips back down on Becky's and kissed her. Her tongue seeking entrance inside. 

Becky sank into the soft leather seats of the car. Her arms going around Stefani’s waist. Her tongue now tangling with Stefani’s. She forgot that she was in car, she forgot that Luther and Hawke were watching. Her necked tilted against the back of the car seat, Stefani’s lips moved down her neck, down to where her skin met the top of the shirt that she wore. 

Stefani moved the top down kissing the top of Becky’s breast.  “After tonight you will have no doubt that you belong to us.” Stefani said before kissing her again. Moans replaced Becky’s voice, she felt herself hurling towards an orgasm. 

Stefani once again moved down to and circled Becky’s nipple. Becky’s hips rocked against Stefani’s, her breast pushing itself in Stefani’s mouth seeking something. 

Stefani licked a vein and sank her fangs deep and drank. Becky screamed as her body seemed to explode. Her juices soaking through her jeans. All too soon, Stefani’s fangs slid out. Licking the wound closed. 

Becky passion-glazed eyes saw Hawke drag Stefani’s head towards his and kissed her. His mouth devouring hers. Becky took deep breaths trying to return to normal. “Damn, that was hot.” Luther said from the front. 

Becky sat up realizing that Luther had watched the whole thing. Instead of feeling embarrassed she wanted to do it again. “Are you ok?”  Hawke sounded concerned. 

“Yeah.” Damn, she wanted to do it again. What was wrong with her? Was she turning into a sex maniac? 

“Good.” Hawke’s slid a hand inside the waistband of her sweatpants. The heel of his hand rubbing against her clit. “I could watch you come all night.” 

“I had no idea that vampires were so horny. That is one thing that all the vampire myths never mentioned. OH SHIT.” She cried out as Hawke pushed two fingers inside of her. 

“That is one thing about us that you learn quickly. Sex is as much a necessity for us as blood.” Stefani replied. 

“Mr. Hawke? Ms. Stefani? We are here.” Luther said. 

Becky’s pussy whimpered as Hawke removed his fingers, then zipped her back up “Where are we?” Peering out the window she saw a high rise apartment building. 

“Your new home.” Stefani kissed her lightly. “Everyone that works for us lives here. Your apartment is on the top floor. I hope you will like it.”

“My new home?” Becky stepped out of the car and looked around. The stores surrounding the apartment buildings were ones that she always wanted to go in but couldn’t afford even a pair of panties that was sold there. 

“You belong to us. As such you deserve the best surroundings.” Hawke picked her up and carried her over his shoulder. “You will have everything you could want here.”

For now Becky thought. For now. Sooner or later, they will find someone else that they want and she would be cast out like an old shoe. To them she was just an employee. 

Just because she was developing feelings for them after a few days, doesn’t mean they felt the same. She should be used to it by now anyway. Her own mother only contacted her when she needed something from Becky. She was always busy with her new family. They never did the mother daughter things that people supposedly did. The only time she saw her was Christmas and that was because she couldn’t avoid it. 

Even though Hawke and Stefani want her around them now, it doesn’t mean they will want her a week from now, or even tomorrow. Once they were through with her they would sell her to other vampires or take her back to her old apartment and leave her there as if she never existed. Maybe Bryan was right. She could save enough money and use it to open her own bookstore.

Once the elevator opened, Becky’s jaw dropped. The place could easily fit two of her apartments inside it with room left for another closet. “Is this my apartment?” She walked over to the window and peered down on the traffic below. She could see for miles from this spot. 

“Yes, this is your apartment.” Stefani wrapped her arms around Becky’s waist. 

“As our exclusive lover you get the best apartment in the building. In time we will see how this relationship progresses. We have only known each other for two days. It will take time for us to get to know each other personally as well as intimately.” Hawke explained. 

“Exclusive?” Becky asked. 
“Yes, you will only be with us. There may be times we will need to bring another in bed with us. Humans don’t reproduce blood as quickly as hybrids do. We have already drank more from you than normally is the case.” Stefani told her.

Becky nodded and turned back around. Even though she knew what she was brought here for, to hear Stefani and Hawke explain what else they wanted made her feel weird. She wanted them to want her because they liked her, not because they had to pay for it. 

“Something wrong?” Stefani asked. 

“No, just trying to get used to the idea in my head that I am being hired to be your lover.” Becky replied. 

“We hope that you will be much more than our lover. But we don’t want to rush into anything. As it is moving you in here is a big step for us. This is our penthouse. If you were like the others then you would have been assigned one of the other apartments.” Stefani explained.

Becky didn’t know what to say. They were right, she did just meet them. Sex with them was mind-blowing. She was starting to crave their touch, the intense moment when they bite her. “What did you want me to do?” 

“Tonight? We are going to fuck your brains out,” Hawke kissed her. “After we eat and show you around.” 

Becky followed them as they gave her grand tour. The more she saw the more she wanted to stay. Each bedroom had a huge king-sized bed, the shower was one that she always envied in magazines. Four showerheads, she wondered if vampires were able to get wet.

They took her in the kitchen where the box of pizza sat on the counter. Hawke walked over and grabbed some plates. “How many slices did you want?” 

“Two. I can warm them up.” Becky told him.

“It will be my pleasure to do it.” He popped a plate in the microwave. Opening another cupboard he took out a couple of glasses and filled them with ice from the refrigerator door. Refrigerator door, he took out two Pepsis and a beer. Vampires drank something other than blood? 

“Would you mind if we grabbed a couple of slices of pizza?” Stefani asked.

“You can eat pizza?”

“We can eat lots of things.” Hawke admitted. “A lot of the information about vampires are not accurate. For instance? Showers, baths. We love them. We do not evaporate when water is thrown on us, holy or plain. The smell of garlic doesn’t repel us. Crosses? Just annoy us. Mainly because a lot of the people that wave them don’t practice what they preach.” 

“Isn't that the truth?” Becky agreed. She grabbed the plate and walked over to the table. She sighed in bliss at the first taste of the pizza hit her taste buds. “Can I ask how the two of you became vampires?” 

“I walked in the wrong place at the wrong time.” Stefani sat next to her. “It was in the early part of the last century. I had gone in town to purchase some supplies when it started to pour. I ducked into what turned out to be a bar. One of the patrons took an unhealthy interest in me. He followed me out and dragged me behind the bar.” 

Becky listened in horror to every woman’s fear. “Did he?”

Stefani nodded. “Repeatedly. It also turned out that he was a vampire. He made me drink from him three times. After the third time he left me in a heap. Afterwards, I had no idea how far I walked, but I started to feel weird. I was too scared to go home. My parents were not the most loving couple and they would have blamed me for the attack.”

“Holy shit. What did you do?” Becky asked. 

“Thankfully, I ran literally into Hawke. By that time I felt as if I was going crazy. My veins felt as if they were going to explode. He immediately recognized what was wrong with me and helped me. We have been together ever since.”

“In some ways she is a lot like you. It took her a long time to accept how her life had changed. She kept leaving me and going home. Tried to act as if nothing was different. I had to keep dragging her back to my home to help her.” Hawke continued. “Hybrids have certain needs.” 

“What kind of needs?”

“They need to be fed from. The blood in hybrids reproduce at a much faster rate. There are times that if they are not fed from, they will feel as if their veins will explode. I found the bastard that turned Stefani and dealt with him. He was the type of vampire that made us look like the monsters of fiction.  Many hybrids have died because the vampires that create them either abandon them or die.” Hawke explained. “In his case, he made the mistake of going back to the bar and was looking for her to add to his stable of hookers.” 

“Is that what happens with the people that work for you in the escort service?” She started to get worried for Bryan. “Do they become hybrids?”

“No. The people we hire as escorts are investigated thoroughly before they are even allowed at our hiring events. We run a check on everyone to be sure that they are not addicts, vampire hunters or seeking to become vampires. Same goes with the vampires who become our clients. They know that turning one of our escorts into a hybrid will not be tolerated. Hybrids mean a lifetime of commitment.” Hawke explained.

“What is going to happen to me?” Becky asked. 

“The honest answer? We don’t know.” Stefani replied. “You took us by surprise. When we investigated you, you were just a name. But when we met you, we couldn’t tolerate the idea of you being with anyone but us. That has never happened before. I am not going to lie. There have been times at these hiring events that we end up taking a lover for the night, but only for the night.”

“You will never know how hard it was for us to leave you in that hotel room last night. We thought for sure when we got up, that we wouldn’t still feel the same way. We talked a lot about you when we got up and decided that we need to explore whatever this is between us.”  Hawke said.

“Will you turn me into a hybrid?” She wasn’t sure how she felt about becoming one.

“That is something the three of us will have to decide together. I don’t think anyone of us are ready to make that commitment just yet. You are going to be coming up against a lot of resentment because we chose you. Not only that we are going to training you to help us in our organization.” Stefani answered. 

Becky’s mind went into overdrive.  “Can I admit that this whole thing scares me?”

“We would be worried if you weren’t scared.” Stefani replied. “It scares us scares us too.” Picking up the plates she carried them to the counter. “Want any more pizza?”

“No thanks.” 

“Good. It’s time for dessert.” Hawke lifted her off her chair and carried her into a bedroom. After stripping her of her clothes, he placed Becky in the middle of the huge king-sized bed. Stefani immediately joined her on the bed. Placing her arms on either side of Becky’s head she leaned down and kissed her. 

Becky moaned as her tongue curled with Stefani’s. Wrapping her arms around Stefani’s neck she eagerly kissed her back. Her tongue seeking and finding the sexy bumps that she couldn’t seem to stop from touching. She loved hearing the sexy moans that came from Stefani whenever she touched them.

Stefani moved her lips down Becky’s body. Sucking and licking her way down to the top of her pussy, before moving back up again. There wasn’t an inch of Becky’s skin that didn’t feel the touch of Stefani’s lips and tongue. Becky started to move restlessly on the bed. 

“That is so fucking hot.” Hawke said. “I love watching Stefani fuck other women.”

“Come and join us.” Becky urged him. 

“Not yet. I want to watch.” Hawke removed the rest of his clothes and sat on the chair. His hand going up and down his cock. 

“That’s enough talking.” Stefani said before kissing Becky again. Her knees on either side of Becky’s hips she started to rub her clit against Becky’s. Her head moving down to Becky’s breast.

Hawke joined them on the bed. Leaning over he kissed Becky. His tongue explored the inside of her mouth. His hand sliding down her body to the spot where Stefani’s clit met with Becky’s. Becky and Stefani cried out as Hawke pushed a finger between them rubbing their clits. 

Becky’s voice was gone, her breathing labored as she tried to get it back to normal. Stefani laid alongside Becky. “Fuck her, Hawke.” 

Becky shivered inside at the order. The bed shifted as Hawke opened her thighs and moved between them. Bracing his arms on either side of Becky and Stefani, he pushed his cock inside her slowly. Once inside all the way he bent his head and kissed Stefani as he fucked Becky. 

Becky lifted her hips for deeper connection. Hawke moved harder, faster deeper. He lifted his lips off of Stefani’s and kissed Becky. Becky’s moans grew loud once again, sound of skin skipping against skin filled the air. Stefani bent her head and sucked Becky’s breast hard. Her teeth scraping against her skin.

Becky moved restlessly on the bed. Her tongue battling with Hawke’s as he seemed to get even bigger inside of her. It felt as if his cock had attached itself to her inner walks. He gripped her hips and plunged one last time before coming inside her.

Laying down on the opposite side of her, she heard him gasping for air. “You sound out of breath there.” Becky teased him. 

“I have come to the conclusion that stakes aren’t what is going to kill me, its sex with you. But I couldn’t think of a better way to go.” Hawke propped his head on his hand and caressed her body with the other. “We need to talk, but I cannot seem to stop touching you.”

“Talk about what?” Becky’s brain was quickly becoming mush again. His hand trailed down to the juncture between her thighs. 

“Something wrong?” Stefani sounded concerned.

“Yeah, I came very close to bonding with Becky.” 

“Bonding?” Becky was confused. “But you didn’t bite me.” That would have been the only thing that would have made it better. She started to wonder if becoming a hybrid would be a bad thing. If it meant that the two of them would keep biting her, it just may be worth it. 

“Vampire males and females bond differently with their mates.” Stefani replied. Her hand moving up and down Becky’s body. Her hand joining Hawke’s. 

“How?” Becky shivered. How was she supposed to think with them touching her? “Isn’t that the same as becoming a hybrid?”

“Yes and no.” Hawke licked her nipple. “You can become a hybrid without becoming someone’s mate. But you cannot be someone’s mate and not become a hybrid.”

“The best way to describe it is the way I became a hybrid. The creep who turned me into one, left me to fend for myself. In fact when Hawke finally found him, he tried to blame me. Said that I had asked for it.” Stefani explained. “Thankfully, Hawke knew he was full of shit. The one thing that disappointed me the most was the fact that he wasn’t the one who changed me.”

“I can understand that.” Becky told her. “I know that if I do become a hybrid, I only want one of you to do it. How does it work anyway? I know we share blood, but not sure how the process works.”

“It’s simple, really. But also very erotic. We would drink from each other at the same time. For instance, if I was to turn you, I would bite you here.” Stefani kissed Becky’s shoulder. “And you would drink from me at the same time from my shoulder.”

Becky moaned as swallowed her breast whole and sucked. Her head moving side to side on the pillow. Hawke and Stefani pushed a finger inside of her pussy. They were driving her crazy, it was her turn to drive them crazy. Reaching down, she wrapped one hand around Hawke’s shaft and started to rub Stefani’s clit. 

She smiled to herself as she heard their groans. Stefani leaned over and kissed Hawke, and pushed a second finger inside of Becky. Becky’s moans grew louder as the fingers inside her started to fuck her harder. She raised her hips, seeking a deeper penetration. Stefani removed her juice covered fingers from Becky’s pussy, painting Becky’s nipples with the liquid. 

“Come for us Becky.” Stefani urged her. “We love hearing you scream.” 

Becky gave in to the sensations of being fucked by Stefani and Hawke. She reached for their heads, bringing them down on her breast. “Bite me.” She ordered. 

“Someone is getting bossy. I like it.” Stefani leaned over and kissed her. Her tongue curling around Becky’s.

Hawke licked the vein above her nipple, before sinking his fangs in her flesh. Becky screamed her release. Her liquid pouring out of her as Hawke drank from her. Sealing the wound closed he removed his fingers from her pussy, bringing it to Stefani’s. She felt another mini-orgasm as she watched Stefani suck her juices off of Hawke’s finger. 

“You two are lethal.” Becky said when she could breathe again. When they said that they would fuck her all night they weren’t kidding. She wanted to make them come though. 

She rolled Stefani on her back. “Tell me if I do something wrong.” 

“You don’t have to.” Stefani brought Becky’s head down to hers and kissed her. “I love fucking you.”

“But I want to.” Becky moved her lips down Stefani’s throat. “Unless you don’t want me to? She never considered that maybe they didn’t want her to touch them. 

“Oh no sweetheart, touch us however, whenever you want.” Stefani brought Becky’s head back down. “I don’t ever want you to feel like you have to do anything. Just want to make you feel good.”

“Good. Because I want to hear you scream.” She said before kissing Stefani. Laying on top of Stefani she started to kiss her way down. She circled Stefani’s nipple before sucking between her lips. Hearing Stefani moaned and feeling her move on the bed told Becky she was on the right track. 

She moved lower, kissing Stefani’s flat abdomen. Moving between Stefani’s thighs she kissed the top of her pussy. This was the part she wasn’t sure of. What if she did it wrong? “You don’t have to.” Stefani reminded her. 

“I want to, but I don’t want to do anything wrong.” Becky told her. Her finger moved up and down Stefani’s slit, feeling the moisture that was clinging to her lower lips. Curious she bent her head and licked. The taste of Stefani’s pussy hit her taste buds and had Becky seeking more of the sweet, musky taste. 

“Oh god, that feels so good.” Stefani pushed Becky’s head closer to her. “Push your tongue all the way inside.” She instructed. 

Becky sealed her lips around Stefani’s pussy and pushed her tongue deep inside. Stefani started to thrash more on the bed. The more turned on Stefani got, the more turned on Becky became. Removing her tongue from Stefani’s pussy she pushed two fingers inside. Bending her head, she started lick Stefani’s clit. Sucking the hard nub between her lips she heard Stefani’s moans get louder. 

Lifting her head, she watched as Hawke leaned over and kissed Stefani. His hand soon joined Becky’s between Stefani’s thighs. She watched as he pushed a finger in alongside hers. Wrapping his finger around one of hers, together they started massaging Stefani’s inner walls. 

Removing his finger he started rubbing circles around Stefani’s rear entrance. Stefani screamed her release as he pushed his finger inside her ass and started to move. She started to follow Hawke’s lead and started to rub her finger along the wall that separated his finger from hers. 

Removing her finger she started to eat Stefani’s pussy again. The flavors of her juices were becoming intoxicating. Her tongue lapped the juices that poured out of Stefani. Feeling a tug on her hair, she lifted her head. Hawke licked Stefani’s juices that clung to Becky’s lips before kissing her. His tongue moving deeper inside her mouth. 

“Lay on top of Stefani. Let’s fuck her brains out.” Hawke said in her ear.

Becky placed one final kiss on Stefani’s clit and moved back up Stefani’s body. Sucking first one breast than the other, before kissing Stefani. Her tongue tangling with Stefani’s she started to rub her clit against Stefani’s. If she knew fucking women was so much fun, she would have done it a long time ago. She could do this with Stefani for hours. Stefani wrapped her legs around Becky’s waist and started to move her hips. The sensation of her clit rubbing against Stefani’s soon had her moaning. She felt male hands on her hips holding her still. 

Becky tried to move them out of his grasp. “Stay still for a minute.” Hawke ordered before pushing his cock inside of her. 

Becky’s moans grew louder as Hawke started to move. His strokes had her rubbing against Stefani’s clit. Digging her fingers into the comforter, she let Hawke set the pace. Hawke tugged on her hair and crushed his lips on hers. 

The bed squeaked and the headboard banged on the wall. The three of them moving together. Their moans so loud that Becky wouldn’t be surprised if aliens could hear them. Hawke slammed into her one last time and came, filling her pussy with his come. Stefani came soon after. Her arms tightening around Becky in a stranglehold as if she didn’t ever want to let her go. 

Pulling out of Becky’s pussy, Hawke laid down on her side. Unable to move, Becky collapsed on top of Stefani. Her head laying on Stefani’s shoulder. Stefani ran soothing hands up and down Becky’s back. “You are fucking amazing.” Stefani whispered in her ear. 

Becky’s eyelids started to get heavy. She was exhausted but didn’t want to go to sleep. She didn’t want to wake up and find them gone. “Hey go to sleep.” Hawke kissed her lightly.

“I don’t want to wake up without you two here.” She protested. 

“We will be back as soon as we get up.” Stefani told her. “I really don’t want to leave her either, Hawke.”

“I know but we have to. This apartment isn’t sealed tightly to stop the light from pouring in.” Hawke reminded her. 

“Where do you guys sleep?” 

“We have a house not too far.” Stefani said. “We have never had a problem with leaving before.”

Becky smiled to herself. She hoped that meant that they were starting to develop feelings for her. “I promise that I will be here when you get back.” 

“You better be.” Hawke kissed her. “If I have to hunt your ass down again, you will be spanked.”

“I am so not scared.” Becky slid off of Stefani and curled on her side, staring into Hawke’s eyes. “Tomorrow is your turn.” She yawned.

“For what?” Hawke sounded confused.

“For me to fuck you.”

 







FOUR

 

Becky reached for a pillow and covered her eyes with it. It was too damn bright. Peering at the clock on the night stand she saw that it was after two in the afternoon. She couldn’t remember the last time she slept so late. Sitting up she sighed when she saw the two empty spots on the bed. 

Last night was fucking incredible. She couldn’t wait for them to come back and do it again. Sliding out of bed she saw another envelope. Her heart sank a little when she saw the money. It was even more than the night before. Ten thousand dollars with a note and a key. The money boggled her mind, but she no longer wanted to be paid to have sex with them. But the money would be enough to see about opening her own store. She could use the money, and when she was able to she would pay them back. 

Becky,

Here is Luther’s phone number if you need to go anywhere. Also the key to your new place. 

Last night was amazing. Can’t wait for tonight.

S&H

 She put the money in the drawer. She needed to resign herself that the only way they would want her is to pay for sex. She hoped one day though that they would want her even without having to pay for it.  Walking to the shower she turned on the water. Stepping inside she sighed as the water came down on her. Showering with four shower heads was almost orgasmic.

She walked into the bedroom that she shared with Stefani and Hawke, looking for the bag Stefani had packed for her. Taking out a pair of sweats and a tank top she quickly got dressed. The apartment seemed so big and empty without them. After fixing something to eat she sat on the couch the apartment seemed so empty without Stefani and Hawke there. She wished she knew someone to hang out with. She didn’t have any real close girlfriends. Most of them worked like she did and didn’t have time to hang out or party or just go shopping.

She picked her cellphone off the table and saw a few texts from Bryan asking her to call him. Pressing his number she waited for him to answer. “Hi Bryan, what’s up?”

“Did everything go ok last night?” Bryan asked.

“With who?” She knew she was dodging the question. 

“Stefani and Hawke. I swear as soon as they got there the first thing they did was come to me and ask where you were. They said that you were supposed to stay in their suite but when they arrived you were gone.”

“First off they didn’t tell me I had to stay put. Their exact words were, we will see you tonight. Second why did you give them my address? I told you I needed to think things through.” Becky asked. 

“Becky, if you had seen the look on their faces you would understand. I think they really do care about you. But be careful. Mercedes tried to intervene again. She came up and tried to get them to take her to the suite. They told her that if she didn’t stop trying to push herself on them, than she would have to go.” Bryan warned.

“If Stefani and Hawke wanted Mercedes they would be with her.” Becky shivered just thinking of how they stormed in her apartment. “Bryan? I don’t think I can keep accepting money for having sex with them.”

“Why? They didn’t hurt you anything?” Bryan sounded worried. 

“No, they didn’t hurt me. I had the most erotic night of my life.” She blushed just telling him. “That is why. I am starting to develop feelings for them. It scares me. You and I both have first-hand experience that love does not last. At the most it lasts a few years, before they leave and I am replaced by someone younger, prettier. Hotter. I don’t know what I am going to do.”

“I get it, Becky.” Bryan admitted. “I think that is why I love this escort thing, for the same reasons. No time for developing any feelings. Well certainly in my case. Just be careful. I don’t want to see you hurt.”

“Thanks. Bryan? Can you drive me to my apartment? I have to get a few things.” Becky needed more clothes and her laptop. She didn’t need Luther to drive her anywhere. 

“Where are you?” 

Becky told him the name of the apartment building. “I am on the top floor.”

“Holy shit. You are only a few floors below you. I think you are the first person I know that has been brought to their penthouse. I will be right up.”

“Ok, thanks.” Becky trying not to let Bryan’s comment mean anything. He said he didn’t know of anyone that they brought here before. That didn’t mean they hadn’t in the past. 

Hearing a knock on the door she opened it, and almost shut it again when she saw Mercedes on the other side of the door. “Mercedes? What are you doing here?”

“I see the rumors are true. You’re good I will give you that. But you are in over your head.” Mercedes told her.

“What do you want Mercedes?” Becky demanded. 

“Just don’t get too comfortable here. They will get bored with you, just like the others.” Mercedes predicted. 

“Even if they do get bored with me, it doesn’t mean they will go to you. If they wanted you, they would have you here so fast your head will spin. Now if you don’t mind, leave. I am expecting someone.”

“What your pathetic, loser stepbrother?” scoffed Mercedes. 

“Yes, her pathetic loser stepbrother.” Bryan said from behind her. “Hi Mercedes. Becky, I brought a few of the others up here. They didn’t get a chance to meet you the other night and they wanted to get to know you better.” 

Becky saw that he had brought three other girls up with him and a guy. “Hi.” She suddenly felt self-conscious. They had on nice clothes and she had sweats and a tank top. She needed to get some clothes. 

“Hi, no wonder Stefani and Hawke spirited you away so quickly. Hi, my name is Tina.” Said the tiny, curvy blonde. There was something about her that Becky immediately liked. 

“Hi, nice to meet you. Would you guys like to come in?” Becky opened the door wider.

“Thanks.” Tina walked in. “This is Hazel Daniels, Krista Sherman and the other guy is Luke Lambert.” She introduced everyone that came in. 

“Nice to meet you.” Luke hugged her. “I had to meet the woman that not only snagged the bosses, but something far up Mercedes ass that next time she shits it just might come out diamonds.” 

Becky started cracking up. “I like you.” She said wiping the tears from her face. 

“Good, cause since we are going to be together a lot.” Luke winked at her. “This place is fabulous.”

“Luke is one of our more popular escorts. Especially with the not so straight vampires.” Hazel told her. “I like most of the staff are bisexual. There are a few of us though that only do hetero or gay or lesbian clients.”

“Makes sense.” Becky sat on the couch. 

“How so?” Tina asked sitting next to her. 

“Well most of society is made up of those sexual types. It only stands to reason that vampires are in the same type of categories. How did you get the job working for Dark Cravings?” Becky asked them. “Bryan you never told me how you found out about it?”

“Well I met Tina and Luke at a bar right after Dad cut me off. I was feeling sorry for myself, desperately trying to think of how I was going to get a job when they suggested I come for a recruiting session. I admit I felt exactly like you did. But they convinced me to stay and hang out. I ended up going to the hotel with a vamp and a hybrid. When I got up there was five grand on the table. It was easy money and whoever said sex isn’t fun isn’t doing it right.”

“I’m a hybrid.” Tina said. “In my case it was become an escort or end up dead. I was turned and then abandoned. They never did find the son of a bitch who turned me either. I never took drugs in my life, but when I woke up I felt almost some of the same symptoms. When I got up, I couldn’t eat enough. I was starved as if I had been on a hunger strike or something. One look at my body and you will know that I have never willingly missed a meal. By the time it got dark my arms started to itch. My heart was racing and I felt like I was going crazy. I met Luke at a coffee shop. He immediately knew what was wrong with me and brought me to meet Hawke and Stefani. They helped ease the pain, then offered me a job.”

“Did you sleep with them?” Becky was more curious than jealous. Truth was that if she had to share a bed occasionally with someone else to help supplying blood to Stefani and Hawke, she would prefer if she knew the person. She liked Tina and wouldn’t have a problem being with her. 

“No.” Tina shook her head. “I wish. They just helped by drinking my blood from my wrist. At the time they were with Mercedes and she was a bit territorial. If they so much as looked at someone else she would make their lives miserable.”

“I can see that. I didn’t know Mercedes was with them.” Becky remarked. 
“For about a week.” Krista spoke up. She was quiet and Becky had almost forgotten she was there. “But they couldn’t handle her brand of crazy. The only reason why they keep her around is that she threatens to tell everyone about Dark Cravings. Most people wouldn’t believe her, but there are always those fringe types who will and would try to destroy us. Truth is Hawke and Stefani are the best bosses I have ever had. The money is great, plus I get health and a pension. It sure as hell beats fast food. Believe me, I know.”

“Yeah, hate working fast food.” Becky agreed. “So what do you guys do during the day?”

“Me? I am going to law school.” Tina grinned. “I have one more year before I am finished. I took today off to check you out. I am glad I did. I like you.”

“I like you too.” Becky really did. “Krista and Luke are you two hybrids?”

“I am not a hybrid, but I love sex.” Krista said unashamedly. “Why not get paid to do something that I would be doing at night anyway? This way the environment is controlled. I used to do modeling during the day. I accidentally walked into a recruiting session. I was immediately intrigued. The vamps are hot. Now I work for Stefani and Hawke shooting sex videos.”

Becky could see that. Krista was thin, but not feed me a sandwich thin. “Sex videos?”

“Yeah you know like those video clips you find on the Internet. The X-rated versions of YouTube? Those are fun. I could do them all day. I have slowly pulled away from the escort side. I would rather shoot the videos.”

“I fell in love with someone who I thought was the one.” Luke explained. “But turned out the guy was a vampire. He turned me into a hybrid. Promised me forever. But he had gone out one night and never came back. I was going from bar to bar, looking for him when I ran into Hawke. Hawke offered me a job. I made it known that I won’t do women. I love them don’t get me wrong, just don’t to sleep with them.”

“Understandable.” Becky assured him. “I am sorry he abandoned you. Did you ever find him?”

“No.” Luke sighed. “If I did, I would kick his ass.”

“Anyone want lunch?” Becky stood up and went to the refrigerator and opened it up. There was some basic food items but nothing that screamed lunch. She opened the freezer and cupboards and like the refrigerator there were a few basics but nothing else. “Let’s all go.” Tina stood up. “I need a few things too.”

“I am not exactly dressed to go out and I don’t have shoes.” Becky reminded them. “That’s why I called Bryan.”

“Why don’t you have shoes?” Krista asked. 

Becky struggled not to blush. “Well. They sort of carried me here.”

“Ooh Hawke went all caveman on you?” Luke smiled. 

“What size shoe do you wear?” Tina asked.

“An eight.” 

“I wear the same size.” Tina jumped up and headed to the door. “I will be right back if you don’t mind borrowing them?”

“That would be great. Do you have a sweatshirt or something that I can borrow? Maybe I can stop by my apartment and grab a few more things. Stefani packed my bag but she just brought some underwear and shirts.”

“Sure. I will be right back.” 

“I have to admit that even though what Bryan did to you was wrong, I am glad he did it.” Luke said. “We need more cool people to hang out with. You will see that some of the escorts can be bitches or dicks.” 

“Is that supposed to be a compliment?” Krista asked Luke. 

“As backhanded that was, I think it was kind of sweet.” Becky laughed. 

“We could really use someone to take the escorts in hand, hopefully Stefani and Hawke will be smart enough to keep you.” Hazel told her. 

“How so?” Becky smiled in relief as Tina came back with shies and a sweatshirt.

“Anita tries, but she is busy at the hotel. I think we need some kind of organization.” Hazel explained.

“Yea, Mercedes and her friends try to boss everyone around and they only send themselves to the regular clients.” Tina added. 

“How does this agency work? It makes sense that you would have regular vampires as clients. But from what I saw the other night recruiting is sort of like bring a friend to work day. How do you find regular clients?” 

“A lot of it is parties. The times one of us would bring a vampire in as a client they are quickly grabbed by Mercedes and her friends. Especially the wealthy vamps because they pay more. A lot of the members of her group are hybrids, which I always suspected was done on purpose.”

“What do you mean on purpose? From what Hawke said it is against the rules to turn someone into a hybrid. Once a vamp does it they are committed to that hybrid until they become a vamp themselves.”

“We aren’t sure how so many are turning into hybrids. We cant prove anything, and Stefani and Hawke are so busy with their businesses they don’t have the resources to investigate.” Bryan informed her.

“And you guys want me in charge? You just met me. You don’t even know if I am going to be around next week, let alone forever.” Oh but she wished more and more this relationship was permanent.

“You underestimate yourself, sweetie,” Luke said. “I have a feeling they are going to keep you.”

Becky felt nervous as they started to look at her. They thought she could oust Mercedes out power? Her? She hated confrontations. Even now her head was throbbing a bit from what happened with Mercedes. She never really got mad. She was used to keeping her feelings to herself. She didn’t have a migraine yet but wanted to avoid it if she could. 

“Do you guys mind stopping of at my apartment first? I need to get my mess.” Becky asked them. 

“What kind of mess?” Krista asked suspiciously. 

“Migraine.” Becky told her.

“Oh your poor baby.” Hazel said sympathetically. “I have known people that have had them.”

“I used to have them.” Tina confessed.

“Used to? How did you get rid of them?”

“I became a hybrid.” Tina explained. “At the time I didn’t make the connection. But then I realized after a month that I hadn’t had to take anything.”

“That is definitely a plus for becoming one.” Becky told her. 

“Yeah. But the biggest plus is the sex. I liked it ok before, but now I cant get enough of it.” Tina grinned. “The orgasms? They feel as if they come from the toes.” 

“No kidding.” Hazel confirmed. “I have to say I like sex with guys, but females? I could fuck them all night and when I get up start all over again. Girls can go on for hours. How many girls have you been with?” 

“Including Stefani? One. But I started to wonder why I never did before. I could make out with her for hours.” Becky admitted. 

“Welcome to the club.” Krista hugged her.

“Club?” 

“Yeah the bisexual club. Although we need a fancier name for it.” Krista explained as they headed out the door. “That’s another thing in your favor. Mercedes wont have sex with women unless she can get something out of it. I heard that was one of the reasons they told her to leave. She wouldn’t do more than kiss Stefani a little.”

“How can you not want to be with Stefani?” questioned Becky. Just thinking of the sexy vampire had her wishing that it would get dark sooner.

“That’s what I said.” Tina agreed. “If you ever need another in bed with you guys I will gladly volunteer.” 

“My poor ears.” Complained Bryan this us my sister you are talking about.” 

“Hey its your fault.” Becky reminded him. If you didn’t bring me here you wouldn’t have to listen to people who want to have sex with me.” 

“She is right.” Luke agreed. “Crap how are we all going to fit in the car? Take two?” 

“I have idea.” Becky called Luther and asked him if he could drive them to the store. 

“Good idea.” Approved Krista.

“Where are you losers going?” said a sarcastic voice.

Turning around, Becky had to stop herself from punching Mercedes in the face. She had two others with her. “We are going to flash our goodies to shifters.” 

She heard Tina snort. “Yea, we are curious to find out what the fuzzy set is like.”

“Maybe we will meet a dragon shifters. They can do interesting things with their forked tongues.” Luke spoke up. “Oh look Luther is here.” 

“Ms. Summers. I am so pleased that you called me.” Luther said when he got out of the car. Casting a mean look at Mercedes, “please tell me that Mercedes and her friends are not coming?” 

“Nope, myself, Bryan, Luke, Tina, Krista and Hazel.” Becky confirmed. 

“Excellent. Where are we going?” 

“I need to go to my apartment and get some items that they forgot to grab. Then we are going to grocery store.” Erika replied. 

“Why not use the money they gave you and buy yourself some new clothes?” suggested Hazel. “Treat yourself.”

“I am saving that money.” Confessed Erika.

“For what?” 

“A bookstore.” Becky said quietly. 

“A bookstore? Really?” Krista sounded excited. “I love bookstores, there was one that I liked to go to but they never had anything I wanted. Some woman with a sour look on her face, would tell me that she doesn’t sell smut.”

“Sounds like my old boss Joy.” Erika commented. “What bookstore was it?”

“Books Galore.” Krista told her. 

“Oh my god, I worked there until yesterday.” 

“How come I never saw you?” Krista wondered. 

“I either may not have been there or in the back going through the new arrivals. We took used books and she would have me go through and sort them. I tried to sneak some of the steamier category romances but she made me put them away if she found out. She said she didn’t want porn in her store.”

“Oh please give me porn. We could so help you open up the store.” Hazel said excitedly. “Why did she fire you?”

“Business was slow. And part of the reason why Bryan brought me to the restaurant that night is because he had a feeling that I wasn’t going to be there much longer. I tried to get her to update it but she wouldn’t. I wanted to bring in authors to sign and have a little area for refreshments. Nothing heavy, just coffees, teas. Lemonade that sort of thing. I had it pictured in my head.” Explained Erika.

“Oh please let us help.” Pleaded Tina. “We would help you. We make enough money with the escort service so you don’t need to pay us. We love books and I think that you can give your old boss a run for her money.”

“You want to help me?” Becky didn’t know what to say. Even her own mother wouldn’t help her when she needed money to keep the lights on at her apartment one month. Now these people that she just met want to help her fulfill her dream. “You don’t even know me.”

“They are smart women. Ms. Summers. They know good people when they see them.”

“Thanks.” Becky whispered. “I will be right out.” She said getting out of the car. 

“Oh you are not going in there alone.” Protested Luther. “I have orders to watch over you while they are sleeping. If something were to happen to you, they would fire me, before skinning me alive.” 

“Ok.” Becky agreed. 

Opening her apartment door she had a sense of the apartment not being empty. “Luther?” 

“Yeah, I get the same feeling. Let me enter first.” Luther opened the door and looked around. “Come on in. Go get what you need and let’s get out of here.”

Becky felt nauseous once she entered her bedroom. In her bed was something that she supposed was her, with a knife stuck where the heart would be. Something that looked to be blood smeared around the knife. “LUTHER.”

“Holy shit.” He took out a camera and took a picture. “I am showing this to Hawke and Stefani when they wake up. I think that Mercedes has gone over the edge.” 

“But we can’t say for sure that it is her.” Becky reminded him. 

“I just think she is trying to intimidate you,” Luther commented. 

“Just wait. I am going to kick her ass.” Becky steamed. It took a lot to get her mad, but once she was watch out. Even Bryan knew when to duck. She grabbed her prescription bottle and saw it was empty. “I know I had some in here. I just filled it.”

 “I wouldn’t want you to take it anyway. No telling if they would substitute it with something else.” Luther replied. 
“You do have a point.” Damn her head was starting to pound. Maybe Stefani would give her another massage? “Come on let’s go.”

 







FIVE

 

Becky was exhausted when she got back to the penthouse. The cupboards were now full, she did splurge and buy herself some new clothes. If she was going to kick Mercedes ass, she needed to look good. Her head still hurt, but it was a dull throb. She bought some ibuprofen and took a couple, hoping it would ease the pain. 

Looking at the time, she calculated she had a couple hours before Hawke and Stefani would be there. Going in the shower she took a shower to help her headache, and turned the temperature to cool. Crawling under the blanket she closed her eyes in the darkened room. 

Soft cool lips moved down her neck, while female hands squeezed her nipple. “Wake up sleepyhead.” Whispered Stefani. 

Turning over on her back, Becky’s heart flipped when she gazed into Stefani’s eyes. “Hi.” She dragged Stefani’s head down to her and kissed her. 

The bed squeaked as another hand wrapped around her waist. Becky moaned as Stefani bared her breast and firm male lips closed over her breast and sucked. Stefani’s tongue explored Becky’s mouth. Her tongue licking every surface inside, sending shivers through Becky’s body. “Hi, yourself. Fuck, I couldn’t wait to get here.” 

Stefani’s mouth closed over hers and kissed her again, her hand moving down to Becky’s pussy, rubbing her clit. Moans grew louder as Stefani’s fingers pushed deep inside Becky’s wet heat. Her thumb brushing her clit, while her lips moved down her throat. Open kisses painted a wet trail, before sucking Becky’s breast. 

Becky’s cries filled the room as Stefani and Hawke both sucked her breast in alternate rhythm. Moving restlessly on the bed she tried to stay grounded by digging her fingers into the comforter but they weren’t strong enough to stop her from floating. Stefani moved her lips further down, kissing Becky’s abdomen. 

Becky brought Stefani’s head up to her and kissed her, her tongue exploring Stefani’s, seeking the two bumps that she knew drove her crazy. She was rewarded when she heard Stefani’s moans. Her tongue now frantically exploring Becky’s, while her fingers curled upward and rubbed her g-spot. Becky screamed as she came. Her inner muscles grabbing tightly around Stefani’s fingers. 

Becky barely had time to regain her breathing when Stefani’s fingers were replaced by Hawke who moved between her thighs and pushed his cock deep inside her. Stefani moved back down to her breast, the tips of her fangs skimming the top. “Oh god yes, bite me.” Becky urged her. Lifting her hips, Hawke slid even deeper inside her. 

She wrapped her legs around his waist as he started to move hard and deep. She felt every vein of his shaft as it rubbed against her inner walls. Bracing his hands on either side of her head he kissed her. His tongue claiming her mouth as thoroughly as his cock claimed her pussy. His tongue seemed to touch every inch.

Moving his head down to her pulse he licked the vein before sinking his fangs deep inside her throat and drank. The orgasm she had before seemed like a drop in the bucket compared to the one that ripped through her. Her hands holding his head to her neck, letting him drink. His cock still pounding inside drenched his come in her pussy. Licking the wound closed, he kissed her. The taste of her blood on his lips had her wondering what his would taste like. She no longer had any doubts she wanted to become a hybrid. 

Pulling out of her he laid next to her. His hand still moving all over her body, went to her clit. Stefani leaned over her and kissed her lightly. “Watching you come with  him inside you is the most erotic thing I have ever seen.”

Moving between Becky’s thighs she opened her pussy lips and sucked one than the other between her own lips. “It gives me a dilemma though, lick his cock which is still glistening with your juices, or eat your pussy clean of his come mixed with your juices.” She sealed her mouth over Becky’s cunt and sucked. Her tongue diving deep inside, licking her inner walls, in the most erotic French kiss of her life. 

Becky’s rolled back, her body too tired to lift as pleasure rolled through her. Stefani’s seemed to be everywhere, She felt Hawke’s hand under her ass and lift her. “That’s it Stefani, eat her clean. Does the taste of our combined liquid taste good?” 

“It is my new favorite flavor. The only thing better would be your blood mixed with hers.” Stefani’s chin was shiny from eating Becky’s pussy. 

“That can be arranged.” Hawke lifted Becky’s chin and kissed her. “Look in my eyes and tell me you belong to us.” 

Becky had a feeling that she was about to make a commitment once she agreed. She was scared that they would tire of her and push her away. Unlike her mother, Becky knew that there would be no replacement for these two. “I belong to the two of you.” She answered before she could stop the words. She hoped it wouldn’t be something she would regret when the passion faded later.

“Good.” Hawke sealed his mouth over hers and sucked her tongue in his mouth. Her moans grew louder as Stefani started to rub circles on her clit. She was close to another orgasm. It wouldn’t take much more to send her over the edge. 

“Come for us again.” Stefani urged her. Shivers ran through her as Stefani kissed her inner thighs. Her toes digging in the comforter, her moans grew louder as Stefani pushed two fingers inside her. Fucking Becky’s  pussy with her fingers, she sank her fangs deep into Becky’s thigh and drank. 

Becky’s screams seemed to bounce off the walls as rivers of pleasure rushed through her. Her fingers grabbed onto the headboard as she flew apart. Licking the bite wound closed, Becky couldn’t tear her eyes away as Stefani removed the remaining blood from her lips. Her fingers still fucking Becky with her fingers. 

Hawke leaned towards Stefani and kissed her. His mouth ravenous. Becky saw the imprint of his tongue against Stefani’s cheek. Moving his lips downward he sank his fangs and drank from Stefani. 

Becky saw the pleasure wash Stefani. Just as they did with her, Hawke licked the wound closed, before bending towards Becky and kissing her. Sucking her tongue into his mouth. Becky tasted him, mixed with the taste of the blood he drank from Stefani. The taste was different.

Becky then realized that she was tasting her own blood mixed with Stefani’s. “Look at me and say that you belong to us.” Commanded Hawke.

Becky could no more deny it then deny they belonged to her. “I belong to the two of you.”

“Are you ready to take the next step with us?” Hawke asked. 

Becky realized he was asking her something important. Sitting up, she had to make sure he was asking what she thought. “Are you asking me to become a hybrid?” 

“Yes.” Hawke confirmed. “I know this is a big decision and that we have not known each other very long. But in our hearts we know that this is the right thing.”

Becky knew without a doubt she was in love with them, but her past taught her that love doesn’t last forever. Her mother changed husbands more often then some people change their cellphones. She knew being asked to become a hybrid was a huge decision. But were they really ready?

“What if you regret the decision?” Becky asked. She didn’t know if she would survive if they regretted their decision. 

“I promise that we won’t regret it.” Stefani sat next to her. “The hardest thing has been leaving you. It isn’t just because of the incredible sex. I really like you.” 

Becky sat up. “I like you too, but I am not sure I am ready.”  

“I understand.” Stefani started to pull away.

“It’s not that I don’t want to. But I just met the two of you. I don’t want this to be a decision neither one of us regrets. I think we should take the time to get to know each other.” Becky explained. 
“Becky does a point.” Hawke said to Stefani. 

“I hate it when you are right.” Stefani pouted at Hawke and Becky. “Does that mean no sex?”

“Oh god no.” Becky replied. “Don’t make me sneak in your car and follow you home.”

“Thank god.” Hawke sighed in relief. “You wouldn’t have to sneak, I would carry you out of here and keep you chained and naked to the bed while we slept.”

“Oooh, she should be chained and naked.” Stefani kissed them both. 

 







SIX

 

Becky sat at the table watching Hawke move around the kitchen. He had on an apron to protect his important parts from grease. “So where did vampires learn to make fried chicken?”

“I have had many careers.” Hawke explained. “Living a long time you have to change locations every so often, otherwise people might question why you don’t get older. I have been a cook, a pastry chef, worked as a reporter for a short time, played baseball.” 

“I see, you do have an impressive bat.” Becky told him. “So how old are you and how did you become a vampire?”

“I was born in 1812, my mother was I guess by today standards would be considered a single mom. My father was some aristocrat who got her pregnant and refused to accept that I was his kid. The sad thing was that I even looked like him.” Hawke shook his head. “My mom was not the healthiest woman and unable to work. Back then people wouldn’t hire her, except for jobs that paid barely enough to keep a roof over our heads. I learned at an early age to steal food and other necessities. I got really good at it, when I met up with some men with a ship.”

“Don’t tell me you were a pirate?” Becky asked. 

“Well, we didn’t really like that word.” Hawke placed the food in front of her. 

“So do you rob and pillage a lot?” 

“Yes. Mostly we went after the men who were similar to my father. In fact his ship was one of the first I stole from.” He boasted. “Did it for a long time. We would rob during the summer and in the winter we would go to one of the islands in the South Pacific. While there I met a woman and we became very close. It turned out she was a vampire and she turned me into a hybrid. We were together a few years.”

“What happened?” Becky sighed as she took a bite of his chicken. “This is really good.” The chicken rivaled that of famous fast-food chains. 

“Being a merchandise claimer, there were times that we got into altercations with others like us or law enforcement.” Hawke continued. “We encountered a group of merchandise claimers and there was an altercation. By the time things were over, I had a big hole right here.” He touch the spot right under his left breast. 

“Holy shit.” Becky listened intently. “I have a vampire lover that was a pirate. I always loved pirate stories.”

“Pirate stories were not as glamorous as they make them out to be. Same with being a vampire. There are times when you find yourself alone. But I wouldn’t trade it for anything either. I get to see all the changes that occur throughout history.” Hawke told her. 

“Are you finished eating?” Stefani asked with a sexy spark in her eyes.

“Maybe.” Becky’s pussy started to drool. 

“I’m not.” Stefani turned her chair around and opened Becky’s thighs before kneeling. 

 







SEVEN 

 

Becky entered the restaurant where she had met Stefani and Hawke a month ago. They had been together every night. This was the first recruiting session they had attended, since meeting. They assured her that they had found the one that they had been looking for and didn’t need anyone else. 

She couldn’t wait to see them tonight. She had decided tonight was the night she was going to see if they still wanted her as their hybrid. She didn’t know what she would do if they denied her. She loved them more each day and even though they never said it, she was almost sure they felt the same way.

“Well look who is back on the market.” 

“Mercedes? Where did you park your broom?” Becky asked. 

“Funny. Look, Becky has jokes.” Mercedes snidely said to her friends. 

“Did Hawke and Stefani finally give you the heave-ho?” Said one of Mercedes friends. “Did you not want to suck his cock or something?” 

“No, they did not give me the heave-ho.” Becky said. “What I do or do not with Hawke and Stefani is none of your business.” Although she did love sucking his cock, especially sharing it with Stefani. 

“If I were with him, he wouldn’t need anyone else but me.” Scoffed Mercedes. 

“Why on earth would you not want to be with Stefani?” Becky shook her head. “The taste of her between her thighs is my favorite thing to eat. But want to know what tastes even better? It is after Hawke has fucked her and his come is mixed with hers. Almost makes you want to give up food and live on that alone.” 

“I feel the same way.” Stefani said from behind her. 

“Oh shit.” Becky turned around. “How much did you hear?” 

“Enough to want to take you home and keep you naked.” Stefani pulled her in her arms and kissed her. 

Becky’s arms went around Stefani’s and kissed her back. “That sounds like fun.” 

“Hi,” Hawke tilted her head up and kissed her. “We need to talk.”

Becky felt her stomach drop. Oh god. “Is something wrong?”

“Yes. We are tired of leaving your bed every night and going home to our cold one. Even though we are together there is one thing missing. You.” Hawke wrapped his arms around both of them. 

“We talked last night and agreed. You are coming home with us tonight. We will keep you naked and chained to the bed until you agree to let us change you.” Stefani continued. 

Becky almost jumped out of her shoes with joy. Almost. “What if I don’t need convincing?” 

“Are you saying what I think you are saying?” Hope lit up Stefani’s face.

“Yeah.” Becky nodded her head. 

“Hey, Becky what time should we be at the store tomorrow?” Hazel came up and asked her. 

As promised Hazel, Krista, Tina and Luke helped her get her own bookstore. It was right across the street from Joy’s. They had only been open for a couple weeks and the place had been busy. They had their first author signing in a week.  The five of them worked well together. They were all equal in the decisions. 

“Hazel? Do you think you and the others can manage the bookstore for a few days?” Hawke asked. 

Becky saw when realization hit Hazel. “Oh sure. Take off the whole week.” After hugging Becky, she whispered in her ear. “I want all the details.” Before rushing off, probably to tell the others. 

“Why a few days?” 

“Because we are not going to let you out of our sight.” Stefani said. “When we wake up you will be there.” 

“Let’s get out of here.” Hawke bent down and lifted both her and Stefani over his shoulders and carried her out to the car.

 







EIGHT

 

Becky shivered in nervousness. In some ways she almost felt like she was losing her virginity all over again. She couldn’t believe she was going to be with them forever. “What will happen?”

“We are going to fuck your brains out.” Hawke kissed her. “Then I will drink from you. Then Stefani will drink from me. Than you will drink from Stefani. After the third time, you will notice some changes. You might become sensitive to sunlight, but not dangerously so. More like when a redhead goes out in the sun. But you will heal very quickly. Your appetite will increase, both sexually and food wise.”

“It’s great. You will be able to eat as much as you want and not gain a pound.” Stefani rubbed her hand up and down Becky’s thigh. 

“Tina said that she used to have headaches until she became a hybrid.” Becky was looking forward to that part. She had a few headaches since being with Stefani and Hawke. Stefani had gotten in the habit of massaging her with the peppermint lotion every night. Becky hoped that part wouldn’t end, she loved the massages. 

“Yes, your migraines will be a thing of the past. But that doesn’t mean the massages will stop.” 

“Welcome to your new home.” Luther said as he stopped. 

Getting out of the car, Becky’s jaw dropped. It looked like something out of a horror movie. “This is your house?”

“Yeah, trust us. The inside looks much better than the outside.” Hawke assured her. 

“I will take your word for it.” 

“We keep the outside like this to keep people away.” Stefani admitted. “But if you want to make any changes feel free.

“I just might.” Becky whispered. She followed Hawke into the house and again her jaw dropped. While the outside of the house would be a horror fan’s wet dream, the inside was the kind you would find in expensive magazines. “Why?”

“Just because we are vampires, doesn’t mean we have to live like monsters.” Hawke lifted her up. “We will give you grand tour tomorrow, but first before you change your mind, let’s go to bed.”

He took her in a bedroom that was obviously theirs. The bed even bigger than the one in the penthouse. Fabric ripped and Becky was soon naked and on the bed. Stefani kissed her. Her tongue massaging Becky’s before sucking it in her mouth. Her hand moving down to Becky’s pussy. “You are already wet.” 

Becky almost came on the spot as Stefani sucked one finger clean, than the other. She heard a drawer open and a buzz. Becky’s pussy filled with her juices as she heard the sound of a vibrator. Stefani’s mouth moved downward, licking her nipple and sucking each one between her lips before moving between Becky’s thighs and sucked her clit. 

Becky sucked in her breath. She loved it when Stefani ate her. She could feel her juices trickle down in anticipation. Sealing her mouth over Becky’s pussy, her tongue pushed inside. The bed shifted and male lips covered her own. His own tongue soon establishing a rhythm with that seemed to match the one inside her pussy, eating her. Hawke’s hand moved to her breast and started pinching and twisting her nipples. She had learned in the past month that she loved rough play. They hadn’t gone a far as some of the books she liked to read, not yet anyway.  Hawke’s firm lips moved downward. His tongue now licking her clit as Stefani’s tongue touched Becky’s g-spot. 

Becky was moving wildly on the bed. Moving her hips against the lips that gave her so much pleasure. She needed to come badly. Stefani moved her mouth away and licked the vein near her thigh, but didn’t bite. 

Becky wished they would just bite her already. She wanted to belong to them as no one else ever had.
Hawke once again moved up and kissed her. His lips moving to her neck and licked the vein there. She cried out as two pairs of fangs sank into her. Hawke on her neck and Stefani on her thigh and drank. They drank long and deep. Longer than they ever had in the past. She started to get a bit sleepy when they pulled away. 

Stefani climbed on top of Hawke and lowered herself on to his cock and started to move. Becky curled on her side and watched as Hawke and Stefani sank their fangs into each other’s shoulders and drank. Stefani moving up and down on Hawke’s cock. The sound of skin slapping against skin echoed in the room. 

She heard muffled groans and Hawke’s jaw clenched as he came inside of Stefani. Once spent, Stefani moved off of Hawke and kissed Becky. “Ready?” 

“Never been more ready for anything in my life.” Becky admitted. “What do I do?” 

Stefani scratched a spot right above her nipple. “Drink.” She placed Becky’s head against her breast. 

Instinctively Becky knew what to do. Sealing her lips over the wound she drank. The taste of blood exploded in her mouth. The taste almost rivaled chocolate. Almost. She drank, until Stefani moved her head away and kissed her. “You did very well. Now it’s Hawke’s turn.”

Like Stefani, Hawke scratched above his nipple. Without being told, Becky moved towards the blood that dripped and drank. She could feel the warmth of the blood that she had drunk spread through her veins. 

“You belong to us for eternity.” Hawke kissed her lightly. 

“Forever.” She agreed and kissed him and Stefani. “I love you.”

Stefani kissed her neck. “The word love seems so weak to what I feel.” She said before rolling Becky on her back and started the pleasure all over again.

 

THE END
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Let the Fur Fly

by Jennika Snow

 

It’s a Shifter Thing, 1

 

Two shifters, one night…the fur will definitely fly.

 

Hannah has just come into her mating heat and wants Beau to ease her suffering. But Beau is an over-the-top alpha, and used to having his way in all things. For what she needs him for, though, Hannah knows he is just the shifter to have her blissfully sated.

 

When she propositions him for one night of uninhibited sex, she doesn’t realize the feelings that will rise inside of her when she’s with the wolf shifter. But Beau doesn’t seem ready to let her go just yet either.

 

Hannah must decide if being with a growly alpha shifter is really what she wants.

 


CHAPTER ONE

 

Hannah woke and instantly knew she was in her mating heat. Her pussy ached, literally ached to feel a male touching her, smelling her, and fucking her so hard she couldn’t even see straight. Damn her wolf shifting genetics, and damn the fact that only females went through this. Her nipples were rock hard, pushing right through the thin layer of her shirt almost obscenely. She pushed herself up, pulled the material away from her chest, and closed her eyes. At twenty-one she shouldn’t still feel this intense, adolescent desire to dry hump the opposite sex. If she were human, she wouldn’t be. It wasn’t as if she’d never had a guy touch her, kiss her, or hell, get her off, but she was, embarrassingly so, still a virgin.

She lived in the small shifter community in the secluded town of Mount Redford, Alaska. Shifters weren’t hidden, didn’t need to be since they had “come out of the closet” several decades ago. No, they lived happily beside humans. However, Mount Redford was exclusively for shifters. It included all manner of animals; so even though Hannah had plenty of dick to choose from for this particular problem she was having, she knew that only one male could satisfy her. Only one male could make her feel so thoroughly satisfied that she wouldn’t be able to walk straight for a week.

Beau McKenzie.

Just thinking of the wolf shifter had her pussy growing even wetter, her nipples practically throbbing to be sucked on, and a flush stealing over her. God, he was so masculine, so potent, and so intense. He was a slut, a major man-whore, but he was so damn gorgeous, and his voice had the female population wanting to get buck naked and bending at the waist to grab their ankles. She didn’t know if he just had an abundance of sex appeal, or maybe the pheromones that radiated from him were so damn potent that females were eagerly willing to submit. Whatever it was, she was feeling it to the nth degree now.  

Although this was her first mating season, Hannah could already tell how horrendous it would be. She stood, walked over to the bathroom, and turned on the light. Her skin was so sensitive she could feel the very air moving along her flesh. And her breasts, God, her breasts were so damn swollen. Looking at her reflection in the mirror, she pushed away her long auburn air, took in how flushed her cheeks were and how wide her blue eyes seemed, and groaned. Yeah, she knew how this would go, and she was dreading it.

Despite a female shifter starting her mating heat anywhere between the age of twenty and twenty-five, they still had sexual needs and desires before that. She just had never gone all the way with them. But now that this heat was consuming her, she couldn’t ignore it, couldn’t hope it would leave, and she could go on with her life. Instinct said she needed shifter cum in her to ease the hot, swollen feeling that filled her pussy. It was the only cure, and although it might sound disgusting to a human, right now, especially to Hannah, it sounded so fucking hot.

Her pussy throbbed and her clit tingled at the thought of asking Beau to be her first, to come inside her, and to ease her discomfort. When she headed to the shower, her legs pressed together, causing her pussy to rub against her engorged clit. 

Hannah was so ready to be taken, to be under a shifter male—Beau preferably since he wouldn’t want anything more from her than one night—and to feel him pump inside of her.

***

Hannah’s arousal was still intense, even after she had taken her shower. She’d tried to ease her arousal-induced suffering by masturbating. All that managed to do was make her even hotter and more frustrated. The orgasm she’d had in the shower had been a torture after it was all said and done. Now she really wanted to have sex, like so much that she’d forgo eating and sleeping just to make it happen.

The small Internet café in town where she worked was busy when she got there, but then again, the only decent connection in Mount Redford was in this building, and it tended to bring customers in. Most of the patrons inside were in their late teens and early twenties, and although they didn’t buy more than a soda and bag of chips, they did have to pay a small fee for using the Internet.

“Wondered when you’d show. You’re like twenty minutes late,” Laura, the cashier, said as she checked someone out, but she wasn’t looking at Hannah. She handed the customer a plastic card with the Internet password. It gave the customers an allotted amount of usage time. Although Hannah was sure in some places around the country, this shit was free, they were in the backwoods of Alaska, and this was as good as it got.

When the customer walked away, Laura turned her back to Hannah to grab some cups and napkins. “Girl, you will not believe what Stewart left in the bathroom.” She set the cups on the counter. “Poopourri, and yes, it is exactly what it sounds like.” Laura faced Hannah, napkins in hand. “You okay?” She knitted her brows, clearly able to tell how flustered Hannah was.

“I’m fine,” Hannah said, inhaling a deep breath. She braced her hands on the counter and exhaled. Her pussy was dripping wet, so soaked that her panties were saturated, her clit still throbbed, and she didn’t know how she’d be able to work through the entire day. When she moved toward the backroom to get her apron, everything inside of her froze. The scent of wild, primal male filled her nose, and it took everything she had inside her not to moan.

Beau. Beau was here.

She felt it in her blood. It had her breasts becoming even fuller and her pussy tingling. Slowly turning around, she stared at him as he pulled the door fully open, stepped inside, and let it close behind him. He lifted his hand, removed his sunglasses, and the air whooshed out of her. He was just so dominant, even though he was just standing there in a pair of worn jeans that made his crotch look especially bulgy today.

No, you’re just a horny bitch right now.

Yeah, she was, but she didn’t care. He was big, so big and muscular. Reaching out and gripping the counter with one hand, Hannah clenched her thighs together. She swore that Beau inhaled and growled out, but maybe that was just her overly attuned senses wanting him to take notice that she was in a full-on mating heat.

She just wanted to rip her pants off, put her fingers between her thighs, and thrust them into her wet hole to relieve the ache that had settled there. Beau looked around the café, his nostrils flaring slightly, and then he stared right at her. As if this intense heat slammed into her, Hannah took a step back. The movement had her breasts shaking back and forth. The way she pressed her legs together seemed to pinch her labia together until they were squeezing her clit mercilessly. 

And then she heard him growl, a low, deep, primal sound that had her heart stalling in her chest. A female shifter was more animal than human when the mating heat overcame them, and although it only happened with the females, that didn’t mean the males weren’t affected by the scent of a female in their prime, needing sex to ease their suffering. But a male shifter … a male shifter was always more animal than human no matter what, always so feral and dominant, and Beau was much more so. He moved a step closer, as if he couldn’t stop himself from heading toward her. The wolf inside him flashed to the surface, and she knew that he couldn’t control himself around her, not when it was clear his animal wanted to ease her. She could smell it in the air, feel it cover her as with each breath he took. 

She was in hell, plain and simple, and she wanted Beau to ease that pain, to help her through this. 

Everything around her was amplified. The scent of the coffee was overwhelming, the sun outside was overly bright, and the voices in the café were ear splitting. But despite all of that, only one thing held her attention. Beau.

He kept coming closer, and she couldn’t move. She didn’t want to. And then he stood right in front of her, and although she felt like everyone was watching them, seeing this very intense nonverbal communication going on, she didn’t care. If she knew she wouldn’t get fired, or probably arrested for indecent exposure, she would have torn his jeans open, pulled out his dick, and bounced on him like he was her very own pogo stick.

She had known Beau since she was a child—kind of hard not to when they had lived in Mount Redford their whole lives—and although she had always been attracted to him, it wasn’t until this morning that those feelings had gone rogue. He liked sex, a lot of sex in fact, and he didn’t care what anyone thought on the matter. Hannah had seen him on dates constantly.

Each night it seemed it was with a different woman, and although she should feel disgust that he had so much random, meaningless sex, she knew he’d only want that from her. She didn’t want a man in her life, especially not a shifter. They were too demanding, too alpha, and she was independent, had her own place and life. Right now, for this particular situation, she wanted a male that could handle what she needed: a night of good, hard fucking.

Despite the fact he was three years older than she was and so very wrong for her on so many levels, he had been the only one she wanted to pop her cherry. He was the only one she’d wanted to ease this fucking heat from the moment she had known she’d be going through it.

He moved even closer to her, lowered his head to her neck, and although it was totally inappropriate for her to be doing and allowing at her work, who the fuck cared. He inhaled deeply, and the sound went right to her clit.

“You’re primed, female.” He pulled back just enough to look into her eyes. “And you’re in need of a male to help you with that, aren’t you?”

When she moved back, further from him the counter stopped her retreat. 

It wasn’t as if she was trying very hard to get away, but she had to make it seem like she wasn’t easy … right?

“Well, female? You want me to help you with your problem?” He placed his hands on either side of her, leaned in closer, and inhaled again. “Mmm, I’ve never been with a virgin, let alone one in her heat.”

Hannah didn’t have to question how he’d known she was a virgin; the scent of her untouched body surrounded her. She could smell it and knew it was amplified right now. Staring into his light blue eyes, she took in his short, spiky black hair, and lowered her gaze to take in his straight, strong nose, square jaw, and the dark stubble that covered it.

“Yeah.” And that was all she said, because he growled low in his throat, looked down at her lips, and then moved away from her. He walked right out of the café without doing what he’d come in for. When she snapped out of her haze, she glanced around. The only noise was coming from the overhead speakers. There were several gazes on her, some wide-eyed, others narrowed in disgust.

“Wow,” Laura said.

Hannah glanced at the other wolf female, saw that Laura’s cheeks were flushed, and her eyes wide, and knew that she’d put on a massively inappropriate show. But God, what a show it had been. 

 







CHAPTER TWO

 

When Hannah pulled into her driveway and cut the engine, she rested her head back against the seat. The condo she lived in was small, but with the couple that lived next door on vacation in Anchorage, she didn’t have to worry about small talk like she did every time they saw her. She hadn’t spoken to Beau about when he was going to help…ease her. He’d asked, she’d answered, and that was all. 

Hannah had suffered all damn day with damp panties, her nipples feeling like they would stab through her bra and shirt, and her mind filled with images of Beau bending her over any and every counter in her home as he fucked the heat right out of her. 

The sound of a motorcycle coming closer had her turning in her seat and watching in a haze as Beau pulled onto her street, and then right in beside her car. He cut the engine, and Hannah felt her heart start racing, her pussy start creaming even more, and that damn heat filling her double-time. It had been at a semi-manageable level since she'd left the café, but now, seeing him straddling that massive black bike and looking right at her had her thinking of all the filthy fucking things she wanted him to do to her. This was unorthodox, probably slutty in every single way, but it felt right, and wasn’t that what mattered? 

He dismounted the bike, took off his sunglasses, and stared at her for several seconds. As he watched her, like a predator about to attack his prey, she felt like she was in a surreal universe. She was about to fuck Beau McKenzie, that was a given.

When she climbed out of the car and met him at the front bumper, all she could do was stare at him. He wasn’t a male of many words, but for what she wanted him for tonight, that was just fine with her. It didn’t matter that she’d wanted more from him back in the day, or that she’d wished she could be one of those women on his arm, having his attention, and not wanting for anything because she knew he’d make sure she was well taken care of. Hannah was not ashamed to say she had a crush on him, but he wasn’t for her in any way except for right here and right now. She wanted him to use that big dick on her so she didn’t feel like this arousal was going to make her crawl out of her skin.

He’s too alpha and demanding. Having anything more with him than a one-night stand will leave you chewed up and spit out at his feet.

“You’re here,” she said on a breath.

He cocked an eyebrow, not showing any emotion. “I am. You want me here, right?” He took a step toward her. “You need me here,” he said with more heat in his voice, and a chill raced up her spine.

“Yes,” Hannah said, wanting to fall into him, have him carry her into the house, and make her come so many times she couldn’t see straight.

“I can ease you, make you feel really fucking good.” His lips were full and pink, the stubble that covered his jaw dark and masculine. Yeah, he could really make her feel good, without a doubt.

She let his words sink in. He was offering himself for one night, hell, probably for only a few hours, but it was more than enough for her… she hoped.

“Come on, Hannah.” He took another step toward her. “Because I am harder than fucking steel right now, and I want your cherry.”

And her freaking uterus just dropped.

“I want your pussy sucking at my shaft,” Beau said, his deeply erotic voice. “I want you screaming in my ear to fuck you harder, faster. I want your pussy cream covering my cock, sliding down your thighs, and you so soaked that I can hear your cunt milking my dick.”

Hannah shivered, feeling hot and cold all at the same time. She could feel his body heat seep into her. Her nipples strained against the material of her shirt. She wanted his hot mouth sucking on them, easing the burn she felt.

“You’re suffering. Let me help you,” he growled out, his arousal not hidden.

She wanted to give herself to him, in every way imaginable. “Oh, God.” Hannah closed her eyes and exhaled when Beau moved his thumb along her bottom lip. A sudden act, it shouldn’t have her feeling even hotter, but it did. God, it made her want to just bend over her car and pull her pants down for him.

And then Beau leaned down and placed his lips against her neck. His mouth was like fire. He gently bit the skin where her neck met her shoulder. It was such an animalistic and primal action, so very alpha that she couldn’t help but moan. She tilted her head to the side and offered him her throat in a purely submissive move.

“That’s it, Hannah. Submit to me, give me that sweet little pussy all soaking wet and hungry for my dick.”

She didn’t wait any longer. Hannah grabbed his hand, led him up the front porch, and opened the door. Once they were both inside she shut it behind them and leaned against it. Placing her hands flat on the wood, she breathed in and out, wanting her clothes off because they felt too itchy, too unbearable.

Without thinking, she lifted her hands and started undoing her cardigan. She dropped the material to the floor and then went for her jeans. When she had everything off and stood before him completely nude, she instantly felt her pussy grow wetter. He still had his back to her, still fully clothed, and here she was naked and wet for him, ready to be fucked.

And then he turned, and the bulge in the front of his pants was a testament that he was just as ready for this as she was. 

“Are you going to make me beg?” Because she would, holy hell would she beg to have Beau’s cock deep inside of her.

Beau looked at her body, up and down, and she heard the soft rumble of appreciation come from him. He walked up to her, and she could feel his body heat seep into her very cells. And then he dipped down and captured her lips with his. He cupped the back of her head, pulled her closer, and devoured her with his mouth. His cock nudged at her belly, hard, big and thick, and so very impressive that she moaned again.

Her cunt clenched painfully with desire. Beau speared his tongue into her mouth, stroking the inner recesses, and driving her insane with lust. All the while he kissed her, he touched her shoulders, her arms, her hands, and then slipped his hand between her legs and stroked her clit, spearing his fingers through her slicked folds.

He slipped his other hand over one of her breasts, and she gasped against his mouth. Beau’s palm pressing on her nipple caused her to rise up on her toes and press her chest against his. He gripped her hips tightly and then spun her around, pressed her chest to the door, and spread her ass cheeks. He moved on his haunches, his warm breath playing along her ass and pussy, and then he had his mouth on her. He growled, nipped at her pussy, sucked at her clit, and grabbed her hips in a bruising but pleasurable grip.

And she came; fucking hell, did she come, all over his face. Hannah ground herself on him, rubbed her pussy on his face until she grew too sensitive to continue.

“Oh no, Hannah.” He gave her ass a swat. “I’ve only just begun, baby.”

***

Beau moved his hand down her breast, over her belly, and stopped at her thigh. He lifted her leg up and hooked it around his hip. There she stood, perched on one leg, sandwiched between him and the door. He moved his other hand to cup her ass, kneading the flesh and moving it ever so slowly towards her dripping slit. He slid one finger around her pussy lips, pulling it out and then letting it move back in place. He did this over and over again, bringing her closer to another orgasm.

When she couldn’t take the torture any longer, she started to push her pussy down on his hand, urging him silently to touch her harder. He took the hint and dipped his thick finger into her pussy hole. But he removed it just as quickly.

“You don’t call the shots.” He spanked her ass, smacked the hell out of it until her skin heated and stung in agony and ecstasy. “I do, and what I want to do is touch that sweet fucking pussy of yours until you come again.” He slipped his hand back between her thighs, rubbed her clit until she bit her lip and cried out. Her orgasm this time around wasn’t as intense, but it was just as pleasurable. The mating heat had her desperate for his cock and cum, needing to be filled and stretched to the point that everything was focused on only the two of them.

“All soaking wet and primed for me,” he breathed against the back of her neck. “Your cunt was so wet, Hannah, so fucking wet that your cream is slipping down your inner thighs.” He now had his chest pressed against her back, and his hand right was on her pussy. He was stroking her clit back and forth, rubbing that little bundle of nerves until she was panting against the door. Sweat covered her forehead and slid between her breasts.

“I’m going to take that cherry, Hannah, claim it as my own,” he growled. “You want that, don’t you, baby? To have my wolf come out and just take what it wants.”

She moaned loudly.

“Yeah, you want that, want my dick stretching you so nice and good, filling you with my cum to help ease that heat.” He kissed her shoulder, and the act was sweet and just gentle enough to make her take notice. “I’ve been watching you for some time, baby, wanting to have my dick buried so far up in you that you can’t look me in the face without knowing you’re mine.”

That had her blinking her eyes open, confused at his implication. It almost sounded as if it was more than a few hours of blissful, meaningless sex. But before she could question him, he spun her around once more, took her chin in his hand, and tilted her head back. His fingers dug into her skin, demanding, dominating, and so damn alpha that she couldn’t breathe.

He stared at her, fierce and raw emotion passing across his face. “You’re mine, Hannah; and I’m about to claim you so fucking hard that you will never be able to get enough of my cock.” He looked down at her heaving breasts. “Because I sure as hell won’t get enough of you.” Beau kissed her raw and hard, sweeping his tongue inside of her mouth and claiming her.

Hannah tasted herself on his lips, and she moaned against his mouth, reached up, and took hold of his short dark hair. A whimper left her when he sucked her tongue into his mouth and gently dragged his teeth along it. The feeling of his elongated canines sent a tingle through her. And then Beau had his hands on her ass and lifted her off the ground. She wrapped her legs around his waist, feeling the denim of his pants rub along her exposed, soaked pussy. She tightened her legs around his waist and ground herself on his erection, despite the fact it was covered. He grunted out, grabbed a chunk of her hair at the back of her scalp, and tilted her head back even more.

With her throat now arched, he broke their kiss and dragged his tongue up and down her neck. He then ran his teeth along her throat, nipped at her flesh, and thrust his erection against her. She didn’t want to wait any longer to feel him inside of her. Beau murmured something, but it was distorted against the base of her throat. She didn’t care about words. All she wanted was him.

He set her on the ground once more, and she made quick work to put her hands between their bodies. She fumbled with the button and zipper of his pants for a second before finally releasing them. But in the next instant Beau had her in his arms again. She was turned in the air sharply, and then he was walking away from the door, set her on her feet, and spun her around. The cold, smooth marble of her kitchen countertop pressed against her belly.

He groaned and palmed her ass, and then he stepped away from her. The chill of the air surrounded her, gooseflesh covered her body, and she glanced behind her. He started removing his clothing, first his shirt, and then lowering his hands to his jeans to work those off.

His chest was hard muscle with a light sprinkling of black hair covering it. It wasn’t overly hairy, but just the right amount to make her feel wholly feminine around him. And then he took the jeans off, stood before her in nothing at all, and her throat dried. He was definitely long and thick between his legs, so fucking big that her pussy clenched on its own. He grabbed himself, just palmed his cock, stroked himself from root to tip, and then groaned.

“Say you’re mine, Hannah.” He stared right into her eyes. “Tell me that virgin pussy is only mine, will only ever be mine.”

God, what was he talking about? It was almost as if he were telling her that this wasn’t just a one-time deal.

“Tell me, baby.” He moved closer, still with his cock in his hand, and started stroking himself faster as he stared at her face. “Tell me that once my big fucking dick is in that tight little pussy of yours that you’ll never allow any male near you again.”

“Beau…” she whispered his name, not knowing what to say in response. Had she ever fantasized that he wanted her for more than a few hours of meaningless sex? Hell yeah, but they were fantasies, nothing more. But the way he watched her made her feel like there was more to Beau than she had initially thought.

And then he brought his free hand down on her ass so hard that she fell forward, her breasts pressing to the counter, and a gasp of pain left her. He smoothed his hand over her cheek, soothed the sting away, and then the pleasure filled her.

“Tell me.” There was no argument in his voice, no leeway for her to misconstrue what he meant. Beau was staking his claim, and she was going to experience the full effect of what it meant to be taken by an alpha that didn’t back down.

 







CHAPTER THREE

 

“I’m yours,” Hannah said on a whisper, needing to realize that she wanted sex from him, nothing else. Being with Beau in any other capacity was not a reality, at least not one she had seriously thought about.

“Tell me this virgin pussy is only mine.” He smacked her ass again.

“My virgin pussy is yours,” she cried out when he started spanking both of her ass cheeks, alternating until she was gripping the edge of the counter and tears ran down her cheeks. Her skin felt hot, flushed, and her pussy so wet she needed his big cock filling her.

He bent down on his haunches again behind her and ran his nose up and down the crease of her bottom. “Your ass was made for fucking.” He curled his fingers into her body, pulled her back toward his mouth, and growled. The air left her when he spread her ass open and ran his tongue up and down the slit of her pussy. He sucked and licked, nipped and hummed along her swollen, heated flesh. She was going to come, but he moved away from her too quickly. But then Beau ran that long, thick cock up and down her cleft. Over and over, he massaged the globes of her bottom, teasing and tormenting her to the point of climaxing, but then backing off and starting all over again. It was an ongoing harassment of pleasure and Hannah didn’t know how much more she could take.

“Ask me for it, baby. Beg me.” He slapped his hand against her ass. “Ask me for my cock in your cunt.”

Oh. God. His words were so vulgar, and, God dammit, they turned her on.

He went back to eating out her pussy, but then surprised her by running the thick muscle along the puckered hole of her bottom.

“Give it to me, Beau. Give me that big cock now.” Hannah didn’t care about flowers and chocolates, soft touches, and sweet words when she lost her virginity. She wanted it raw and rough and so animalistic it was unhinged. All female shifters were like that, especially when they went through their heat. Before they had it they could have sex, wanted it, too, but were not able to have babies. This heat was something that claimed them like nothing else. But after a shifter female went through her mating heat she was able to procreate. It was just the genetic make-up of their female kind, and it had always been that way, and always would.

He growled against her body.

“I am so desperate for your cock.”

His rough pants wafted across her ass and pussy, and then he moved away from her. She looked over her shoulder and watched him stroke himself again as he looked at her ass.

“Spread your cheeks and widen your stance. I want to see your dripping pussy hole, want to see the product of your arousal for me.” His voice was a rough timbre.

Keeping her gaze on him, she widened her legs and reached behind her to grab her ass cheeks. Hannah spread them wide and saw the way his eyes glowed as his wolf pushed forward, wanting out.

“Fuck, you’re so pink and wet.” He stepped closer and his body heat was ten times more potent without his clothes on. He ran his finger down her slit and pushed it into her pussy. Immediately, she clamped down on the digit and he grunted in approval.

 A vivid image of him pounding into her coursed through her head, filled her mind, and she closed her eyes and bit her lip. Hannah wanted to be sore and aching from his hard and fast fucking. He reached down, grabbed his length, and pressed it between her legs, running it up and down her pussy lips.

He used his foot to kick her legs farther apart and nestled his lean hips between her thighs. That first touch of his cock head to her pussy hole sent a thrill up her spine. He rubbed himself back and forth against her, up and down, and faster and harder until she was moving her ass back against him, pleading without words that she wanted him buried inside of her.

“I know you need my cum to ease your heat, and I want you to know that I’m clean and safe. I’ve never had unprotected sex.” He looked down at where he was stroking her to a fever pitch. “Until now.”

She exhaled loudly, licked her lips, and glanced over her shoulder at him. “All those women you’ve been with and you’ve never not used a condom?”

“Hannah, a rumor or reputation doesn’t make it fact,” he stated with a bite to his voice. “And dinner dates don’t constitute me fucking every single one of them.” 

“You’re right.” She hadn’t meant for it to sound like she was calling him out as a whore, but she supposed it had come out that way. But when she opened her mouth to apologize he was back to touching her pussy with precision.

“Enough talk, Hannah.” He rubbed her clit, and she moaned out and closed her eyes. “You’re a greedy little thing.” There was nothing but strained heat in his words.

Lifting her ass, begging him, propositioning him without words, she told him she was ready now. He replaced his fingers with his dick. His cock slid partially into her pussy. “God, Beau. Please, please just shove that big dick in my pussy.”

A flicker of emotion passed over his face, but it was gone as soon as it arrived. She knew her words had sparked something inside of him, something that had the alpha in him rising even higher. A shifter male was used to being in charge, in control at all times.

A glance down at where he held onto her hips showed his claws had come out. The thought of Beau’s wolf emerging had her pussy moistening even more. She tried again to push herself back on his shaft, but he tightened his hold on her.

“I’m not the kind of male that lets a female take control, baby, especially not when I am about to take her virginity.” He grabbed her hair, pulled her head back, and growled out, “I fuck you, not the other way around.” His wolf rising to the surface distorted his voice, and she closed her eyes and groaned.

The alpha in him called out to her, and she wanted to do whatever he said. They stared at each other for several seconds and the feeling of him digging his nails into her flesh filled her with ecstasy.

“This is going to hurt at first, but that sting of pain will fade as the heat fully overtakes you and you’re consumed by everything that I’m doing to you.” And then he shoved right into her, deep, hard, and so damn thoroughly that she cried out as pleasure stole her breath, her pulse, and her very sanity. And just like that she wasn’t a virgin any longer.

Her inner muscles clenched along his length and he grunted. He was fully inside her. He was stretching her, making her feel so damned full that she was breathing in and out slowly to try to ease the discomfort that had stolen over her.

Her legs were spread as far as they could go. Beau let go of her waist and pulled her cheeks apart even wider. He started pulling out of her and then pushing back inside.

In and out, over and over again.

That discomfort did fade, and in its place was only raw, animalistic mating heat that consumed her.

“Fucking hell, baby.” He picked up speed and slammed harder into her. “Your cunt is so damn tight, so mine.” He slammed into her again and again. Sweat formed on her body and she felt her orgasm start to move inside of her. He worked his dick in deep, long strokes, and she curled her hands around the edge of the counter.

“I’m going to come,” she gasped out. It was like she couldn’t get enough, she couldn’t stop climaxing and the pleasure didn’t end. She was insatiable, wet and hot, swollen and needy, but until Beau came in her, she’d never feel satisfied.

Droplets of Beau’s sweat landed on her back and she arched up, wanted it covering her, saturating her until she smelled like him. As strange as that sounded, she wanted to feel his pheromones seeping into her, wanted his musk surrounding her, and wanted his big body curving around hers. As if her unspoken desire was said out loud, Beau leaned forward so his sweat slicked chest rubbed along her back.

“I’ve been watching you, Hannah.” he said and thrust into her. “I’ve wanted you, baby.” He pulled out and pushed back. “But you’re too damn good for me, too pure and innocent, and I thought staying away was the right thing,” he said on a low groan as he bottomed out in her.

“Beau,” Hannah gasped out when he reached around and found her clit. “You’re in the moment, not knowing what you’re saying.” Closing her eyes, she loved the feel of him rubbing her clit back and forth while still thrusting into her.

He pumped three more times and pulled out. Before disappointment could fill her, he had her turned around and lifted into his arms. She wrapped her legs around his waist and her arms around his neck, not caring that she was totally acting out of character right now. Hannah would have never been so forward with a guy, but right now with Beau she felt like a totally different person. She felt like she could do anything.

“I know exactly what the fuck I’m talking about, and what the hell I want.” He squeezed her ass. “I want you, and not just for this one night.” He grabbed his cock and positioned it at the entrance of her pussy. Biting at the base of her neck she let him fuck her senseless. He started moving with her pussy still encasing his dick, and she thought for sure he was leading her to her room, but clearly he couldn’t make it that far. He pushed her against the wall in the hallway and pounded into her. She let her head fall back and closed her eyes.

“Yes, Beau. It’s so good. God, it is so good.”

He growled and started biting her throat again gently. He thrust in and out of her and the sound of her pussy sucking at his cock bombarded her senses.

“It’s so fucking good,” he grunted out against her neck and continued thrusting into her.

Curling her nails into his biceps, she bit her bottom lip, tasting blood immediately. He instantly stopped moving. She groaned in frustration. They both panted, and she swore she could feel his erection getting bigger and thicker. They stared at each other for a heartbeat, and the lust that moved between them could have started fires. In a few quick strides, he had them in her bedroom—the only bedroom in her place—and slammed the door shut behind him.

He all but threw her onto the center of her mattress, and before she could say anything, he was on top of her with a hand gripping each of her thighs. With an iron-like hold on each of her legs, Beau pushed them open as wide as they could go. The monstrous dick that rose from between his thighs looked like it could do some damage, and by the tenderness of her pussy she knew that for a fact. She flicked her gaze to his face and saw him looking at her splayed cunt. His massive chest rose and fell from the force of his breathing. The sting of pain from his claws digging into her flesh had her pleasure increasing.

“I am going to tear you up, just eat you alive until there is nothing left.” He certainly had showed her exactly what he was made of, but she wanted so much more. “You want that, don’t you? You want me to fuck you so hard you won’t be able to sit comfortably for a week.”

“You know my answer, Beau.” She clenched her hands in the sheets.

“Christ, baby. If you thought I fucked you hard back in the kitchen you haven’t seen anything yet.”

A tingling sensation traveled throughout her whole body at his sandpaper voice. His animalistic masculinity was something to be rivaled, and his fierce, strong, and intimidating presence made her feel like his prey. The corded muscle and tendons that were laced and bulging right underneath his flesh had the urge to claw at him fill Hannah. She wanted to lick and nip at his flesh and consume him just as he was doing to her. The thick crest of his shaft pressed against the entrance of her pussy once more. He held her gaze for a suspended moment before slamming into her with so much force she slid up the bed. A shocked cry left her when he bottomed out inside of her.

She felt her eyes widen as agony and ecstasy traveled through her.

“Look at me.” Beau’s voice was distorted as he issued the command, and when she did as he said, everything around her faded until there was only this one moment. “I want you to watch while I slam my cock into your tight little pussy.”

Hannah lifted up and braced herself on her elbows. She looked down and saw the wetness of her arousal, and the light streaking of her virgin blood on her inner thighs. He slowly pushed into her, and then just as slowly pulled out. His length became visible inch after glorious inch, and wet with her pussy cream. He pushed into her and pulled back over and over again, forcing her to watch. Her arms shook and her breath left her in uneven gasps. Hannah knew he’d be coming soon by the way his body shook and his wolf flashed right in front of her.

“Ready, baby?” That was the last thing he said before he really started fucking her, just let his animal free rein to take control of… everything.

 







CHAPTER FOUR

 

Beau placed his hand on her hip, his claw puncturing her flesh. He made a low, deep growly noise and then lowered his face to her hips and stroked his tongue over the small wound. She felt his pheromones moving into her bloodstream, grew high from the sensation. He dug his claws into her again, and the sting of pain had her gasping out. The act was intimate, and a show of his ownership, of his mark.

Not able to hold herself up any longer, Hannah dropped back on the bed. Her back bowed when the head of his shaft scraped along her G-spot.

“Pull your pussy lips apart, let me see all that pink, wet, perfection.”

The man had a way about him that drove her absolutely insane with lust. She did as he asked, reaching down and spreading her lips apart. His cock stretched her wide, and her inner muscles clenched around his girth. Apparently he had enough, because only moments after she spread herself wide for him, he was barking at her to place her hands above her head.

Stretched out before him like some kind of offering sent a heady rush through her. His thrusts were faster, more determined. He seemed so big above her, pumping into her body like he owned the damn thing. And Hannah knew he did, not just at this moment, but completely. In the next second, he had both of her knees pressed to her chest, and he slammed in and out with so much power that her orgasm exploded through her. She heard his grunt as her cunt tightened around his dick.

“That’s it. Milk my fucking cock, baby.” Over and over he slid in and out of her, prolonging the intensity of her climax until she was thrashing her head on the bed, not knowing if she would ever come down from the high. “One more time, baby. Just one more fucking time for me.” And then he placed his thumb right over her clit and rubbed it back and forth. Hannah found herself clasping his bicep and digging her nails in. “Shit. Your pussy is so damn tight and hot. I could fuck you all night long and never get enough.” His sweat dripped onto her bouncing breasts, mixing with her own and sliding along her skin.

Once, twice, and on the third thrust, he buried his erection so far in her that his big balls slapped against her ass. Hannah could do nothing but ride out her own pleasure and force her eyes to stay open as she watched him come long and hard. He came inside of her, filling her with his cum, easing her heat, and leaving her sighing in bliss. Beau’s big body strained, and his cock twitched as he bathed her insides with his seed.

“God, baby.” He wasn’t looking at her, and it was almost like he was talking to himself. His whole body shook, as he continued to come, continued to pump her full of his cum.

Did all males come this long?

“No, baby, just with you,” he groaned out, his words barely audible.

A moan left her. Although his orgasm was quite possibly the longest one in history, he never stopped slowly thrusting inside of her. With one final groan, he stilled.

“It’s so fucking good.”

She would never get tired of him saying that. It proved to her that he was just like her right now: uncontrollable lust consuming him. Beau was controlling, dominant, and had claimed her in a way that left her feeling as she belonged to him now.

He collapsed on top of her, and the monumental weight of him pushed her into the mattress. She gasped for air before he mumbled his apology and rolled off. They lay side-by-side, their breathing erratic and identical. The sense of euphoria filled her, even as she felt his semen and her wetness slide out of her and down the crease of her ass.

Closing her eyes and just enjoying the sensation of not feeling like she’d die from the mating heat, the sudden chill in the air startled her. Ever since waking this morning, not knowing when in the hell she’d be able to find a male willing to take her virginity and ease her mating heat, Hannah had felt like she was dying with warmth and arousal. But now, now that she was lying beside him, relaxed and content, the last twelve hours seemed almost like a distant nightmare.

The bed shifted beside her and she cracked an eye open and saw Beau standing and making his way over to the bedroom door. His muscles flexed, the sweat was starting to dry on his flesh, and she saw that he still had that animal stride going on. Before she could say anything, or ask if he was just going to be a wham-bam-thank you-ma’am kind of guy, he was striding back into the room with his clothes in hand.

He stared at her as he dressed, never taking his gaze off of her, and making Hannah feel very on display. Hannah still lay on the bed, naked, sweaty, with their combined fluids seeping out of her pussy. But the aftershocks of pleasure still hummed through her, and she didn’t really care about much at the moment.

When he was dressed, he stood at the edge of the bed, not making it a secret that he was checking out her nude form.

“You could have taken a shower here, if you wanted,” she said and pushed herself up on her elbows. Maybe she should have gotten her blanket and covered her body, but he had already seen every single inch of her.

“I can shower at home.”

She nodded, feeling a little embarrassed at the fact a small part of her had actually thought this male had wanted more from her than the sex. Of course, she wasn’t a fool. She had been the one to ask him to have sex with her and ease her arousal, so she shouldn’t be a fool in thinking he would have wanted more. Yes, he had said things that had made her think he might share some deeper feelings for her. But the truth was she had known that he had just been in the moment. Feeling weird all of a sudden, she pulled the blanket up and over her, and stared at him.

He wore his clothes so damn good, and she loved how his strength was so visible. But she knew her mating heat wasn’t quite over yet, and she could feel the arousal still below the surface. She was relaxed right now, comfortable even, but soon she’d be right back in the heat, needing a male to help her out. She’d be insatiable for the next twenty-four hours. Would Beau be that male again? Would he feel comfortable in having her more than once?

“Okay.” Hannah stayed silent for a few seconds. “Thank you?” It sounded weird thanking him for having sex, because clearly he had gotten just as much pleasure as she had. Hell, she had even sounded awkward saying it to him.

He didn’t respond right away, took a step toward her, and then said, “Come here, Hannah.”

She swallowed, moved off the bed, the blanket still wrapped around her, and stopped in front of him. For a moment, all he did was stare at her, and then he reached out and took the blanket from her body. He stared at her nude form and then reached out and touched her bottom lip with his thumb.

“I meant it when I said you’re mine, and that no other male will touch you,” he said in an absentminded voice, still staring at her mouth and then lifting his gaze to hers. He rubbed his thumb back and forth over her lip, and then touched her cheek with his big palm, cradling her head in his hand. “I’ve always wanted you— since we were little and running around the backwoods, Hannah.”

Her throat constricted at his words. “You’ve never said anything, Beau, never even acted like you wanted anything more with me.” They had been friends as children, but he was a few years older. He always went for the drop-dead gorgeous shifter females, and they had just drifted apart. Those years apart had made them strangers. But now he looked at her as if he knew her, as if the time apart hadn’t been more than a blip in their lives.

“Because I meant it when I said you’re too good for me, and that staying away was best. But I can’t do it anymore, baby. I don’t want to do it anymore.” He whispered the last part in his deeply husky voice. “And I can smell how you want me, and not just for my big dick.” He gave her a half smile.

Hannah chuckled. “You’re cocky.” She sobered. “But you’re right. I do want more, Beau.”

He leaned in and kissed her, and when he pulled back, he cupped both of her cheeks and stared into her eyes. “Good, baby, that’s really fucking good, because I want you all to myself.” He moved back, grinned, and then tilted his head toward the door. “I’m going to go home and get ready.”

“Get ready?”

“To take you out. I figure you need food after I fucked you like that.” He grinned again, and she rolled her eyes. Yeah, he was arrogant, but she kind of found it endearing, even though that sounded strange. “Besides, you’ll still be in the heat for the next twenty-four hours, and no one will ease you but me.” He sounded so determined. “Are you okay with that, Hannah?”

Was she? She licked her lips, stared at him, felt her feelings grow—the ones she had tried to bury, and nodded slowly. “Yeah, I’m okay with that.”

He smiled, seeming pleased with her answer. He grabbed her nape, pulled her forward, and claimed her mouth in the most possessive kiss she had ever felt.

“From this moment on, you’re mine and I’m yours, baby. My wolf and human wants you.”

And all she could do was sigh in contentment, because she could feel the truth in his words, sense them, and that was all she had ever really wanted, even if she had tried to fight it. This was the beginning, she hoped, of her happily ever after. 

 

THE END

 


Red’s Wolf

by Jennika Snow

 

Twisted Fairytales: Volume 1

 

Where the fairytales are twisted.

 

After leaving a costume party, Red gets lost and finds herself deep within the woods that surround her town. With her fear of not knowing where she is comes the realization that she is being stalked. The harder and faster she runs, the more she feels like the prey to a very deadly predator.

 

And then she is caught, and she has nowhere to hide. The man that comes out of the darkness is naked, massive in form, and seems feral. He is solely focused on her, yet he doesn't touch her. The way he watches Red, inhales her scent like he is trying to imprint her into his body, makes her feel shockingly aroused.

 

He doesn't seem to want to hurt her, but to mate with her, like a beast in the wild claiming his woman. Red should be fighting for her life to escape, not submitting to a man that has these kinds of sexual needs moving through her like a violent animal.

 


CHAPTER ONE

 

I had heard that if you go through Wolfs Bane Forest on the evening of Halloween at exactly midnight you’d never come out. Of course, those were only fairytales that parents told their adolescent children to keep them in line, or at least that is what I assumed they were. But for whatever reason, the town of Haven believed those myths.

But those beliefs stemmed from missing people over the years, ones that were said to have gone through these woods and never came out. I didn’t believe any of that, because if I did I’d be gullible just like the rest of them, holed up in my house because I was afraid of what might happen.

“Red, this is not a good idea,” Sarah, a young woman I had met a few months back, said with a slur in her voice. We were both a little drunk, so maybe that was why I didn’t really care about walking through Wolfs Bane. 

“What?” I faced her. She was in a slutty bunny outfit, one of those playboy costumes that had gotten her ass smacked a lot at the party tonight. “Please don’t tell me you believe that shit?” I cocked an eyebrow at her. “I mean, you aren’t even from this town. You just moved here a few months ago, but you believe in the whole getting stuck in the haunted woods story?” She didn’t respond right away. “I have lived here my whole life and have never believed in it,” I said, but there was this tingling at the base of my spine as soon as I spoke the words.

She shrugged and glanced at the forest again. “I’m not saying I believe it or anything, but the fact that an entire town does…” She looked at me and I refrained from rolling my eyes. “I mean, it is a bit eerie.”

I looked at the woods, and the fact they seemed harmless, and that the moon was bright enough that I could even see the ground. “It’s an hour hike back to my place if we go around, and there aren’t any cabs in this rinky dink town. You want to go back to the party and see if we can hitch a ride with one of those douche bags in there?” The guys that had been at the party were assholes, college kids that had come up from Brecksville to get drunk and try to fuck some foreign pussy.

“What about finding that girl we came with?”

I shook my head. “Andrea was hooking up with some jock. Didn’t you see them heading upstairs?” I lifted an eyebrow. “No way am I about to break that up.”

“Red, I really don’t think this is a good idea. Let’s push aside the fact that the whole fairytale thing about people not coming out of there once they enter is a load of horse shit. What about wild animals? I mean it’s dark out, so who’s to say a wolf or something like that won’t be stalking us for a meal?”

“Sarah, for one thing, there is a path.” I pointed to said path. “For another thing, there haven’t been any reports of large animals like wolves or anything like that for the last five years. Some nature preserve came and took them all to some kind of habitat.” I remember when they had done that because the town had been pissed. But apparently they had been finding wolves and other state protected animals killed around the area. “I am pretty sure unless a horde of squirrels comes after us, we should be okay.”

Sarah took a step back, shaking her head. “Ugh, I don’t think so. I have a bad feeling about this.”

I didn’t comment on how I, too, had this weird feeling in the pit of my stomach, but I assumed it was just my nerves and the memory of all those tales I was told growing up.

“Maybe we should just head back to the party?” Sarah said and looked at me. She moved back another inch, her stilettos getting stuck in the mud.

“I don’t know about you, but I’m about done for tonight with the whole party and having drunk guys hitting on me with lame pick-up lines.” I smoothed my hands down the red velvet Little Red Riding Hood outfit I had on. “Besides, I’ve already gotten beer spilled on me twice, and I am only renting this damn outfit.” Sarah looked genuinely frightened, and I felt a twinge of sympathy for her.

“Maybe I’ll just go back in and wait for Andrea to finish… whatever it is she’s doing.”

I shrugged. “If you want.” I wasn’t about to pressure her into going with me, but I wasn’t going to stay at the party any longer either. The truth was it was depressing being with all those people. A party was probably the loneliest time of all, despite being surrounded by people—it was too intimate, if that even made sense. I was just a body in a sea of flesh and bone, no one paying me much attention at all, blending into the crowd.

 After my mom and dad had split two years ago, and my father moved to another town to be with his girlfriend who was the same age as me—twenty-three—Mom had just shrunk into herself. I was truly alone, and it was the saddest damn thing in the world. Well, I was tired of it, tired of trying to be a people pleaser and show everyone that I was okay. Even after two years, I wasn’t fine, I wasn’t happy, and I sometimes fell asleep hoping it would all be a dream and I’d wake up in another body.

“It’s okay, Sarah, but I’m done with all of that.” I glanced behind me at the party that was still going on full force despite the fact that it was going on midnight.

“You have your cell?” Sarah asked.

I grabbed it from inside of my bra—yes, I kept my cell in my bra, because carrying a purse, or the picnic basket it had come with, was a deal breaker. I held up the phone to her, and she smiled, as if relieved. “If I get attacked by a group of squirrels, I’ll give you a ring to save the day.” I smiled, hoping to ease the weird fear she had for me. I waved at her and watched as she trekked back up the hill to where the house was located. 

When I turned and faced the woods again, this strange, powerful wind picked up, blowing my long dark hair in my face. I picked up the heavy fall and held it over my shoulder, staring at the way the leaves on the trees moved from the sudden gust.

Another chill raced up my spine, and I let go of my hair to take my red cloak and fully wrap it around me. I moved forward, trying to still my racing heart, and told myself that this fear inside was because of the words of others that played through my head.

Moving deeper into the forest I glanced around, took in the way the shadows played across the trees and flora, and knew that this would be the longest twenty minutes of my life. The farther I went, the colder it seemed to get. Or maybe that was just my nerves on high alert? And then I heard the sound of a twig snapping behind me. I spun around. The trees had closed in, suffocating me with their thickness. I couldn’t see the house any longer; I couldn’t even see the sky, for that matter.

I heard the beating of my heart and my rapid breathing and told myself repeatedly that I needed to calm down. Closing my eyes, counting backward from ten, I waited until I no longer felt as though I’d crawl out of my skin. Slowly opening my eyes, it took a second for my vision to adjust. The moon broke through in a few places of the tree line, but it wasn’t enough that I felt very confident in hauling ass out of here if the time called for it.

God, you shouldn’t have done this. You shouldn’t have, Red. 

There wasn’t anything spooky or menacing lurking in the shadows, and I sighed a relieved breath and turned back around to get the fuck out of here. But I froze when I saw the massively huge figure standing between two thick oak trunks. Then he stepped away from the protection of the forest and shadows, came into the swath of moonlight that spilled through, and I knew that what I had just done was walk into the lion’s den.

His dark hair was long, brushing along his shoulders, and looking as wild as he did. But it was the fact he was naked, like buck-fucking-naked, and moving toward me that had my fight or flight instinct rising. I knew I should turn and leave, but I was frozen to this one spot, unable to do much but stand there and stare at him. His eyes were this weird shade of golden amber that glowed in the darkness. When he made this low and animalistic sound from deep within his throat, I finally had the common sense to move. However, my movements were slow, unsure, and then stopped altogether, when my back met a tree.

He was breathing heavily, a low sound that made me think of a wild animal on the prowl. He was so close to me now, so close that I could see that he was ruggedly handsome, powerful, and massive in height and weight. He inhaled deeply, made a growly kind of noise, and I swear I got wet from the sound alone. He inhaled again, and it was as if he was trying to inhale my scent, take a part of me inside his body until there was nothing left. It was strange staring at this man, this beast, as he stared at me with eyes so golden in color they looked surreal. 

I curled my nails into the bark and told myself to get the fuck out of there, but I couldn’t take my gaze from his. I was transfixed by him, and that scared me more than this strange man standing before me. And then I saw his body start to grow taller, more muscular, and I gripped the edge of the tree behind me even harder. I couldn’t do anything but stare as this man who had been big before was now positively enormous. I had to crane my neck back just to see his face, but then I slowly lowered my gaze across his long dark hair, to the broad, hard shoulders, down to his pecs, and stopped at the light sprinkling of dark hair that covered his flesh. He wasn’t overly hairy, but had enough that told me he was all man, all testosterone and masculinity so that I felt like this tiny little thing compared to him.

Then I lowered my gaze to the rippling abs he sported, and to the huge cock that was hard between his legs. He leaned in, inhaled even deeper now, and I swear my heart skipped a beat at the sound he made. His cock was long and thick, completely unrealistic for a normal human man, but then again this male was not human. Nor was he normal. Not in any sense. I knew this with every part of me.

He reached out, took a strand of my hair, rubbed it between his fingers, and then lifted it to his nose to smell it.

“What are you doing?” I asked, my words soft, breathless even.

“Good.” He grunted out like an animal about to mount me, about to warn me.

He started stroking me, and his touch on my face and bare arms had goose flesh popping out along my skin, and me on the verge of moaning out for him to do more. “This is wrong. This is crazy.” I said the last part on a moan as he touched me more fiercely.

“Stop talking,” he growled out, as if he were angry with me.

I didn’t know this man, didn’t even know if he was real or if I had passed out drunk at the party. Hell, I could be imagining all of this. God, was I? Was I passed out, people walking by me and not knowing that I was dreaming up this strange and fantastical image of this beast-man about to fuck me? And he was—about to fuck me, that is. I could see it in the way he stared at my lips, lowered his gaze to my breasts, and then reached out and touched them, as if he owned them. He moved an inch closer, dug his hard-on right into my belly, and my pussy convulsed on its own.

Was I like one of those stupid women on those horror movies that just stood there and let shit happen to them? I should be slapping his hands away, kneeing him in his big, gloriously hard dick, and running away screaming. But shit, I couldn’t, wouldn’t do any of that, because I had never felt so turned on in my life. It was like my pussy was running the show, screaming at me to stay right here, to let him have his filthy fucking way with me, because I knew it was going to be insanely good. This was an animalistic and primal experience, and no way in hell was I about to let it end.

 







CHAPTER TWO

 

His cock was so hard, and the scent of him was wild, like the trees and greenery around us. Right now he didn’t seem like a man at all, but a feral creature that had one thing on his mind: fucking me. He slammed his hands on the tree beside my head, lowered his face close to mine, and the sound that came from his throat was deep and carnal.

What the hell is happening? I thought to myself, repeating that question in my head over and over again until it was like a broken record.

“Mine,” he growled out deeply, and ran the tip of his nose up my throat, stopping when he reached my pulse. He breathed out slowly, in and out, and then faster and harder as he ground himself against me.

“I have to go.” Common sense and reason reared its head up, and although I desperately wanted this stranger, this beast of a man, I knew I couldn’t do this. It was just too bizarre. But when I went to move on shaky legs he roared out loud enough that my entire body shook from it.

“You are mine.” His words were disjointed, distorted, too, and he didn’t sound like a human male at all. He grabbed my breast, curled his nails into my flesh until agony and ecstasy filled my entire body and I had no option but to submit.

“Say you are mine,” he said in that growly voice again.

I should have fought harder, but I didn’t. “I’m yours.” God, you’re a little whore, Red. I wanted the damn Halloween costume off, wanted to be just as naked as he was, and I wanted that now. “Just fuck me already,” I breathed out, not even caring that I was like a slut begging for his dick. I felt drugged and high, so far gone from reality that the only thing that made sense was being with him. He pulled back and stared right into my eyes. When he bared his teeth my heart dropped to my belly at the sight of his incisors. They were long and sharp, like a bear or wolf would have. I could swear the fact he was showing me was some kind of warning.

He tilted his head back and roared out, and this feeling overcame me like a female submitting to a powerful male. I wanted to lie down for him, spread my legs, and just let him fuck me raw. God, what was wrong with me? Why was I acting like this? Were the myths true about this place? Although I had never heard anything like this before, I certainly felt like an otherworldly sensation was controlling my actions and thoughts.

And then in one swift move, he tore my Little Red Riding Hood costume from me until I stood there in my bra and panties. My chest was rising fast and hard, and I was so wet that the material of my thong was soaked clean through. He lifted a hand and showed me the wicked looking claws that tipped his big fingers. And then he sliced those claws through my undergarments until they fell in tattered remains to the ground.

He grabbed my waist and turned me around forcefully, and the air left me in a whoosh. When he ran his hand over my ass, I closed my eyes and rested my head on the tree trunk. It felt good to feel his hands moving over my body, to have the sensation of his callous-covered fingers scraping along my sensitive flesh.

The sound of his palm making contact with my flesh was loud and echoed along the trees, but it was the feeling of the pain and pleasure that came with that swat that had me nearly coming right then and there. He held me in place with a hand to the middle of my back, but I wasn’t about to go anywhere. This was a ludicrous situation, but I was going to roll with it. And when I looked over my shoulder and watched as he grabbed his dick and started jerking himself off as he palmed my ass, I parted my lips and begged him to screw me already.

“God, fuck me. Please.” I sounded like a whiny bitch in heat, but who cared? This was the most exhilarating experience of my life. I felt like he was toying with me, torturing me for the sole purpose of deriving pleasure from it. He slapped my ass so hard I cried out from the pain.

“You. Are. Mine. Now.” He enunciated each word slowly, deeply, and held my gaze with his own. “I make the rules now, mate.” The way he said mate had everything inside of me tensing. This wasn’t just about being fucked in the woods by a creature that was too large and powerfully built to be a human male, but about being claimed by the animal that stood right in front of me.

“Spread.” That lone word was low and distorted. It was a command, a demand, and I didn’t want to break whatever sexual haze was between us.

I spread my legs as wide as they would go and felt my pussy start to grow swollen with the need to have him inside of me. My cream slipped down my thigh, but I wasn’t embarrassed. And then he lowered his gaze to my ass, squeezed the globes forcefully, and got down on his haunches.

“This is my ass to fuck, mate.” He bit down on the mound and I cried out in pleasure and agony as his incisors scraped my tender flesh. He slipped a hand between my legs and started stroking my pussy. “This is my cunt to lick, suck, and fuck.” He rubbed my clit, spread my arousal around, and then lifted his hand to his mouth. I was still watching him over my shoulder, and the sight of him licking my cream from his fingers had me moaning softly.

He lowered his face back to my pussy, started sucking and licking at me, and all I could do was rest my head against the tree and close my eyes for the ride. When he did finally break away from my clit, it was to drag his tongue down my slit and move it around my pussy hole. I felt him flatten his tongue and drag it up and down, over and over again until I was gasping for air. He repeated the action, and all the while he pushed a thick finger into my pussy, stretching me, teasing me, but being gentle at the same time. I couldn’t feel the scrape of his claw, so he must have retracted it as easily as he had unsheathed it. But it didn’t matter because right now I wanted whatever he could give me.

The sound of my pussy sucking at his finger, of him making these wet noises against my clit, had me moving closer to orgasm, grinding myself all over his face. I wanted this, was not ashamed to get it from him, and would have it in the end.

He had his finger buried deep inside of me now, and it only took a few seconds for my whole body to tense as an orgasm tore through me. He smacked my ass, hard, spanking me as I came against his mouth, but it was so fucking good. He didn’t stop his ministrations until I was begging him to, until I couldn’t take the sensitivity of it anymore. My clit felt swollen, my whole pussy hot and wet at the same time.

And then he stood, his chest brushing against mine, and I looked over my shoulder. He took hold of his dick, stroked it from root to tip, and this irrational part of my brain said that massive cock was so not going to fit inside of me.

“I’ve waited for you, mate, knew you’d come,” he growled out, and then spanked my ass again. The sting and burn that followed had me panting. “Beg me for my cock.”

I licked my lips and then swallowed roughly. His canines were touching his bottom lip, and I swore his eyes glowed brightly in front of me. Lowering my gaze to his cock, I saw wetness at the crown, watched as that pre-cum continued to cover the tip. Dragging my gaze back up to his face, I saw this man partially shifted, saw his eerie colored eyes, his fangs, his huge body, and felt myself grow wetter still.

“I want your cock. I want you to fuck me.”

He spun me around swiftly, and my breasts swung wildly from the act. In a movement so quick, and with an insurmountable amount of strength, he had me lifted with my legs over his arms. “Tell me your name.”

“Red.” I breathed out my nickname.

“Take my cock and put it in your pussy, Red.” He stared right at me. “I’m going to fuck you, mate.”

I licked my lips, and then reached down, took his huge erection in my hand, staring at him, ran the pad of my thumb along the slit at the tip of his dick. I ran the crown of his erection up and down my slick folds and then pressed the tip against the entrance of my pussy. 

He wasn’t slow and easy, but harsh and rough when he thrust into me. I cried out and rested my head back on the trunk. I couldn’t do anything but hold onto his massive, bulging biceps as he fucked me like a madman. In and out, faster and harder, and then he was reaching behind my head and grabbing my hair. His cock stretched me, made this delicious burn that encompassed me. I had never felt this filled before, this taken. I wasn’t a virgin, but this man made me feel like one.

He growled, roared, and made deep, vibrating noises against the side of my throat. My inner pussy muscles were clenching rhythmically on their own. He kept saying these things in a guttural voice, words that I couldn’t decipher, but that didn’t really matter now. I was wet, juicy for him, and the sound of my pussy sucking at his cock was loud in this cavernous forest.

I was going to come sooner than later, and although I wanted this to last, I also wanted to get off as badly as I wanted to breathe. But before I could climax, he pulled out of me, spun me around so my back was to his chest, and took us to the ground. I was now on my hands and knees and looked down the length of my body to see his huge cock bouncing up and down as he got into position behind me. I was all about doggy style, and this time I had a feeling it would be as wild as the term implied.

He thrust back into me, slammed into my cunt so hard that I nearly fell forward, but he grabbed me around my waist and hauled me up. He was pumping into me hard enough that my breasts were swinging back and forth from the force of his actions. He pushed the hair away from my shoulder, and then he was licking and sucking at my throat, dragging his canines back and forth over the area of my neck that met my shoulder.

“I’m going to come,” I gasped out, seeing stars dancing in front of my vision, and feeling his big balls slap against my pussy. I cried out as I came and then felt him pierce my neck with his teeth. My cry became one of pleasure and pain, but my orgasm increased at those feelings. And then I swear I felt his cock harden further inside of me. He roared out as he came, pumping his seed into my body as if it were a mark of ownership. I don’t know how I knew that, but it was as clear to me as this whole experience. His seed slipped out of my pussy, moved down my inner thighs, and even though that shouldn’t have been arousing, God, it really was.

He pulled out, removed his canines from my neck, and I fell to the ground. But he had me in his arms seconds later, cradling me, whispering something low in my ear, and I let myself relax against him.

“Run from me, mate. Run and let me chase you.” The way he spoke told me this was what he wanted, what would arouse him. 

The chase.

***

I ran fast and hard, knowing that I wanted him to chase me, wanted to be the prey to his predator. I saw the entrance of the forest, could even see the house where the Halloween party was still underway, but all of it had me stalling slightly. I heard him breathing close behind, looked over my shoulder, and felt wetness leave my pussy as he came closer. He bared his canines, but the sound that came from him had me turning pliant. I walked closer to the edge of the woods, felt the breeze brush over me, and when I was just an inch from where I would be on perfectly manicured lawn, I faltered.

“You can’t leave me, mate. I won’t let it happen.”

He was right behind me now, breathing heavily, his cock hard again despite the fact he had filled me with his cum.

“You’ll chase me.” I didn’t phrase it like a question.

“I’ll chase you until you can no longer run.” He moved closer, and I took one step back.

Here I was, having this conversation with this half man and half beast, one that I had just let fuck me hard and raw.

“You have nothing out there that is meaningful. In here, in this forest, you have me. I’ll have you wanting for nothing.” He moved closer and lowered his head so his eyes were still trained on me. How did he know anything about me? I wanted to ask, but I kept my mouth shut and closed my eyes, trying to think about what in the hell I was going to do.

I didn’t know what I should do, because the logical part of my brain told me to leave this wicked, weird experience and go back to the… I stared at the house again, listened to the loud music, the laughter I could hear all the way down here, and I thought about my life. I had graduated last year, but worked at the local bakery. I was doing nothing with my life, had a father that was more interested in his new young girlfriend, and a mother that wanted nothing to do with me anymore because she was too worried about her own life. My friends were more interested in partying, and my life felt like one giant letdown. But then I had come into this forest, been with this man that hadn’t even told me his name, hadn’t even told me what he was, and yet it had felt so perfect and right.

“You are mine, Red. You can’t leave this forest unless you really want to.” The way he said those words filled me with confusion.

Surely, he wasn’t implying what I thought he was? I was naked, didn’t have my cell anymore since it was back with my pile of clothes, but I took a step forward anyway. I was going to prove him wrong, prove that I didn’t want to be here, even though in my heart I knew that was a lie. But as soon as my foot touched the soft grass, the world turned upside down, and I was facing the beast man again. He stood there, no smile, no emotion at all on his face. I spun around and saw the house and the party and tried to leave the forest again. But the result was the same: I was still in the woods and facing this male once again. Over and over I did this, feeling fear and confusion at the fact I honestly, truly couldn’t leave this place.

“I told you, Red. I told you that unless you want to leave, you can’t.”

“I do want to leave.” I was shouting now, more afraid of this Twilight-like situation. It was like something kept me here, made me unable to leave the thick oaks and evergreens standing around me. I saw a couple moving forward, not close enough that I could hear what they were saying, but close enough that I started yelling, screaming even. But they didn’t even look up, as if they couldn’t hear me.

I could see them, but they couldn’t see me. And then when I screamed once more the couple stilled, not because they heard me, but as if they had been frozen in time. In fact, I could no longer hear the music from the party, couldn’t even see the twinkling of the lights in the windows of the house.

I felt his heat behind me, heard him inhale again, and then he growled out.

“You don’t want to leave, at least not yet.” He pushed hair away from my shoulder, and I shivered. “The world has stopped, and if you decide to leave, then you can leave this place, and everything will be as it was."

I closed my eyes. “This is crazy. How is this even possible?” The words came out of me softly.

“Anything is possible.”

“I don’t know you, don’t even know your name, yet I just had sex with you.” I turned around and faced him. “You’re not even human.” That last part was whispered so low I didn’t even know if he heard me. “Surely you can see how strange all of this is to me?”

“I can see, but it doesn’t change the reality of it.” He reached out and ran his finger over the bite mark he had given me. The side of my neck ached from his touch, and this pleasure filled me.

“It doesn’t matter if you know me, or my name. I am here and so are you. You are my mate. I can smell it.” He inhaled deeply and closed his eyes, as if he derived pleasure from the mere act. “And I can’t let you go because you are mine.”

“And if I decided I wanted to leave?” The truth was right here and now I didn’t want to be anywhere else. I wanted to be with this male that declared me as a mate, as if we were these wild animals needing to breed or something.

“Then I’ll follow you. This is my home, these trees, mountains, and wilderness what I know. But you’re mine, and I won’t let you go. My inner wolf won’t let you go, and I meant what I said… I’ll chase you until there isn’t anywhere else for you to run.”

Right now I wanted this moment with him, wanted to be with him as I had never been with another person. The world was frozen, waiting for me to leave this forest, and then it would start back up as if nothing happened. I could be in here forever and nothing would change. My mother would still be a basket case, my father still absent in my life, and I’d still be working at my shitty little job.

I inhaled deeply. He smelled wild, fierce… and mine. Yes, he was mine as much as I was his, and although this was the craziest fucking thing that had ever happened, I wasn’t ready to leave just yet. I stepped closer, paced my palms flat on his chest, and knew that whatever happened, this was my choice, my decision, and I was making it now.

Neither of us said anything, but he lifted me in his arms and carried me back into the forest. Whatever happened in the future didn’t matter because I was living in the here and now, and that was all that I cared about right now. This man was half wolf, had just admitted that to me, and I was willingly choosing to stay with him. It was crazy, but I wanted to experience it.

 

THE END
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Walking Dead Girl

by Lili Saint Germain

 

Vampireland, Book 1

 

I was seventeen years old the first time I died. I didn't expect to wake up afterwards.

 

This is not a story about love. There is no happy ending. There is only darkness, and the struggle to avoid being consumed by it. 

 

This is a story about survival. 

 

I was seventeen years old the first time I died. When I was first taken, I thought that my ending had arrived, a smirk on his mouth and bloodlust alight in his beautiful eyes. I waited to die, to be torn apart by sharp teeth and vicious hands. 

 

And I did die. 

 

I just didn’t expect to wake up afterwards.

 


ONE

 

Drink.




That was the first thing he said to me.




I opened my eyes. Naked save for a bloodied white sheet, my tender skin covered in sticky red blood. My broken body somehow, impossibly, repairing itself.

 

I felt something warm at my lips. Blood.

 

“Drink,” he repeated.

 

I did. 

 

“Be grateful,” he said later. “I saved you.” 

 

I hated him for it.

***

This is not a story about love. There is no happy ending. There is only darkness, and the struggle to avoid being consumed by it. 

 

This is a story about survival.

 

I don’t really know where to start, but there must be a place. A place before the world went dark, before I learned of the horror that existed on this earth. Back when I was just a girl – though that seems so long ago, I sometimes wonder if it was just a dream.

I could start at the beginning, but where is the beginning? Was it the night I was taken? Or the balmy summer I spent falling in love, the last summer that I walked under the sun without it burning my flesh? 

Maybe I should start with the night innocence came to a crashing halt. The night I was taken. Yes, I will begin my story there, in a frozen parking lot with a silent scream.  

I was seventeen years old the first time I died. When I was first taken, I thought that that was it for me. I waited to die, to be torn apart by sharp teeth and vicious hands.

And I did die.

I just didn’t expect to wake up afterwards.

But here, now, lying in a pool of my own drying blood, naked and alone, the only comfort when he brings me that thick, syrupy liquid that burns and cools my throat all at once?

I wish I could go back and tell myself that death was the very least of the things that I should fear.

 

THEN

It was the final week of first semester in our senior year. I had just finished a mammoth session filling out college applications with my best friend, Evie.  I remember little details – the way the last few falling blossoms from the Northern Red Oaks on campus looked like drops of fire on the early December snow; the way my fragile human heart hummed with excitement that school was almost over; the way everything looked clean and new blanketed in snow. Most of all, I remember the stab of worry I had felt at taking the shortcut through the deserted football field to get home.

Blair Academy was smack in the middle of Blairstown, New Jersey. A hundred and fifty–something–year–old institution that sprawled luxuriously over four hundred manicured acres. It was preppy and expensive, and I was there because my father had attended school there, and his father before him. My father was dead. My mother was a high–powered corporate attorney who spent most of her time in her New York loft apartment with my stepfather, Warren. She had never really wanted children, and thought she couldn’t have any. She had lucked out with me – although she probably didn’t see it that way – and so I had never really had much to do with her. My father was everything to me. My mom moved to New York a few months after he died. She was meant to come home every weekend after her long week at work. She never did. I didn’t really mind. I didn’t resent her for not being my mother – I had never known or expected anything more from her, and I knew she loved me despite her maternal shortcomings. After Dad died I usually split my time between living on campus during the school week and spending weekends at our house, a few miles from school. 

What I loved to do more than anything else was run. I was on the track team and when I was in the middle of a run, it was like I could fly. The college scouts had been at our annual running meet, and I had just filled out my application to a handful of elite track programs. 

My best friend Evie was as poor as I was wealthy. She was on a full scholarship right through high school, and she was smart. She whipped my ass in most things academic. I had always been bright, but next to her I  – and the rest of the general high school population – looked like a bunch of dumbasses. Needless to say, having a best friend who was a genius made study much easier. The girl had a natural talent for teaching and mentoring. Her parents weren’t dirt poor, but they struggled, and to have Evie at a school like Blair Academy made them so happy. Really, they were like my adopted family. People always asked if we were sisters, I don’t know why. We were both short and sarcastic but she was strawberry blonde to my brunette, curly to my straight and had green eyes that were nothing like my blue ones. I had skin that turned brown after a day in the sun, where she had pale alabaster skin that practically glowed.

“You okay to get back to your room?” Evie asked, jerking me out of my idle thoughts.

I stopped as I realized we were standing at Evie’s car. She shook her set of keys and looking at me expectantly.

“I’m not going to my room,” I replied.

“Going to suck face with Jared?”

“You make it sound so endearing, Evangeline,” I said petulantly. “And yes, I am going to see Jared. I will most likely suck his face at some point tonight.”

“Gross,” Evie said. “He’s like my brother. I’ve known him forever.”

“So have I,” I reminded her. “And I sure am glad he’s not my brother.” I raised my eyebrows suggestively and laughed. 

Evie made a face. “Get out of here before I throw up on you.”

I exchanged goodbyes with Evie and made a beeline for my own car.  Teachers and day students got to park right at the entrance of Blair but most live–in students had to trek almost a mile to the regular boarding school parking slots. Sighing, I hoisted my bag higher on my shoulder and walked past a Crown Victoria, a Bentley and a Fiat before reaching the average–looking old clunkers in the student parking lot. 

As soon as my feet touched the snow–covered oval, all thoughts of trigonometry and English lit dissolved. A jolt of adrenaline hit my stomach as I thought about finals, about Jared, about my eighteenth birthday in a few months. Everything was going so well. 

Trudging through the silence, I began mentally making lists for an end–of–finals party at my perpetually parent–free house. Keg. Food. Decorations. New clothes. So, naturally, I wasn’t even looking where I was walking when the hot guy stepped out from behind a shiny black truck. He was so close I almost tripped over him. I jerked back to reality, cursing myself for being so inattentive. 

He was wearing jeans and a black sweater, and looked kind of like a thirty–something Calvin Klein underwear model with dark blue eyes, a hint of European heritage in his olive skin – Italian, maybe? – and black hair cut close to his skull. He was the furthest thing from threatening I’d ever seen – during the day in a crowd I’d let my eyes linger on that handsome face – but at midnight in New Jersey, anything was possible. I averted my eyes and veered to the left, quickening my pace. My thoughts instantly shifted from beer and clothes shopping to serial killers and the can of bear spray in my handbag. 

Pulse quickening, I passed hot dude and kept walking towards my car. It’s cool, he’s probably just a new teacher in the wrong lot. And then he spoke.   

“Mia!” He called after me. I froze for a moment, then began to walk again. Faster, pushing my strides longer. Just get to the car. 

He laughed, a deep, throaty chuckle that sounded like caramel and in any other situation would make me melt. Instead, it made me shudder inwardly, adrenaline spiking into my muscles. 

“Sorry, gotta run!” I mumbled awkwardly, almost at my car. 

“Mia Blake, don’t you remember me?” He padded casually after me, while I scurried like a timid mouse. I was almost embarrassed by how uncool I was being. “I’m Ryan. We were in Bailey's drama class together last semester.” 

Bailey was a washed–up ballerina who liked to yell at her students. Of course I knew her, but I definitely didn’t know this Ryan. He looked kind of old to be a student – not to mention, way too hot for me to forget. I might have had a boyfriend, but girlfriend had eyes, too.

I turned to face him, but kept walking backwards towards my car. The Honda Element sat less than twenty feet away. 

“Oh, sure,” I lied. “How’s things? Sorry, I can’t stop.” If he’s a student, then I am so freaking rude right now. 

Ten feet to my driver’s door. I’m probably just being stupid, I thought, an unfortunate side effect of growing up two hours from New York. We might have been in a nice suburb, but even so – nice people generally didn’t loiter in parking lots and teenage girls rarely walked to their cars alone. Blairstown was a place where everyone was still on alert after 9/11, even me, and I'd only been a child when the towers had fallen. Three girls had already gone missing from high school parking lots in New Jersey that year. 

I am such an idiot. I should have gotten a ride with Evie. 

Five feet. Walking backwards was harder than it looked, and my silver ballet flats were getting ruined in the damp snow. Not that I cared about my stupid shoes. My mother always berated me for not wearing boots in the snow, which is why I wore the flimsiest shoes possible. Can you tell I didn’t really get on with my mother? 

“Well, gotta go.” I slid my key into the door of my car and unlocked it with a satisfying thunk. 

“That's not a bad idea,” he said, stepping so close, so fast, that I jerked back in fright. I heard the click of a car door opening nearby, and two more guys started to walk towards us. 

I pulled the can of bear spray out of my handbag, the safety switch already off. Ryan grabbed my wrist faster than I could push the nozzle down to spray a load of mace into his face, and squeezed so hard I could feel bone crunching on itself. I gasped and let go of the can. It bounced on the asphalt and rolled underneath a blue Camry a couple of cars away from us. 

“Help!” I yelled to the empty lot, kneeing him in the groin. 

He barely reacted. That figures, I thought to myself. No balls. 

“Let go of me!” I demanded. “Help!” 

“Stop struggling and be quiet,” he said calmly, his grip like an iron vice on both my wrists. He smiled, showing straight white teeth and matching dimples. 

I opened my mouth and screamed as loud as I could, then fell hard against the car behind me as a fist slammed into my face. I saw stars and choked, warm blood dribbling from my nose. 

Great, he probably broke my nose. 

I looked up to see the taller of the two offsiders pointing a gun at my face. “No more noise,” he ordered in a thick accent. Was he Mexican? I couldn’t figure it out, but then, I’d just been punched in the face, so there was that.

With my eyes half shut, I gestured to my handbag. “Take it,” I said numbly, not feeling anything but utter shock at the turn of events in my otherwise normal night. “Here, take my grandmother’s ring. It’s worth at least -”

“Mia,”Ryan cut in. “Honey, I don’t want your ring, or your Canal street knock–off.” 

My heart dropped at what that could mean, and bile rushed up in my throat. Before I could swallow it back, I threw up all over his expensive–looking black loafers. I bet nobody had ever done that to him before. 

“Goddamn it!” he swore, looking at the mess I had made. “Ford, get a towel or something.” 

The shorter of the two guys – the one not pointing a gun at me – high-tailed it towards a black van, moving so fast my eyes couldn’t follow. Man, he really hit me hard. 

I stared in shock as he zipped back to us with a pink rag covered in oil, knelt down, and started wiping Ryan’s shoes. 

“It's not a knock–off,” I protested. “My bag. It’s genuine.”

Nobody said anything. Why was I defending a fucking bag? Why wasn’t I fighting harder? The world started to spin lazily around me, and ironically, Ryan’s grip was the only thing keeping me from falling into my own vomit that lay splashed between our feet.

“My boyfriend is gonna kick the shit out of you,” I gasped. Even as the words were coming out of my mouth, I couldn’t believe what I was saying.

“Boss, we need to get going,” the one with the gun urged. 

Ryan nodded, kicking Ford’s hurried hands away from his feet.  “Dose her!” he barked, and something sharp stabbed into my forearm. My mouth formed a horrified O as I saw the taller guy pressing the plunger down on a syringe that was already deep in my skin. He’d moved so fast, I hadn’t even had time to scream.

How did he do that so fast? “What-” I spluttered through a mouth full of cotton wool. 

A thousand broken threads of thoughts ran through my addled mind, but I couldn’t move. Couldn’t yell out. Couldn’t even close my stupid mouth. I was literally frozen.

 

They are going to rape me and kill me and I am going to die.

 

They are going to bury me in the woods under the snow and nobody will ever know what happened to me.

 

Or maybe they’ll keep me alive in an underground basement.

 

Or maybe they want my kidneys.

 

I am so screwed.

 

But one terrified thought rose above the rest.

 

I don’t want to die.

 

The stuff stung like a bastard as it made its way into my bloodstream, but the pain was short–lived. I didn’t even have time to collect my gaping jaw from the pavement and close my mouth before blackness descended over my vision and I crumpled like a rag doll. Rough hands carried me through the night air, and I landed somewhere that smelled like oil and cigarettes. 

The last thought I could form before the darkness closed in was I should have run when I had the chance. 

 







TWO

 

Dampness. I smelled dampness, and the copper scent of old blood.

My wrists ached. My arms burned, tied above me in an impossible knot, and I came to with a violent jerk when I realized I wasn’t waking up in my own bed. Opening my eyes, I found myself chained from a wooden rafter, crucifixion–style, in a tiny, dark room that had no windows and moss–stained limestone walls. My toes barely touched the cool ground. For a few seconds I struggled with the chains that dug deep into my wrists, but vertigo slammed into me at the slightest movement. Groaning involuntarily, I peered around the room that held me prisoner. The memories of the parking lot, of being taken, rushed at me all at once, and I shuddered. 

My face throbbed where I’d been punched. My nose made a sickening scraping noise with every shaky inhalation. Silently, I began to cry, salt water blurring my vision. Things like this didn't happen to girls like me. But this was happening, and it seemed like every bit of good luck I'd ever had was coming back to bite me.

I couldn't get free from my bindings, so I tried to come up with a plan of escape ...

... and drew a blank. Every plan I could think of had the initial step of being untied. With no foreseeable hope, I started to panic, my silent tears turning into heaving sobs. 

 

After a few minutes, my sobs slowed to a steady, silent weeping. Fear churned in my belly as my shocked brain tried to find a way out. I surveyed my dungeon in greater detail, able to swing around on my chain a little to get a three–sixty view of the room. It looked like a small storage room, with one small window behind me that was covered entirely with old plywood, a pile of old rags and blankets underneath. All four walls were made from the same water–stained cinderblock and covered with tufts of moss and green slime. A beige–colored door with an old–fashioned brass keyhole and no handle stood in front of me. An identical door, this one with a handle and no keyhole, was to my left. The room was a perfect square, devoid of furniture, roughly twelve feet by twelve feet.  Dull cherry–colored stains littered the concrete floor. I tried not to think of what they could be from.

Under the window, the pile of rags started moving. I screamed.
“Be quiet!” The pile of rags hissed, suddenly moving and sitting up and becoming a girl. Fuck! I’d figured I was alone, and I wasn’t sure whether to scream or be relieved that I had company.
I shook my hands, rattling the rusted chains that kept me suspended. “Help me!” I hissed back.
The girl – who I could now see wasn't a pile of rags, just a very skinny girl – shrugged her blankets off, stood and came over to me. She was young, maybe thirteen, with massive green eyes and dirty, straw–colored hair that fell almost to her waist. She wore a green t-shirt that matched her eyes, though it was covered in dirt and bloodstains. Her jeans were just as filthy. She peered at me, as if trying to decide whether to punch me or give me a hug. 

I smiled weakly, gesturing with my hands. “Please?”
She continued to stare at me, unblinking.
“What's your name?” I tried again.
“Kate,” she answered automatically. “You one of them?”
“One of who?”
She raised her eyebrows in disbelief. “One of them vampires.”
Now it was my turn to raise my eyebrows. “Um … no?”
She narrowed her eyes. “You ain’t got no bites on you. You must be a vampire.” She glanced disdainfully at my chains. “A sick–in–the–head goddamn vampire. Is this some kinda joke? Tie yourself up so I can let you bite me?”

Jesus. Vampires? They didn’t exist, at least not in real life. The closest I’d come to a vampire was lining up for Skarsgard’s autograph at Comic-Con. 

“Kate,” I said slowly, “I don't know what happened to you, but I was taken.” Images of the guys in the parking lot, the heavy fists, the bumpy car ride, flashed through my thoughts. Images of that smarmy motherfucker who called himself Ryan. I couldn’t believe I’d thought he was attractive. The first chance I got, I was going to rip his balls off and stuff them down his throat. At least, that’s what I wanted to do.
“I was walking to my car. I don't know where I am. Please help me.”
She appeared unsatisfied, but reached up with a reluctant look on her face and started tugging at the chains that pinned my wrists. Before I could blink, I was on my ass on the floor.
“Ow!” I cried as my tailbone screamed in protest.
“You're welcome,” Kate said sarcastically. She retreated to her pile of rags and huddled into the corner of the room, hugging her knees to her chest.
“Thanks,” I muttered. “How do we get out of here?”
Kate laughed, and it was such a horrible, dejected laugh it made me shiver.
I looked at her questioningly. “What?”
Her face immediately settled back to a blank. “Why don't you got no bites on you?”
“I don't know!” As I said it, I realized the sores I was seeing all over her arms and neck were a combination of bite marks and deep, straight gashes. “Holy shit,” I gasped. “What did they do to you?”
Her steely composure fell momentarily, and was replaced by acute sorrow. “You must’ve just got here,” she said softly. “I'm surprised they didn't bite you already. You look fulla healthy blood.”
I shuddered.

“There ain’t no gettin’ outta here,” she answered my question. “So quit tryin’. It makes them mad.”

I tried not to freak the fuck out as I thought of my options.

“Are we in New Jersey?” I asked.

Kate shrugged. “I’m from Kansas.”

Where the hell were we?

I thought about that for a while. In the middle of Kansas and New Jersey there was ... about a billion places. Shit! 

“Hey Kate?” I asked.

“Mmm?”

“How long have you been here?”

She sighed. “Today makes ninety–three days.”

I choked on the impossibility of that number. Ninety–three days. I would die if I had to stay there that long.

“I can't believe they haven't killed me yet.” She continued softly. “Thirty is usually the limit before they kill you.”

I swallowed back tears and screams. “What–why do you think they let you live this long?”

The age and weariness in her tiny voice was almost too much to bear. As were her words. “Apparently,” she said with finality, “the young ones taste better. And he… likes me. He calls me his pretty baby.” Her eyes filled with tears. “Sometimes, afterwards,” she whispered, her chin trembling, “he lets me sleep next to him for a little while.”

My chest tightened painfully as I read between her faltering words. She’d been cut. She’d been bitten. And beyond all uncertainty, she’d been raped. By Ryan? The one who’d brought me here? 

My hatred for him dialled up to eleven as I imagined him pinning her down and taking everything from her.

“Thirty days?” I said quietly. “How do you know?

“Because,” she replied, “you're the fourth roomie I've had.”

I replayed her words in my head, over and over again. Young girls taste the best. Thirty days. They’d bitten her until she bled. Jesus, she was barely a teenager and they’d raped her, and she was grateful for being able to sleep in a real bed for a couple hours afterwards? What were they planning for me?

“You got pretty eyes,” Kate said, looking at me oddly. I smiled sadly. My turquoise blue eyes were my best feature, according to my mother, and people always commented on them.

“Thanks,” I said. 

You’re the fourth roomie I’ve had.

Where was I? How was I going to get out of here? I didn't once consider the possibility of not getting out. Only stupid girls got murdered. I would find a way to get out, a way to outsmart these guys ... they just had to come and open the door first. Or the window.

If they were even coming back for us. I'd heard starvation was a nasty way to die.




 

The sun rose the next morning, through a tiny split in the planks of wood that boarded the solitary window. I had slept on and off, not from choice but from pure exhaustion. Still nobody came, and my stomach rumbled loudly in protest. Kate didn't talk or move much, and spent a lot of time completely passed out. I wondered if it was the blood loss or the lack of food. She really did look like crap.

I used the long, empty morning to explore every inch of our shared cell. I had since discovered the door with the handle opened into a bathroom. The faucets had been removed, but there was a nondescript toilet, a rusted bath, assorted bugs and mildew. There was nothing in the way of weapons. Even the heavy–looking lid of the toilet cistern was screwed on tight. Frustrated, I paced from one tiny room to another, racking my brain for an answer that just didn’t seem to exist.


I spent the rest of the day watching a sliver of sunlight move across the floor and dreaming up ways of escape. But still, nobody came. As the sunlight waned and my captivity approached 24 hours, I really did wonder if I would live to see my family again.


 

My second night in the dungeon, someone finally made an appearance. Two of the guys that had taken me – one, whose name I knew was Ryan, and the other, the guy Ryan had called Ford, the one who wiped my vomit off Ryan's shoes. Ford immediately stormed in, grabbed Kate up off the floor, and dragged her out into the hallway. The door slammed shut and I was left alone with the one who had broken my nose. My heart was beating so loud, I could barely hear anything over the roaring of my blood.
“Stand up,” Ryan said, tossing me a plastic bag full of stuff. I peered into the bag, seeing – and smelling – cold–cut sandwiches, potato chips and a plastic bottle of water. Mouth watering, I left the bag on the floor and stood on rubbery legs. I didn't want to obey him, but I sure as hell didn't want him to kick the crap out of me if I stayed sitting down.
“Where am I?” I asked. “What is this place?”

For someone that took young girls and bit them all over and raped them, he sure didn't look too excited by my presence.

“What do you want?” I kept throwing questions at him. “Who are you?”

“You’re exactly where you’re meant to be,” he answered sharply. “If you keep asking questions, I’ll kill you.”

“You broke my nose,” I said accusingly, narrowing my eyes. “I liked my nose.”

He raised his eyebrows, coming closer, peering at my nose. “I could punch you again, straighten it up?”

I pulled my head back, just out of his reach. “Screw you.”

“Do you need anything? More blankets?”

I stared incredulously at this teetering Jekyll and Hyde who wanted to punch me and get me a blankie in the same conversation. “I need to get home,” I said slowly, as if I were speaking to a moron. “I have my geometry final in two days. My mom is going to kill me if I don’t call her.”

His tone was dry. “Somehow, I don’t think that’s going to be a problem anymore.”

Fear shot up my spine again. “Look—” I started.

“No, you look,” he said dangerously, putting a hot hand around my throat and squeezing. “I didn’t come in here to make casual conversation.”

I gasped and choked for air.

“Just do what you’re told. Cooperate. It’ll be over soon enough.”

I nodded weakly, still choking. He released his grip and I fell to my knees, coughing as I held my throat with both hands. He waited, staring at me blankly, as I found the air to speak.

As I asked the question I wasn’t sure I wanted answered.

“Are you going to kill me?”

He laughed, but his mask slipped a little, because he faltered. “Of course not.”

“Well then you’re pretty stupid,” I shot. “Letting me see your face. Your license plate. Your tattoo.” I pointed to the black, luminous symbol etched onto his wrist that looked like a pair of eagle’s wings.

“Are you trying to talk me into it?” he asked with a smirk.

I glared at him.

“I know what you’re doing, sweetie. You’re trying to provoke me.”

“How am I doing so far?”

He grinned like the smug bastard he was. “Not bad.”

There was a scream from the hallway. I looked past Ryan, to the open doorway, and then back to him, trying to figure out a way to just get past him.

“Did you bite her?” I demanded. “Did you…” Damn, I couldn’t finish my question. I didn’t want to think about that.

He raised a hand to the side of my head and fisted a handful of my hair; not hard enough to hurt me, but enough to send a message – if I moved an inch, he’d tear my scalp off. I felt my breathing quicken, a thin sheen of sweat gathering over my chest as I fought the urge to strike out at him. I liked my hair, and I didn’t like my chances of being able to hurt him in any way. My heart sped up like a jackhammer, filling my ears with the roar of my own blood.

I whimpered as he brought his mouth down to my neck and grazed his teeth ever-so-slightly against my skin. Something about the way he held me compliant was so utterly overpowering, I couldn’t begin to try and protest.

“Please,” he said against my neck, “finish your question.”

I couldn’t.

“Did I,” he nipped lightly at my neck, “bite her? Or did I fuck her?”

I breathed rapidly, my limbs like butter, melting into the wall, into him. The room spun. Would I pass out? No. I very much did not want to pass out in his cruel embrace.

“I don’t kiss and tell,” he drawled, pushing me away so my head smacked against the wall. My knees buckled and I leaned back, splaying my hands against cool limestone for support. He pointed to the bag of food. “Now be a good girl and eat all your dinner.” Before I could respond, he turned and left the room, locking the door behind him.  

Holy Mother of God, that was intense. I wasn’t sure if he’d been about to kiss me or kill me, but I was glad he was gone, because I’d been thisclose to peeing my pants or bursting into tears.

I forgot about him for a moment. I was starving. I dived at the bag and grabbed the water first, dying to wet my tongue. I opened the bottle and took a small sip, swishing the water around my mouth. It tasted fine, but the seal had been broken, as if it had been refilled. I wondered if it had been drugged and vowed to drink as little as possible. 

The sandwich was typical truck–stop fare, white slabs of bread jammed with low–grade salami, but after going so long without eating, it was the best thing I’d ever tasted. The bread, soggy from too much cheap mayonnaise, melted on my tongue as I bit, chewed and swallowed with unnatural speed.

I wondered how it could be that they would feed me if they were going to kill me, and then the door opened, and Kate was thrown back in to the room. I dropped my sandwich and rushed at the door as it was slammed in my face. 

Kate was bleeding everywhere. I dropped to my knees, helping her to sit up as she trembled violently. Her eyes were blank and unseeing, as if she were staring at something that wasn’t there, something I didn’t even want to guess at. And her shirt was torn open. She had fresh bite marks on her chest, oozing blood, as if her filthy white bra had been yanked down just long enough for someone to sink their teeth into the flesh of her small breasts and suck.

“Kate!” I said. “Kate!”

She looked straight through me.

“What happened?” I asked, as I pulled her onto my lap. 

And something weird happened. She smiled up at the ceiling, and I tried not to hyperventilate as my palms stuck to her bloodied skin.

“Why are you smiling?” I asked her. “Did you find a way out?”

“He promised me,” she replied dreamily.

“Who promised you? What?”

“His name is Caleb. The chosen one. He promised me.”

I pressed my hands to her bleeding throat, trying to help her.

“What did he promise you, Kate? Did he say he’d let us go?”

She began to cry. “He said he’d let me die, soon.”

I pulled my hands away and tried to see it from her point of view. How, if I’d been stuck in this room as long as she had, maybe I’d rather bleed to death, too.

 







THREE

 

Once upon a time, I was just a girl. My name was Mia. 

 

I wasn’t the first girl that was taken.

Sure, I had heard all about the girls who were missing, and even though they were only ‘missing’ I knew in my heart that those girls were dead. And my heart broke for them, for their families, just for a moment. Until the thought was replaced by something else, something different, because I couldn’t bear to think about those poor dead girls any longer. 

I felt sad for them. But more than that, I felt glad that they had been strangers – not someone I knew, and certainly not me. Things like that didn’t happen to girls like me. 

They always happened to someone else, and that’s why I barely blinked as I made my way across an empty football field, through a snow–laden parking lot, to meet a fate I had arrogantly assumed was reserved for other people.

I was a stupid girl.

And I paid for my stupidity with my life.

 







FOUR

 

Time was agony. My stomach twisted in a knot for days on end. Kate wouldn’t wake up anymore. She wasn’t dead, but she may as well have been.

And me, I was so full of anxiety that I threw up every day until there was nothing left but clear bile that burned my throat, my tongue. I wasn’t even hungry any more, not even after I had nothing left inside of me. I was just waiting.

I got a food delivery once a day, the highlight that broke up the long emptiness. Sometimes it was different people, but most of the time it was Ryan. I tried to talk to him. Bargain with him. I asked him how the weather was outside in the place I didn’t know of. After a few days, two things occurred to me: Firstly, that I was becoming used to this ritual. That, even as afraid as I was, the pattern, the routine, brought me a sense of great relief. Mere days, and I was already a compliant slave, waiting against the wall for my daily visit.

And secondly, more disturbingly, that I enjoyed Ryan’s visits, looked forward to them, even.

That realization was terrifying. The fact that this had become my ‘normal’. The fact that I would rather be with a crazed kidnapper than be by myself.

It felt like I had been there for ever and ever.

I kept the water bottles lined up on the edge of the decaying bath. One morning, with sun streaming through the crack in the boards that covered the window, I counted them. 

There were twelve. And if Kate had been right about me...

I had eighteen days left.

 







FIVE

 

Any day now, they’re going to break me out. Somebody is going to come for me. Somebody is going to save me.

 

Nobody came for me. Nobody saved me.

 

I don’t know why I thought they would.

 







SIX

 

Day number thirteen, my lucky number, sparked a change in my routine. Along with my morning meal I got another plastic bag, this one packed with fresh clothes. A pair of jeans. A red t-shirt. Clean underwear. A bar of soap. A toothbrush. And a faucet fitting.

I stared at the bag in horror. Someone wanted me clean, dressed nicely, and with minty-fresh breath. It sounds so trivial now, but I agonized over whether or not to clean myself up and change my almost two–week–old outfit. Kate watched me, barely awake, but she didn’t offer any explanation. And I didn’t ask. I was tired of her. She never had anything good to say.

He appeared again in the doorway, dressed impeccably as always in a pair of dark blue jeans and a black shirt with rolled–up sleeves, the whites of his dark eyes the brightest thing in his ensemble. He still hadn’t spoken more than five words to me since that first day when he’d pressed up against me and threatened to punch me in the face again, but equally, he hadn’t hurt me. He hadn’t done anything except toss a bag of food in my room once a day and slam the door shut again.

“Get up.”

I slid up the wall I was leaning on, holding the faucet fitting in my fist behind my back. I was plotting how I was going to surprise him by smashing it into his face when he gave me a look that said, Don’t even try.

“Give me that.” He lunged forward faster than I could follow, snatched at my arm, and pried the faucet fitting from my cold fingers. I stared back at him like a sullen child. Motherfucker. 

He flicked his gaze up and down my body, clearly unhappy. “You didn’t clean yourself up. Where are your shoes?” 

“You want me to look pretty for you? Please.”

He rolled his eyes and took my arm, dragging me out of the room I hadn’t left in two weeks, into a nondescript beige and concrete hallway that seemed to stretch out forever.

“Where are we going?” I asked, my voice higher than it should have been.

“To see the boss,” he answered. I realized it was one of the first questions he’d answered straight, without a double meaning.

“Who?” I asked. “Caleb?”

He stopped then, tugged my arm so we were facing each other. His dark blue eyes were surrounded by tiny flecks of gold that seemed to burn into my flesh. 

We were alone in a sea of closed doors that all appeared identical. I wondered how many other girls were waiting behind those doors, like me.

“If you keep quiet, it won’t be as bad,” he said in a voice barely above a whisper. “Don’t try your smart–ass tactics on him. He will hurt you very badly, do you understand?” 

I looked up at him in utter confusion. “What do you care?” I asked. “You’re the one who took me. You don’t even know me. So tell me, tough guy – what do you care?”

The mask went back on. “I don’t,” he said fiercely. “I’m the lucky guy who’ll have to clean your blood off the floor, that’s all.”

“Yeah, well,” I responded lamely, “If you’re really a vampire, I guess you’d like that kind of thing.”

He laughed and shook his head. “You’re something, you know?”

I scowled at him as we continued to walk.

At the end of the hallway there was a door that was different to all the rest. This one opened easily with a regular doorknob, and wasn’t locked behind us. I made a mental note of that. 

“Don’t bother,” he said. “You’re not getting out of here.”

“What are you, a freaking mind reader?” I wasn’t sure if I wanted to know the answer.

“Let’s just say I know how teenage girls think.”

“That’s not disturbing at all.” I deadpanned.

We stepped into the room; a large, cavernous cellar lined with long, skinny racks full of wine bottles. The red wine bottles looked like they could have been full of blood. I didn’t want to think about that, though. We walked through the wine stacks when I got an idea. I sure as fuck didn’t want to meet this Caleb dude and get murdered, so it was time to do something drastic. 

“Ow!” I groaned, doubling over, using my free hand to steady myself on a waist–high rack of bottles. 

“What’s wrong?” Impatience and concern mixed into one. Ryan released my other hand and I pressed it to my stomach, my hand cold, almost missing the heat in his touch. Almost.

“It hurts,” I gasped, wincing and gesturing to my midsection. “Oh, god!”

My fingers closed around the neck of a wine bottle covered in dust. In one snap of my wrist, I brought the bottle up in a wide arc, where it connected with Ryan’s temple.

Only it didn’t. It stopped just shy of his face, an iron claw latching onto my wrist. “Put it back,” he said through gritted teeth, gesturing to the rack with an angry nod. I loosened my grip and the bottle slipped from my fingers, the floor rushing up to smash it to pieces.

And he caught it, faster than my eyes could comprehend. The bastard caught it in midair.

“Didn’t your mother ever tell you about the boy who cried wolf?” His eyes drilled into mine.

“Didn’t your mother ever tell you she wished she’d aborted you?” I shot back at him.

He just smiled that cold, unaffected smile. “You know, I like you. I might just keep you after Caleb’s finished.” For someone who said they liked me, he sure didn’t seem to be liking this. Whatever this was. His jaw strained under the pressure of his clenched teeth, and I wondered how much further I’d need to push him before he snapped… or just snapped my neck.

“I hate you,” I spat. “I’ll kill you, I swear to God.”

“Shut. Up.”

Ryan placed the undamaged bottle back in its spot and grabbed both of my wrists from behind, frogmarching me forward like a handcuffed inmate.

 

The air turned colder, if that was even possible. I shivered in my dirty jeans and flimsy camisole. It was ridiculous – I didn’t want to see what was on the other side of these shelves. I would have gladly held on to Ryan’s leg and begged him to take me back to my room and lock me in there, if I thought he’d listen With each bare foot I placed in front of the other, the feeling of disquiet that banded around my chest got louder and tighter, until I could barely breathe. A steady thrumming noise invaded my head, getting louder and more intense the further I got into the room, and I frowned. 

We stepped out of the rows of shelves, not to the gruesome sight I had expected, but into a space with an overstuffed black leather couch and two matching recliners, a coffee table on a Turkish rug in the middle of it all. It looked like a living room, not a torture chamber. Only, on the coffee table there was a large mason jar, lid screwed on tight, with what appeared to be a human heart sitting inside. 

I swallowed back my truck-stop sandwich and tried not to think about it.

There was a huge bay window at the far end of the room that let light pour into the space. I hadn’t seen the sun in so many days, I practically rushed forward out of the shadows.

And facing that bay window, looking away from us, was the man I would soon know as Caleb. 

The first vampire that had ever been created.

His name, he later told me, meant ‘The Chosen One’, because a demon had chosen him alone to carry the vampire virus into humanity.

I held my breath in terror as he turned from the window, looked into my eyes, and smiled. In every other respect he looked like a normal man. But his dark eyes – a deep, chestnut brown ringed with flecks of orange, just like the faint gold flecks around Ryan’s eyes, only much brighter—the eyes were what set him apart. They were beautiful and terrifying all at once. He blinked, and those same luminous eyes turned pure black, like his pupils had swallowed all of the light in the world. 

When they turned solid black, I gasped. I tried to back up, but all I did was press up against Ryan’s chest. I debated turning to run, but I knew I wouldn’t make it an inch before they pounced on me.

I’d only ever felt that way once in my life. Hiking in the woods, I’d seen a mountain lion once. The casual way it sized me up, the urge inside me to flee, the way I had to force myself to stand my ground – because you couldn’t let yourself flee and trigger the lion’s instinct to chase you down and devour you – and soon enough, the lion lost interest in me altogether.

I didn’t hike alone again after that.

Standing between Ryan and Caleb, the man who had snatched me in the night and the man who had sent him, it wasn’t any easier to quash that flee instinct. The voice inside me screamed. She wanted to run. She wanted to fight. Being surrounded by lions, though—that quelled the urge. Because where would I go? Straight into their waiting embrace. 

I stood my ground. It killed me inside to resist the flee impulse.

“Mia” he said pleasantly, allowing his true age to seep into the echo of his words. “I’m Caleb. It’s so nice to finally meet you.”

The pounding. It reverberated inside my skull, reaching fever pitch, and I felt sweat starting to collect at my temples. What the hell was that noise?

Caleb stepped forward and held out a hand in greeting. Those eyes, Jesus, they were so black and so big, you could lose a lifetime inside of them and not even notice. And it wasn’t just the eyes that were terrifying. I had noticed a movement out of the corner of my eye and turned instinctively towards it, only for my eyes to land upon the heart in the jar. 

It was moving. It was beating. It was the pounding noise that was getting louder with each passing minute.

I put a hand to my mouth and stifled a scream.

Ryan dug a finger into my back and I shot my hand out instinctively, where Caleb grasped it much too gently – with affection, even. His hand was hot, much hotter than mine or even Ryan’s. It was large and smooth and reminded me of my father’s hands. I wondered if his hands had been the ones to rip that beating heart from the chest of whomever it belonged to.

It was beating. How was it beating? How was it fucking beating?

The black eyes. The hot hands. The blood. The heart that moved of it’s own accord. Suddenly vampires didn’t seem like something make-believe. Vampires sounded very, very much like what was going on right now.

Caleb tilted his head to the side, taking in my face, my body, and seemed to like what he saw. A slow grin spread across his tanned face, showing regular, straight teeth. His canines looked pretty sharp, but certainly nothing like what I had seen in horror movies. And yet, I had never been so terrified in my entire life. The eyes. I wanted him to go back to his regular eyes. You know, the ones that had whites and a pupil, instead of a solid film of black.

“Sit.”

Ryan tugged me to the side, pressing me into one of the overstuffed single recliners. Thank God for small mercies—I didn’t want anyone sitting next to me. Caleb perched on the coffee table directly in front of me. Man, have you ever heard of personal space? 

“Your eyes,” I said involuntarily. I was about to lose my shit and start screaming until somebody knocked me out.

He smiled, blinked, and just like that his eyes went back to normal. I sagged a little, relieved.

“You can go now,” he addressed Ryan, without tearing his gaze from me.

My heart sank as I heard Ryan’s footsteps fade into the distance, then the thud of the door. He might be an asshole, but somehow, I had a feeling he wasn’t nearly as bad as Caleb.

I studied Caleb’s face with a mixture of revulsion and wonder. He appeared to be in his late thirties, with smooth, tanned skin that stretched over attractively angular features and a wide, arrogant mouth that seemed to delight at my terror.  A face that was old in experience, but still retained the patina of youth. All topped off with a mop of dark brown curls that added an ironic, boyish charm to his terrifying demeanour.

“Where are we?” I asked when I could bear the silence no longer.

“We are in my house.” 

“Where is your house?”

He gestured to the open window. “Take a look for yourself.”

I took the chance to put distance between us, edging out from his gaze and tentatively stepping towards the window. 

It was breathtaking – like someone had painted a picture of paradise and stuck it to the window frame. We were at least two floors above the ground, overlooking lush, green forest. In the background, three snow–capped mountains rose from the earth. Between the forest and the building I stood in, a massive, cerulean blue lake stretched out further than my eyes could follow.

My breath caught in my throat as a voice sounded out directly behind me.

“It’s a beautiful place.”

I spun around to find Caleb had soundlessly moved across the polished concrete floor, and now stood inches from me. I cowered, pressing my back against the thick glass that separated me from my freedom.

Now, I have to add that up until this point, I had never really believed in anything supernatural. I didn’t believe in ghosts or magic, and I definitely didn’t believe in vampires. My closest association to the fanged creatures was an unhealthy obsession with watching The Vampire Diaries as a fifteen–year–old. 

“Vampires aren’t real,” I blurted out.

He didn’t say a word, just stared into my soul with those endless black eyes, and that was the moment that I realized all of the scary creatures under the bed really did exist. This guy was not just a regular human psychopath, as I had previously guessed. He really was a vampire.

“Shit,” I muttered. He laughed.

“How long will you keep me?” I asked suddenly.

He didn’t have to think about it. “Forever.”

I believed him.

 







SEVEN

 

The next morning I caved in. I was dirty. There was dried blood on my shirt. And I was pretty sure I was starting to smell really bad. 

I snatched the faucet handle from Ryan’s outstretched palm and stalked into the rotting bathroom, slamming the door behind me. The faucet handle was difficult to screw on over the thick rust that had built up, but I managed. Pretty soon drabs of brown, dirty water glugged out of the showerhead into the filthy tub. I took off my two–week–old shirt and turned it inside out, using it to loosen some of the caked dirt and dust from the porcelain. When I had cleared a patch big enough to accommodate my feet, I balled the disgusting shirt up and threw it into the corner of the room.

The water was hot and luxurious and slid down my body like liquid velvet. There was no shampoo, so I used the bar of soap to wash my body, then lathered suds into my stiff, bloodied hair. I was exhausted. I had been plagued with a killer headache since I woke up from my uncomfortable sleep on the floor, and I’d had nightmares about the beating heart in the jar all night long.

I thought about home, just like I had been every day and night as I paced my own personal hell. I thought about Jared, about Evie. I even missed my mom. I would have done anything to get back to them. I thought back to every animal attack I’d ever heard of, every abduction, every person who’d given me the creeps. I was starting to realize that the world I had been a lifelong member of didn’t actually exist.

Then cold water cut in, freezing my nerves and making me cry out. “Jesus!”

I shut the water off as quickly as I could and dried myself with the towel I’d so generously been given, then slipped into clean clothes. The black t–shirt and jeans were mine, probably taken directly from my car after I’d been knocked out. I wrapped the towel around my wet hair, feeling calmer and a little bit more like myself than I had in days.

I grabbed my silver ballet flats, the ones covered in snow and mud that I had discarded the night I awoke in vampire hell, and tried my best to clean them up with damp toilet paper. It was a small comfort having shoes on my feet again. The morning felt almost ... normal.

I was snapped out of my somewhat serene state by a loud crash in the adjoining room.

I could not have imagined the hell that awaited me on the other side of the door.

I yanked the bathroom door open, rushing into the room Kate and I shared. Kate was crumpled in the corner – nothing new there – but she wasn’t alone. Caleb was there, clutching her narrow shoulders, dragging her back up to her feet.

“Let her go!” I yelled, pummelling his back with punches that did absolutely nothing. Someone grabbed me from behind and bent my arm back until it was ready to snap like kindling. “Ahh!” I screamed as my shoulder joint crunched out of its socket. 

“Shut up,” someone breathed into my ear. Ryan. I should have known.

I wriggled out of his grip and leaned against the wall, hugging my useless limb to my chest. I snuck a glance at my paralyzed arm. It was too long to belong to me, hanging by stretched tendons. I had the sudden urge to throw up again. And it hurt like a bastard. Waves of pain slammed into me.  

I stared on in pain and despair as Caleb put his mouth to Kate’s ear. He whispered things too low for me to hear, but his black gaze and twisted grin were clearly directed at me.  I looked away, trying not to feel the terror that was encircling me like a bunch of snakes tightening around my useless limbs, trying not to fall into those bottomless eyes that promised an eternity of torment.  

Kate’s child–like screams tore at my heart until it threatened to break in two. I started to hyperventilate.

“No, no, no!” she protested. “You promised you wouldn’t!”

Promised he wouldn’t what? Kill her? But hadn’t she wanted to die?

“Quiet!” he hissed forcefully, and she stopped whimpering all at once.

The vampire smiled. “That's a good girl,” he said. He pressed his thumbnail into the creamy flesh at her collarbone. Kate’s eyes went wide in horror as her skin broke apart under the pressure, ruby–red blood rising up from the puncture. I watched helplessly as she tried to push him away. 

I wanted to yell, “Stop!” But it was useless. I held my breath, squeezing my eyes shut, my last vision a horrific tableau of the vampire sucking greedily at the girl’s shoulder. I held my good hand to my ear and turned my face to the wall, but I couldn't block out the noise entirely – the sucking, slurping noise of warm tomato soup being hungrily drawn through a straw. Poor Kate was the straw, and her blood was the soup.

I resisted the urge to curl up in a ball, to try and run away, to scream. I was just there, frozen and pathetic and unable to do a damned thing to help.

Eventually, the noise ceased. I opened my eyes to see Kate dead, drained of blood, and Caleb rising from her lifeless form. He wiped his mouth and turned to me, smirking. A low wail grew louder and louder and it took me a minute to realize that it was coming from me, that I was screaming. I abruptly shut my mouth, and the noise stopped.

I was shaking so violently, my knees threatened to buckle underneath me. Anger blossomed inside my chest. Nobody had the right to take someone’s blood—someone’s life—like this. 

 “Don't you dare!” I cried as he came closer. “I'll scream. I'll hurt you.” As if I could. 

  He stopped, a peculiar look on his face. He smiled, blood still smeared on his teeth. 

“What did you say to her?” I demanded. 

“I said –” he spoke in a voice that was older than time, six little words that made tears spring to my eyes “– do you want to die today?” 

But it was a lie, he hadn’t asked her that. He was asking me, did I want to die today?

A burning hand rested heavily on my throat, so hot I wondered if it would melt my skin. He was clearly waiting for an answer from me.

I shook my head NO. The burning hand squeezed harder, the black eyes grew wider, imploring a response. “I didn’t hear you.”

“NO!”

He loosened his fingers and let his arm drop slowly from my throat. 

“Don’t worry,” he said cruelly. “You will soon enough.” He looked down at Kate’s lifeless body with those demon–black eyes. “She did.”

I stumbled and sank to the floor next to Kate, nursing my arm in my lap. There was blood everywhere, so much more than one person could ever forget. I held my hand in front of my face, the one I could still use. I couldn’t stop shaking, and I didn’t think I ever would. 

I said nothing as Ryan followed the older vampire out of the room. The door slammed, and I heard bolts sliding shut on the other side of the wall. 

And then, it was just me and the dead girl on the floor. 

 

I cried until salty tears burned my cheeks, and watched that door, and I was hurting so intensely I couldn’t even muster up some sympathetic thoughts for the dead girl who lay less than three feet from me.

I wanted so badly to leave my body right then. I wanted to fly away home, to be with Evie and Jared and my mom. I’d even hug my idiot stepfather. But I couldn’t leave. I could never leave. So I did the next best thing. I closed my eyes and remembered a time before I was taken, a time when I was just a regular girl falling in love.

 







EIGHT

 

I lived practically my whole life with the boy I would fall in love with right under my nose, both of us blissfully unaware of what magic – and horror – would occur as a result of our union. When we were in kindergarten together, we fought like hell over whose turn it was to take the class hamster home over the summer. When we were fifteen he and his idiot friends crashed Evie’s birthday party, stole all of our carefully stashed beer and smashed her front window. And in sophomore year, I took great delight in defacing his yearbook photo in the library’s only copy.

Was it love, even then? I’m not so sure. But I do know that the summer before senior year, Evie and I took jobs at a local kids’ Summer Camp to earn some cash. We were saving for the amazing condo we were going to rent together when we both got accepted into the same college – me into photography, Evie into print journalism. After college, Evie was going to move to Paris and write for Vogue, and I was going to travel the world, take a whole bunch of photos, become the next famous photographer, and then live in a warehouse loft conversion in New York. Plus, we were both going to use our athletic talents to our advantage, using track and swimming scholarships to help us make the big time. Jared was poised for great things, too; he was going to study medicine and become a surgeon. His parents weren’t rich so he was working as a lifeguard at the local summer camp, trying to earn a few bucks to bankroll his medical degree.    

The three of us had always ended up at the same school – first grade school, then junior high, and finally Blair Academy. But the academy was a big place, and after sophomore year we never really hung out in the same circles as Jared. Jared studied, swam and played football, I ran track and went to too many parties, and Evie studied too much, partied too much, was on the swim team and still managed to top every class she was in.

So, back to our cushy little summer jobs. Evie and I were both on the swim staff for the summer. We had to teach swim classes in the mornings, supervise the kids at lunch, and then do lifeguard duty in the afternoons. On the Saturday after our classes had finished for the year, Evie and I drove to the camp to take our lifeguard and swim instructor tests and get our first aid cards updated.

I sat in the passenger seat while Evie drove my car, a pretty common scenario for us. Her ancient VW was about to fall apart and I swear the only thing keeping it together was sticky brown rust, while I was still driving the car my dad had bought for me a month before he died. A black Honda Element that nobody would ever be able to convince me to sell.

Evie was at the wheel while I frantically read through the first aid guide in case we got tested. “Do you remember any of this?” I looked up in time to see a familiar pink donut reaching into the sky. “Stop, stop!”

She slammed the brakes on, just making the turn into the Dunkin’ Donuts across from Jefferson Lake. She parked and we got out, the cool morning air forming goose bumps on my bare legs. I tugged at my frayed denim shorts, trying to make them cover as much skin as possible. I detested the cold, even when it was only moderately cool on a summer’s day that would probably reach the nineties before sundown.

We ordered flavored coffees – French vanilla for me, caramel for Evie – and sat in a plastic pink booth while we waited. 

“I hope there are at least some hot guys there,” I remarked. My last relationship had ended three months before, and apart from a few mediocre make–out sessions at parties, I was starting to get a little bored. It was time to move on and find a new boy. Our coffees were called and we grabbed them, wandering across the road to the lake.

Since Jefferson Lake was fifty acres across, all the smaller neighboring camps sent their new swim staff to testing day at our larger camp. All up there were probably a hundred or so new swim staff milling around, dressed in bathing suits, goggles perched on foreheads, and the smell of sunscreen and coffee draped across the chilly morning. Evie and I dropped our stuff at the bleachers and wandered over to the lake in just our bathing suits, towels wrapped around our waists and coffee cups warming our palms. 

A girl dressed in a lifeguard uniform with SUPERVISOR emblazoned on the breast pocket was calling out names in alphabetical order.

“Cheryl Anderson.”

“Miles Barker.”

“Mia Blake.”

I handed my coffee and towel to Evie, whose last name – Montgomery – meant that she wouldn’t be called for a while. I was familiar with the drill from the year before – eight people called up at a time to swim their twenty laps before diving for the weighted buoy at the bottom of the lake.

Taking my place at the third lane, I turned to my right to see the other five swimmers in my round wander up to their lanes. The guy next to me was facing the other way, but I was sure I wanted to do a lot more looking at him regardless of what his face looked like. His body was sweeeeet – tanned and firm in all the right places.

I absent–mindedly dipped my right foot into the water and squealed. “THAT’S FU– THAT’S FREEZING!” I yelped, yanking my leg away. “How are we supposed to swim in there?”

The supervisor didn’t look impressed. “You’ll be saving children from drowning in there come Monday. You’ll get used to it.”

I fought the urge to roll my eyes. I wanted to tell her to jump in the water, but I bit my tongue and focused on the task at hand. Pretty soon we were being told to stay next to the water and wait until time was called. Somebody had thought to cordon off eight lanes with rope, which was handy. I sat down at the edge and waited. I looked to my right again and hot guy in lane four flashed me a dazzling smile that made me forget all about swimming tests and cold water. Holy mother of all things sexy, he was fine. The body sure did match the face, with big eyes the colour of bamboo, a mess of sandy blond hair, and dimples on both cheeks. Oh, and a V that started at his torso and disappeared into a pair of swimming shorts that left little to the imagination. I realized my eyes were lingering a little too long on his lower half and slid my gaze back up to his face. Recognition sparked inside the cotton-wool of my early-morning brain. I know him!

I raised my eyebrows, confused. “Jared?”

He smiled again, looking extremely devilish. It had been at least two years since I had had an actual conversation with him, and it was probably about something really immature like tee–peeing the teachers’ cars. 

“Mia. What camp are you working?” Oh, boy. His voice had gotten deeper. Damn.

“J–Jefferson day camp” I stuttered. “You?”

Before he could answer, the whistle blew and seven bodies dove into the lake. 

“Crap,” I muttered, standing up and executing one of the worst dives ever. I ended up in a half–dive, half–belly flop, and I could just imagine the peals of laughter above me in the bleachers. As I hit the water, the icy temperature knocked my breath from my lungs and time stood still while I floated, motionless, and tried to remember how to swim. 

As my head broke the surface, I gasped in a breath and saw that most of the other swimmers were at least half a lap ahead of me already. I groaned inwardly and started swimming, mentally counting each lap in my head. Front crawl seemed to be the best way for me to avoid freezing to death and also offered the fastest path, meaning I could finish and get back to my French Vanilla Latte as soon as possible.

Pretty soon I stopped worrying about the cold, pushed on, and wondered when it had been that Jared Cohen had started looking less like an underdeveloped twelve–year–old and more like Ryan Kwanten. It was enough to make my cheeks burn, which was great, since the rest of me was dragging along like a brick of ice.

I got to the last few laps when a cramp started to squeeze at my lower left calf muscle. It was pretty minor at first. Sixteen laps down, four to go. Then, the cramp spread to my foot and I wanted to squeal. I did those last few laps messily, with terrible technique, and started to moan as I hoisted myself out of the pool and onto the slightly warmer pine decking. I ripped my goggles off and threw them to the side, frantically massaging my frozen muscles with my fingers.

“Cramp?”

I looked up from my spot on the ground to see Jared standing above me, his tanned chest covered in hundreds of drops of water that glistened in the morning sun. 

I bit my lip and forced myself to look at his face. “Yeah,” I groaned. Thanks for the distraction, though. 

“Here,” he said, kneeling down beside me. He pushed my hands away and started massaging my clenched calf muscle with big, smooth fingers. I bit back an involuntary sigh and felt my cheeks redden at the thought of where else I’d like those fingers. Of course, I didn’t tell him to stop. I snuck a glance at Evie, who was oblivious to the world and listening to her iPod in the bleachers. I kind of wished she would bring my coffee down to the pool deck. Then again, I kind of hoped she wouldn’t interrupt this highly-arousing massage I was getting in the middle of about two hundred of my fellow employees.

“You’re not cold,” I remarked as Jared’s warm fingers worked their magic. “What’d you do, down a quart of scotch before you went in?” I imagined kissing him, finding the taste of whisky on his lips. I’m not going to lie – I didn’t even try to distract myself. I was experiencing the female equivalent of a raging hard-on over this guy.

Jared laughed, even though I thought my attempt at a joke was pretty pathetic and definitely not up to my usual smart–ass standards.

And his smile was amazing. 

And I fell just a little bit in love with the kid who had stuck craft glue in my hair in first grade.  

“I’m used to it,” he said. “Swim team and all. Evie and I swim outdoors almost every morning during swim season.”

“Oh, I didn’t know that,” I replied. From now on, I thought, I’m going to be coffee–bitch for the swim team every morning. And I’ll sit in the nice warm bleachers and sip my latte while I watch those abs of steel and that cute – 

“All better?” he asked.

“Almost,” I lied. It didn’t hurt anymore. But he didn’t know that, did he?

He smiled again and kept his hands on my perfectly uncramped leg. “You know, Daniel Mansell’s having a party tonight. You should come.”

“Yeah, maybe.” I shrugged casually. “I’ll see what Evie’s doing.”

He stood and offered me his hand. “He’s got a pool. A heated one, don’t worry.”

He flashed those incredible teeth at me once more and wandered off to do his buoy dive on the other side of the pool.

I could barely wait until Evie had finished her laps and we were back at the bleachers to ask her about her swim team partner.

“Why didn’t you tell me hair–puller had turned into such a hottie?”

She smiled knowingly. “I told you to come along to swim practice, but you didn’t listen.”

“We’re going to that party tonight,” I said, grinning from ear to ear. I made a mental note to myself to raid my mother’s alcohol stash and find some whisky so I could take full advantage of one Jared Cohen.

 

Where did you meet your first love? I met mine when I was five years old, on the playground, when he yanked on my hair. And when I was seventeen, I fell in love with him at a party on the first night of summer, and wondered why the universe had kept us apart for all those years.

The first time I kissed Jared Cohen, it was like little fireflies had landed all over my body, and butterflies swam in my belly. That night we didn’t do anything more than talk and land soft, gentle kisses on each other, and it was the most perfect night of my simple little life. If I had known what lay ahead, what we would become, what would happen to the world because of the virus that poisoned our love, would I still have let myself fall in love with him?

 

I could say no, but we would both know that it was a lie.

 







NINE

 

“Hey.” 

I woke up from a heavy sleep, startled by the voice in the room.

“Oh,” I said, struggling to sit up as fresh pain shot up my dislocated arm. “It’s you. Here to break the other one?”

Ryan smiled coldly. “I’m hungry. Thought I’d hit you up for a pint.”

Well, I didn’t know what to say to that.

He snickered. “Your face!” He slapped his thigh and laughed some more while I glared at him. “Well, be afraid. Someone is going to be eating you, little girl. But not me.”

“Eat shit, asshole,” I said quietly. “That’s what you should be eating.”

I put on my best blank face and stared at the wall opposite me. I was tired of games, and my shoulder was hurting too much for me to maintain much of a conversation anyway.

“Here.” He crouched down in front of me and pointed at my arm. “I’ve come to fix that.”

I didn’t move.

“Come on,” he said, and gestured for me to scoot forward. I did, reluctantly, and braced myself for a lot of pain as my bones were seconds away from more grating on each other. Ryan put one hand on the front of my shoulder, and the other on my back. I held my breath and squeezed my eyes shut.

“Okay, on the count of three. Ready?”

I nodded mutely. 

“One –” A white-hot poker stabbed into my shoulder as he reset it.

“JESUS!” I screamed. I looked at him, shaking my head. “What happened to three?!”

“It’s like a Band–Aid. You shouldn’t hesitate.”

I had been dreaming about Jared before he came in, but before that I’d been wondering something.

“Can I ask you a question?” I enquired through gritted teeth.

Ryan shrugged, offering me a hand up. “If I say no, will you ask me anyway?”

 I accepted his hand, and he hauled me up to my shaky feet. I stared at his flat brown eyes and his ridiculous smirk and shuddered inwardly.

“She wanted to die,” I said, pointing at the body in the corner that had finally stopped bleeding. “But she kept saying no, no, no. What did he really say to her to scare her before he killed her? Did he do something else to her? Why today?”

Ryan raised his eyebrows petulantly. “You just asked three questions. Do you want to know why he killed her, why today was a good day to kill her, or what else we did to her?”

“We?”

“Well, I do have to eat,” he replied, grinning wickedly.

“You’re disgusting” I said, rolling my eyes. “She was a kid, for God’s sake.”

“I’ve had younger.”

“You’re a fucking pervert, you know that?”

He furrowed his brows, as if he was not only genuinely hurt by my remark, but utterly confused by it. “It’s nothing sexual,” he replied defensively. “I have to feed, or I die. Do you think about Daisy the cow before you chow down on a piece of filet mignon?”

“Do I LOOK like Daisy the cow to you?!” I shot back, my voice steadily rising.

“No,” he replied flicking his gaze from my face down to my chest and back again. “With you, it would most certainly be sexual, Mia Blake.”

Well. I didn’t know what to say to that. I just shook my head incredulously and felt my cheeks burn with equal parts anger and embarrassment.

“Somebody raped her, asshole,” I said softly. “It’s not a joke. She is—was—a person. Big difference.”

Ryan pressed his lips together tightly. “Nobody is getting raped.”

“Why would I believe anything you say!?” I demanded, pushing him away furiously. “Go fuck yourself!”

“Forget about that,” he hissed, grabbing my wrist. “Caleb’s going to call for you in the next few hours. I want you to be prepared so ... well, so that doesn’t happen to you.” We both continued to stare at the dead girl who had ceased to frighten me, and who was now just a part of the furniture… or lack thereof.

“Why?” I asked. “You’re such an asshole to me, I think you’d like it if I died.”

“I’m serious,” he snapped, grabbing my shoulders and shaking me for good measure.

“My arm!” I shrieked. 

“Sorry.” He let go of me and appeared to try and calm himself. “Listen, please. Don’t upset him, or he will kill you. There is another way. If you’re good, and you do what he says, then he’ll spare you and you can be free one day.”

I narrowed my eyes. “What’s the catch?”

He glanced at Kate’s body, then at me. “Does it matter?” 

“Yes!” I insisted. 

“Just do what I told you,” he said. “Unless you want to end up dead like this.” He bent down and picked Kate up, throwing her over his shoulder like she was a sack of potatoes.

I narrowed my eyes at him as he left the room. Yeah, fucking right, I thought bitterly. Either way, I’m not walking out of here.

 

For as long as I can remember, the sight of blood and the thought of any kind of unnecessary pain has grossed me out. So as soon as I was frogmarched back into Caleb’s den/office/torture chamber, I wanted to throw up. The leather couches and coffee table had been pushed into the corner of the room, and in front of the huge bay window was a metal hospital gurney that I was half pushed, half thrown onto by Ryan. There were leather straps for my wrists and ankles and I realized I was about to be strapped down. Panicking, I drew my fist back and hit Ryan as hard as I could in the jaw. I was surprised when his head snapped back from the force of my blow. Clearly, I was getting better at my right hook. 

Two other guys who’d followed us into the room sprang into action, holding my arms as I kicked and screamed, jerking around like a slippery eel. I felt a sharp prick in my forearm and groaned as my head spun and my limbs went heavy and loose. 

“You guys never play fair,” I mumbled, slumping back on the cold metal, trying to remember how to move my mouth to form words. Whatever they’d just given me hadn’t affected my thinking at all, but physically I felt like I weighed a hundred tons. Even moving my fingers was so much effort, it hurt.

Things were happening very efficiently around me. I struggled in vain as one of them wrapped a makeshift tourniquet – a gray scarf – around my right arm and started tapping for a vein.

“What are you doing?” I asked the room. “What are you doing to me?!”

Nobody answered. I cried out as Ford stuck me in the arm with an IV line, missed the vein, and did it again. Fucking butcher, I thought angrily. My veins were bright blue and purple and right on the surface of my goddamn arms – a nurse’s dream, I’d been told before. This guy was a hack.

My heart must have been hammering along at a million miles an hour. As soon as Ford got the needle in my arm, bright red blood sprayed out of the plastic tubing on the end, splattering me, him and the floor. I stared at the red stuff, horrified. Was it like dangling a piece of meat in front of a hungry dog? Or four hungry dogs, in my case? I thought about Daisy the cow and shuddered. 

I looked to Ryan for – what? Familiarity? I knew I wasn’t going to get any help from him, but somehow his presence made things less scary. Which was completely fucking insane thinking on my part. The guy had almost killed me, like, five times now.

But he was gone, and in his place was Caleb with those freaky eyes again. I felt my eyes grow wide as he came closer. I tore my gaze from him and turned my attention back to my blood, and how it was spraying everywhere. 

“You’re being wasteful!” Caleb’s voice boomed.

Ford hurriedly released the scarf that was wrapped around my bicep, and my blood stopped spraying across the room. Thank god for small miracles. 

 The other guy – whose name I hadn’t caught yet – wheeled a stainless steel IV stand over to my butchered arm and connected a length of clear plastic tubing to the straw that jutted out of the inside of my elbow. The line began to fill instantly, my blood curling its way like a callisthenic ribbon to its new home. I followed its path with desperate eyes and gagged when I saw its final destination. Sitting atop an old wine barrel was a line of wine bottles, each sculpted from clear glass and labeled only with my name and the letters RC. 

RC? Ryan’s initials, maybe?

I didn’t really care about the writing, only that the first bottle (which looked as if it could hold nearly a liter) was almost full already. When it reached the top, the unnamed guy pinched the plastic tubing, stopping the flow of my blood.

My head spun. I watched in horror as Caleb stepped forward with an enormous red wine goblet in one hand. With the other hand he picked up the bottle and poured my blood into his glass, swirling it around the edges and watching it stick to the sides. 

“Look at that!” he marvelled, drinking half the glass down in one, open–throated gulp. “The French call them tears.” He motioned to the oily streaks of blood that clung to the inside of the glass, and I guessed that he was talking in wine terms.

A wave of dizziness hit me, and I looked back to the wine bottles to see a second one was being filled with my blood. Two bottles would equal one–and–a–half–liters – any more than that and I suspected I might die. My mouth went dry and I started to shake. I was going into shock. 

“Too much,” I mouthed, staring at the blood–filled tube with a mixture of revulsion and wonder. “You’re taking too much.” 

Caleb laughed, his enormous wine glass freshly refilled. I sucked in as much air as I could, hyperventilating, and probably only bleeding faster because of it. How convenient for him.

Unexpectedly, the flow of blood stopped, just as quickly as it had started. I felt rough hands yank the tubing from my arm and hold something soft against my skin, staunching the bleeding. My head lolled forwards so that my chin hit my chest, and real tears dripped down my face. 

“Delicious,” Caleb pronounced, and I couldn’t help but look. He was drinking more blood, from the enormous wine goblet. He poured it down his throat without pausing, his Adam’s apple bobbing with each gulp, and in a matter of seconds the glass was empty. He took two incredibly quick strides and erased the space between us, coming so close that I could smell the coppery scent of my blood in his mouth. 

I looked past him, focusing on the view outside. How badly I wanted to fly away, over those lush trees and clear lake, to anywhere. Home. That’s where I wanted to be. I thought of my dorm room, and my bedroom, and cruising in my car with Jared and Evie, and imagined a different morning where I could kill every vampire who shared that room with me.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Metallic words touched my face, made their way into my nasal cavity. I gagged again and leant over the side of the trolley, vomiting on the polished ground. I choked and retched as bile filled my throat and my nostrils. 

My vomit didn’t seem to faze Caleb in the slightest. A glass of water materialized in his hand, as if by magic, and he offered it to me.

“I’m kind of fucking tied up here!” I snapped. “Not to mention drugged and bleeding.”

He looked amused, a smirk forming at the corners of his mouth. He undid the leather restraint on my non–tapped arm silently and quickly, then placed the glass of water in my shaking hand. I took a sip, swishing the water around in my gross–tasting mouth.

“I need to pee,” I announced.  

“Can you walk?”

I nodded, taking little sips of the water. I had no idea if I could walk, but I could at least try. Whatever they’d injected me with earlier had worn off incredibly fast, and my dizziness was starting to dissipate a little. I waited with excruciating patience as he undid my other wrist restraint and then started on my ankle straps. The second my ankles were both free, I wriggled backwards on the cold bed and rolled off the side, landing on my toes. I took up a squatting position on the concrete floor, and smashed the water glass as hard as I could against the ground. It shattered, leaving me with wet feet and holding one big shard of jagged glass against four vampires.

They all started laughing. Assholes.

Caleb looked down at me with affection a father might show for his daughter plastered across his godforsaken face, and even he managed a laugh.

“Ryan,” he said, “What have you been telling this girl?”

Ryan appeared next to him, a thin smile plastered on his face that did not reach his worried eyes. “I’ve told her to behave herself,” he said, irritation in his tone. “Obviously, she didn’t listen.”

“You never did have my power of persuasion, my boy.”

“No, Sir, I didn’t.”

“Get up,” Caleb commanded.

“Go screw yourself,” I snapped back.

He appeared taken aback, as if shocked that I hadn’t obeyed him immediately. He came closer and I rose to my feet, brandishing the shard of glass in front of me like a dagger.  

 “You’re going to regret this,” he said, barely containing his anger. I raised my glass dagger higher. 

“Do what he says, Mia.” Ryan’s voice cut through the tense exchange.

Caleb turned and gave Ryan a withering look, and that’s when I struck. I charged forward, my target Caleb’s neck, and used all of my forward momentum to bury the piece of glass straight into the side of his neck. He stared at me, incredulous, and touched his wound with long fingers.

Now, let me say: that piece of glass was huge. It was, like, five inches long and I buried it pretty deep. I smiled at first, triumphant that I had kicked some vampire ass. He coughed once, twice, and pulled at the glass, gently sliding it out of his neck. He tossed the glass on the ground with such casual indifference I was dumbfounded. 

“Ouch,” he said, as Ryan and Ford grabbed my arms and effectively pinned me where I stood.

I looked at his completely healed neck and felt my mouth fall open.

“You’re a feisty girl,” he said.

“Thank you,” I replied.

“I eat feisty girls like you for breakfast.” 

I rolled my eyes. I had nothing left except the power to be a smart mouth, and I was damned if I was going to go down without fighting with everything I had left in me.

I lifted my chin stubbornly and stared into those milky eyes. 

“Take her,” he ordered the others. “Finish the process.”

 

Ryan and Ford began dragging me out of the room. I winced as I tried to avoid the broken glass and failed. 

“The process?” I cried as wet shards stabbed into my feet. “What’s the process?”

“Shut up,” Ford ordered.

“You just signed your own death warrant,” Ryan hissed in my ear. “You stupid girl.”

 







TEN

 

Okay. So I had thought the whole siphoning my blood thing was the worst, scariest thing I’d ever had to go through. Mostly because I had really believed they were going to take all of my blood until I passed out or died. 

I soon found out that there was something much worse.

Ryan and Ford had taken me back to my room and tied me up with the thick rope that dangled from the ceiling – the exact same position I’d been stuck in when I first arrived. Only this time there was no Kate to help me down, and I was tired and drunk with blood loss and just absolutely out of ideas. My shoulder was still recovering from being dislocated only hours before, and I screamed when my arm was forced up and tied in place.

The room I had been confined to was impossibly full with four people (or three vampires and a teenage girl) in it. Nameless–guy wheeled in a steel trolley covered in surgical equipment, and I looked away, not caring to imagine what horrific things were potentially about to happen.

“Did you guys raid the props department of Grey’s Anatomy or something?”

Nobody answered me.

“What’s that?” I asked, looking at the huge motherfucking needle Ryan was handing to someone behind me. I had been ignored all the way back to my room, so I wasn’t surprised when nobody answered. But still, I panicked, because I couldn’t see the needle anymore.

I screamed in absolute, horrific, agonizing pain as someone took that fat needle and jammed it into the back of my head. Something that felt like molten lava began to spread out around the base of my neck, up past my ears and right into my skull. Now that they had taken something out, they were putting something in. It felt like acid eating away at my brain. 

“What are you doing to me?” I cried out.

“Just try to relax,” Ryan said, in a voice that sounded less kind than his face looked.

“Please,” I begged, hating myself for being weak. “Just tell me what you’re doing!”

“There’s a needle tapped into the base of your skull,” Ryan explained. 

“Why?!” I moaned.  

I got no answer. Ryan stood in front of me and watched as someone behind me injected three more lots of the burning stuff into the tap in my skull. Each time I screamed. 

“Tell us your name,” Ryan asked, in a voice that suggested he had done this many times before.

“Fuck. You.” I replied.

 “Go again,” he said to whoever was behind me. 

I gasped and held my breath, waiting for the burning pain to pass.

“What’s your name?” Ryan asked again, and dread filled my stomach like cubes of frozen ice. He was prodding me with a knife. A big, sharp hunting knife. 

“Mia,” I whispered. 

“Louder!” he demanded, pressing the blade against my ribcage. 

“Mia Blake!” I yelled at him, choking after the sudden exertion. 

“Give her more,” he said tonelessly. 

Each time I repeated my name, the needle went back in, and the burning fire spread through my skull and across my veins hotter every time.

“What’s your name?” Ryan asked. I stared at the floor.

“Hey!” he jerked the chains, sending pain shooting through my shoulder. I choked. “I can’t remember,” I wheezed. 

He frowned. “Are you sure?” I nodded, panting despite the cold chill in the room. It must be nighttime, I thought. I am going to die tonight.

I watched as Ford pushed Ryan aside. In his hand, he held a gun. Ryan – looking rather reluctant – swapped places, and I guessed that it was his turn to play nurse with the needle. Ford pressed the barrel of the gun up under my chin and sneered.

“If you don’t tell me your name, I’m going to find Jared and rip his heart out,” he hissed, squeezing my throat with his free hand. 

“Don’t you hurt him!” I spluttered. “Stay away from him!” 

“Liar,” he muttered, striking my face with the side of his gun. I felt a crunch as my cheekbone all but shattered, and I momentarily lost vision in my left eye. I’m going to die here, alone. 

I don’t want to die. 

He tugged on the chains and my shoulder grated painfully. “I didn’t hear that name?” he prompted as metal bit into my flesh. 

“Mia,” I gasped, “you motherfucker.” 

My anger didn’t faze him in the slightest. On the contrary, it amused him. 

“Swearing doesn’t suit you, babe,” he said, and nodded to Ryan. I winced in anticipation as he pushed the plunger again, sending the burning liquid into my veins. 

“Mother. Fucker!” I repeated as the stuff coursed through me. The agonizing pain was enough to make me cry, and since I no longer cared about maintaining my pride, I gave in to the desire, scrunching my face up and letting the tears flow. 

“Name?” 

“Bite me,” I mumbled. 

“I’d love to,” Ford replied, sounding bored. “But you don’t belong to me, baby. You belong to Caleb, now.” 

I gritted my teeth as another wave of fire and ice entered my veins, and the familiar roaring sound in my head drowned everything else out. A pair of teeth nibbled at my ear, and a voice that sounded like honey whispered to me to let it all go. The suggestion only made me fight harder. 

It went on for what seemed like hours. Each time the liquid passed through me, it felt like everything I had ever known was being washed away into nothingness. It was almost as if it would be easier if I just let it all fade away, forgot who I was, become a shadow. But something deep inside my gut clenched each time I felt like letting go, and it wouldn’t let everything fade to gray. I lost count at twenty. Twenty injections and more. I no longer had the energy to say my own name aloud, so I repeated it to myself instead. Mia Blake. Jared Cohen. Evie Montgomery. Blairstown, New Jersey. I was starting to lose touch with reality, but I clung to my memories fiercely. I had heard of drugs that wiped memories before, and I was terrified the painful liquid was eating away at my soul like battery acid on bare flesh. 

After what seemed like an eternity, they stopped. I barely registered what was happening, other than the sound of the syringe dropping onto the stainless steel trolley, where it clanged and rolled to a stop. The three vampires spoke in hushed voices. 

“Too much?” 

“Show the boss.” 

“Stubborn bitch.” 

I heard a door open, and breathed a sigh of relief at the temporary reprieve. It slammed shut, and I closed my exhausted eyes. But I was not alone. 

Ryan stood before me, his smooth face pinched with – worry? 

“Please,” I said before I could stop the words. I hated pleading, it made me look even weaker. But I couldn’t take one more shot of the burning stuff. I just couldn’t do it, and he knew it. 

He brushed a stray hair from my face, tucking it behind my chewed ear. “What are you?” he mused, and my heart thudded wildly. “Why won't this work on you? It should have killed you by now.” 

“I know you don’t believe me,” he murmured, his brown eyes full of something. Pity? Regret? “But just – just hang in there, okay? It’ll all be over soon.” 

Hang in there. Ha ha. 

I felt pressure tugging at my wrists and all of a sudden, I was falling through the air. I cried out as my knees slammed onto the unforgiving floor. I was cold, so cold despite the relatively warm temperature of the room. I crawled over to the pile of blankets Kate had once inhabited, shivering violently. I rummaged through the pile in a stupor, hardly seeing what I was doing, when my fingers closed around something hard and rough. I tentatively pulled and the object came free from the pile of material – a splintered piece of wood, sharpened at one end and possibly broken off the plywood board that covered the window.

A stake.

Excitedly, I felt through the blankets for more weapons. I found one more crudely fashioned stake and a dark green hoodie that might have belonged to Kate. I wrapped the stakes tightly in one of the blankets and clutched it to me as I lay down on the cool limestone floor. I rolled into a ball on my side and touched the back of my neck gingerly, feeling a hard lump where the tap had been. I had no recollection of it being taken out, and for that I was grateful. I closed my wet eyes, unable to stay conscious for even a minute longer. 

And this time, when the darkness closed in, I surrendered willingly.

 







ELEVEN

 

More time passed. I had no concept of how long, but I guessed it felt longer than it really was. Every time I felt like giving up, like surrendering myself, like forgetting, I searched myself for every piece of anger I could muster up, and I held onto it all like a hot ball of hate to fling at my kidnappers. 

And in amongst all of that seething rage, I dreamed of Jared. I dreamed of my mother.

Hours (days?) passed, and I heard a key thunk in the door. My stomach rumbled as I heaved myself off the floor and onto my feet. I hated being vulnerable on the floor, so even though I could barely stand, I chose to be stubborn and leaned against the wall.

Caleb appeared in the doorway. I was surprised; I’d only seen him in the room once in all this time, and that was when he was murdering my roomie. He shut the door firmly behind him, and surveyed me curiously.

“How do you feel today?” he asked, without a trace of the anger or the black eyes I’d witnessed the day before. A hundred possible caustic comments presented themselves, but I didn’t answer him. He took three steps and was close enough for me to reach out and punch him. So I did. But my fist was clumsy and barely connected with his face. I think it hurt my hand more than it hurt him.

So you could say that I had it coming when he drew his fist back and slammed it into my cheek, so hard that I swear he almost took my head off.

He smiled as I groaned and clutched my face. “Today is an angry day,” he observed, with obvious amusement. “I like those so much better than crying days.”

“I'm a person!” I yelled, glaring at him. “Do you get that? I'm not just a personal blood supply for you!”

His response shocked me. “I know,” he said matter–of–factly. “And if it makes a difference, I'm sorry for what's happened to you.”
I straightened in surprise and looked him in his freaky eyes as he started to pace the length of my tiny dungeon room. “If you're really sorry you'll let me go. Please. Just let me go home.”  
He laughed. “You know I can't do that. If I let you go home, you would ruin everything I’ve started here. All my hard work, gone because of one silly girl?”

“I promise I won’t tell anyone,” I begged.

“Yes, you will. I let a girl go once. She ran straight home and told everyone about the vampires. The hunters came for us in their hundreds. They gunned us down until we were almost extinct.” His eyes grew dark. “If you ever go home, I’ll be right there, little girl. I’ll be killing your big strong boyfriend Jared before he can even take a breath. Then I’ll eat your mother, and the little blonde girl, too.”

“Then kill me!” I said angrily. “Because you can't make me forget who I am!”

“It will be over for you soon enough,” he replied indifferently, pausing his pacing in front of me. He reached into his shirt pocket and produced a pressed white handkerchief, offering it to me. “Here. Clean yourself up.”

I looked at the napkin in disgust and gathered all of the blood and saliva in my mouth, spitting it as forcefully as I could at him. It landed on his cheek and made a red trail down his face.

I immediately realized what a colossal mistake that was. I had just spit a mouthful of blood at a vampire.

Suddenly, it felt like all of the air had been sucked out of the room, and I backed up against the wall with my hands held out in front of me.
“Wait -” I cried out– 
“You shouldn't have done that,” he growled, as he pinned me against the wall. I kicked and screamed as teeth ripped into my neck and my blood was hungrily, ragefully taken by force. 

I had never really believed in the concept of people having a soul until the first time a vampire bit me. I hadn’t really thought about it at all, to be honest. When my dad died, that was it, as far as I was concerned. No afterlife. No heaven or hell. Just birth, life, and death. But when Caleb started to take my blood, he was taking something else along with it. It’s hard to put into words, but it was like he was dragging pieces of my soul out along with my blood. Taking every ounce of energy within me, so that I was frozen, unable to speak or breathe or even think straight. Invisible fingers probed inside my chest, constricted my throat, twisted the chunk of meat inside my skull until it buzzed and screamed in agony.

I stopped fighting back almost immediately. I mean, it had only been a couple of days since dramatic–blood–loss–episode number one, and I very much doubted my body was anywhere near better when Caleb bit me. Besides, the word ‘bit’ sounds too nice, too neat. In reality, it was like a rabid dog had latched onto my neck and proceeded to rip my shoulder apart.

I wanted to throw up, but I was frozen. He sucked greedily, again and again. The black dots that floated in front of my eyes said Too much. I was on the verge of blacking out when I was tossed to the floor like a rag doll.

I scurried backwards on my hands and heels, one hand pressed to my bleeding neck. I tilted my gaze so that I was looking up into the face of my attacker.

“When are you going to kill me?” I whispered to him.

He stared at me like one might stare at a cockroach twitching on the floor. 

“Ryan!” he barked. Ryan appeared at his side. He must have been waiting in the hallway. His face remained blank.

“Sir?”

“Take this one back to your room.” He gave me another withering glare. “Let her sleep this off. Transfuse her, let her recover before we attempt the Turn. And Ryan?”

“Yes, sir?”

“Strap this bitch down. I don’t want to take any chances.”

“Of course.” 

And with that, Caleb left. Ryan wordlessly hoisted me up, throwing my sore arm over his shoulders. I moaned.

“Sorry,” he muttered, gently disentangling himself from that side of my body and using my good arm instead. 

“Wait!” I said. I grabbed my bundled up blanket, knowing that there was a crudely fashioned stake from the broken window frame hidden in its folds. I clutched it to my chest as we left the room, not really knowing why I’d taken it, but feeling like it might be the last hope I had left.

Draped over Ryan’s shoulder, I stumbled blindly next to him as we made our way up the hallway, in the opposite direction of Caleb’s lair.   It took ages to get to Ryan’s room, especially when we had to navigate stairwells, lifts and even more impossibly long hallways. I had thought I’d had no idea where I was before, but now I was completely and utterly lost. We went up several flights of stairs, so I guessed we were somewhere high. Finally, though, we reached a large wooden door at the end of a long limestone corridor. Ryan disentangled himself from me, and I leaned on the cool wall for support. In theory, I could have run – I was completely unrestrained and Ryan was fumbling with a brass key – but I had nothing left inside of me. No energy, no fight, not even any hope except that the end was approaching quickly, and so I didn’t resist when Ryan took my wrist in his hand and led me through the open door.

I didn’t notice much of the room in my state of exhaustion. I just remember the feeling of a cool, damp breeze on my skin, despite the fact that we were deep inside Caleb’s building and there were no windows in view.

My head wobbled on my shoulders as I was led through a minimally decorated living room, then through a kitchen that was all stainless steel and dark marble. I stopped in my zombified state, looking around the kitchen in drunken wonder.

“You eat?” I asked, gaping at a package of bright red tomatoes on the counter. 

Ryan smiled (what a change from yelling and putting taps in my brain) and nodded. “Yes, I eat.”

“But you’re a vampire,” I insisted groggily, rubbing my eyes like a little kid.

That made him laugh, but this time, there was no trace of malevolence lingering in his voice. He just sounded like a regular guy. “Now you believe in vampires?” he asked.

“I just got my throat ripped out,” I said morosely. “I’m a believer.”

“Come on.” He tugged my wrist and I followed in a bloodless stupor. We entered a small bedroom that actually looked to be the same dimensions and shape as my dungeon – even the door for the attached ensuite was in the same place, but this room had chocolate colored walls, an oak dresser and a matching four poster oak bed that seemed to take up every inch of spare space. Next to the bed was an IV stand hung with a bag of blood, condensation gleaming on the plastic package. When I saw it I froze, remembering the torture device I’d been hooked up to.

He must have felt me stiffen, and he immediately guessed what I was staring at.  

“It’s okay,” he said quickly. “It’s just to make you feel better.”

“Better?” I said incredulously. “Aren’t you just going to kill me?”

We shared an uncomfortable silence as he tried to answer my question.

“Look,” he said, exasperated. “I don’t know you. I don’t know why you’re here or what’s going to happen.”

“He’s going to kill me,” I said flatly.

“Nobody is going to kill you,” he said firmly. “Honestly, I don’t lie. There’s no point me giving you false hope.”

“He won’t let me go,” I insisted.

He looked at the floor. “No, probably not.”

“I wish he would just kill me already,” I said miserably.

He laid me gently on his bed, carefully avoiding my neck, and arranged the blankets around me. I held tightly onto the blanket I’d carried with me, the one that contained my crudely fashioned wooden stake – and my last shot at freedom.

“I need to put this IV in,” he said apologetically. I looked away, barely registering the tiny prick as the needle entered a fresh vein in my arm.

“Sleep now,” he said, still with that persuasive tone, but gentler. I obeyed, settling back on the pillow, firmly clutching my blanket. Ryan sat in a plush leather chair beside the bed, fidgeting with the IV blood bag, and then the plastic tubing, until there was nothing left to fuss with.

I lay there for what seemed like ages, waiting for Ryan to relax beside me. Finally, I couldn't wait any longer. I shifted and felt him tense beside me immediately. Shit. This could take me a while. I thought of all the things a normal sleeping person would do. I sighed, I rolled over, I shifted, I even threw in a couple of snores for effect. My right hand reached into my blanket and curled around a splintered piece of wood I had fashioned into a crude stake by rubbing it along the concrete floor in my cell. It was now or never.
I cracked open one eye and saw Ryan, engrossed in Stephen King’s ‘Salem’s Lot. How fitting. I would have made a dig about a vampire reading a Stephen King book, but since I was about to kill him, it would have to wait until he was staked.
I drew a deep breath, opened both eyes, sat bolt upright in bed and struck out with my stake.
I don't know who was more surprised – me or him. Him, at the fact that he had just been taken down by a girl, or me, that I had managed to get the stake into his chest without getting punched in the face.

He gasped, looking down at his chest. “You ... Bitch,” he said angrily, clearly still dazzled by my wicked stabbing skills. I had hurt him, sure, but I didn't think the stake was in far enough or at the right angle to kill him. Which meant time to fucking run. He opened his mouth to yell out, but a pathetic little cough came out instead.

I threw the covers off and stood clumsily, backing towards the door. It was disgustingly satisfying to watch Ryan writhe in pain as he tried to pull the stake out of his chest. I couldn't believe I had missed his damned heart at such close range.

I opened the door, giving him one last glance. He kept gasping and thrashing about, but there was no time to knock him out or gag him. Or kill him, which was what he deserved. I had to leave. I hurried through the kitchen and lounge room and stepped out of the apartment. I closed the door quietly, not liking the way I could hear Ryan's muffled choking through the door. Thankfully, the hallway appeared deserted. I moved fast, tiptoeing down the corridor towards what I hoped was a way outside. The hallway stretched for miles in both directions, and each time I reached an intersecting hallway, I took the brighter looking direction. The vampires seemed to avoid sunlight, and I figured the sunnier it was, the less chance I would have of running into one.

Unfortunately for me though, logic didn’t prevail. Through the maze of corridors, it only took a few moments before a vampire was walking down the hall, coming straight for me.

Shit! I wavered for a moment. I was now completely lost, and in no hurry to retrace my steps and try escaping in another direction. I could hide somewhere and wait for the guy to go, but Ryan was probably healed by now, and on his way to catch me and drag me back to my cell. I had to keep moving. I continued towards him as casually as possible, and then took the first intersecting corridor that presented itself.

“Hey!” he yelled straight away, and I froze. Don't stop. Just get away. Vampires moved fast though, and by the time I started moving again, he was right with me. I turned to face him, and smiled nonchalantly. “Hey yourself!” I replied cheerily.

He eyed me warily, coming closer. “You're the girl from New Jersey, right?”

I laughed breezily. Thinking, Ryan, do not fucking interrupt us.

“I don’t know,” I shrugged. I was supposed to have forgotten where I was from, after all.

The guy might have been undead, but thankfully he didn't appear to be very smart.

“Hey, whats that in your pocket?”

“Huh?” Shit. He had seen the stake. He rushed at me, just in time for me to fish the stake out of my waistband and hold it in front of me and for Ryan to come around the corner. I couldn't tell who was more pissed, and I didn't want to hang around to ask. The dumb guy charged me, and I pointed the sharp part of the stake outwards. As he approached I thrust out with it, sidestepping him at the same time. Incredibly, he missed me and the stake altogether and smashed into the stained glass window directly behind me. No, he smashed through the window and kept going. I jumped, wincing as I heard him hit the ground. It sounded like we were pretty high up, judging by the timing of his fall and the ensuing splat.

Ryan blinked in disbelief, his bloodied shirt flapping in the new breeze created by the open window. I must have done some decent damage, because there was blood all over his shirt, soaking his jeans, and trailing behind him on the floor in neat little drops. I wished the wood splinters in his chest would become infected and cause him a long, traumatic death. 

One could hope.

Ryan glared at me, and I smiled sweetly in response. Sunlight flooded into the hallway through the broken window, hurting my raw eyes. I hadn't seen much more than a crack of sun through boarded–up windows in weeks. Instinctively I stepped backwards and up, hoisting myself onto the narrow window ledge that led outside, where dumb vamp had eaten concrete.

My elation turned to despair as Ryan came closer, effectively blocking off the other hallway in both directions. It left me trapped on the ledge with no place to go except back into the arms of my captor.

I stole a glance outside and was slammed by a wave of vertigo. Shit! I was at least four floors up, not one or two as I had foolishly hoped. And not only was there nothing soft to jump onto, there was also nothing to shimmy down but smooth limestone wall. 

I was stuck.

“Come on” Ryan beckoned, coming at me with hands outstretched. “You’ve got nowhere to go.”

I glanced from him to the ground below. He was wrong. I did have somewhere to go. And I had no hope left inside me that I would escape, unless I took this beautiful sunlight and broken window and–

“Stay where you are or I'll jump!” I yelled, thrusting my stake at the air in warning. Ryan smirked, coming closer.

“Don't be stupid,” Ryan said, as his hand began to close around my wrist. “You won't jump.”

I did.

 







TWELVE

 

There had been no time to think. Trusting my instincts, I had held my arms out and shifted my weight so that one foot left the safety of the stone windowsill and pushed away until it touched air. Ryan had reached out and tried to pull me back, but even with his superhuman abilities, he was no match for gravity. 

The fall itself was over in an instant. Some people say you black out as soon as you hit bottom after falling, but that's not right. We landed together, awkwardly, the concrete and the weight of his body shattering me.

For a split second the world ceased to exist – there was only darkness, and my soul floated within that darkness. I thought that I had died from the impact; it had come on so suddenly. But after a few seconds I started to feel. And what I was feeling was beyond any pain I had ever experienced in my short time on earth. My head screamed from the impact, but I could barely make a sound. Somehow, that made it worse – being torn apart inside and not being able to make a noise.

I became more aware of where I was, of my surroundings, as the crushing weight on my back rolled off. I sucked in a small breath and coughed up wet stuff. I didn't want to know what it was. Finally, I got enough air in my lungs again, and I screamed and screamed.

The left side of my face, where I had directly impacted the ground, felt like it had cracked open entirely. I could feel my pulse in my temple, and I guessed it was my blood pumping out of my damaged skull; when I tried to lift my head, move my legs to crawl away, nothing happened.

“You stupid girl,” a groan came from beside me, and I opened my eyes. I could still see, though my left eye was quickly being swallowed up by the pool of blood that grew underneath me. I tried to move again, but I could only manage a pathetic reach with my bloodied arm. Ryan was beside me, bleeding and injured as well, but it looked like he was healing rapidly. He dragged himself to a sitting position and squinted at me in the bright sunlight.

I dragged a shaky breath and whimpered in agony as Ryan took my shoulders and rolled me onto my back. “Sorry,” he muttered, letting go of my shattered left shoulder.

Now you're sorry? I couldn't believe what I was hearing.

Ryan looked around the courtyard. Apparently, we were alone for the moment. The IQ–challenged vamp who had sailed through the window had obviously recovered from his fall quickly enough to avoid being landed on by me.

“I'm going to die,” I whispered, closing my eyes in defeat. Once I had accepted the fact, a feeling of peace washed over me, and although I still felt the pain, I also felt relief that I could finally get away from this hell on earth. Now I understood why Kate had wanted Caleb to kill her. Anything was better than being a vampire's thirty–day blood supply.

“Hey, wake up. You're not going to die. I'm going to help you.”
I jerked on the ground where I lay, and my eyes flew open. “No,” I argued. “No!”

Ryan shook his head slowly, taking a shard of shattered window and creating a long gash down his arm. “You'll be okay,” he said solemnly, taking my bleeding – broken – left arm and pressing his single wound to one of my many.

“No!” I tried to push him away with my good arm.

“I'm trying to help you, Mia.” He grabbed my arm, completely immobilizing me.

“I don't want your help!”

“You'll die.”

I took one more breath and began to weep. “Please don't do it,” I begged him. “Please just let me die.”

I began to writhe and gasp as vampire blood trickled into my veins. It made my fall feel like a scraped knee. It was intense and unrelenting. I choked on a wail as I felt darkness and pain invade every cell in my being.

“Make it stop!” I begged deliriously.

After that, I couldn't speak. I was too busy screaming as vampire blood overwhelmed my nervous system. I screamed and screamed, but there was no end. After what seemed like hours screaming into the waning sunlight of the afternoon, I blacked out.









THIRTEEN

 

Drink.

 

That was the first thing he said to me.

 

I opened my eyes. Naked save for a bloodied white sheet, my tender skin covered in sticky red blood. My broken body somehow, impossibly, repairing itself.

 

I felt something warm at my lips. Blood. 

 

I tried to turn my head to the side, to see where I was, and groaned in pain. Staying still felt better. I was sticky and bruised. My body was fighting hard to mend all the deep gashes and crushed bones. I lifted an arm and gently felt my eye where I had taken the impact of the unforgiving ground. It was excruciatingly painful to the touch – but it wasn't shattered anymore. It was in one unbroken piece, as if my fall had been a terrible dream. The oddly comforting metallic taste on my lips told me otherwise, though.

I reached out with my hands, touching stiff sheets. I was burning up, but I was shivering, goosebumps lining my arms.

It was so hard to keep my eyes open, but I fought to stay awake. I wasn't dead. I still had something left inside of me. I couldn't give up yet.

A face appeared above me. Something warm and coppery breached my lips.

“Drink,” he repeated.

I did.

Time passed – how much, I have no idea – and I stayed in the same spot, and I slept off death. 


Later, I heard the words again.

Wake up.

Night time. It could have been days, weeks, months – or just a single hour since I'd last been awake. I had no idea. I felt a little clearer, and I found I could move my head without wanting to scream.

“Get up and take a shower.”

I got up. I walked to the bathroom on shaking legs.

Standing under the hot water (how long had it been since I'd had a long, hot, uninterrupted shower?) was bliss. Bliss that soon ended up with a pile of questions. I started to hyperventilate at the sheer impossibility of what was happening. I was trying not to think about it – but who was I kidding? I knew why I was ‘magically’ all better. And I knew it wasn't Starbucks Gingerbread Lattes that I'd been drinking every time I was woken up by soft words and warm, soothing liquid that slid down my throat like – well, like Gingerbread Lattes at Christmas time. It had been blood. Vampire blood.

As I watched the dried blood start to flake off and dissolve into the steamy water, a wave of dizziness hit me. I sank down to a sitting position on the side of the narrow tub, the flimsy shower curtain resting against the film of water on my back.

How could this be possible?

How could I be alive?

I tentatively massaged shampoo into my long, dark brown hair, picking out little pieces of glass and clumps of dried blood and thick knots. One of the pieces of glass gouged the tip of my finger and I flinched. A drop of blood appeared, then another, and I rinsed it underneath the water.

I looked at it again. The cut had completely disappeared.

I held my hand to my mouth to stop myself from crying out. This could not be happening.

And I could not believe how, from a snow–filled parking lot five minutes from home, it had ended up like this.

A knock at the door made me jump.

“You okay in there?”

“Yes.” My wavering voice sounded like a stranger's. How long had it been since I'd spoken?

I shut the water off, swallowing a painful lump in my throat. I may have been ‘rescued’, but I still felt like I was a prisoner – I'd just switched one cage for another.

And now I was alone with him.

Thunder rolled overhead, and I heard rain. The whole room shook in the wind. Blinking wearily, I reached for one of the folded beige towels on the sink and wrapped it around my dripping hair. I wrapped the other towel around my torso, took one last look in the filthy, foggy mirror, straightened my shoulders, and ventured out of the bathroom.

Ryan had taken the bloodstained sheets off the bed while I was showering. They were balled up in the corner of a room that was the size of a postage stamp. A double bed on one side, a small sofa and an ancient–looking TV set bolted to the wall on the other. In between, a door that led to the outside world.

“I got you some clothes to wear.” He gestured to the neatly folded pile on the end of the unmade bed. I took them back into the bathroom and quickly slipped them on – a black fitted camisole, dark denim jeans and a pair of bright red Havaianas that were two sizes too big for my feet. No bra or underwear, but the camisole was thick and supportive enough to leave something to the imagination. I refolded the damp towels and closed the bathroom door behind me.

“Someone is on the way to get us.”

I nodded.

“Are you – thirsty?”

I walked gingerly to the sink, filled a tumbler with water, and gulped it down.

Then refilled it.

“No,” I said.

“Hungry?”

“Nope.”

I sat on the edge of the bed, then got up and looked out of the window. We were on the ground floor of what looked like a horseshoe–shaped arrangement of motel rooms. The plastic sign out front read La Guena Mexica.

Where the hell are we?

“Mexico.”

I dropped the glass, startled. It bounced on the thin carpet but didn’t smash, water sloshing onto my feet and the ground.

“I'm sorry, I didn't mean to scare you.”

“How did you –”

He started towards me, but stopped in the middle of the room. I can't say I had the most receptive expression on my face.

“We're linked,” he explained softly, pointing to his head, then mine.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I scowled at him.

“Think of something,” he offered.

I threw out some random thoughts. Cheese. The Eiffel tower. My cat, Polly.

“I prefer mozzarella. I've been there many times. I’m more of a dog person.”

I sat back, stunned.

“I don't want you to do that anymore,” I said. “If you want to help me, don't ever do that again.”

“Okay” he said. “I'll try. But it's kind of like a two–way radio. Sometimes I can't help but pick up the signal.”

“Well, maybe you should try harder,” I replied.

I heard a faint thumpthumpthump and looked around to see where it was coming from. Sure enough, my eyes landed on the large mason jar from Caleb’s room, the jar that contained the human heart. The still-beating human heart. It was sitting neatly on the sink, as if it belonged in the room with us. I felt bile rush up in my throat and fought to swallow it back.

Ryan saw my face and grabbed a blanket from the foot of the bed, draping it over the jar.

“I can still hear it,” I said quietly. He didn’t answer me.

“You want to go grab something to eat? Our lift is still a few hours away.”

I looked around helplessly.

“What is it?”

Thanks for not reading my mind. “What are we going to eat?”

“Food?”

“It’s just –”

“I can give you more blood if you think you need it. Try listening to your body.

Do you feel like a burger? Or do you feel like something else?”

Ugh. I could guess what the something else was. The same something that had been fed to me as I fought off death. My stomach rumbled loudly. “Burger,” I decided.

He opened the door with one hand, and passed me a pair of dark sunglasses and a baseball cap with the other. “Here. Put these on. It's pretty bright out there.”

And I stepped willingly into the day, a walking dead girl with an ache in my belly and trepidation in my heart.


 







FOURTEEN

 

The diner was only a few hundred meters away from the motel room, so the rain didn’t affect us too much. I ordered onion rings, a large bacon cheeseburger with the lot, and curly fries. My vampire friend (what was I thinking? My psychopath kidnapper) ordered a small plate of nachos. I suddenly felt self–conscious.

“It's okay,” he said. “I'm old, I don't – I can't – eat a lot at once.”

“How old?” I asked. “What do you eat? Where are we going?”

He just stared at me.

I chewed on an onion ring and swallowed thickly. My throat was still on fire, my cheeks red–hot with a burning fever. A flash of falling through a stained glass window came to me, and I shifted uneasily.

“Why'd you do it?” I asked.

“Do what?”

“Save me. Make sure I didn't die.”

He studied me for a long time, a peculiar look on his face. “I honestly don't really know. I'm just making this up as I go along, Mia.”

I baulked at his casual tone.

“Don't say my name like we're friends,” I said stiffly. “This is your fault, all of this. You took me. You chased me and made me jump out of that window. Don't say my name.”

“Okay, then,” he replied, a trace of a smirk haunting his mouth. “I’m making this up as I go, honey.”

I glared at him. “I want to go home.”

Ryan nodded, taking a sip of his coffee. “Soon.”

“How soon?”

“I just need to figure out the details.”

“What details?”

He was grave. “I need to make sure you ... can survive on your own.”

I snorted. “Are you kidding me?”

“Well, are we going to talk about the elephant in the room, or just avoid it and change the subject all the time?”

I eyed him warily. “So talk.”

He sighed. “You're one of us, now. You're a vampire. I know you're having a hard time believing that, but it's true.”

“How am I supposed to believe that when I don't believe in fairytales and dreams like vampires?”

“Believe me, it’s more like a nightmare.”

“You'd make a lousy salesman.”

“Immortality tends to sell itself.” He smirked. I rolled my eyes and chewed on a French fry. “Can't you just tell me what I need to know so I can leave?”

He raised an eyebrow. “It takes a bit more than a crash course and a few hours to teach you what you need to know.”

I stared at him impassively. “How am I supposed to know who to believe? As far as I’m concerned, this is your fault. And I wish I had stabbed you better.”

He extended his hand across his uneaten nachos. “Give me your hand.”

I didn't.

“Oh, come on, I won't hurt you,” he said impatiently. “It's not a trick. Here.”

I reluctantly rested my palm on his. “Now what?”

“Just relax. Close your eyes and open your mind. Let me show you.”

“I can't see anything,” I complained. But no sooner had I finished my sentence, that something slammed into my head like a ton of bricks and I had to grip the table with my spare hand to keep from falling off my chair.

Suddenly, I could see everything I wanted to know, or almost everything. I saw the small village in Italy where Ryan was born. I saw how he had been Turned into a vampire by Caleb one night in Venice, how he had left his homeland and travelled with his new–found vampire family to Spain. I felt the searing rage that his newborn bloodlust entailed, saw the faces of those he killed. I tasted their blood and the energy it contained in the back of my throat. There was a massive palace where he lived with many other vampires, led by Caleb. Hundreds of years later, I saw the beautiful blonde Spanish princess he fell in love with. Ivy. I saw her changed into a vampire, how something had gone wrong, how she had almost been killed. I saw a girl who had been beaten and drained almost to death, a girl who had changed his loyalties and made him abandon the only life he had ever known, and I realized with a shudder that that girl was me.

I tore my hand away if it had been burnt and struggled to catch my breath.

I tried to think of something to say. “Are you really that old?” I managed finally.

Ryan smiled and nodded, taking a bite of his nachos like the psychic–link thing hadn't just taken all the energy out of him. Me, I was exhausted from the mental novel I'd just been subjected to.  

“You regret it,” I said. “I believe that. But how am I supposed to trust you that this isn't just another game? I mean, you've moved me from one jail cell to another, but I'm still your prisoner.”

“I understand you're wary.”

“That's an understatement, don't you think?”

His cell beeped. He stared at the screen for a moment.

“Our ride's here soon,” he said. “Better wait in the room. We don’t want to blow our cover before we even get out of the country.”

“Wait, where are we going?” I eyed him warily over bottles of ketchup and mustard.

“Home.” He stood up and threw a twenty down on the table.

“Where is home?” I didn’t move from my seat. 

He sighed. “Not New Jersey.”

I cleared my throat. “I need to go to the bathroom.”

He eyed me suspiciously. “You can go back at the room.”

I shook my head. “I’m about to burst. I’ll just be a minute.”

He shrugged. “Okay, whatever. Hurry up.”

I stood and made a beeline for the bathroom, feeling heat at my back. “You’re coming to watch?” I guessed, disappointed. 

“I’ll wait outside the door. Pee fast.”

I entered the bathroom, the door swinging shut behind me. There were two stalls and a rusting basin bolted to the cinderblock wall. I immediately entered the furthest stall and locked the door behind me. It was like my luck had suddenly turned for the better. A giant window, as wide as the stall and two feet tall, hung over the toilet. I put the lid of the toilet down and stepped up as quietly as I could onto the plastic, levering the window open with such ease, it could have been a set–up. Without looking back, I shimmied feet–first through the window and landed with a satisfying crunch onto the gravel ground outside. I was in the parking lot of the diner, the motel at my right and the busy highway a couple hundred feet away. The rain had stopped, making things even easier.

“Well, fancy seeing you here,” a voice drawled, and I swore under my breath as Ryan sauntered around the corner, a smug smile plastered across his conceited face.

I searched around for a weapon, anything I could strike him with. Bingo. A rusted tire iron lay half buried in the gravel near my feet, thorny weeds growing around it like chains. I leaned down and pulled it free, brandishing it like a sword in front of me. Ryan charged me as I brought the tire iron up in a wide arc, slamming it against the side of his head. Dark blood exploded from his cheek and he crashed face first into the loose road base. I slammed it into the back of his head again and again, as he tried to crawl away.

“I’m trying to help you!” he yelled as his mouth hit gravel. “Stop it!”

I laid one final, spectacular blow on the back of his skull and dropped the tire iron, making a run for the highway. He might have been an old and awesome vampire, but I was a state track runner, and I was fast. 

Not fast enough. I felt a hand latch around my ankle and I landed awkwardly on my ass so hard, the shock went all the way through my tailbone and up to my head. I scurried backwards on my hands and heels, when Ryan landed on me from where he stood, effectively pinning me to the ground. I thrashed about, nails gouging at flesh and feet kicking blindly.

“Stop.” I eventually did stop, wearing myself out all too quickly.

“You tricked me,” I said sullenly, panting. 

“It was a test,” Ryan said, hauling me to my feet and pressing me against the wall. “You failed. Or passed. You did exactly what I thought you would do.”

“You’re an asshole,” I said, humiliated. He had played me again. 

“Listen,” he said urgently, his fingers biting into my shoulders. “I can never go back there, do you understand? Centuries of loyal service, of being at the top of the chain, all gone. My friends? All gone. My house? Gone. I got you out of there because I didn’t want you to die like that.”

“How would you prefer me to die?” I shot back, shoving him in the chest. He relaxed his fingers but didn’t let go of me. 

“I don’t want you to die at all,” he rephrased. “I want to help you. I was going to help you escape before you jumped out of the window, you stupid girl.” 

His look was so genuine, his frustration so heartfelt, that I couldn’t help but trust him a little bit. Not much, but enough to stop struggling.

“Why me? Why not any of the other people you’ve helped him kill?”

Ryan seemed to deflate a little bit, and he looked to the highway for inspiration.

“I guess … I’m tired,” he said finally. “I don’t know why it was you. Maybe because – because once someone forgets their human life, it gets easier. But you, you wouldn’t forget, and I’ve never seen that before.”

I felt my eyes go all watery. “I want to go home,” I said stubbornly.

“Jesus Christ, you’re like a broken record!” Ryan said, letting me go. “Fine. Go. Hitch a ride with the next trucker. I guarantee you, you’ll be dead before nightfall.”

I stood there dumbly, having just been given my freedom and maybe not wanting it any more. I swore under my breath and looked out to the cars going by, ordinary people oblivious to my plight.

“You’re the one who started all this,” I accused, turning on him. “You are the sick bastard who followed me to my car and beat the living shit out of me, more than once. There is something fundamentally wrong with you, do you get that? You are a bad person. You’re a fucking psychopath!”

Ryan studied me for a moment. “There is something very wrong with me,” he agreed. “Over the years, I’ve let the darkness inside me rule my life. I’ve killed countless people just like you.”

“Way to make a girl feel safe. I’m done here.” I stormed towards the highway, resisting the invisible ribbon that pulled me towards Ryan like a magnet.

You made me want to be a better person, he said in my head, and I stopped dead in my tracks.

Wanting it isn’t good enough, I replied. 

You’re the reason I’m leaving that life behind. I want to help you. It was a pleading, more than anything else.

I didn’t know what to say to that.

What about everything that I have? I demanded. What about MY life?

Three months. He pleaded. Three months for me to teach you what you need to know. To make sure you don’t kill someone if you get hungry. To make sure you can hide what you are. Three months for me to make sure Caleb isn’t a problem for either of us. Then you go home to your boyfriend and your family and your life and forget all about me.

I turned to face him, and his sad kid face tore at my heart. I’d always trusted my gut instinct, and it had never let me down. The only time I had ever ignored it, I had been kidnapped. My head told me to run. My gut told me he was right, that I should stay.

Three months is a long time, I said across the lot. 

Not when you have eternity, he replied. Two months.

I let that offer hang in the air between us.

Two months, I agreed reluctantly. 

The bastard just smiled. 

 

I stared out to the highway, trying to figure out why the hell I had agreed to stay, when my skin started to burn.

I yelped, pressing my hands to my hot face. I shied away from the sun’s overpowering rays, covering my face with my arms. I felt a hand on my wrist as Ryan pulled me towards shelter.

“What’s happening to me?” I gasped. 

A firm grip steered me towards the motel room. We stopped for a moment in the shade created by the verandah that was attached to the diner entrance.

“It’s just the sun. New vampires are very sensitive.”

“Well, shit!” I said. “Am I going to burst into flames?” The mental image was horrific.

“No. That’s a ridiculous myth propagated by television shows and novels. But,” he paused for dramatic effect, “You’ll probably feel like you are burning alive.”

“Awesome,” I muttered.

 







FIFTEEN

 

Ten minutes later, I was sitting on the edge of the bathtub in our motel bathroom, gritting my teeth as Ryan laid strips of cold, wet gauze across my face and neck. The sprint across the parking lot had been nightmarish – though I had tried to cover my face with my shirt, it hadn’t been very effective. The sun is pretty good at burning newborn vampire flesh, something I’ve since seen first–hand. 

My arms were raw and a couple of blisters had already popped up. In comparison to how fast my cut finger had healed in the shower, this seemed contradictory. Heal immediately from one thing but fall prey to something as innocent as the sun?

“Can I ever go in the sun again?” I asked anxiously.

He wrapped a wet towel around my right arm. “Of course. It’s just an initial reaction. Once you build up a tolerance, you’ll be fine.”

“So I have to feel like this for how long?”

He stopped fussing with my arm and sat on the edge of the bathtub beside me. “That depends. If you take my blood, you’ll heal pretty much straightaway. And you’ll have less problem the next time you go out in the sun. My tolerance will help you.”

“And if I don’t drink your blood?”

He stood and went over to the sink. “A couple of weeks, maybe more. And if you go back in the sun during that time, you’ll be even worse. The sun’s about the only thing that can scar a vampire’s flesh. More than, say, a broken wine bottle to the head or a stake to the chest.” A warm, metallic scent wafted across to me. It didn’t smell all that bad, to be honest. It smelled good. Which was, in itself, A Very Bad Thing.

I groaned. “Okay.” 

He smirked.

“Well,” he said, “don’t be so appreciative.”

“I would have stayed in here,” I complained. “You’re the one who took me out in the fucking sun.”

He presented me with a small glass tumbler, filled with fresh, warm blood. I stared at it apprehensively, slightly disturbed by the fact that not two minutes ago it was pumping around Ryan’s circulatory system.

I pinched my nose shut and threw the medicine down my throat, gulping and gasping and trying not to throw up. I took one of the sugar packets that I’d jammed into my pocket at the diner and ripped the top off, pouring it over my tongue.  

“I wanted to see what your tolerance was like. And I’m also the one who saved your fucking life a few days ago, remember?”

“You’re also the one who fucking kidnapped me,” I shot back, but between the words kidnapped and me, tires squealed close by and Ryan’s gaze switched to the window.

I felt the color drain from my face, and a voice inside my head told me to stay silent and still. I did.

Ryan looked at me, putting a finger to his lips as he handed me a stuffed calico bag about the size of a deck of cards. It smelled like cat pee. He motioned for me to keep holding it, and he did likewise with an identical bag.

Footsteps echoed like machine gun bullets across the parking lot. I realized that if I concentrated hard enough, I could figure out approximately where people were in the parking lot. I could even hear how many cars were out there and the heartbeats of the people who were presumably searching for us. I could also hear my heartbeat. It was fast, and it was afraid. I looked at the empty tumbler I’d just drank from, an oily red smear still coating it, and wondered.  

We sat there as the minutes dragged on. Finally, the footsteps seemed to retreat and the sound of skidding tires marked a hasty exit. It frightened me that someone was trying so hard to find me – us – and I didn’t want to imagine what would happen if I was captured again. I very much doubt I would be taken back alive, especially now that I was a vampire and presumably useless for Caleb’s torturous bloodletting experiments.

Finally, Ryan took a breath and seemed to relax marginally. “Are you okay?” he asked. 

“I’m fine. Did you just hold your breath that whole time?”

“I don’t know. I wasn’t thinking about it. I guess so.”

“Wow.” 

“Vampires get most nutrients and oxygen from drinking blood. Breathing is just a habit at my age.”

“Riiiight. So … what’s your plan? How are we getting out of here?”

Ryan glanced at me, apparently amused. “We’ll wait. Our ride is here very soon, and she can protect you better than just me and a couple of hex bags.”

I eyed him warily. “You’re such a bad ass, why can’t we just steal a car and drive ourselves to wherever it is we’re going?”

“I might be a ‘bad ass’,” he used his fingers to make rabbit ears, “but I’m no magic user. These hex bags will help us hide in here for a few hours, but if we leave now, we’ll be followed.”

I tensed up, panicking. “I don’t want to go back there.”

“You won’t! Just stay calm, don’t freak out.”

“I already am freaking out.” My heart was thumping so loud I could barely think.

“I’m aware of that, thanks.”

“Get out of my head! Again!”

“It’s a little hard not to hear what you’re thinking. You’re like a goddamn emergency beacon, shouting out our coordinates.”

“And you’re a goddamn psychopath! Magic will help us get out of here? I think this is just one, big prank you assholes are playing on me before you kill me.”

Ryan’s cell vibrated on the bathroom counter, and the screen lit up. He snatched it up and studied the screen. “Not long now,” he said in a voice that didn’t sound at all reassuring.

“She should have helicoptered in,” I deadpanned. “Would have been quicker.”

Ryan nodded. “She did want to bring the Apache. I told her it’d attract too much attention.”

“Well, good for you.” I looked around the tiny bathroom and longed for some wide open space. I studied the skin on my arms and realized it was almost completely healed. No blisters, and only a slight reddish tinge that was getting fainter by the minute.

“Hey, it worked.”

Ryan took my hand and studied my arm. “You’re a fast healer,” he said. 

I told him about how I had cut my finger in the shower. “Will everything heal that fast?”

He shook his head. “I have a lot to explain, and I’ll try my best to do that on the way home. For now, yes you will heal fast, but you’re not invincible. A lot of new vampires get too cocky, think they’re indestructible, and they get themselves killed pretty fast.”

“What’s going to get me killed?” I asked softly. “Apart from those guys outside.”

“Well, fire’s really dangerous for vampires. It will kill you just as soon as a regular person. Bullets aren’t so bad, as long as you don’t get hit in a major artery. There are a few plants that are poisonous to vampires. None that you’ll find anywhere around here.”

“Just one more question,” I said. “How the hell are there such things as vampires? I mean, how did you come about? Was someone bitten by a bat or something?” I scowled. “Will I turn into a bat?”

“That’s a long story,” he smiled reassuringly. “A bat–free story, though. Let’s wait for the car ride for that one.” 

Ryan’s phone buzzed again. “She’s here,” he said. I followed him out of the bathroom and into the main room. “Grab your stuff, let’s go.”

I stood in the middle of the room, still clutching the calico ‘hex’ bag. “Uh ... what stuff?”

He grabbed the pile of bloodied sheets and dumped them into my arms, then gathered up his own duffel bag and that hideous glass jar. “Here. Let’s go, quickly. Don’t lose that hex bag.”

I stumbled out into the intensifying midday sunshine, relieved to feel only a slight irritation on my exposed skin. I wanted to ask how many days we’d been here, but now wasn’t the time. Ryan walked briskly to a Ford Explorer that sat idling halfway between the motel room and the diner. I followed, tossing the sheets into the car and taking a seat in the back. 

A pretty woman with straight, strawberry blonde hair, huge green eyes and high cheekbones looked me over from her spot behind the wheel. I smiled awkwardly as Ryan dove into the front passenger seat. 

“Go!” he urged, slamming his door as the woman spun the wheels and screeched off down the street. I questioned the instinct to put my seatbelt on, thinking it useless now that I was technically dead. Or undead. I made a mental note to get my new–found status cleared up. 

  

We ended up on what looked like a freeway, and after about ten minutes, the woman driving seemed to relax slightly and backed off the gas. Ryan popped the safety back on his revolver and rested it on his lap.    

“Mia Blake,” he said, gesturing, “meet Isobel Valentina. Ivy for short. I think you two are going to like each other.” 

I swallowed dryly. “Thanks for the ride,” I said. 

She turned and grinned at me, her perfectly straight, white teeth looking more Hollywood than Dracula. 

“No problem,” she said. “I would have brought the helicopter, but, you know.”

I nodded in disbelief as we made our way to Los Angeles. 

 







SIXTEEN

 

Three hours and one very tense border check later, we were pulling up to a palatial Spanish–style mansion in Pasadena. I only knew it was Pasadena because of the end destination on the GPS screen that was mounted to the dash in front. I hadn’t really been talking for a lot of the trip. I longed to sleep but wanted to make sure I didn’t miss anything important.

We drove through a set of gates and into a large, walled lot that seemed to stretch out for miles. There was a circular driveway leading to the split–level residence. The house appeared to be made out of limestone, and was rendered in a burnt red color. A thick green grapevine twirled up a trellis between two gigantic windows and black iron balconies jutted out from the second floor. I took a look at the stairs leading up to the massive double wooden front doors and guessed they were made from marble.

The house probably would have fit in perfectly in Mexico, but here we were, in the wealthy part of Pasadena. I had never been to the West coast, and the heat struck me as soon as I got out of the car. It was a dry, intense heat that made my skin prickle in discomfort, even in December.

Ryan appeared beside me. “You feel okay?”

I nodded, suddenly woozy from thirst and the heat. “Where are we?”

“Ivy's place.” Ryan placed his hand in the small of my back, guiding me up the stairs. I looked at what he was holding. “Hey!”I said indignantly. “That’s my bag!”

Sure enough, he was holding my handbag. I had assumed that I would never see it again, but here it was, taunting me. I hadn’t seen it since the night I’d been taken, and looking at it now brought back every awful thing that had happened that night.

I don’t want your ring, or your Canal Street knock–off.

I clenched my jaw, my chest swiftly filled with rage. When we got up to the front door, I stopped dead and refused to go past the threshold.

“What’s wrong?” Ryan asked, but I could tell he already had some idea what I was thinking.

“I want to go home,” I said stubbornly.

Ryan sighed. “You’re not a prisoner here. You can do whatever you want. But,” he pointed at my swiftly reddening skin, “you’re going to regret it if you stay outside.”

I stared at him angrily, searching his face for any sign of malice or lies. 

“Give me until sundown,” he said quickly. “You can rest, we can talk. Then you can make a decision about what you want to do.”

I wavered in the doorway. Should I shelter in the little shade there was, somehow get to a phone, and call the police? For the first time, it didn’t seem so clear–cut anymore. I was starting to turn a beautiful shade of lobster red when Ivy breezed past me, carrying a duffel bags and dragging a roll–along suitcase that I’d seen before.

“Is that my stuff?” I shrieked, pointing. Ivy handed the bags to Ryan and gestured for him to continue inside the house.

“How did you get my stuff? Did you hurt my mom?”

“Your mom’s fine. She packed these bags for you. She thinks you’re at an intensive track camp at The University of California.”

“Why does she think that?” I demanded, feeling hotter by the second.

“You’ve been emailing her almost every day,” Ryan answered. “Come inside, I’ll explain.”

“I can’t believe this.” I shook my head, overwhelmed. My mom thought I was at track camp? No wonder nobody had rescued me. Nobody even knew I was missing.

“Look, kid,” Ivy said, studying my face intently while she chewed strawberry–flavored gum. (I knew it was strawberry because my sense of smell had become so acute in the past few days. I could even tell what brand of gum it was in her mouth.) “I know where you’ve been, I’ve been there as well. I was taken by the same person you were.”

“Him?” I said incredulously, pointing through the door where Ryan had disappeared.

She smiled, shaking her head. “Not him. Caleb.” She paused, looking me up and down. “Ryan’s not a bad person. He –”

“–is a terrible person,” I interjected. “I’m not buying, lady.”

She pressed her lips together, seemingly amused. “You’re not scared of me, are you?”

I narrowed my eyes. “Are you reading my mind or my face now?”

The smile disappeared, replaced by a frown. I stood in front of one incredibly pissed–off vampire, and I had no idea what I’d said to get that reaction from her.

“Get inside,” she hissed. I tried to resist, but her words were absolutely magnetic. I shuffled through the door, into the house, and jumped as it was slammed shut behind me.

My eyes adjusted instantly to the dimly lit hallway, which surprised me. I didn’t have time to think about my new improved vision, though. I walked down the terracotta–tiled hallway, into a huge, open–plan kitchen and dining area. Through that room, the hallway continued, and I saw Ryan disappear into a doorway on the left. I followed dubiously, making sure to pay as much attention as possible to my surroundings. It looked, for the most part, like a regular house. Which was kind of a relief after the twisted shit I’d seen in the last few weeks.

I poked my head into the room where Ryan had disappeared, to find a large double bedroom. Ryan had set my stuff on the floor in front of a white canopied double bed. 

“This is your room,” he said. “Until you go home.”

“Which home are we talking about now?” I asked, barging past him and snatching up my handbag.

“Mia,” he said, and I felt dread at hearing my name come out of his mouth. I ignored him, kneeling in front of the bed and dumping the contents of my handbag onto the fluffy white duvet. My iPhone, keys, tampons and a can of mace spilled out in a messy pile. I grabbed the phone triumphantly and pressed the ON button. 

“Mia, can you listen for a minute?” I felt him crouching beside me but didn’t look. I looked at my blank iPhone screen in frustration and tried pressing the power button again. It was no use. The battery was probably drained by now. I started opening compartments in my handbag, finding tissues, study notes and crumpled up receipts, but no charger.

“Mia?”

I rummaged some more and my fingers brushed against a smooth, almost waxy piece of paper tucked into the side of my bag. I dug it out and stared at life as I had known it before Ryan had taken me. It was a strip of photos from one of those old–school photo booths. On the last day of work at Jefferson Lake, the camp had held a carnival day, complete with pony rides, water slides – and a photo booth. Jared, Evie and I had crammed into the kid–sized compartment and posed for laughs. The first two photos were of all three of us, pulling stupid faces. Then there was a photo of Evie and I, smiling and laughing. The last photo was Jared and I, sharing a corny kiss. I stared in horror at my old life as I tried to hold the shattered pieces of myself together.

Ryan took the phone from me and placed it on the bed in front of us. I didn’t care about the stupid phone any more. Even if I did call home, what was I going to say? The truth? It sounded fucking ridiculous. “I got kidnapped by vampires, Mom. How are you?” 

“Mia!” Ryan snapped, grabbing my shoulder and shaking me out of my thoughts.

“What?” I yelled. Tears filled my eyes but I refused to let them spill over.

He let go of my shoulder and spoke in a softer voice. “I know this is hard for you. There are things happening right now that you can’t even begin to understand. Just remember this: You’re not dead. It was close – you were almost gone too far for my blood to bring you back. You can see them again,” he gestured to the photo strip in my hand, “but first I need to make sure you’re safe. The people who were after you in Mexico still want you back.”

I glared at him. “Is this supposed to make me happy?” I asked coldly. “Because it doesn’t. At all.”

He looked genuinely confused. “I saved your life after you jumped out of a window. You nearly bled to death. You should be happy.”

“I never asked you to save me,” I snapped, feeling sick for the thousandth time. “I asked you to leave me there to die, remember?”

He shook his head, got up and left the room. I slammed the door behind him with a satisfying crash.

I took a deep breath and looked around my new cage. It sure was pretty, but it was still essentially a cage. The only things missing were a length of chain hanging from the ceiling and a dead girl in the corner.

You know, I like you. I might just keep you after Caleb’s finished.

I pressed my palms to my burning cheeks and wondered what the hell could possibly happen next.

 







SEVENTEEN

 

After Ryan left, I stared at the door I’d slammed shut on him. My brain felt tired – that nauseating, burning fatigue that takes hold and makes you feel like you’re never going to have an ounce of energy as long as you live. I think I was in shock, too – nobody dies and wakes up again without some kind of major issues. I ended up curling into a ball on the bed and crying. I cried and cried until there was nothing left in me, until I was calm and still and quiet.

After a little while, I sat up, wiped my itchy face with clammy hands, and decided to have another go finding a phone charger. I had just finished tearing apart the contents of the suitcase some vampire had neatly packed for me when there was a knock at the door. I looked up, eyebrows raised.

“Yeah?” 

The door opened. Ryan had changed into a black fitted t-shirt and denim shorts, his bare feet silent on the polished floorboards of the hallway. If he were just a regular guy, I would have been tongue–tied at his effortless magnetism – the guy practically oozed sexuality. But as it was, everything about him just irritated me. He held a white phone charger in his hand and tossed it to me. I caught it mid–air. Seemed my reflexes had gotten better since the Turn.

“Thanks,” I said tightly. 

He leaned against the doorway, crossing his ankles lazily. “I’m sorry about before.”

I shrugged. “Whatever.”

He rolled his eyes, further irritating me. “Don’t roll your eyes!” I yelled loudly. “I’m not going to forget what happened, Ryan.” I said his name with such derision that his smile vanished, replaced by what looked like exhaustion. It was the first time I’d seen any real reaction from him, he was normally so composed.

“Plug that in. Your phone should turn on in a few minutes.”

“It probably doesn’t even work,” I said angrily, but I stomped over to the wall and plugged it in anyway. After I attached my phone I returned to the bed, sitting with my arms crossed like a sullen child. 

He came into the room, sitting on the bed beside me again. I shifted to the furthest end, as far away from him as possible.

“Did you mean it?” I blurted out suddenly. “That you were going to keep me after Caleb was finished with me?”

His face lit up in understanding. “Oh, you remember that.”

“Yes,” I hissed. “I do.”

“No, I didn’t mean that. Mia, I want you to think for a few minutes. Your phone’s charging, you can call your family in a minute.”

I raised my eyebrows questioningly.

“This is going to be hard for you. Becoming a vampire – it’s a huge process.”

“It hurt,” I said quietly, staring at the floor. “Does it hurt for everyone?”

Ryan frowned, pressing his palms together. I could practically see the cogs turning over in his brain. I could tell he wanted to answer my questions carefully. “Yes,” he said finally. “Some don’t even survive the Turn. I’m very surprised you did, with the way you fell.”

I touched the fine bones structured around my eyes, eyes that could see better than ever before. “I still don’t really believe it,” I said softly. “I felt my skull smash. I’ve never seen so much blood. How could I not have died?”

“You did die. For all intents and purposes, your heart stopped beating, you weren’t breathing.”

“I was dead?” I blinked back fresh tears. “For how long?”

“Mia, I don’t think –”

“How. Long?”

Ryan sighed. “A few hours, maybe more. I got you out of there as soon as I could and took you to the motel.”

“And?” 

“And I fed you my blood. Through an IV at first, to get you back, and then from my wrist.”

“So, if I was dead …” I was at a loss for words. “Where did I go?”

He shook his head and spread his palms. “I don’t know.”

“Don’t lie,” I said tiredly. I don’t know how I could tell with such certainty that he was being untruthful, but I just knew.

He cleared his throat. “You were probably on your way to what we call The Underworld. Your soul, I mean. It’s where all souls go after they pass. Once you enter The Underworld, you can never leave.”

I shook my head. “I believe in stuff like physics and gravity and the big bang theory. I do not believe in Heaven and Hell.” I thought of my father, then. How, when I had seen his coffin being wheeled into the crematorium, I had wished so badly that he was going somewhere better, but I knew that he was just dead. Gone. Ceased to exist. If there really was an afterlife … well, it was just too good to be true.

Ryan smiled knowingly. “You don’t believe in vampires, either. And yet, here we are.”

“Yes, we are. So tell me what I need to know, so I can make my call.”

“You’re not in prison. You can make more than one call.”

Prison is exactly what this is like.

“Whatever. You want my attention, here it is. Talk.” 

“How do you feel?” he asked. 

“Sick,” I replied honestly. “Sick and tired. I can see a little better, I guess. That’s about all.”

“The sickness will pass,” he said, not at all convincingly. 

“That sounds like a lie,” I grumbled. “Not a very good one, I might add.”

“Well, the more blood you drink, the better you’ll feel.”

The thought of drinking blood was simultaneously interesting and nauseating. “Forget the blood,” I waved my hand dismissively. “Just give me the short version of Vampire 101.”

That made him smile in amusement. Which pissed me off. I wasn’t there for his amusement.

“The order to take you that night came from Caleb,” Ryan began. “I was in New York doing some recon work –”

“We call it ‘stalking’ where I come from,” I interjected caustically.

“– when I was told to come to you. I took you, yes, but I didn’t realize what he had planned for you.”

“Huh, what? He bit me, like, one time when I pissed him off. You did a lot worse, buddy.” I prepared to launch into a checklist of the injuries he’d given me, but I couldn’t be bothered speaking words that would fall on deaf ears.

“I thought I was taking you to be Turned. Usually, that’s all he does. Simple, straightforward, easy. I had no idea what he’d been doing while I was on the east coast, you have to believe me.”

“That doesn’t make it better!” I exploded. “Minus a few torture sessions, I still end up like this! Burning, sick, alone. None of that would have changed if he had just Turned me.”

“You’re not alone” Ryan said gently.

“Fuck you,” I replied.

“You don’t understand,” Ryan pleaded. He was starting to lose his cool, and I realized it was because he was afraid – of me leaving. “Vampires, we’re just regular people who were infected with a virus. We used to be able to have children just like everyone else, but now, vampires can’t reproduce. The only way to make sure we survive is to Turn humans.”

My whole body went still and cold. “Vampires can’t have children?”

His eyes were sad. “No.”

I stared at him in disbelief. “I can’t have a baby?”

He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Mia. The last known baby born to a vampire mother was over four hundred years ago. The virus basically freezes your reproductive cycle.”

I thought of the plans I had had for my future, the dreams. I was going to go to college, get an awesome job somewhere. Then eventually Jared and I would get married, and have tiny babies together. I was in no rush to have kids, but I had always imagined one day I would be a mother. Two kids, a girl and a boy. 

And this asshole had just taken all of that away from me.

“I fucking hate you!” I screamed, picking up my phone and hurling it at him, followed by the charger which I ripped out of the wall socket, the lamp from the bedside table, and then the bedside table itself. He dodged each item with ease, but the poor wall behind him didn’t fare so well.

I just hurled that solid wood table like it was a bag of cotton candy. 

“Mia –”

“Get out!” I yelled, sobbing.

Ivy appeared in the doorway. “What’s her deal?” she asked Ryan, watching me rage.

Ryan glared at her. “You’re not helping,” he scolded.

“Wasn’t trying to,” she replied, never taking her eyes off me. “Sam?” she called down the hallway. “Can you come here a minute?”

I stopped throwing shit around the room. “Who’s Sam?” I demanded.  

“Sam doesn’t need to get involved in this, Ivy,” Ryan said tightly. 

“Who’s Sam?” I repeated, louder this time.

“I’m Sam.” A voice answered me first, and then a tall handsome vampire (I was starting to recognise them on sight) with shaggy brown hair, dark brown eyes and incredibly sleek, muscled arms appeared beside Ivy in the hallway. He looked from me to Ryan, balling his hands into fists. The two had a very tense stare–off, until Ivy cleared her throat.

“Sam,” she said pointedly. “Ryan has brought Mia here to help her adjust to our way of life. She doesn’t really trust him though, seeing as he kidnapped and tortured her and made her jump out a window.”

“I didn’t make her jump,” Ryan said weakly.

“Oh, well in that case,” Sam answered sarcastically, “What are you doing here?”

Ryan started pacing the length of the large bedroom.

“I didn’t know who else to trust, okay? Caleb has eyes and ears everywhere – I figured you guys were my only safe option. It’s not like he can get into either of your minds.”

Sam appeared to relax slightly. Ivy looked bored.

“These people don’t even like you?” I said to Ryan incredulously. It had all just clicked for me. These two hated Ryan by the sound of things. “Why are we here?”

Ryan threw his hands up, frustrated. “This thing that connects you and me? It also connects me to Caleb. I can feel him right now, trying to get into my head and figure out where we are. All of my friends? Are vampires, either made by Caleb or somehow connected to him. So he’s pretty much sifting through all of their brains, right now, trying to find us.”

“Do you have protection from him?” Ivy asked.

“Only these stupid hex bags.” Ryan pulled his from his back pocket and threw it on the bed. “The other reason I came to you. I need a witch to help me stay hidden. You’re the best there is.”

“You have the heart, too,” I said automatically. Ryan glowered at me. That was supposed to be a secret, he said silently.

I smiled.

Ivy looked pissed. “You didn’t tell me the whole story, Ryan. Let’s talk. Now.” She stormed off in the direction of the kitchen, and Ryan followed closely behind her.  

I looked at Sam awkwardly. “So …” I said. “What do you do? Besides drink blood and kill people.”

“I’m a Doctor,” he answered, looking confused. “A professor, actually. I work at UCLA. What happened to you?”

I shrugged. “You know. Vampires take you from a parking lot, you wake up in Mexico, they shove little taps into your brain. The standard B-grade horror movie.” I fidgeted awkwardly, not sure what to do with my hands.

Sam looked horrified. “You saw Caleb?”

“Oh, yeah.” I pointed to the disgusting round bite scar on my neck. “He had the buffet.”

Sam stepped closer, studying my neck. “There’s nothing there,” he said. 

“What?” I turned and rushed into the ensuite bathroom. I leaned in as close as possible to the large mirror, studying my neck with my new laser–accurate eyes. Nothing. Not even a scratch. In less than a week, my infected, pus–leaking vampire bite had completely healed without so much as a scar.

Sam stood in the doorway that led from the bedroom to the bathroom, but I could tell he didn’t want to come any closer. I had the distinct feeling it was because I was a girl, and that made me wonder. Ryan didn’t care about my personal space. I was surprised he cared for me at all, after the things he’d said and done back in Mexico.

“You’re a doctor,” I said, turning to him. “How did I lose a massive vampire bite?”

Sam frowned. “How long since you Turned?”

“Since I was Turned,” I corrected him. “You’re implying that I did this to myself. Quite the opposite. I expressly asked that this not be done.” As I heard myself talking, I realized that I sounded like an entitled little bitch, but I was beyond caring. 

Sam blinked. “Right. How long since you were Turned?”

“I don’t know,” I answered quietly. “A few days? Less than a week. I don’t remember a lot of it.”

“Well, the good news is you’re not going insane,” Sam said, obviously trying to lighten the mood. “Vampirity is caused by a virus. It attaches itself to your DNA, makes its way into every cell in your body, and takes over. Vampires can heal from a wound in a matter of minutes. Have you attacked anyone yet?”

“What?” I looked at him incredulously. “No. Ew! Why?”

He shook his head, seemingly pleased. “It’s just ... you seem remarkably lucid for a newly infected vampire.”

“Remarkably lucid?” I echoed. “All I’ve done for the past few days is throw up, cry and bleed.”

“Thank God for that,” Sam replied. “Usually, vampires spend their first few weeks – or months – attacking everyone and everything they can.”

I cast a sidelong glance at the broken lamp and overturned bedside table in the corner and tried to appear calm and generally non–violent. “Is that what you did when you were Turned?”

He paled. He looked like an injured puppy dog.

“Sorry,” I apologized. “It’s none of my business.”

He just searched my face, as if looking for the answer to a question I didn’t know. 

This is awkward.

“That’s what all vampires do,” he said quietly. “The bloodlust, it’s quite horrific.”

“Bloodlust?” I echoed. “Like being hungry?”

He stared at me like I was a freak. I shifted uncomfortably under the weight of his eyes. 

“Like being a homicidal maniac,” he said, “with zero impulse control.”

“Oh,” was all I could think to say. I tried to imagine Sam as a homicidal maniac with zero impulse control and failed. The guy looked too normal. Ryan, on the other hand …  

“Do you want something to eat?” Sam asked, abruptly changing the subject. “I just put a pizza in the oven.”

I wanted to ask if the pizza sauce had blood in it, but I stopped myself. This guy seemed nice enough. I figured I should really save all of my snark for Ryan. 

“Um … sure,” I shrugged, suddenly starving. My last meal had been in Mexico, like, ten hours ago at the diner. All I’d eaten in the car was a half–melted Snickers bar and some salted potato crisps.

“This way,” Sam said, taking off down the hallway. I grabbed my favourite Yankees sweater from the pile of clothes I’d emptied onto the floor and followed him out into the kitchen area. Ryan and Ivy were nowhere to be seen, which made me feel better. Sam seemed genuine and pretty normal, whereas Ivy seemed volatile and on edge. And when she had told me to get inside, I hadn’t been able to resist her, which scared the crap out of me. 

How had she made me do something just with words? Was it because she was a witch? Or was it because she was a vampire?

I wasn’t even sure I wanted to know.

 







EIGHTEEN

 

The large kitchen boasted wide French doors that led out to a sheltered outdoor lounge and barbecue area, and beyond that, a massive turquoise–colored pool that was shaped like a kidney. I walked through the open doors and was hit by the pleasant smell of pepperoni and rising dough. Sam stood in front of a red metal pizza oven, with a paddle in his hands. I watched in all my starving awe as he scraped a pizza from the bottom of the oven and slid it onto a plate.

He cut the pizza into eight slices and gestured for me to sit at the long outdoor table. It was smooth on top but the sides were uneven, as if it had been carved from a single tree trunk. I sat across from Sam and took a piece of pizza. “Ow!” A string of molten cheese stuck to my thumb. I decided to let the pizza cool for a minute.

“So, you live here?” I asked.

Sam nodded as he took a bite of pizza, apparently unperturbed by the molten lava cheese that covered it.

“And you and that Ivy chick, you’re a thing?”

He laughed with a mouthful of food, I guess because I referred to her as a chick. “Mmm–hmm.”

“How long have you been a vampire?” I asked.

“How do you know I’m a vampire?” he replied.

I wrinkled my nose. “I’m not sure,” I answered. “I just do.”

“Sixteen years,” he said, going for a second slice. “Since the summer of ’97.”

“Sounds like a song,” I said, taking a tentative bite of pizza. It was good. Gooey and cheesy, with just the right amount of pepperoni on top. My stomach growled loudly.

“Almost. That’s the ‘Summer of ’69’.”

I guessed he looked a little older than me, twenty maybe, and counted back in my head. “So, you’re like ... thirty – something now?” He was the best looking thirty-something-year-old I’d ever laid eyes on, that’s for sure. He made Ryan look like a regular dude. What was with all the vampires being amazingly good looking?

“I guess,” he replied, wiping his fingers on a paper napkin. “I was twenty–one when I was Turned. That makes me thirty–seven next month. Old…”

I tilted my head curiously. “Do you feel twenty–one? Or do you feel almost thirty–seven?”

Sam shrugged. “I guess I don’t really feel any particular age. I’m pretty young for a vampire. Ivy's seven hundred years old.”

I raised my eyebrows. “That’s why she’s a raging bitch,” I guessed.

Sam laughed. “Grumpy, and with excellent hearing, as well. You’ve been warned.”

“Right. So, can you explain to me how this virus actually works? I mean, I still don’t really believe all of this, but you know, just humor me.”

Sam nodded. “Sure, okay. Come down to the basement and I’ll show you a couple of DNA models I’ve made.”

I stiffened at the mention of a basement, and dropped my half–eaten pizza slice. A basement. Somewhere without windows. Somewhere I could be locked. Where nobody could hear me scream.

“I’ll just talk you through it out here,” Sam said swiftly, noticing my reaction. I relaxed again, taking a breath. It was just ridiculous to think that I no longer needed to breathe.

“Do you want the vampire folklore version or the scientific version?” he asked.

I shrugged, picking up my pizza again. “Hit me with both,” I replied. “It can’t hurt.”

“Okay. Vampire folklore first. Back in the eleventh century, this guy is walking down an alleyway, when he’s attacked by a mob of drunks. They stab him and leave him for dead. This guy is calling out for help, calling for Jesus or God, but he’s clearly bleeding to death. So, anyway, then he starts calling out for anyone to help, and this beautiful woman appears in front of him out of nowhere.

“He begs this woman to help him, and she says she will, for a price. He’ll do anything to avoid dying, so he agrees. He thinks she’s an angel and agrees to give her ownership of his soul.

“She feeds him her blood, and he lives. He falls in love with her instantly. It’s only later on that she tells him the truth – she’s a demon on day–release from hell, or something like that. And he’s just become the first human to be Turned into a vampire through drinking her demon blood.”

“That sounds screwed up,” I said, pushing my plate away.

“It really is,” Sam agreed. “That guy’s Caleb, by the way.”

“Shit,” I replied, suddenly alarmed. “Can the demon woman help him find me?”

“No.” He sounded sure. “She’s in hell, where demons belong. She hasn’t been back to earth since. Someone closed that little loophole and now she’s stuck down there for good.”

“Hell,” I said. “The Underworld? Is that where I was?”

Sam shook his head. “It usually takes a person a couple of days to reach The Underworld entrance after they die. From what I hear, you were only gone a few hours.”

I looked around in frustration. “I’m sorry,” I said plainly, “but does this not all sound a little crazy to you? I mean, come on. There are vampires? Demons? Hell?!”

Sam shrugged. “It’s what I’ve heard. I don’t believe one way or another because I haven’t seen proof either way. I never believed any of it at first but… you see things. Your perception of what’s real changes pretty fast in this world. When you see a person die and then wake up alive the next day, you start to believe some of this crap.”

“And the sciencey part?” I asked, hoping at least that would sound a little more believable.

“Right.” Sam finally pushed his plate away, seven chewed pizza crusts all that remained of his delicious creation. I stared at the empty plate between us with wistful regret. 

Next time I will eat faster.

“Vampires are just regular people that have been exposed to a virus,” Sam began. “It’s a virus that we carry in our blood. You can’t catch it from the air, or from touching something a vampire has touched. It takes a blood transfusion – a big one. Drinking vampire blood isn’t enough anymore. You have to have a lot of vampire blood injected straight into your bloodstream for the virus to take hold.”

“If vampires were all regular people once, why are they all such assholes?” I interrupted. 

Except you. 

Sam shrugged. “I don’t know. I think it has a lot to do with the type of people who want to be vampires, you know? A normal person doesn’t just wake up one day willing to give up their humanity for a chance at immortality. It’s people who are already screwed up. Greedy people. People who are dying. People who feel like they don’t have any other options. People who get forced into it.”

Like me. My head was hurting. I massaged my throbbing temples with my fingertips.

“You okay?” I heard Ryan’s voice behind me, and felt a warm hand on my back. It still irritated the hell out of me, the way he was acting like the good guy in all of this.

“Mm–hmm,” I replied, shrugging his hand off of me.

“You thirsty?” he asked, quieter this time.

Sam let out a surprised noise, and I looked up at him. His eyebrows were raised and he looked kind of pissed. 

Great, three pissed–off vampires in one day! A trifecta.

“I can’t believe you, dude. You say you’re trying to help her?”

“Sam, stay out of this.” The warning in Ryan’s voice was unmistakable.

Sam slid his glass of water across the table so it was in front of me. “If you’re thirsty, drink this. You don’t need to listen to him.”

“Wait.” I looked from Ryan to Sam, confused. “Don’t vampires need blood to live?”

“Yes,” Ryan said.

“No,” Sam said at exactly the same time.

“You told me I had to or I would die,” I protested through gritted teeth. 

“She will go crazy, Sam –”

“Do I look crazy to you?” Sam asked angrily.

Ryan groaned theatrically. “Give me a break. You’re ... different to everyone else.”

“You’ve been fed a story, Mia.” Sam was insistent. “Vampires don’t need blood, they simply like it, the same way an addict likes their drug of choice. You won’t die if you don’t drink it. You can just eat and drink exactly the way you did before you were Turned. I’ve been like this for fifteen years now and I’m just fine.”

He did look just fine. Mighty fine, actually. He didn’t have that sickly pallor under his skin that Ivy and Ryan possessed. He looked normal. I turned to glare at Ryan. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t believe him.”

“What he’s saying is impossible,” Ryan exploded. “That’s a good reason.”

Sam pointed to me, but his words were for Ryan. “You think I’m different? She’s different, man. Look at how together she is. You say she woke up after the change yesterday? She should be snapping people’s necks right now, having a massacre somewhere, and look at her.”

I suddenly felt self–conscious. Having a massacre?

Ryan did look at me, for what seemed like a long time. “Fine,” he said. He went inside and came back with a steaming mug full of what looked like black sludge. He slammed it down in front of me, and some of the dark brown liquid sloshed over the table. “Drink that.”

“What is it?”

“It’s diluted with coffee. It’ll help you feel better.”

I pressed my lips together and shook my head. “I don’t want it,” I said stubbornly.

I saw Ryan’s jaw clench, and even though I wasn’t trying to read his mind, I could feel the anger and frustration radiating from him. These two obviously had a history.

“Why are you trying to mess this up?” Ryan asked Sam in a measured, even voice that didn’t sound half as mad as the way he obviously felt. “I’m trying to do the right thing here.”

Sam rose from his chair so the two were eye–to–eye. Well, Sam was about an inch taller, actually, but that’s not important.

“What are you up to, Ryan? You don’t help people. You kill people. Especially pretty high school girls.”

He thought I was pretty?

Ryan looked almost embarrassed. “I think I had ... an epiphany.”

Sam laughed, slapping his thigh with his hand. “Dude, are you shitting me? Last time you had an ‘epiphany’,” he made rabbit ears in the air with his fingers, “you burned Ivy's house down.”

“Second time’s a charm,” Ryan replied coldly.

My feeling that Ryan was generally not a very nice person was being strongly reinforced.

Ivy suddenly appeared behind Sam. She glared at Ryan. “You need to back off, okay? You wanted our help, and you’ve got it. But you’re not in charge here.”

Ryan shook his head. “This was a colossal mistake. I risk everything for this stupid girl who won’t do anything I say, I come home, looking for help from an old friend, and I’m the asshole?”

He thought I was stupid? Stupid and pretty all in one. 

“You came home, Ryan?” Ivy said in disbelief. “This is Sam’s home now. Don't start waving your dick around like you own the joint. You burnt this place to the ground, remember? Sam and I rebuilt it, brick by fucking brick. So you can either back off, or get out.”

Ryan looked beyond them, to the pool, chewing his lip.

“But she stays,” Ivy added quickly. “She’s safe here.”

“She’s mine,” Ryan said defensively.

“No, I’m not!” I protested. “I’m nobody’s!”

“What I mean is, you’re my responsibility,” Ryan said quickly. “I didn’t mean it the way you think.”

I glowered. Nobody said anything.

I threw my napkin down, stood up and went inside without giving anyone a second glance. I slammed every door I could find on the way to the room I had been assigned – I refused to call it my bedroom – and went back to my spot in front of the ensuite bathroom mirror. I studied my smooth neck again, looking for any tiny remainder of the scar Caleb had inflicted, but there was still nothing. My temple was perfectly smooth, no sign of a crushed skull there. My shoulder, the one I had dislocated and later landed on when I fell, felt fine. Better than fine – it had never felt better.

I stepped back so I could take a good look at myself – so I could look at the girl I had become. Everything was the same, but everything had changed. My eyes, normally sparkling blue and full of energy, were now dull and almost gray in colour. Jared had always claimed to be able to tell what mood I was in by the subtle changes in my eye colour, and I had to admit now that he was right. I looked old and tired and washed–up, but if the vampires were telling the truth, I was never going to get a day older – even if I lived another seven hundred years.

 At that moment, I heard footsteps approach, and a gentle knock on the door.

“What?” I called out, not really interested in talking to anyone.

The door opened, revealing Ryan. What a surprise. The guy clearly couldn’t stay away from me. I looked at him impatiently. “What do you want?”

He looked at my phone, still on the floor where it had landed after I threw it at him.

“You haven’t called anyone yet.” 

I shook my head.

“Why?”

I shrugged, swallowing back a hard lump in my throat. “What am I supposed to say?”

He thought about that for a minute, before sitting on the large windowsill that overlooked the pool.

“I have an idea,” he said finally. 

“I’m not drinking more blood. Or that coffee,” I snapped.

Ryan smiled. “Well, do you want to hear my idea?”

I shrugged, still fuming inside, but too tired to keep fighting. “Sure. Why not.”

He gestured for me to sit next to him, and I did.

“Remember when we were in the diner, and I showed you my past?”

I nodded. 

“And you seemed to digest that a lot easier than me just telling you things, right?”

I nodded again. “It was like you couldn’t lie, even if you tried,” I admitted.

“That’s right. Here. Give me your hands.” He stretched his palms out, and I took hold of them reluctantly.

“Ready?”

“I guess.”

I felt the room fade into the background with a kind of sucking shoooook! as the memory Ryan was showing me came into clear focus in my mind.

This time was just as bizarre and all–consuming as the first time had been. Except, now that I knew what to expect, I was a little better about receiving all of the information being fed to me. 

We were in Ryan’s apartment in Caleb’s compound in Mexico. I gazed around, wondering what he could possibly show me that didn’t involve killing stupid pretty girls and drinking their blood. There was a girl, maybe mid–twenties, holding a blackberry to her ear and obviously waiting for her call to be answered. She definitely didn’t look human. Her green eyes practically glowed with supernatural power. She sat on a brown leather sofa next to Ryan, who was poised to listen to whatever conversation she was about to have. 

“Sweetie, I missed you last night. I’m back in New York.”

That was my mom on the other end of the phone!

A voice that sounded just like mine came out of the scary girl’s mouth. “That’s okay, I stayed at Evie’s. Mom, you’ll never believe what happened!”

That’s not me, I thought. How can she sound just like me?

“Honey, I’m in the middle of a case –”

“I got accepted into UCLA’s track program,” the Me Impostor gushed over the line. “Full scholarship and everything!”

I heard my mother stop typing for a second, and I imagined her perfectly manicured red nails hovering in mid–air. “That’s amazing, honey. You want to come up to celebrate? We could have dinner with Warren at that little bistro in Manhattan, what’s it called?”

“Mom, I can’t. I have to leave tonight to get there in time. My acceptance letter’s been lost in the mail for a week, can you believe it?”

My mom had already resumed her typing. She was a smart woman, a very successful woman – and I knew she loved me, so I wasn’t offended. I’d learnt to accept her the way she was a long time ago.

“That’s too bad,” my mom said. “Well, will we see you soon?”

“Sure,” The impostor said. “Bye Mom, love you!” 

I blinked, and felt Ryan let go of my hand as the room came back into focus around me.

“Who was that?” I demanded. “That wasn’t me talking – but it sounded just like me!”

“She’s a shapeshifter.”

I didn’t want to ask what that was. Vampires were enough for one day. It suddenly occurred to me how organized this whole charade had been, from me being alone walking to my car, to the fact that they had chosen a weekend when my mother was away to kidnap me.

“How long was I being watched?” I asked Ryan slowly. 

Ryan looked out of the window, to the pool and the trees beyond. Day was gradually bleeding into night, the sun just a pale yellow glow amongst the dusk. There was a cool breeze coming through the open window, and I hugged myself against the sudden chill.

“A year,” he said, in a perfectly measured, rationed voice.

I took a minute to comprehend that. A lot had happened in the past year. “Was it you?”

“No.” I couldn’t tell if his expression was one of sadness, or regret. “Not until the last few weeks.”

“Right. What about my boyfriend? My family? Do they have any idea?”

Ryan shook his head. “No. Which is why you can call them, without worrying. They all think you’re at college, just like your mom does.”

I thought about the impostor calling Jared. Had she told him she loved him? Had he told her? 

“Sure, why would I worry,” I said sarcastically, but I was tired and it came out sounding perfectly reasonable instead of angry and frustrated.

Ryan paused. “I didn’t make that up, you know. You’ve been accepted into UCLA. Full track scholarship. You also got into Brown, Yale, and some pissy little colleges over on the east coast.”

I felt my hands start to shake. “Are you joking?”

He smiled. “No joke.”

My happiness was short–lived. “But I can’t go!” I wailed. “I’m stuck here while your crazy boss tries to find me.”

Ryan frowned. “Don’t give up hope just yet. Caleb is way too busy to learn anything about his targets. That’s my job. He probably has no idea where you’re even from or how old you are. Plus he’s very impatient. If we can throw him off for long enough, he’ll get bored and start another project.”

I was so ashamed at that moment because I thought to myself: I wish Caleb would find some other girl instead of looking for me. I don’t care if he takes her. 

I don’t care if he takes a hundred girls, locks them away, drinks them up and tears at their flesh until they are rotted and hollow and dead inside. 

I just want him to leave me alone.

 







NINETEEN

 

There was a time in those first few weeks after the change that I thought I would try to escape. I could run, but if I did, Caleb would find me. 

Please. I just want to go home.

And once he did find me, he would take me again, lock me up and make everyone I love suffer.

But the reality was, he was probably going to make everyone I loved pay eventually even if he didn’t find me. Especially if he didn’t find me.

All I could think of was to hide, in the best hiding spot Ryan had thought of, in a house full of vampires – the only vampires in the world that, for some reason still unknown to me, Caleb couldn’t find.

So I stayed where I was. And I prayed that Death would not find me.

 







TWENTY

 

I stayed at Ivy and Sam’s house willingly for most of the time, but there was one night, that first night I was there, when I thought I might try my chances at getting out. I didn’t know what to say to Jared or my mom, but I had decided to call Evie, to hear a familiar voice more than anything. I felt like I was losing my identity, and I needed something from home to remind me again who I was.

I was also acutely aware that all of my fellow housemates had exceptional hearing, and I felt claustrophobic enough as it was without sharing my phone call, as well. So, after the house had gone dark and quiet, I grabbed my phone, slid on some sneakers and let myself out through the French doors in the kitchen. The night was humid, little beads of moisture clinging to the blades of grass underneath my feet. I jogged across the huge property, past beautiful old fruit trees, rows of grapevines, and a random old building that looked very much like a steepled church. Even in the darkness, I could see better than ever before, and I briefly wondered why Sam referred to vampirism with words like ‘virus’ and ‘infection’ when it seemed more like a bonus than a sickness, at least physically. 

I ran for a bit longer, forgetting my phone call for the moment. I just wanted to be alone with my thoughts, to think about where I was and what I was going to do. For the first time in weeks, I felt the breeze on my face, air in my lungs, and a tiny glimmer of hope started to appear. Being surrounded by death had made me realize how much I loved my old life and everyone in it. I was in love. I missed Jared so much it hurt.

Just then, my iPhone beeped, and a text message from a number I didn’t recognize flashed onto the screen. I unlocked the phone and started to read.

Bonnie and Clyde, it read. Hope you’re having a great adventure. Caleb sends his regards and says he’ll see you both very soon.  I like your friends Jared and Evie. They are a real hoot. I bet the blonde would taste great mixed with vodka. And your mom, I’ll save her for an early start. The woman has caffeine for blood. Love from Ford. xx

A second message came through, and appeared to be addressed only to me.

Hey spunky, it read. Caleb wants to give you another chance. Agree to come back and we’ll forget about killing everyone you love. Starting with your boyfriend. xox

I read the text messages over and over until the strings of words made no sense. I started to shake. I shoved the phone in my pocket and began running again, only this time I was headed for the driveway that led to the street. 

I was almost to the end of the driveway when I ran face–first into a wall that I couldn’t see. I cried out, flying backwards and landing awkwardly on my tailbone. Pain shot up my spine and I groaned, clutching my back.

“What the hell?” I muttered. I got up, brushed myself off and tried to approach the gates again. But I just couldn’t get to them. There was an invisible wall keeping me from getting out.

Just then, I felt someone watching me. I turned around to see Ryan, dressed only in black silk boxer shorts and clutching his phone, making his way down the front stairs. 

“What the HELL is going on?!” I screamed. “Why is there an invisible –”

“Stop yelling at me!” Ryan demanded. He looked tired, and I realized he mustn’t have slept at all in the days since saving me. Oh well. I hardly cared about his comfort.

“I’m trapped, aren’t I?” Pissed didn't even come close to describing how I felt.

He looked away, clearly embarrassed at being caught out. “Technically, yes. But it’s not to stop you from getting out –”

“– It’s to stop other people from getting in,” Ivy finished his sentence as she walked down the stairs from the front door. She was wearing a red lace negligee that skimmed her knees and left very little to the imagination. The woman looked amazing. And kind of evil.

“I don’t trust either of you,” I said. “I want to talk to Sam. Sam!” I yelled across the yard.

“He’s in the basement,” Ivy said, looking bored. “Steel walls, nice and thick. He won’t hear you.”

“Can’t you just do that mind–communication thing with him?” I demanded.

“No, I can’t,” she replied haughtily. “I’m a defective model.”  

“Let me out,” I demanded.

A defective model? That must be why Caleb can’t find us here. The psychic mind stuff doesn’t work on her.

“So you can get yourself killed, and us too for helping you? No way. Get over yourself and go to bed.” She turned and walked back into the house.

I sank to the ground, tears blurring my vision. 

“Mia, come inside,” Ryan pleaded with me. He stepped closer, squeezing my shoulders with his cold hands.

“I trusted you!” I said, pushing him away. “Even after you did all those things to me, I trusted you. And you lied to me! All that crap about protecting my family from myself? I am a prisoner. You’re taking up where Caleb left off. You’re keeping me here.”

Just then, I felt warm hands on my shoulders. I jumped, turning to see a sympathetic looking Sam. So she had told him to come out after all.

I backed away from Ryan so that I was standing next to Sam. He left one warm hand resting on my shoulder, and unlike Ryan’s unwanted embraces, I liked the simple comfort of his touch.

“What is going on?” I asked them both impatiently. “Why can’t I get out?”

Ryan’s eyes lingered on the gates and he approached the invisible wall I had run face–first into only moments before. He pushed his palm through the air, and it stopped, the invisible wall coming into focus for just a second. It shimmered translucent silver like a mirage in the desert, and by the time I blinked, it had disappeared again. 

“Magic. It keeps us all safe,” he explained. “Vampires sleep like the dead. We could all take guarding shifts, make sure nobody gets in – but this is easier, and I haven’t slept in a week.”

“Well, you all come and go as you please,” I said. “How?”

“There’s a key,” Sam said. “I’m sorry someone forgot to give you one. But you are definitely not a prisoner here.” He glared at Ryan.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out two small packages, each about the size of a box of matches, wrapped in calico and secured with brown string. They smelled like herbs and reminded me of the hex bag Ryan had made me carry around. 

Sam pressed one of the packages into my palm and gestured to the invisible wall. I reached out hesitantly, expecting my palm to bounce right off again, but this time it didn’t. I could still feel a slight resistance, but as I stepped forward, the wall shimmered again and rippled, allowing me to step out of the yard to the other side. Sam followed, and together we stood freely at the end of the driveway.

“You want to go for a walk?” Sam asked, holding his arm out for me to grab a hold of. I smiled, relieved. 

“Definitely,” I replied, looping my arm around his. I didn’t wave goodbye to Ryan, who stood silently watching us. Screw him. 

There were no other houses in the immediate vicinity – Ivy's property must have spanned several acres. When we got to the end of the deserted street, Sam gestured to a park complete with a playground and bright red slide. We crossed the road, and made our way over to the swings. I sat in one, he in the other. I looked around, realizing there must have been a fire recently. All of the trees were charred black, devoid of any greenery save for a few precious shoots of regrowth that dared to peek out from some of the heavy trunks.

“We should have told you,” Sam said immediately. “I’m sorry.”

I shrugged. “It wasn’t you,” I said. “It was the other two. I don’t trust them.”

“Something else is bothering you,” Sam said, frowning as he studied my face. 

“Where do I start?” I said sarcastically. 

“No, really,” Sam persisted. I swallowed thickly and handed my iPhone over to him.

He read the messages silently, his pupils growing bigger and his expression more alarmed. 

“Did you tell the others?” he asked, handing back my phone.

“No,” I said. “I was too busy trying to climb over the magical prison wall.”

He smiled then, and it made me feel a little less alone. He really was one of the kindest people I had ever met, human or vampire. Especially vampire. I think he was the only nice vampire I had met at that point.

“Are you considering going back to Mexico?” Sam asked seriously.

“Yes,” I replied honestly. “Of course. If everyone I love is going to be hurt, of course I’ll go back.”

 Sam shook his head. “They’re bluffing,” he said. “Trying to push your buttons. They’re in Mexico.”

“What if Caleb does send Ford back to New Jersey?” I asked, as the gruesome notion popped into my head. “Ryan said I was watched for a whole year. They know everything about me My friends, my family. The text message mentioned Evie. What if they take her, too?”

“She’s your best friend?”

I stiffened. “How do you know?” I demanded.

“Ryan told us about her,” Sam replied. “Said she was with you before he took you. Trust me, she’s perfectly capable of taking care of herself.”

“How?” I said in disbelief. “What is she, a secret ninja or something?”

“She’s a witch,” Sam replied. “Ryan thinks she knows something is up. And right now, she’s casting so many protection spells, all of your family and friends will be safer than ever before.”

I arched my eyebrows. “Witch?” I spluttered. “Like Ivy?”

Sam nodded. “Like Ivy.”

My best friend is a goddamned witch?!

“You’re a doctor,” I said. “How can you even believe in witchcraft?”

Sam was thoughtful for a moment. “I never used to, before. But the things I’ve seen – you can’t explain them away with logic. What I’ve learnt over the years is to never assume you know how things work, because just as soon as you figure the world out, everything changes again.”

“Is that what happened to you?” I asked quietly. “Did everything change for you the way it’s changing for me?”

Sam chuckled, but it was a dry laugh, devoid of anything good. “I was so young when I met Ivy,” he said. “Twenty years old, I was. I was doing so well in college.  About to graduate early, with honours, and then go to med school.”

“Did you go? To med school?”

“Eventually,” he replied, his voice as dry and dead as the burnt trees that surrounded us. “I had to … wait a few years, until it was safe.”

“Why’d you have to wait?” I asked. I needed to know everything.

“The blood,” he said, his cheeks flushing pink. “I couldn’t handle being around all that blood.” He was embarrassed, I realized with a start. Ashamed that he was driven by a desire I was yet to fully understand.

“I don’t think about blood,” I confessed. “At all. I don’t even like it much. Do you think there’s something wrong with me, Sam?”

He smiled, little creases curling up at the corners of his toffee–coloured eyes. “There’s nothing wrong with you, Mia. It’s the rest of us who aren’t right.”

I stared at my palms. There were no scars from where I had dragged myself over broken glass in that courtyard in Mexico, when I had died. I thought about my death and all the secrets I had yet to learn.

“Did you die, Sam? When you were Turned?”

His face fell then, and it was his turn to stare at the ground. “We all die. We are alive, and then we die, and when we wake up again, we are something else entirely.”

“Have you ever killed someone?” I whispered.

He didn’t answer me. 

 







TWENTY-ONE

 

I couldn’t wait any longer. I had to call Evie, tell her what was going on. If she thought I was a weirdo, so be it. I couldn’t carry the weight of my secret alone for another minute. And if she really was what Sam said – a witch – then maybe she could protect my family when I couldn’t.

I must have dialled and hung up at least ten times before I got up enough nerve to let the call go through. She answered on the first ring, the sound of her voice taking the breath out of my lungs.

“Hello?” She answered, and I could hear the suspicion in her tone.

Right. She thinks I’m not me. She thinks it’s a shapeshifter calling her from my number.

“Evie,” I choked. I burst into tears.

“Holy shit, it’s you.” Her voice changed completely to one of worry and concern. “Where are you? Are you okay? Tell me, I can come get you. I can help you, Mia. Mia?”

Where to start? What to say? Would she even believe me? I wouldn’t believe me.

“I was – taken,” I said falteringly. “I, um, I’ve been in Mexico. But I’m okay now.” No I’m not. “Someone helped me get out of there. I’m in a safe place now.”

Why was I so reluctant to tell her where I was?

“Are you in Mexico now?” She asked. “I don’t think so. You’re near the beach, aren’t you?”

“How do you know that?” I asked quickly. Was she a part of this?

She sighed. “Mia, there are lots of things about me that you don’t know. There are things I can do that other people can’t do. I’ve been trying to find you ever since you disappeared.”

The witch thing. Right. “Have I – have I tried to call you before now?“

She snorted. “No, but some bitch pretending to be you called me up. She hung up really fast once she realized I wasn’t as stupid as your average blonde.”

“Oh. Good.” I didn’t know what to say.

“Mia, I’m so sorry. Are you – are you one of them now?” She didn’t say the word vampire, but we both knew what she meant.

I guess she took my silence as a yes.

“I should have known they were fucking vampires hanging around school. I should have been more careful.” There. She had said the word so I didn’t have to. 

“It’s not your fault, Evie.” 

“Give me the address. I’m on the first flight out there.”

“Whoa,” I said quickly. “You can’t leave. I need you to protect Jared and my mom. Does Jared know anything?” 

She breathed out heavily. “No. Although he’s pissed that you left without telling him. What if something happens to you and I’m not there to help you, Mia? I left you alone in a goddamn parking lot in New York the day after I saw a vampire in our history class. What was I thinking?”

I pressed my forehead to the cool bedroom wall and closed my eyes. “You were thinking everything would be okay. Just like me.”

“At first I thought they’d killed you,” Evie confessed. “Only I couldn’t find your ghost anywhere.”

“My ghost?” My ghost?!

“Yeah. I kept waiting for your ghost – your soul –  to show up, and it never did.” 

But I had died. According to Ryan, for a couple of hours, I had been dead. 

“I thought I felt you die,” Evie said miserably, as if reading my mind. “And when that feeling went away, I realized the vampires must have Turned you, and that it was too late.”

My vision blurred as I blinked back something hot. It overflowed, and a single tear escaped, running down my cheek.

“Oh shit,” Evie said. “That’s not what I meant. You need to come home, Mia. Now.”

Another hot tear, then another. “I can’t. If I come back he’s going to kill everyone I care about.”

Evie didn’t say anything. 

“Hello?” I asked the empty phone line.

“I’m here,” Evie replied quickly. “I just –”

“Don’t know what to do?” I supplied helpfully. “That makes two of us.”

“Why didn’t you call me sooner, tell me what was happening?”

I shrugged even though I knew she couldn’t see me. “And tell you what? That I’m a vampire? Do you know how stupid that sounds to me?”

“It’s not your fault,” Evie said softly, soothing my jagged nerves. “You didn’t know about all this. Most people never do.”

“Why didn’t you tell me you were a witch?” I asked her. “You’ve known me for my whole life, Evie, and you never said a word!”

“Would you have believed me?” she asked tiredly. “Or would you have thought that I was crazy?”

She was right. “I just wish I had been prepared, you know? You think for your whole life that the world is one way, and it’s nothing like you thought it was. It sucks.”

“It does suck. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I should have told you something, at least.”

“Is my m–mom okay?”

“She’s good. She’s safe.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose as another wave of headache crashed into my forehead. “She thinks I’m at school?”

“Yeah.” Evie’s voice was apologetic. “She’s been getting emails from someone who says they’re you. And calls, I think.”

“I heard. Ryan showed me – it’s hard to explain. But I heard one of the calls the shapeshifter made to my mom. She had no idea.”

“Ryan. He’s the one who helped you escape in Mexico?”

“Yeah,” I replied. I omitted the part about him taking me in the first place. I don’t know why I was protective of him after what he had done, but there it was.

“And where are you now?” She insisted.

“Los Angeles,” I replied, hoping my vagueness would satisfy her. 

“Address, Mia. Come on. I need to see that you’re alright.”

Panic swirled through me. “Please don’t come,” I begged. “I don’t want you to see me like this. I need you to stay with Jared!”

“Okay. Here’s the deal. I’m going to promise to stay with Jared, and make sure your mom is protected, and you’re going to tell me the address.”

My shoulders sagged in defeat. I rattled off the address and confirmed it as she repeated it three times.

“I’m sorry, I have to go,” I said. “I’m so tired, I haven’t slept.”

“Go,” Evie said gently. “Sleep. You’ll be home soon, I swear.”

As I ended the call, I had to wonder if what she was saying was even possible. Surely if Caleb was looking for me, I would have to stay away until he wasn’t a threat anymore.

How could I make sure he was out of the picture? How did an eighteen–year–old girl turned vampire kill such an old and powerful creature?

 







TWENTY-TWO

 

I couldn’t sleep. My bed was comfortable, my pillow just the right height and firmness. I felt queasy, but I was starting to think that the dropping sensation in my stomach would never go away. I just couldn’t shut my mind off. 

I could hear so many things, including some I probably wasn’t supposed to hear. They say a vampire’s hearing is most acute straight after Turning, and I was no exception. Ryan was breathing deeply, probably sleeping in the room next to mine. Ivy was in the kitchen. It sounded like she was emptying the dishwasher or something. I could hear Sam in the basement, tinkering with something – probably studying the sample of blood he’d drawn from my arm earlier in the afternoon.

I could hear his every minuscule movement and imagined what he could be doing. Strangely enough, as I listened closer, an entire picture of what he was doing began playing in my head. Almost as if I could see exactly what he was doing, just by listening and concentrating. I was listening with more than my ears – it was like some kind of psychic energy was allowing me to know just what was going on in another room of the house without actually being in there. It was kind of cool. I wondered how much was real, and how much was my imagination filling in the blanks. 

I listened and ‘watched' from my room as Sam took the small vial of my blood and removed the cap. Using an eyedropper, he drew up a single drop and squeezed it onto a glass slide. The slide carefully went underneath a large microscope, and he pressed his eye to the viewfinder.

A newborn vampire’s blood is a peculiar thing to look at, I have since been told. It still has all of the visual markers of human blood, but if you look closely under a high–powered microscope, you will see the presence of a virus, attacking every single cell, burrowing into the nucleus like a hungry worm and recoding the genetic structure that once made that individual a human being. A DNA test is even more telling, and that’s what Sam did next.

He slid his chair over to his computer, opened a program with a few clicks of a mouse and dropped another pinprick worth of blood onto a paper swab. This swab he fed into an expensive–looking machine about the size of a commercial photocopier. Sam kicked back in his chair and watched as colored bars and graphs appeared on his computer screen. After a few minutes, there was a knock on the door.

It was Ivy. I knew it even before I heard her speak. Something about her stride, the way she knocked at the door with impatience. I just knew.

“Whatcha doing?” Ivy asked, kicking the door shut behind her and following him over to the desk. “More research?”

“Yeah.” He rubbed his eyes. He looked tired. 

“You look tired,” Ivy said, echoing my observations as she brushed a stray hair out of his eyes. She hesitated a little before she spoke again. “You should drink a little, just get a good night’s –”

“What have I told you?” Sam exploded. I’d never seen – or heard – him angry before. “I told you no. The answer is still no.”

Ivy's face was pinched with concern. “I’m worried about you, Sammy. You look … sick.”

Sam shrugged. “Maybe I’m starting to age, Isobel. Maybe not drinking blood is making me human again.” 

“Shut up,” she replied. “I don’t want to argue. Show me what you’re working on.”

Sam glanced at his computer screen again to see the model of my DNA building on the screen, twin helix strands with a ghostly third ribbon intertwined – the vampire virus.

“I’m trying to figure out why Mia’s so calm and composed after being Turned less than a week ago.” He pointed to the screen. “It all looks normal so far. I’m stumped.”

I was calm and composed? I hardly thought so. I felt more like an emotional, sobbing mess most of the time. 

“You seem to be developing an obsession over this girl,” Ivy said, and when Sam looked at her in surprise, her green eyes practically screamed with envy. And I wasn’t even in the room! “Walks in the park, dinner together. I’ve hardly seen you since she arrived.”

Sam shook his head. I was flabbergasted. I had been in her house less than twenty–four hours and Ivy was already showing resentment?

“You sound like a jealous teenager,” Sam said. “This girl is different. I want to know why. I want to help her. I doubt your psychopathic ex is really doing anything to help her.”

I started to feel a little dishonest. Didn’t they realize I could hear everything they were saying?

“If it were up to you, the girl would starve to death.” Ivy's eyes were blazing now. “Perhaps we should try that? I mean, it took you ten years to live without human blood, but hey, she’s different.”

Sam rubbed his temples wearily. “Go, please. Have an O–Neg or something. Calm yourself down.”

Oooh, burn. These two obviously had more issues than the average couple.

Ivy looked taken aback. “What the hell is that supposed to mean? You think she can go without blood but you want me to have a fucking drink to calm down?!”

They were both yelling now, and Sam stood taller, towering over her. “You’ve never tried not drinking it,” he accused. 

“I’m a vampire!” Ivy shouted. “It’s. What. I. Do.”

“You,” Sam murmured in a voice barely above a whisper, “drink blood because you like it. You cut into people and take their blood because you like it. You are the way you are because you like it.”

Ivy clenched her jaw, drawing her hand back. Her strike missed, Sam’s hand shooting out to catch her wrist mid–air with ease. “Looks like that’s not all you’ve been drinking,” he muttered, pushing her away. “Look at you. You’re tanked!”

Ivy shook her head, turned and fled up the stairs away from him.

That had been intense. I shook my head, blinked my eyes a few times and waited patiently for the images in my head to dissolve. I tossed and turned, trying to get comfortable, but my mind wouldn’t stop racing. Every time I got close to drifting off, another image jumped into my brain. Ivy opening a wine bottle in the kitchen. Sam pacing in the basement. Ryan shifting in his sleep.

I glanced at my phone. Three–fifteen in the morning. So much for vampires being able to sleep soundly. I sat up and swung my legs over the side of the high bed, my feet just touching the cool floor. I padded over to the door and opened it, not surprised when a vampire fell into the room at my feet.

Ryan groaned and rubbed his face wearily. “Where are you going?” he asked.

“Jesus Christ,” I muttered, stepping over him. “I’m just getting a sandwich. Go back to sleep.”

He didn’t follow me, so he must have either retreated to his room or curled up on the hallway floor again. I didn’t really care, as long as he left me alone.

As I entered the kitchen, dark except for a lone lamp, I knew I wasn’t alone. 

“You look exhausted,” Ivy observed from the large oak table where she sat. An empty wine glass and a half–full bottle of red wine sat in front of her. 

“So do you,” I replied. It was a lie. She looked sensational. And drunk.

She shrugged. “I’ll sleep when I’m dead,” she quipped, smiling darkly. I shifted uneasily from one foot to the other, not sure whether I should invade her space and make something to eat, or just go the hell back to bed.

“There’s some cold cuts in the fridge,” she said. “Bread’s in the pantry.”

So she did have excellent hearing as well. Thank God she couldn’t read my thoughts on top of that.

“Thanks,” I said awkwardly, reasoning that I may as well eat now that she had given me permission. I opened the giant stainless steel fridge and started grabbing salami, cheese, mayonnaise and tomatoes. I found a loaf of bread and a plate and started assembling a monster sandwich. Suddenly, I was absolutely starving again.

I stood at the dark granite bench and ate my sandwich, then another, and a third. By the end I was just eating salami and sliced beef straight from the package and not bothering with bread or condiments. The meat tasted really good, but unsatisfying at the same time – it was too dry, too overcooked for my liking.

“Sam told me you’re not craving blood,” Ivy said quietly. She had been silent the entire time I was eating, a good fifteen minutes, and I had almost forgotten she was there.

“No,” I said after swallowing another mouthful of roast beef. “The thought of it makes me feel sick.”

She nodded, taking a moment to think about what I had said. 

When she didn’t keep talking, I tried to think of something to say, something to break the unbearable silence.

“What kind of wine is that?” I asked.

She looked at the bottle. “Tempranillo. From Spain. You want some?”

I shook my head. “Maybe some other time.” After seeing Ryan with his blood–infused coffee, I didn’t want to risk spiked wine.

As I was putting everything back in the fridge, I smelled something really good. It smelled thick and juicy, like a rare beef roast. I shifted a few things around, packages of salad mix and a bowl of chopped pineapple and strawberries, until my eyes landed on the thing that was making my mouth water.

It was a stack of plastic bags, each holding an equal measure of human blood. I was drawn to them like a moth to a flame, my mouth tensed to rip open the flimsy packaging and suck greedily at the viscous nectar contained within. I stepped back and shook my head, and just as soon as the intense and foreign hunger had consumed me, it was gone again.

It’s nothing. You need some red meat is all. You’ve been living on fries and sandwiches for days.

I slammed the refrigerator shut and jumped as a face smirked at me where the door had been.

“Help yourself,” Ivy said sweetly. “There’s more than enough to go around.”

 







TWENTY-THREE

 

This is the point where I wish I could tell you things got better for me. That I took a few vampire history lessons, purchased a vampire cookbook (101 tasty blood–filled recipes!) and packed up my meagre possessions to return to my old life.

Except that’s not what happened.

Ivy liked blood. A lot. And she didn’t do baggies from the blood bank – she got hers straight from the source. Ryan was the same. He’d drink from a bag when he was in a fix – but once I ‘calmed down’ enough for him to leave the house (his words), he resumed his normal feeding habits. 

Feeding houses. They’re everywhere, or at least they were back then. Ryan told me about them, asked if I wanted to come along and get a hit of fresh blood directly from a donor. Apparently the norm was a tube that went straight from a willing blood donor straight into the mouth of a hungry vampire in the next room. You could pay extra to bite someone and get it the old–fashioned way. You could pay even more to drink straight from someone who had just taken a hit of your drug of choice – vodka, heroin, cocaine, valium – so that you could get high at the same time. 

I didn’t ask either of them which method they preferred – I really didn’t want to know. I couldn’t think of anything worse than drinking blood, despite the bloodlust that had overcome me when I smelled the stuff in the refrigerator. My stomach was still tied in knots. Sam was having a great time, cooking all sorts of things for me that vampires like Ivy and Ryan weren’t interested in. Pasta. Fried chicken. I swear, I was going to be the fattest vampire in LA.

I could tell that it pained Sam when Ivy had to go to these places. So, the first time Ryan suggested tagging along with Ivy, Sam put his foot down. See, I was learning pretty fast that Ivy and Ryan had killed a lot of people together in their time. And they were kind of a bad influence on each other. So, no feeding together. 

One night, after I had been at the house for a few weeks, Ivy was on her way out. Sam was already out, which was rare for him, but he had been working on a new research project with a fellow professor and they were going over something that sounded very complicated on campus. So that left me, and my favorite person in the world, Ryan.

Ivy was dressed to kill, in skinny jeans, a black singlet that showed off her ample cleavage, and black leather boots. From my spot on the couch I could see her fussing with her makeup while she waited for her ride. As she stacked on more black eyeliner, I tried to imagine her in one of those feeding houses, drinking blood from a drugged girl. It made me sad.  

“Mia,” she said. “Remember you were asking me about the wine I was drinking?” 

I nodded. I had avoided her as much as possible since the night I’d found her drunk in the kitchen, and this was the first time we had been alone together since then.

“Well,” she said, her green eyes sparkling as she handed me a bottle of red wine, “this is it. You should drink it tonight. Let Ryan have some, too.”

I felt a wave of uneasiness pass over me, and then it was gone. “Sure. Thanks.” I took the bottle of wine and set it on the coffee table in front of me.

“Whatcha watching?” She asked, dropping the eyeliner pencil into her handbag.

“True Blood.”

“Cool. Which season?”

“Two,” I replied, watching as she stuffed her handbag with a gun, a switchblade and a small make–up case.  

She noticed me looking at the gun and smiled. “It's for protection only.” A horn honked from the driveway. “Enjoy your show.” Ivy called, closing the front door behind her.

I felt like a little kid being left at home while Mommy went on a date. “Enjoy your blood,” I said to the empty room.

 

Ryan strolled in about halfway through the first episode holding a glass of blood. “Want some of the good stuff in there?” he asked, gesturing to my wine.

“No thanks,” I said, sipping my wine.

He shrugged, then picked up the open bottle Ivy had given me and poured some into his glass. Blood mixed with wine. Gross. Delicious. What?

“Mind if I join you?” He sat next to me without waiting for a response.

I shrugged. “If you want. Don't you have some girls to kidnap or something?” 

“You're hilarious” Ryan drawled, lounging back on the sofa cushions and crossing his bare feet on the coffee table. “True Blood? Why are we watching Sookie Stackhouse, Mia Blake?” 

I rolled my eyes. “Research.” 

“Right, you're basing your new life around what you pick up from Anna Paquin?” 

“Well, everyone's too busy to answer my questions,” I complained. “Or they just like keeping me in the dark. I should just go down to the feeding house and ask some questions.” 

“No, you shouldn’t,” he said sharply. “That’s the worst fucking idea I’ve heard all day.” 

“Oh, really?” I rolled my eyes again and poured myself a second glass of wine.

“Yes, really,” Ryan countered. “You don’t need to go anywhere. Ask me a question. Ask me ... anything.” 

“Okay. Here’s one. Why are you such an asshole?” I shot back. 

“It’s part of my charm. Why are you such a bitch?” 

“I'm asking the questions. How many people have you killed?” 

“I don’t know. Ask me another question.” 

Bullshit. I bet he knew down to the exact number.

“How old are you?” I asked, trying a different tack.

“I'm very old.” 

“Where were you born?” He was so frustrating!

“In a barn,” he snickered. “Like Jesus.” 

“You're not funny. Are you really immortal? Can you die?” 

“Everyone can die.”

I sighed. “See? You don't answer anything. I'm going for a walk.” I got up and started to walk away when Ryan's hand shot out and gripped my wrist like a vice. It reminded me of the other time he had grabbed my wrist. The day I had died. The day I had been Turned. 

It made me feel positively nauseous.

“I was born in a village called Rioja, in Spain. My mother was Italian, and my father was Spanish. It was 1191. I’m eight–hundred–and–twenty–one years old.” 

“You're hurting me,” I said, tugging my arm away. He released his grip and let my arm fall at my side. 

“I can die, we all can. I won't tell you how, don't want you getting any ideas. But anyway, just about the only thing you can't kill is a demon.” 

“Demon?” I interrupted. 

“Yeah, demon. Like from Hell.” 

“Hell,” I said evenly. “Like the opposite of Heaven?” 

“I don't really know about that. I'm not exactly a Christian, if you know what I mean” 

I nodded, biting my lip. “But you know about Hell.” 

He nodded, inclining his head to the side. “Sit. I'm serious. I think it's time you knew what you need to know.” 

“Will I get fangs?” I asked seriously.

Ryan laughed. “No. Your teeth are really strong, though. You can use them to bite through almost anything.”

Gross. I didn’t want to think about all the different things I would now be able to bite through with ease.

“Is it true vampires can't have children? Ever?”  

He nodded. “Never used to be, though. A recent development. That’s why Caleb is so intent on Turning others. Otherwise, the vampires won’t survive. Not in these times. There are too many people hunting us.” 

“Have you ever had a baby?” I asked.

“I’m a man,” Ryan deadpanned, “so, no.”

“I’m serious!” I said, hitting him with a cushion. He laughed, catching the cushion mid–air. 

“I had a child,” he said, serious again. “A daughter. With Ivy. She was stillborn. It was a very long time ago.” 

Born and dead. I couldn’t imagine anything more heartbreaking. I wondered if living as long as he had made the pain of losing a child easier to bear, or harder?

“Why did you take the heart from Caleb?” I questioned. “It scares the crap out of me.”

“Collateral.” He didn’t elaborate.

We were silent for a while.

“What’s going to happen to me, Ryan?” I asked finally.

“What do you mean?” 

I looked down at my hands. “I mean, is he going to find me?” 

“No. He's not.” He took my hands and squeezed them reassuringly. “He's not going to find you. We're going to figure this out, and then you can go home and forget any of this ever happened.” 

I shook my head in frustration. “I can't forget, Ryan. I don't even know whether I want to go home! Not if people are in danger. Maybe it's too late.” 

“It's not too late.” Ryan’s attempt at comforting me was pretty pathetic, but I appreciated the effort.

I took my hands back, wiping my eyes. “Yeah, well. Let's see how long it takes to get out of this mess before deciding whether it’s too late to go back. Ow!” I complained as my back started to throb again. I had landed pretty hard when I ran into the invisible wall (or ‘ward’ as Ivy called it) and my back had been aching for days. 

“How's your back?” 

“It's pretty sore. I've been using the heat pack you got me ... aren't I supposed to heal fast or something?” 

Ryan pressed his lips together, concerned. “You have to drink the blood. Otherwise, you're going to get sick. Sicker than you are now. And your back won’t heal, either.” 

I clamped my mouth shut like a little kid. “Mmm–mph.” 

“Mia, Sam is different. Even as a newborn vampire, he drank a lot of blood. He was insatiable. His fucking nickname was The Ripper. You need to drink.” 

“There has to be another way,” I said stubbornly. The Ripper? Sam?

“There's not. Do I have to force you?” 

I narrowed my eyes. “You'd like that, wouldn't you?” 

“No, I would not like it. I would like you dying even less, though …” 

Well, what was I supposed to say to that? 

“Turn around,” he said. 

“Why?!” 

“Forget the blood for a while. Let's talk about it later. Do you want me to try and make your back feel better?”

“How?” 

“I'll massage it a little. I promise I won't try and make you drink blood.” 

“Fine.” I turned around, still watching the television while Ryan’s strong fingers started pressing into my skin. A draft of air was getting into the room from somewhere, and I felt goose bumps rise on my bare arms.

I looked to the coffee table, realizing the wine bottle Ivy had given me was empty. Had I really drank that much? On an empty stomach? It was like I couldn’t get enough of it. I was feeling kind of woozy, but more than that, I was sorely disappointed that there was no more. 

Was there blood already in the wine? Was that why it was so intoxicating?

“Mmm,” I said, relaxing my tensed shoulders. I closed my eyes. Ryan was an excellent masseuse.

What happened next took both of us by surprise. I breathed deeper as a delightful warmth spread through me, from where Ryan’s fingers touched my skin all the way to the tips of my own fingers and toes. A vague feeling of concern was replaced by invisible threads that pulled at me, urging me to get closer to him, to feel that warmth even better. Dreamily, I turned around to face Ryan. Our eyes met for one fiery minute, and then the unthinkable happened. 

We kissed.

 







TWENTY-FOUR

 

I don’t know who kissed who. It just happened, out of nowhere.

Even as I pressed my mouth against his, I couldn’t help but wonder what the hell I was doing. This was Ryan. The bad guy. And all I wanted to do was rip my clothes off and jump into his lap.

“Ryan,” I breathed nervously between kisses. “What are you doing?” I was terrified. What was happening here? A voice in my head screamed Stop, but that voice was drowned out by something else much more powerful, a primal hunger that rose from the depths of my stomach and coiled around me the way my fingers coiled around Ryan’s shoulders.

After a few moments, Ryan pushed me away and looked at me with urgency.

“Are you … drunk?” he asked in a voice barely above a whisper, tracing a line down my bare arm with his fingers. 

I giggled. “I think so. Are you?”

He seemed to struggle with that for a moment, looking from me to the bottle of wine and back again. I leaned forward, arching towards him, and pulled him hard against me, surprising us both with my urgency. His lips were warm and the faint taste of what had been mixed with his wine sparked a thirst in me that needed to be quenched. Without thinking, I bit down on his tongue and moaned as I tasted the same sweet, coppery substance that had brought me back from the dead. I sucked greedily, utterly disappointed when he pulled away.

He drew back. “Your bloodlust is starting,” he said warily.  

I shrugged. “I don’t need a running commentary,” I replied matter–of–factly, emboldened by this new feeling that was making me act like a rabid animal. 

He pushed away again, and I met his gaze steadily. I could feel the way my eyes burned, the way I longed for what was in his veins as well as the flesh that contained it. 

This is it. I really am a vampire. My final acceptance of what I had become was both exhilarating and devastating.

Ryan appeared to be having an internal struggle. I didn’t know why, but he kept looking around, to the empty wine bottle, the rest of the room, and back to me. I wasn’t patient, though, and I wasn’t gentle. My nails gouged his olive flesh, and it took every ounce of self–restraint I possessed to stop myself from pressing deep enough to draw blood.

“I should take you somewhere,” he said, to himself more than to me, but it appeared that the bloodlust I was experiencing was also affecting his ability to act rationally. I could almost read his thoughts, could see the change in his expression as he gave in to his own desire and stopped resisting my embrace. Take me to bed, I thought to myself, a delicious throb beginning between my legs as I realised he could hear what I was thinking.

A low growl came from Ryan’s throat. Don’t tempt me.

As his mouth crashed into mine I thought of Jared’s sweet face and tender mouth and for one rational moment, sadness engulfed me. 

What the hell was I doing!?

I pushed those thoughts away. They were worthless now, discarded scraps of the person I used to be. I couldn’t feel like this and be safe with Jared – more importantly, Jared couldn’t be safe with me. Not with this thirst. Not with this hunger. I could rip Ryan limb from limb and it wouldn’t bother me, and he even deserved it, but I couldn’t risk going home and doing that to someone I loved. 

“You are so fucking beautiful,” Ryan murmured, planting kisses down my neck. 

“Why did you take me?” I asked suddenly. “Why me? Why not someone else?”

“I did what I was told,” he replied, his kisses slowing but not stopping completely.

As his lips grazed my healed neck, Jared's face swam in my mind. “What about Jared?” I whispered his name, and it gave me the strength to push Ryan away. 

At the mention of Jared, Ryan drew back, a pained expression on his face. I wiped my neck and my mouth with my palm, suddenly devastated. 

Nobody spoke. The muted TV continued to glimmer, the only light in the room. The lust and hunger swirled around my chest like a poison that could only be chased away with blood.

“I know you'll try to go back to him,” Ryan said finally. “We all try to go back to our human life. But you'll see – he won't understand.” 

“I won't tell him,” I answered numbly, the red haze around me becoming a little less intense. “He doesn't have to know.” 

Ryan smiled knowingly. “And your unending youth? Your eating habits? Your blood thirst? Your infertility?” 

Ouch. 

I stared at the TV screen while he kept going. “What about your new routine? Not to mention, were you thinking of moving in with him, with all that blood in your refrigerator? Acting like this whenever you get hungry?” 

He was right. My cheeks burned with the knowledge that he was right. 

He took my hands, and I didn't struggle. “I hate you,” I said, my throat thick with emotion. “I could never love you. You’re nothing compared to him.” My words were a little slurred from the alcohol, the heat rising in my cheeks equal parts red wine and rage. 

He hugged me to his chest, and for a moment I closed my eyes and thought of nothing else except the sound of our hearts thudding against our ribcages. My eighteen–year–old heart, and his eight–hundred–year–old heart, yet they both sounded the same. “People think the opposite of hate is love. It's not. Hate and love are so close, and you know why? Passion. The opposite of love isn't hate. They’re closer than you think.” 

At that moment we could have been any young couple, entwined in front of a movie on a Friday night. If I closed my eyes, he could have been Jared, except Jared was warm and loving and Ryan was cold and chillingly cruel. And if I wished hard enough I could almost believe that I was still me; but the real me wouldn’t feel like this.

“He'll always be afraid of you,” Ryan said solemnly. “He won't understand what you are.” 

I swallowed thickly, thrilled and frightened. Maybe it was the alcohol, or the small amount of blood I’d tasted when I bit Ryan’s tongue, but for the first time since I had awoken from death, I felt alive.

“I'll never leave you,” he murmured in my ear, sensing me relax as I stopped fighting him. “I'll never be afraid of you.” He covered my mouth with his, and I was falling, falling into an abyss that I did not want to resist. 

Stop. You have to stop. But I ignored the voice of reason in my head. I couldn’t stop.

“Ryan,” I breathed. “Are you inside my mind?” Hot hands crawled under my sundress and tugged my underwear down, until cotton slipped over my ankles and was discarded. I pulled at his shirt, lifting it up and over his head.

What I had really meant to ask was: Are you making me feel like this? Are you compelling me?

“No”. Firm hands picked me up effortlessly, and without a second thought I gripped my legs around Ryan’s firm waist. 

This is a bad idea. This is the bad guy! But the voice of reason was swiftly drowned by the blood–red heat of desire. It was exactly the same feeling that I had experienced with the blood in the refrigerator – an all–consuming need that engulfed every sense and silenced any reasonable thought I might have had.

He dropped me onto the dining table and in one motion slid his jeans and boxers off. I leaned back on my elbows, still kissing that mouth with such hunger, it scared me. It was like I wanted to devour him all at once. Like I wanted him to devour me.

He gripped the small of my back, pushing into me in one sure movement, his cock stretching me until I gasped. He wasn’t gentle, and I didn’t want him to be. He fucked me hard and fast, and I pulled him into me with each stroke, greedy for more, terrified of what would happen once this ended. By then, it was too late to turn back. I kissed his neck, his mouth, anything I could get close to with my impatient mouth. The rhythmic movement of his bare skin on mine felt impossibly good. Better than anything I’d felt in months and months. I had only ever been with one other guy before – Jared – and I struggled to associate how the same act could be so totally opposite to what I’d experienced in the past. There was no love here, no romance – it was violently physical. Deliciously physical, the way he drove himself inside me so hard, it hurt. I eyed his collarbone, moving my mouth towards his soft skin, imagining how good it would taste if I just bit down and drank. 

But in an instant, everything changed. I gasped as I was beaten to the punch, sharp teeth pinching at my neck. I felt anger as my skin broke open like paper. I tried to protest as warm blood oozed from my jugular. Suddenly, any desire I had felt was washed away by revulsion. 

The room spun as my blood was siphoned off. The pressure of my blood pulsing into his hungry mouth overwhelmed me. It hurt, like someone had taken a blunt razor and scraped it across my skin and then put an industrial vacuum cleaner onto my exposed artery. And it hurt more because he was taking the one thing I wanted; the one thing I didn’t have enough of; the one thing I had been about to take from him. 

My elbows went from under me and I sank backwards, laying rigid on the table, my dark lover bent over me. I pulled my neck to the side, trying to disengage his teeth from my skin, but the pain caused by my movement made me gag. I stopped struggling and laid perfectly still, salt water stinging at the edges of my eyes. A horrible dragging feeling scraped through the middle of me. When Caleb had bitten me, he had taken some part of me along with my blood. It had been like a little piece of my soul, torn off in a messy chunk and yanked through me until it belonged to him. But what Ryan was taking from me – it seemed as if he wanted everything. It felt like he was ripping my entire being out of my body, along with my blood, and claiming my life force for himself. And he was enjoying every minute of it.

Please stop please stop you’re hurting me …

He must have taken my stillness as compliance because soon he was sucking harder, until black spots appeared in my vision and I felt myself fading into unconsciousness. Then he shuddered, collapsing on top of me as he came. It hurt almost as much when he pulled his teeth from my neck as it had when he bit into it.    

Thank God. It was over. He had taken everything and left me an empty shell, but at least that dragging feeling had finally ceased. At least that animal part of me had been weakened enough to slither away, dormant, and I could think semi–logically once more.

“Off,” I wheezed, pushing my palms against the crushing weight on top of me. “Off, off, off!” I started to hyperventilate, taking tiny little puffs of air.

He apparently wasn’t listening. “Ryan!” I said, this time very forcefully. “I can’t breathe, get off!”

“Vampires don’t need to breathe,” he murmured, but he slid off of me and went searching for his clothes. 

I sat up and moved to the edge of the table, still catching my apparently non–essential breath. It had all happened so fast, I hadn’t even taken my clothes off. I looked down, horrified to see my white cotton dress stained with fresh blood – my blood.

“You fucking idiot!” I said, clutching my neck with my hands. “Did you have to bite me?” I looked around, noticing my blood splattered on the floor and smeared across the dining table. I had seen so much blood in the past weeks, it no longer affected me very much. But that didn’t change the fact that my neck was burning as it continued to weep.

Ryan ignored me, buttoning his jeans at a leisurely pace. I was about to yell at him again when I realized he wasn’t paying attention. He looked … stricken; with rage or confusion, I couldn’t be sure.

“Hey!” I said loudly, kicking the oak dining chair in front of me so it crashed onto the floor in front of where he stood. “Earth to Ryan? I’m kind of bleeding here.”

The chair smashing into pieces at his feet snapped Ryan out of whatever daydream he was apparently in the middle of. “What?”

I gritted my teeth as my neck continued to burn hotter. “When will this stop?” I pulled my hand away and showed him the damage he’d inflicted. 

He went very quiet as he studied my neck. Only a few days earlier, his expression would have looked perfectly composed to me, but now, I could read further than just blank looks. It was like our connection allowed me to see a glimmer of what Ryan was feeling, and he was bewildered as he reached up and touched his thumb to my neck ever so gently.

I did this? he asked inside my mind.

“Yes,” I replied slowly. I declined to mention the fact that I had been about to do the same thing to him.

I’m so sorry. I – I don’t know what happened.

“That makes two of us,” I said blithely.

You’re a vampire, he spoke silently. It will heal in a matter of minutes.

He fled from the room with speed only a vampire could possess. 

 







TWENTY-FIVE

 

“I can’t fucking believe this,” I muttered, fighting back tears. I slid off the table and trudged sticky red footprints all the way down the hall and through my bedroom to the adjoining bathroom. 

The first thing I did was stumble over to the bath and turn the hot water on full, fumbling around until I finally got the plug to stay in the drain hole. I avoided looking at myself in the mirror. I purposely left the exhaust fan off, and the mirror fogged up instantly. I had to peel my dress from my skin, it was so sticky with my blood. I balled it up and threw it in the hamper in the corner, refusing to acknowledge the self–hatred that was screaming inside my mind. 

Autopilot. One foot in front of the other. That was easier than the truth.

Don’t think. Don’t think. Just breathe.

Thick steam swirled through the room as I hauled myself over the edge and into the scalding hot water. It burned, but not as much as my neck had burned when Ryan bit me. I started gently washing the wound at my neck, wincing as the water aggravated the smouldering sensation. I stopped and leaned back as a wave of dizziness hit me, and I realized how foolish I had been to wander off, drunk, bleeding and out of my goddamn mind.  Silly me wasn’t nearly as worried about my ravaged neck as I was about Jared – and something told me what I had just done could cast me two steps back in my struggle to get back to my human boyfriend.

I fucking hate you, I thought bitterly, hoping Ryan could hear me mentally abusing him through our bond. If screwing him had inadvertently screwed my chance at getting back to Jared, I would stake him again, only this time I would get him square in his cold, dead heart. 

I really had no idea what had just happened. And I didn’t want to think about it, let alone start analysing it in my over–imaginative brain. I had the tendency to overthink things – relationships, grades, sex – and becoming a vampire had obviously not quelled that nasty habit. If anything, it had made it worse. I didn’t want to think. I didn’t want to throb with the pain of invisible bruises where Ryan’s fingers had pressed into my flesh. I just wanted to be clean, to wash the blood and the vampire scent off my skin and pretend the last hour had never happened.

Mostly, I never wanted to feel that unrelenting hunger again. It terrified me.

I gasped as another rolling wave of vertigo slammed into me, and I stopped being able to hear my surroundings. I breathed out in a choking little sob, my fingers losing their grip on the high sides of the tub. My vision turned to twin tunnels that were being rapidly eaten away by blackness. Soon, there was no light at all, only darkness. 

I think I hit the back of my skull on the rim of the bathtub as I slipped under the water. 

Are you okay? I heard Ryan’s voice in my mind. I didn’t answer. I couldn’t. No thoughts or images formed in my still mind. No emotions tugged at my heart. For those precious moments I was under water in the tub, for all intents and purposes, I ceased to exist.

“Hey!” A hand reached into the water and pulled me upright.

I opened my eyes slowly, taking a moment to focus. “Don’t,” I snapped, pushing Ryan’s hand away. He didn’t answer, just grabbed a towel and held it out impatiently.

“Can you, like, turn around or something?” I asked, irritated.

You didn’t mind me seeing it all hang out before.

“Excuse me,” I said, my tone like acid. “Jesus Christ. Nothing hangs out over here, thank you very much.”

Bad choice of words. Sorry.

“You’re talkative,” I said caustically, still entirely more comfortable with using my mouth to speak rather than my freaky mind. “You always make a girl feel this special afterwards?” I was being a sarcastic bitch, but in reality I was crushed. I had only had sex with one other person before. Someone I had loved. Someone who I thought might be The One. 

I really felt like a major slut.

“I think I passed out,” I said, taking the towel. 

“No shit,” Ryan replied, turning around to give me some privacy. “You’ve been dead to the world for almost an hour.”

I stood up in the tub, goosebumps immediately erupting on my cool skin. I wrapped the towel around myself and tucked it in tightly, stepping out of the tub onto a thick white bathmat that was spattered with my blood. “I hope Ivy has bleach,” I said weakly, studying the stained mat. It took me a few seconds to realize what Ryan had said.

“Wait, I was sleeping underwater for that long?” I looked at the pink bathwater incredulously.

Ryan nodded. “I came in to check that you were okay.” He looked at my neck sheepishly. “And to say sorry about that.”

I covered the bite with my hand, suddenly self–conscious. Ryan looked pained.

“You got any sleeping pills?” I asked abruptly, changing the subject. I was sick of talking about blood and I sure as hell didn’t want to reminisce about the disturbing sex we’d just had.

“Sure,” he said, clearly relieved to talk about something else. He left the room with vampiric speed and I used the pause in conversation to wrap my dripping hair up in a towel. 

Ryan returned to the room with a bottle full of bright blue capsules that smelled a little like marijuana. “I don’t want to get high,” I said hesitantly. I couldn’t look him in the eye, so I settled for the ground.

“You’ll be fine,” Ryan said impatiently, pressing the bottle of pills into my palm. 

“What are they?”

“Asphodel. Ground down from the roots of the flower.”

I wanted to ask about the pills but couldn’t be bothered spending any more time with Ryan. “Okay,” I said quickly. “You can go now.”

“They’re like vampire heroin,” Ryan warned. “Don’t take any more than two at a time. You can easily overdose on these. And these will kill a vampire”

Suddenly, I was intrigued. “Really? Why?”

Ryan’s face got all serious, like he always got when he was about to ‘teach me something’.

“It’s from The Underworld,” he said. “The fields of asphodel flowers are what keep demons from leaving The Underworld. It’s like poison to them.”

“And vampires were made by demons,” I added suddenly.

Ryan smiled. “You have been listening.”

I snorted. “I’ve been listening. I never said I believed any of it.”

But I did believe it, all of it.

I cried for half an hour after we did, well, it. At least, for the thirty minutes after Ryan had roused me from my sleep underneath the water in the bathtub. Turns out I really didn’t need to breathe after all. While a human would have drowned, I was perfectly fine after spending forty–five minutes unconscious under a foot of water and lavender–scented bubble bath.

I made a mental note to ask again about my alive versus dead status.

I would have cried for longer, but I was so exhausted I just cried myself to sleep. I hid the sleeping pills in my nightstand. I could definitely see vampire poison coming in handy one of these days.

 







TWENTY-SIX

 

I had nightmares that night. It wasn’t surprising. I blamed the bloodlust, for awakening something in me that hadn’t surfaced before. It threatened to consume me. Part of me thought it would be easier to let it.

My nightmare was a rehash of a story Ryan had briefly told me, when we had first arrived at Ivy’s house. The story of the first vampire.

Once upon a time there was a girl. Her name was Talitha. She was an earth witch, the most powerful witch in the world. She only practiced white magic – magic that would not harm, that would only bring light to the world.

Hades, ruler of The Underworld, was on the lookout for a wife, someone to restore the balance in The Underworld and be his equal. The light to his darkness.

One day, a servant told Hades about this powerful witch whose light shone as bright as the sun. Hades was intrigued. He wanted her light for himself. 

Hades visited the fair maiden and made her an offer. She could rule the world, he said, so long as it was a world of his choosing. She, having heard a great many terrible things about Hades, refused. 

It didn’t matter. He took her anyway. 

Once a being enters The Underworld, they can never leave. Once Death has claimed them, they belong to Hades for all of eternity. When a soul enters The Underworld, they must immediately drink from the River Lethe, and they forget their sorrows, and their sufferings, and they live in peaceful oblivion. 

But Hades was angry that a mere mortal had turned him down – after all, he was one of the most powerful beings in all of creation. She had enraged him. He ferried her to The Underworld, but he did not let her drink from the River Lethe. And so her sorrows and sufferings were not vanquished, and she began her stretch of eternal imprisonment with the full knowledge of the injustices she had suffered.

And so it was, that Hades hid his prized witch, tucked away beneath the world of the living for thousands upon thousands of years. Time passes at a different speed under the world we know, and far too soon Talitha was not the innocent girl she had been when she was taken. Her hatred and rage were so much that even her blood turned black, along with her soul. 

So goes the story of the first demon. 

There are a ring of fields that encircle The Underworld. They are beautiful, bursting with asphodel flowers. Hades, not wanting to lose any of his prized dead souls, cast a spell that caused the flowers to burn any who touched them. 

And so, there is a beautiful young woman who burns her hands on pretty flowers as she weeps, at the edge of the fields for all eternity, trying to free herself from a world she never wanted, trying to get back to the light.

I hadn’t thought about the story until it invaded my dreams that night. It was horrible, truly awful, watching in vivid detail as the girl was taken, and imprisoned, and left to rot until she became a true demon. The most horrifying part of the nightmare, though, was right at the end, when the girls blood turned black. She bit into the soft flesh of her wrist and forced her black blood upon a helpless human, chained in a dungeon not unlike the one I had been locked in in Mexico. As she looked up, her features changed slightly so that I was staring at a bloody caricature of myself. And the young man on the floor beneath her, choking down her blood, looked just like Jared.

I wanted to wake screaming; but something had stolen my voice. As if I were unconscious underwater, I stayed trapped in my nightmare until Ryan shook me awake the next morning. When I looked into his eyes, I knew, inexplicably, that he had shared the same nightmare with me.

 







TWENTY-SEVEN

 

“You can’t tell anyone about last night,” I addressed Ryan the next morning as I walked into the kitchen. He stood at the kitchen bench, dressed in black satin boxers and pouring coffee from the drip machine pot into a mug that said ‘I LOVE NY’. I raised my eyebrows in amusement as I read the writing on the mug.

“Tell us what?” Ivy asked from her spot at the kitchen table, biting into a piece of raisin toast. I could practically taste the toast in my own mouth, complete with melted butter, the smell was so overpowering.

I jumped, turning to look at Ivy in frustration. “How do you keep doing that?”

Ivy smiled, not looking up from her newspaper. “It’s what I do, pumpkin.”

You’re the pumpkin, I thought to myself.

Only after midnight, Ryan’s voice responded in my head.

I smiled, even after what had happened the night before. Sometime before I finally fell asleep, I had come to the realization that Ryan probably wouldn’t give our encounter another thought. I mean, the guy was a professional. He probably did girls like me all the time. 

At our private joke, Ivy scowled and got up from the table. I looked at her plate to see she had eaten all of her bread and left four perfectly square crusts behind.

“A vampire who doesn’t like her crusts?” I asked, accepting the cup of coffee Ryan had poured for me. My head was absolutely pounding, and I was planning on lots of coffee and plenty of grease to get me going.

“And I’m still big and strong,” Ivy quipped, scraping her leftovers into the bin. She stretched lazily, then put her coffee mug and plate in the dishwasher. I was quickly realizing how anally retentive Ivy was, how much of a clean freak she could be. The striped cushions on the couch had a magical way of being turned every morning so the stripes all ran the same way. I knew this because I kept turning them the other way, to see how long it would take her to notice. 

She was starting to remind me of my mother.

Ivy bent down and tied her shoelaces. “I’m going to run down to Santa Monica Pier and back. I won’t be long.”

I scrunched my face up, calculating the rough distance between Pasadena and the pier. “That’s, like, forever away!”

Ivy smiled. “What can I say? I’m awesome.”

“And well versed in teenage vocabulary for someone so old,” I agreed.

Ivy didn’t answer, just slammed the front door hard enough to make the walls shake.

“She doesn’t like me very much,” I remarked, taking a mug from the cupboard and pouring myself some coffee.

“Are you kidding?” Ryan replied. “She loves you. This is her being nice.”

“I’d hate to see her bad side,” I remarked.

Ryan just smirked and sipped on his coffee.

I found a cloth and a spray bottle of disinfectant under the sink and squirted some of the cleaner onto the kitchen table, wiping the cloth over the smooth wood surface.

I can’t believe you let her eat breakfast at this table, I thought. We should burn this table.

“I already did that,” Ryan replied, not amused. “Last night.”

“Yeah, well,” I muttered. “I’m doing it again, aren’t I?”

“I’d say she knows about last night,” Ryan said. 

“Shut up,” I snapped. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

Ryan smiled cheekily. “It’s our unmistakable sexual attraction,” he continued, gesturing at himself, then at me. “Your subtle ‘Don’t tell anyone about last night’ probably didn’t help things.” 

“Would you just shut up?” I yelled, and without another thought, I threw the spray bottle at his head. 

Normally, this wouldn’t have mattered, because Ryan was a vampire and should have moved out of the way with relative ease; and equally, because bottles of cleaning agents are usually stored in plastic bottles. But in this unfortunate case, several factors meant that Ryan was smacked straight in the eye. With a solid glass bottle full of bleach mixed with water – glass that smashed as it collided with his cheekbone. And with bleach that started seeping into the dozens of tiny cuts that littered the left side of his face.

I watched in horror as the bottle smashed into a million tiny pieces, showering the kitchen floor with sharp slivers of glass that sparkled like glitter. 

“What was that for?!” Ryan yelled, clutching his bleeding, full–of–bleach eye. 

“Oh! Shit!” I yelled, breaking from my trance.  I ran over to Ryan, pulling his hands away from his eye, trying to get a better look. 

“I am so sorry,” I cried. “I thought you’d catch it!”

More groaning.

“What … what should I do?” I asked pathetically.

“Tweezers,” Ryan grunted. “Get some tweezers.”

I spent the next twenty minutes tweezing glass out of Ryan’s eyeball. It was disgusting. I threw up in the trash halfway through the job. My red wine hangover probably didn’t help matters.

After I had gotten all of the glass out, I bathed Ryan’s eye in warm water, flushing out the bleach while he pouted and sucked a mixture of bourbon and blood through a straw.

“I am so sorry,” I repeated after I had finished, being extra careful not to inhale the smell of his blood–spiked drink. “I swear that was an accident. Who keeps their kitchen cleaner in a glass bottle?”

Ryan shrugged, still frowning. “I should stop treating you like a normal person. Just because you act like one, doesn’t mean you are.”

I sat down at the table, exhausted despite only having been awake for half an hour. “What do you mean?”

Ryan downed the last of his blood infusion and stood up, stepping carefully around pieces of glass to the bench. “You were just a weak girl before. I’m still treating you like that, but you’re strong now. Fast. You may still act the same, but you’re nothing like you were before.”

Before. I pushed every sentimental image out of my mind and focused on the moment I was in. “Where does Ivy keep the vacuum cleaner?” I asked tiredly.

“Get dressed,” Ryan said, pouring himself another coffee. “Don’t worry. I’ll clean this up.” 

I looked down at my Blairstown running squad t–shirt and frayed denim shorts. “I am dressed.”

Ryan rolled his eyes. “I’m serious. Go put those skinny jeans and your striped tank on. Our appointment is in –” he glanced at the clock above the microwave “– thirty–seven minutes.”

I didn’t budge. “Appointment where?” And since when do you tell me what to wear?

“UCLA. And I’m just trying to buy us some time so you don’t need to do fifty–three outfit changes before you decide on the jeans and shirt you always wear anyway.”

I jumped out of my chair. “Wait. UCLA?!”

Ryan smirked, amused. “I told you. You were accepted. It’s orientation this morning.”

My exhilaration turned to annoyance. “Why didn’t you tell me last night?!” I yelled, forgetting my coffee and running down the hall to my room. I heard the vacuum sucking up pieces of glass as I skipped into my bathroom. I kicked the bloodied bath mat from the night before into the corner. Out of sight, out of mind, right? 

I was changed and with fresh makeup on and in the middle of brushing my teeth when the vacuum stopped. Ryan appeared in the doorway that separated my bathroom from my bedroom.

He saw what I was wearing – black tights, a gray oversized t-shirt and camel–coloured leather boots – and flashed an amused smile. 

I spat out a mouthful of toothpaste and tossed my toothbrush back in its holder. Turning to face him, I studied his eye. “How’s it feeling?” I asked, still feeling really bad.

“Probably as good as your neck,” Ryan said, holding my handbag out in front of him. “Come on. We’re running late.”

I glared at him as my neck throbbed on cue. I turned back to the mirror to make sure my long brown waves covered my healing bite mark.

Satisfied, I took my bag and we both went downstairs to the garage. “Which car are we taking?” I asked, glancing between the Merc, the Range Rover and the other car, which had a name I had never heard of. I waited patiently while Ryan rummaged around the garage, looking for car keys.

“My car,” Ryan said. “The black one.”

“What’s a … Bugatti?” I asked, wrinkling my nose up as I looked the black car over.

Ryan appeared next to me, keys in hand, and gestured to the car I’d been asking about. “A Bugatti Veyron,” Ryan said proudly. “Fastest car in the world.”   

“Right,” I said, getting into the passenger seat and pulling my seatbelt on. “So I guess we won’t be late?”

 







TWENTY-EIGHT

 

On the drive to the university campus, my exhilaration turned to growing suspicion. “So, Sam works at the same campus we’re going to?” I asked Ryan as he drove at a ridiculously dangerous speed down the freeway.

“Yes,” he replied, shifting gears again.

“Stop showing off,” I snapped. “I hate guys who are into cars. Tell me again what other acceptance letters I got?”

“Brown, Cornell, Washington State, UC. All on a full scholarship. Stanford, Yale, Columbia. All on full–fee programs.”

“And you just decided that UCLA was the best choice for me?”

Ryan glared at me, and my eyes began to water at the power that was in his gaze. It was because of his age, I realized. Because he had lived for so very long. But I refused to look away, even as my eyes burned.

“UCLA is the only choice for you,” he growled. “You are being hunted by the most powerful vampire in all existence. You should be at home, under lock and key.”

I folded my arms and stared straight ahead. “At home, your home, under lock and key? I might as well be –”

“Dead, I know,” Ryan finished my sentence for me. How considerate. “Which is why I’m taking you to your orientation at UCLA, something I’m probably going to regret when we both get killed.”

“Right,” I scoffed. 

“Is there something else wrong?” Ryan asked. “Something other than the obvious fact that you hate me?”

“I don’t hate you,” I muttered. “Well, sometimes I do. You just frustrate the hell out of me.”

“I would hate me,” Ryan answered, “If I were you.”

“What would have happened to you, if you had just Turned me and kept going working for Caleb?”

Ryan shrugged. “Nothing, I guess. Life would have just been normal for me.”

“And if Caleb finds you now,” I asked, “what would happen?” I looked at the steering wheel, noticing Ryan’s knuckles turning white from squeezing it so hard.

“He wouldn’t kill me right away,” Ryan answered calmly, too calmly. “He would likely torture me, throw me in a hole for a couple of months with no blood, until I went insane. Then, he’d probably throw a kid down for me to try not to kill.”

His voice, the way he was sitting, looked perfectly ordinary – too ordinary. I felt the fear that held tight in his throat. And he was terrified.

I put my hand on his arm. I hated that he was right. I hated that, despite how much anger I felt for him, it wasn’t the only emotion he made me feel. “That’s why I don’t hate you,” I replied. 

“But?” Ryan prodded.

“But I’m afraid of you,” I admitted. “Last night? Something definitely wasn’t normal. It’s like you were compelling me to respond to you. I would never do that in a million years.”

“I didn’t compel you,” Ryan replied, his face tight with worry. “I don’t know what happened. I’m attracted to you, sure, but I can generally restrain myself from taking advantage of teenage girls.”

My cheeks stared to burn. I’m attracted to you, sure. 

“Is it because we’re bound?” I asked, remembering how Ryan had explained our link through his blood that had Turned me.

“I don’t know,” Ryan replied. “But hey, You’re not the first girl I’ve Turned, not by a long shot. You are the first one I’ve risked everything to rescue. So maybe there’s something in that.”

It made me wonder, for the next twenty minutes as we sailed down the freeway: Did Ryan have feelings for me? More importantly, did I have feelings for him?

Half an hour later we were sitting in an open–air amphitheatre, listening to the dean’s opening address, when I noticed Ryan wasn’t paying any attention to the speech. Instead, he was paying a lot of attention to a hot blonde student sitting a few rows down from us. She was wearing a UCLA t-shirt that looked brand new, and denim cutoffs that showed off her long, tanned legs. She had obviously been keeping up her running schedule over the summer, while I had been sitting in a dungeon and then falling through a plate glass window and dying. 

“Oh my God,” I said, elbowing Ryan hard in the ribs as the dean walked off stage and everyone around us clapped. “You are not allowed to eat my classmates.”

Ryan rolled his eyes endearingly. “Relax, kitten. Go, find Sam’s office. I’ll be a gentleman and introduce myself to this young lady.”

I shook my head. “Whatever. I’ll meet you back here in ten?”

“It’s a date,” Ryan smiled.

“I wouldn’t date you if you were the last vampire alive,” I replied. “Stop acting like we’re a couple.”

“Would you prefer I went back to being awkward and distant?” Ryan offered.

“Yes,” I breathed. “That would make life much easier.” I eyed the blonde again. “I mean it, Ryan. Be nice to her.”

“I’ll be a gentleman,” he replied, already checked out of our conversation and striding away.

Sam’s office was pretty easy to find.

“Professor,” I drawled, knocking on the open door. “Mind if I come in?”

A huge smile broke out on Sam’s face, and I couldn’t help but smile back. “Mia!”

“I like your office,” I said, looking around at the mahogany bookshelves that lined the walls and the huge window that looked over the main quadrangle. “It’s … cosy.”

Sam stood up from where he was sitting behind a computer screen, and circled around to the front of his desk. 

“You look happier,” he said, studying my face. “That’s good.”

“This place is awesome!“ I gushed. I wouldn’t admit it to Ryan, but I loved this place. The architecture, the chilled–out vibe, the temperature (being so much nicer than the chilly east coast). Even the fact that Sam worked on campus was reassuring, even if slightly suspicious. I told Sam all about my orientation session, how the dean had said so many inspiring things, and how good my class schedule was. 

“Have you told Jared and Evie yet?” Sam asked casually.

I felt my face fall. “No. Ryan only just told me we were coming this morning.”

“You should call them,” Sam said. “You must miss them a lot.”

I smiled painfully. “Like you wouldn’t believe,” I said quietly.

“You should speak to them,” Sam repeated. “It’s not too late, you know. I spoke to Ryan, we want you to go home as soon as possible.”

I immediately got defensive. I mean, all of these people, making decisions – major life decisions – for me? Wasn’t I supposed to be doing that?

“What’s it got to do with you?” I said rudely.

Sam stopped smiling. “I’m sorry, I didn’t –”

“Did you have something to do with me coming here?”

Sam’s shoulders sagged. He looked at the ground as if searching for the right answer. “Ryan told me that you got in to lots of colleges. Including this one. He didn’t want you going anywhere for a long time. I convinced him that you were going to leave altogether if he didn’t let you take control of your own life.”

I thought about that for a minute. “Fair enough,” I conceded. “Thank you.”

Sam smiled again, and I felt my whole body relax. The guy might be brooding and serious most of the time, but when he did smile, it lit up the whole room. “You don’t need to thank me,” he said. 

I grimaced as a wave of nausea snaked through my belly, reminding me that I had yet to eat any breakfast. “Is there a McDonald’s nearby?” I asked, clutching my stomach. “I need some grease.”

“Big night?” Sam guessed.

I nodded. “Something like that. I swear, I had two glasses of red wine, and I was stoned.”

“Your metabolism is much different now,” Sam said. “Don’t forget that.”

“How can I?” I replied. “I basically throw everything up that’s solid. I’m like a baby.”

“That’s exactly what you’re like,” Sam said, smiling. 

“Yeah,” I said, suddenly feeling small and immature. “Okay, well, I better get back before Ryan kills someone.” 

Walking back to meet Ryan, I felt a small surge of hope blossom within my chest. I could call Jared. Maybe even Evie and my mother. I could go to school. I could still get back on track and have a life, my life, and most of the things I had dreamed of since I was a little girl. 

Almost everything.

My hand slipped down to rest over my stomach, and below that, my barren womb. I suddenly felt a heaviness sweep through me at the knowledge that while I could still act like the old Mia Blake, I was kidding myself if I thought I could just forget everything that had happened and go back to my old life. I felt a longing for the past, and a hollow pain inside my stomach throbbed in time with my aching head.

Ryan and I want you to go home as soon as possible. 

Yeah, right. After last night, the crazy bloodlust and the sex, I doubted I’d ever be able to look Jared in the eye again.

 







TWENTY-NINE

 

I waited a respectable distance until Ryan had finished his conversation with his next potential victim. “Hey, Blake,” he greeted me. “Did you find the professor?”

I nodded, following Ryan’s gaze to land firmly on the blonde girl’s ass. “Oh, really? I was only gone five minutes!”

Ryan smiled. “I’m that good.” I felt him glance sidelong at me, while I was still checking Clair out. An image of us entwined on the kitchen table flashed through the bond and I whipped my head around to glare at him.

“Don’t,” I said through gritted teeth. He must’ve known I was serious, because he looked at the ground and didn’t say – or think – anything more about it. Which was very unusual for him. He normally loved to torment and tease me.

“What’s up with all the bruises?” I said, gesturing to Clair as she walked away from us. Her otherwise attractive legs were littered with dark purple and blue circles. It looked like someone had taken a tire iron to her shins.

“I don’t know,” Ryan said slowly. “Looks like she’s had a run in with someone… or something.”

“Let’s go,” I said, suddenly exhausted. I was still feeling the remnants of that bottle of wine and my head felt heavy and vague. 

“Already?” Ryan asked. “Don’t you want me to give you the grand tour? We’ve barely scratched the surface.”

A thread of anxiety entered my thoughts. “And why would you be giving the grand tour? I don’t see ‘Vampire Academy’ written on any of the signs.”

He shrugged. “I may have attended this university a few times over the years. I’ve got degrees in Law, computer science, architecture.”

I shook my head. “So that’s why you chose UCLA as my day pass from prison.”

Ryan turned serious. “No,” he said, clearly annoyed. “I chose this school because you got a full scholarship. Your little trust fund isn’t going to last forever, my dear. You, on the other hand, will be around forever, if you play your cards right.”

If you play your cards right. Somehow I thought that sleeping with my vampire maker wasn’t the right play. I blinked, trying to forget the night before, when I saw Ryan’s gaze cloud over as he daydreamed with a frown. Somehow, I knew he was thinking about the very thing I was trying to forget. I glared at him pointedly. He finally noticed and smirked.    

That will never happen again, I said sharply through the bond.

Ryan stiffened. “Don’t throw anything at my face, please.”

I shook my head and attempted to change the subject. “Well, did you get her number?”

“Why? You jealous?” That smirk again, as he unlocked the car.

I started to laugh. I laughed so hard that tears ran down my cheeks. “Yes,” I gasped, holding my stomach. “You got me, lover. I’m jea–lous.”

Ryan opened his door and slid into the driver’s seat, ignoring my sarcasm. “I’m taking her to dinner tonight. I’ll probably have to kill her.”

I stopped laughing. I quietly opened the passenger door and sat in the car. “Why?!”

As soon as I shut my door, Ryan threw the car into reverse. “I think she’s working for Caleb.”

Fear shot through my entire body. I started to panic as my lungs malfunctioned. “What do you mean?” I asked thickly. “Is he here? Is he coming for us?”

Ryan grabbed my hand and placed it on the gear stick, with his hand over mine. I started to feel that familiar falling sensation, and looked at him incredulously. 

You’re going to show me something while you drive?

He just smiled wickedly as we drove faster, through suburban streets until we reached the coast. Ryan exited onto a narrow mountainside road that hugged the ocean below. Soon we were going so fast I felt sick. It didn’t matter, though. Images and sounds started tumbling through the bond like a motion picture until I could barely see the road past the scenes Ryan was showing me.

The pretty blonde thing at the assembly was on Ryan’s mind. He could have sworn he knew her from somewhere, or had at least crossed paths with her before. She smelled familiar to him, not like he had drank her blood or anything, but almost like he had met someone very close to her. 

She sat in the bleachers, fussing with her handbag. On closer inspection, Ryan could see her fishing a pen and notebook out. 

He walked straight up to her and did his thing. “Do I know you?”

She smiled. “Wow. I haven’t heard that one before.”

Ryan smiled. “No, seriously. Have we met before?” He put compulsion behind his words this time, always fearful that Caleb could be closing in. Or other people. Ryan Sinclair had made a lot of enemies in seven hundred years.

“No, I don’t think so,” she replied. 

“What’s your name?” Ryan compelled, on high alert. This girl could be a distraction, and Mia could be in danger right now. But all he sensed from her through the bond right now was confusion as she tried to find Sam’s office.

“Yours first,” she smiled, resisting his compulsion with such ease it made him nervous. Then he noticed the small green and white flower tucked into her hair, a flower that stopped vampires like him from compelling humans. 

He smiled broadly and stuck out his right hand. “I’m Ryan. And you look awfully familiar.”

The pretty blonde girl with dark blue eyes the color of a stormy ocean smiled back at him, taking his hand and shaking it. “I’m Clair,” she replied. “And I’ve never seen anyone like you before.”

They chatted some more. Clair revealed she was on the track team on a full scholarship, just like Mia. Ryan felt himself relax marginally as the two chatted about UCLA, running, the weather, and finally, about dinner.

“A poor college student like you must need a good meal,” Ryan said cheekily. “Let me buy you dinner on Thursday.”

She laughed. “I’m hardly a poor college student. But I do enjoy a good steak.”

“It’s a date,” Ryan said, for the second time that morning. “I’ll pick you up at, say, eight?”

“Perfect,” Clair said. She wrote her address on a slip of paper and pressed it into his palm.

“Hey, I like that flower,” Ryan said, pointing at the asphodel flower in her hair. “Where’d you get it?”

Clair smiled, touching her hair. “My dad loves growing all these weird plants I’ve never heard of. Did you know California is one of the only places in the world these flowers will grow?”

Ryan smiled to hide his worry. “I didn’t, no.”

“Well, you learn something every day. I’ll see you on Thursday, Ryan Sinclair.”

Ryan smiled broadly, ignoring the danger flag at the mention of his last name. He didn’t think he had told her his last name, only his first. He thoughts it was a shame that he’d probably have to kill her.

I wrenched my hand away, dizzy from the vision I’d just seen through our bond. He might have wanted to show me more, but I’d had enough. The car was going a respectable sixty miles an hour now, through suburban streets that were familiar to me now. We were almost home.

I stared straight ahead and didn’t say anything else. When Ryan glanced down to change gears as we pulled into the driveway, I tried to hide my shaking hands as I tore little strips of paper off my UCLA class schedule and shredded them with my fingers.

“You’re getting my car dirty,” Ryan said, but there was no force behind his words. He looked at me, and I was practically drowning in the worried vibes he was giving off.

“Sorry,” I said, and folded my arms, staring out of the window.

As I got out of the car, I realized why the car ride had been so abnormally quiet. I had held my terrified breath the whole way home. 

 







THIRTY

 

A few days later, on a Thursday night, Ryan pulled up to a nondescript apartment building in nearby Sacramento. I knew because I was sitting in the car with him. After he refused to let me accompany him to Clair’s house, I had shared with him my newfound ability to see things in other rooms of the house, even if I wasn’t there. He didn’t believe me at first, but after I showed him what I had been able to see with Ivy and Sam fighting about me, he changed his mind. Suddenly, despite the risk that we may have been walking into a trap, Ryan was happy for me to keep watch in the car while he confronted Clair.

It was pretty nice digs for a college student. The girl obviously had money, or a rich vampire–daddy renting her a sweet pad. The navy cashmere sweater Ryan wore was just loose enough to conceal the G23 Glock, his favorite pistol, in the waistband of his pants. If Clair turned out to be a problem, well, the bullets in that gun were enough to blow her head clean off. Not that I really wanted to think about that, but he had gleefully gone into graphic detail on the drive over. Thanks for that.

Ryan adjusted his sweater to fall just right over the Glock that sat sandwiched between his belt and the small of his back. The street was pretty quiet. After a final glance my way, he got out of the car and stood dead still next to it. I knew that he could hear the slightest branch break underfoot half a mile away. I watched as his keen eyes scanned the bank of windows at the front of the apartment block, taking in minute details in each apartment, like seams on curtains and shopping lists stuck to refrigerator doors. The curtains in Clair’s apartment were drawn shut, and neither of us could see anything other than the soft glow of mood lighting behind the heavy drapes. He sniffed the air, taking in freshly mown grass on the nature strip, engine oil dripping from the car in front of his, the damp smell of a nearby dog. 

Nothing appeared suspicious. It felt fine – which worried Ryan and made me uneasy. It was much better to walk into an ambush when you knew it was there, I supposed. This picture of normality was evidently something he was not accustomed to.

Clair’s apartment was on the third floor. Ryan crossed the street and entered the foyer casually. Onlookers wouldn’t have been able to catch it, but I had watched as he broke the lock on the door to gain access rather than buzz Clair’s apartment. I guessed that the element of surprise was something a vampire held in high regard, especially when a potential trap was involved. 

 After he disappeared from my sight, I closed my eyes and breathed steadily, letting my other senses take over. Pretty soon a picture started to unfold in my mind’s eye. I found it interesting that, as well as seeing what Ryan was doing, I could feel what he was feeling and sense what he was thinking. It was almost exactly like the visions he had shared with me – only now we were operating in real time. It was a vision in technicolor, streaming live.

It must be the bond.

The foyer was empty, and Ryan immediately turned towards the stairwell. Elevators were just asking for trouble when one was being cautious – they could trap a vampire easily and permanently. It didn’t help that they were normally made of steel and were essentially moveable prison cells that could seal you in and make you undetectable even to a powerful witch like Ivy. It was safer just to take the stairs, and when you lived forever, you could spare the extra few minutes.

Ryan took the stairs two at a time, his arms loose by his sides and ready to react to danger. He sprang forward on the balls of his feet, making it easier to move quickly if required. He had ceased all breathing upon leaving the car, using the extra quiet to open up his supernatural senses and really listen to his surroundings.

Humans were noisy. Ryan was lucky though; he had lived for so long, he was able to filter noise in a way most younger vampires would find impossible. He heard, processed and discarded noises such as people talking, doors opening and closing, a dishwasher humming, someone talking on the phone. I felt him concentrate as he let his supernatural senses reach Clair’s apartment, and he listened for what he might find. 

Upon reaching the third floor landing, he hesitated briefly. He could hear Clair’s breathing, and her slightly elevated heart rate. She was nervous; about a first date or something more sinister, he couldn’t tell. She was fussing in the kitchen by the sounds of things, putting groceries or dishes away perhaps. There didn’t seem to be anyone else in the apartment. 

Seemingly satisfied with his initial scan of the building, he exited the stairwell and made his way down the hallway. Clair’s apartment was right next to the stairs, a detail that did not escape his attention. Was it just a coincidence, or had she chosen to stay there because the stairwell offered a quick escape in case of a crisis?

A crisis like a vampire coming to kill her?

He knocked on her door three times and stood back and to the side. If she was going to try anything through the door – like, say, a shotgun or a spell – he would be safely out of the way. He heard footsteps, a lock turning, and then she was standing in front of him with a smile. Both Ryan and I were struck by how pretty she was. Her eyes were big and blue, her hair the color of straw and pulled up in a messy bun.

“Hi,” she said radiantly, and he was struck by her effervescence and charm once again. “You’re early.”

He was half an hour early. It always helped to show up before the enemy expected you, if indeed she was the enemy. If not, she could be a good time for a few hours, maybe something to snack on if the night grew long. He had no doubt of his ability to get her into bed. He could be very persuasive. 

I should know. I cringed at his blasé attitude towards munching on the poor girls neck and wondered if he knew his every thought was being streamed directly into my brain. He probably did. It was typical Ryan.

He greeted her with a hello and a kiss on each cheek, immediately noticing the Asphodel flower still in her hair. On closer inspection, I could see that it wasn’t an orchid at all. It had the same basic structure as an orchid, but each white petal had a single pinkish line straight down the middle. Thin stalks rose from the middle of the flower, each topped with a cluster of bright orange pollen. It burned Ryan’s nostrils and made his eyes water, and in the car I wiped at my own eyes as they, too, began to brim with water. He made a mental note to get the flower away from her, somehow. I hoped he did. It was stirring up my allergies so badly my skin was starting to crawl.

Ryan handed Clair a bottle of wine and stepped inside her apartment. It looked like it had been put together by an interior designer, with not a single thing out of place. He smiled to himself as he realized why he had been attracted to this girl in the first place. It was her striking resemblance to Ivy, and it seemed the similarity ran more than skin deep. Clair seemed to be a neat freak as well. 

He followed her into the kitchen, taking a moment to once again appreciate her ass as she opened the wine with speed and efficiency. Had she worked at a bar? No, he mused, she’s too young. But somehow she operated a corkscrew with skill beyond her youth.

“So,” Clair said, pouring them both a glass of wine and hoisting herself onto the bench. “Was that your sister with you today?”

So she had noticed me. I heard Ryan wonder if she had noticed what I was. And it hit him, for the first time, that Caleb didn’t know that Ryan had Turned me. For all he knew, I was still a human hostage and Ryan was on a bloodthirsty vacation. He was thankful he’d moved the heart to a new hiding spot before leaving the house for his date. After all, it could be that Caleb had zero interest in getting me back, and was only interested in the heart in the jar. He stiffened momentarily, aware that I’d probably shared this revelation as he was having it.

I sat bolt upright in the car. He seemed worried that I might have heard what he was thinking about. There was no point pretending I hadn’t been eavesdropping on his every thought.

We’ll talk about it later, I addressed him through our bond.

“She’s just a friend,” Ryan answered Clair, swirling his wine and subtly sniffing for any signs the glass was smeared with poison. It seemed clean, so he took a tiny sip. 

“Cool,” Clair said, her wine untouched. “I thought she might be your girlfriend or something.” She blushed a little, and Ryan thought it was a great point of the conversation to test her honesty. With vampiric speed, he stood in front of the bench, his eyes millimetres from hers. My head was still spinning from how quickly he had moved, when he plucked the flower from her hair. He swore as it burned his fingers and threw it down on the bench.

Clair appeared shocked, and I went still as Ryan focused all of his attention on the pretty blonde girl who was most likely going to try and kill him tonight. He had met assassins before. None of them had lived long enough to remember meeting him, though.

“What’s your real name?” he pressed, compelling her with his voice and his eyes. His voice was irresistible. I felt sorry for her if she was innocent.

“Clair Madison,” she replied robotically, pinned to the spot as he continued to compel her.

Madison. He scanned his memory for any trace of that name, drawing a blank. It was a pretty common name, though, and he certainly didn’t know the last name of everyone he’d ever met.

“Are you following me?” Ryan asked. No point beating around the bush, I supposed.

She shook her head. “No.” Her eyes were big and round and she wasn’t blinking.

“Who are you working for?” Ryan continued pressing her, his power like fingers squeezing the truth from her brain.

Clair’s pupils swelled under the pressure of Ryan’s gaze, a gaze that he knew could damage her if he wasn’t careful. “Valentino’s,” she said blankly.

Valentino’s. He knew the place; they did fantastic pasta. The owners also happened to be a mix of Italian mafia and vampire, although half the restaurants in the city suffered the same credentials. In itself, it wasn’t enough to distrust her. It also explained her skill at opening expensive wine.

Ryan smiled broadly, easing off the compulsion. “Well,” he said, looking around. “You sure must get some nice tips at Valentino’s to pay for this apartment.”

Clair smiled, a little more normal but still not all the way there. Ryan fretted that he might have pushed her too far, damaged her frontal lobe. “I’m house–sitting for my uncle. I wish this was my apartment.”

Ryan raised his eyebrows, gesturing for Clair to drink her wine. “I shouldn’t,” she said. The fact that Clair hesitated was good, because it meant the compulsion had worn off. “I don’t drink a lot. It interferes with … running,” she explained.

Ryan excused himself to go to the bathroom. While he was in there, he turned on the faucet and took the opportunity to snoop through her cabinets. In the bottom drawer, he happened upon a cache of painkillers strong enough to kill ten men. Fentanyl. Hospital–grade morphine patches. Even a small bag with what appeared to be some heroin powder in it. There were neatly packaged syringes and a rubber tourniquet, rubbing alcohol and stacks of gauze strips. It must have belonged to the uncle, unless Clair was a junkie. Ryan hadn’t noticed anything off about her speech or balance, so he guessed that it belonged to somebody else.

The rest of the evening went pretty well. They ended up staying in. Clair cooked, Ryan ate, and neither of them killed the other. Ryan even got a goodnight kiss from the pretty blonde. He had grown to like her so much over the course of the night that he didn’t even attempt to seduce her or take her blood. 

Thank goodness, because I was not in the mood to experience some crazy feeding ritual through our bond.

The vibe seemed good. It was normal. It reminded me of home, in some strange way. The simple actions of meeting a friend, having a meal, saying goodnight. Those things had become so foreign to me. It didn’t help that I flipped out Vampira–style every time I opened the refrigerator at Ivy’s house.

When Ryan finally got back to the car, I was stretched out in the backseat, too aware of everything to contemplate a nap. As he grew closer, I heard a familiar pounding that I’d heard before. The thumpthumpthump of the heart in a jar.

“I know about Caleb,” I said to him immediately, before he’d even sat in his seat. “I know he might not even care that I’m gone OR if I go back to Blairstown. Why didn’t you tell me?”

Ryan started the car and dropped his head momentarily, rubbing his temples. “I need to think about this, Blake,” he said wearily. “I don’t know what’s going on here. Besides, you agreed to stay here with me until we get your bloodlust under control.” He shot me a pointed look. “And, spoiler alert, it’s not.”

I slumped in my seat, pissed at him. Mostly because he was right.

We didn’t speak for a few moments. I sat sullenly while Ryan eased the car away from the kerb and we drove away from Clair’s apartment building.

“I take it you heard everything?” he asked finally, sounding uncomfortable.

“Of course,” I replied, still pleased that my new skill of ‘seeing’ things in other places was apparently something of a rarity. “It was full color and surround sound.” I gestured to the folded napkin he was holding, which contained the Asphodel flower he’d ripped from Clair’s hair.

“What’s up with the flower?” I asked. “I thought I was going to break out in hives or something. It was a full sensory experience.”

“Oh, really?” he teased. “A full sensory experience. Did you enjoy kissing a girl, Katy Perry?” 

I pulled a face. “Whatever. I was too busy being bored to death. I thought you were going to come out once you realized she wasn’t a threat?”

“She could still be a threat,” Ryan said, glancing at me. 

“The flower,” I prodded. “Can you please throw it out of the window?” I felt my skin getting hot and itchy. “Is this some vampire allergy thing? It feels like I’m standing in the sun all over again.”

“It’s an Asphodel flower,” Ryan explained. “They only grow in a few places, including The Underworld.” He shoved it into the glovebox between us, and my skin immediately felt a little less hot and bothered. 

“Why are you keeping it?” I asked, annoyed that it was still in the car with us.

“I need to show Ivy. She might be able to tell me something about its origins, or where it was grown.”

“I don’t know why you trust her,” I said, without thinking. He laughed.

“What?” I said, a little embarrassed that I had said that about her. He had known her for a lot longer than he had known me. “Am I being a bitch?”

Ryan smiled, clearly entertained by me. How nice for him. “No, you’re being smart. I don’t trust Ivy. All I know is that she hates Caleb even more than she hates me.”

“Why?” I asked, more curious about her than ever. “Why does she hate you both?”

Ryan’s smile vanished. “She hates Caleb,” he began slowly, “because Caleb took away her entire world. He thought that I was getting distracted by her. So he told her father that we were planning to marry, and where I had hidden her. It’s Caleb’s fault her father discovered her pregnancy. It’s Caleb’s fault her father beat her to death before I could get there in time to save both of them.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. I tried to think of my own father being angry enough to beat me and my unborn child to death. What a horrid way to end one’s life. 

“And why does she hate you?” I asked. 

Ryan was quiet for a long while, and I eventually thought that he wasn’t going to answer me.

“I loved her very much,” Ryan said, showing a brief glimpse of the pain and rage he usually channelled into being an asshole. “But she consumed me completely. We were no good together. We would go on rampages together, feeding and killing whoever we felt like. 

“It was dangerous. We were both becoming … demonic, almost. So one day I left her. I left her all alone and didn’t see her for fifteen years.”

I raised my eyebrows in disbelief. “And the next time you saw her –”

“– was in Mexico,” he finished. “So, yeah, I don’t trust her.”

I wanted to think about the whole Ivy / Caleb / Ryan issue some more. There was something I was missing, something that involved me. But Ryan’s mind was like a well–guarded vault, and I couldn’t gain access. Besides, we were home, and we had gotten way off topic during our long–winded conversation.

“Anyway,” I said clearly as Ryan pulled into the garage and shut off the engine. “Caleb. He probably just wants his heart back, Ryan. So why don’t you give it to him and get him off your back?”

He looked at me, really looked into my eyes and studied my face. He reached a gentle hand over to touch my cheek, and left it there. It was such a lovely, innocent gesture amongst all of the other crap that I closed my eyes for a moment. And in that moment, I saw exactly why he wasn’t about to give the heart back in a hurry.

Another vision? Jesus, my brain could only process so much information.

 







THIRTY-ONE

 

I was no longer in the car, but falling through the air, an invisible spectator in another time and place. 

I blinked several times and looked at my new surroundings. 

We stood by a huge underground lake that was as still and smooth as plate glass. The light was dim. The air surrounding us was so cold, the water should have been freezing, but the wafts of steam that were coming off the top suggested that it was warm. The ground beneath my bare feet was cold and damp, stone covered with dark green moss. The cavernous ceiling was at least fifty feet above us and stretched into oblivion, decorated with stalactites that dribbled icy water every so often.

“What’s happening?” I asked. Ryan could tell I was freaking out. The feeling I had is so hard to describe. It was as if I was still frozen in the car, a hand brushing at my cheek, and yet I was here, in this cavernous space that stretched further than my vampiric gaze could see. I felt a draft on my bare skin and looked down to see that I was now wearing a thin white dress that looked suspiciously like the one I had been wearing that night. “What the hell am I wearing?” 

“Chill out. This is a different way of showing you a vision. You’re not just seeing it in your mind, you’re seeing it in real life.”

I scowled. “And the dress?”

He smirked. “It suits you. We have to fit in, after all.”

I studied his new outfit – a white cotton dress shirt with beige chinos – and shook my head. We were both barefoot. “We look like we’re about to go to a luau,” I said sarcastically. 

“A journey through The Underworld, actually,” he replied. “Among other places.”

I baulked. The Underworld. The place where the dead came to rest. I grabbed his arm, terrified.

“Relax,” he said calmly, squeezing my hand. “We’re not actually here. We’re still sitting in the car. I’m just showing you a memory from my own mind, and channelling it into yours.”

“Oh,” I said, letting my shoulders loosen. “Okay. That’s good.” And as he said it, I could feel part of my consciousness in the car, almost as if I were able to see two worlds at once, and switch between them at will.

“I want to show you why I think you’re in danger,” he said. “Why I think Caleb chose you. I didn’t figure it out until I was told to Turn you instead of just take your blood. I don’t know what he was planning to do to you, but I do know it can’t be good.”

“Awesome,” I said sarcastically. I hated being the last to figure things out, and right now it seemed that I was always out of the loop on everything.

I realized I was still holding his hand and took it back, blushing. I felt like a scared little kid in a haunted house ride.

“Can anyone even see us?” I whispered, gesturing to the dress I was wearing.

“No,” he replied. “It’s just a memory, remember? Like watching a movie on a 3D screen.”

Well, at least I fit in, I snarked, shivering in the thin dress he had chosen for me.

“Oh shush,” he said, and in an instant I was dressed in my own jeans and t-shirt. “Watch the bloody show.”

And he had meant that literally. I heard a girl’s bloodcurdling scream and turned to see a large, hulking man dragging a pretty, young girl by her long, dark curls. He must have been at least seven feet tall and as stunning as he was terrifying. Silver tattoos that glowed in the nightlight were etched all over his luminous skin; skin that shone like gold and fire. His eyes were magnificent – large, black with tiny gold flecks that sparkled with such intensity, it was like looking directly into the midday sun. He had human features but was definitely not human. 

“Hades,” Ryan supplied helpfully.

“As in the Devil?”

“Mmm-hmm,” Ryan replied. 

I blinked and continued watching. The girl was screaming, Hades was getting angry and I was nervously bouncing from foot to foot. 

He forced the girl up from a kneeling position to her feet. 

“What is your final decision?” Hades asked the girl, his voice so loud and full of bass, it shook the air around me.

The girl was a blubbering mess. “Please,” she begged. “Just let me go. I don’t want to stay down here. I won’t marry you!”

Resignation settled in on Hades’ face. “Very well. You leave me no choice.”

There was a crack, a crunch, and before I knew to cover my eyes, he had snapped her neck like a piece of kindling.  All of this had happened in a matter of three seconds and it was only now, after teetering on her feet for a few moments, that the girl hit the ground, dead.

Only that wasn’t the end of it. Almost instantly, the girl’s ghost (or what I assumed to be her ghost) sat up, delirious, and stepped up out of the body that she had been contained within only minutes before her death. This was both incredible and distressing for me. I thought of the window then, of falling and crashing into the ground, and I edged away from Ryan a little. He gave me a serious look. He knew what I was thinking about, as usual. 

He nudged me and gestured to the scene unfolding in front of us. 

The girl, who was now a more pale, translucent version of herself, tried to run away. Each time she did, his hand shot out and grabbed her long, dark locks. She finally stopped struggling and looked up into the eyes of Hell incarnate. “Even in death, you will not leave me be?” she pleaded.

This made Hades smile. “Especially in death,” he replied. I swallowed back bile as he continued to speak.

“In death, all belong to me. But you already knew this, Talitha Mae.” He picked her up and carried her into the darkness of The Underworld until her cries faded into the void. 

“Jesus,” I said, staring at the body in front of us. It was all too much to take in. I had just watched a girl die – again, after having to watch Kate be ripped apart by Caleb in front of me just a few short weeks ago. I shivered and wrapped my arms around myself.

“Do you know why I showed you this?”

I gulped. “Because I look almost identical to that girl?”

“Bingo,” Ryan replied.

I blinked, and the body of the girl who looked just like me was gone. 

“What does any of this have to do with me?” I asked, my voice a little too shrill. 

“I’m not entirely sure,” Ryan said. “But I know you’re the key. You, and the heart. That’s why I took both of you. That’s why you can’t leave me, not yet.”

That’s why I took both of you. His referral to the heart as a person left me extremely concerned.

I started to pace, just like I always did when I was worried. “So you had nothing to do with that?” I asked.

“No,” he replied, picking up a stone and skimming it along the surface of the lake. It seemed to skip along the surface forever before succumbing to its murky depths. “It happened before I was even born.”

“Then how is it a memory in your head?”

“The same way I have now placed the memory in your mind. Caleb showed me this memory. Talitha, in turn, showed it to him. It is the truth. Vampires are powerful, but we cannot make up things like this. If someone shares a memory with you, you can safely assume that it is true.”

I nodded. It was a lot of information to take in, but I thought I was coping remarkably well with it all. Except for the part where I had just watched a young girl, no older than me, who looked just like me, have her neck snapped by the bare hands of Satan himself.

“Kosher?” Ryan asked.

I nodded.

“Great.” He clapped his hands together and the universe around me changed again. I was suddenly aware of the heat as an unforgiving sun throbbed directly overhead in the midday sky.

“Bet you wish you were wearing that little white number,” Ryan deadpanned, smirking at my jeans and t-shirt. 

“Bite me,” I replied,  rolling my eyes. 

The Underworld was completely gone, as if it had never existed. We now stood in a narrow dirt alleyway in the middle of two squat limestone buildings. The stench of sickness and death immediately invaded my nostrils, and I had to stop myself from retching. I jumped at the sound of Ryan’s voice.

“Do you know where we are?” he asked me. I shook my head no.

“Smack in the middle of the greatest human plague, in the twelfth century. The back alleys where whores go to conduct business and decency goes to die. Welcome.”

I wrinkled my nose in distaste. “It smells like ass.”

He ignored me, instead gesturing to a pile of debris further into the alley. I took a few reluctant steps, each one bringing me closer to the source of the stench.

I recoiled when I realized what I was looking at. A haphazard pile of rotting arms, legs and faces lay at the end of the alleyway. The faces were the worst. Some of them were bloated or streaked with old blood and almost everything was covered in flies. Rats and mice darted in and out, and I turned away after glimpsing a brown rodent chowing down on what was left of a man’s ear. “Oh, shit,” I moaned. I wanted to hurl, but I didn’t, and I think it was only because we were in spirit form that I kept my baggie of blood down. “Why are we here?”

“You’ll see,” Ryan said quietly. 

A man, no more than thirty years old, dressed in rags and clearly sick with whatever plague had killed the pile of bodies, stumbled into the alleyway. He coughed, tilted his face towards the sky, and squinted his beautiful, sapphire–blue eyes at the unforgiving sun. His mortal eyes had been something wondrous to behold.

“Caleb,” I breathed. “He’s human.”

Ryan nodded. “He’s dying.”

“Help!” Caleb cried out, stumbling to his knees in the dirt.

As if from nowhere, a young woman stepped out of the shadows of a doorframe overhang and stood in front of him. 

“That’s the girl from The Underworld,” I whispered. “I thought she was stuck there?”

She didn’t look as similar to me this time. Her hair was longer and darker, her skin was deathly pale, and her eyes were solid black. She looked positively terrifying and beautiful all at once. 

“She was,” Ryan replied. “She escaped. She’s possessing a human’s body.”

What’s wrong with her? 

She’s been in Hell for hundreds of years, Ryan whispered through the bond. She’s become a demon.

“What is your name, love?” she murmured.

“I don’t remember,” he said sadly.

“Then I shall give you a new one. I will call you Caleb, the chosen one, and you will live forever.” She reached down and cupped his face in her hands with such affection, it made her appear human for a short moment.

Caleb let out a small, strangled sob. “Who are you?” he asked in between coughs. “Are you an angel?”

Her rosebud mouth turned upwards in a wicked smile, but her eyes remained dead and black.

“I am Talitha,” she said softly. “You belong to me now.” 

She took one of her long fingernails and drew it hard along the smooth skin on her wrist, until blood sprang to the surface. I looked closer and baulked.

It was black. Her blood was pitch black.

She pressed her open wound to Caleb’s mouth, and he drank greedily. I cringed as I realized what was about to happen. 

He was going to Turn.

Sure enough, he dropped to the ground and began screaming and clawing at his face. I couldn’t watch. I looked away.

 

Thankfully, Ryan jumped to the next scene, rather than making me relive the entire painful and grotesque process of Caleb’s Turn. 

We stood in a small clearing in the middle of a pine forest. It was nightfall, and things felt eerily quiet, until several pairs of footsteps began thundering through the undergrowth. Caleb and Talitha came into view and stopped in the clearing near us, both panting for breath. It was obvious some time had passed – Caleb was a vampire, though his eyes were still blue, not yet that insipid pearl white they had been when I met him in Mexico. 

I heard growling and panting all around us and realized that the beads of light in the dark surrounding Talitha and Caleb were actually eyes. 

Wolves?

Hell Hounds, Ryan confirmed.

One of the Hell Hounds stalked out of the shadows and into the clearing, the weak moonlight bringing it into focus a little better. It was huge, much bigger than any dog I’d ever seen, with short, glossy, black fur and teeth that glittered with anticipation. 

Talitha was crying. She was a demon, but in that moment she looked like the broken human girl who had been tricked by the Devil. She and Caleb bent their heads together so that their foreheads were touching.

“You know what to do,” she said forlornly.

He nodded and kissed her forehead so softly, so gently, that I could not imagine it was the same person that had tortured me and made me bleed.

The Hell Hound leapt into the air, flew in a wide arc, and knocked Talitha to the ground. 

“Noooooo!” Caleb yelled, as a second Hell Hound began chasing him away from her. The Hound easily jumped him and forced him down to the ground, all the while a horrific growl emanating from its thick throat. 

The Hound snapped at Caleb’s throat, and it seemed to take all of his strength to hold the beast just far enough away to stop it from taking his head off.

Talitha was not faring so well. I didn’t want to look, but I could hear. The bigger Hound was literally ripping her to shreds. The smell of blood mixed with dead pine needles radiated through the forest, and I retched.

Within seconds she was dead. Faster than I could focus on, the Hound had dragged her ghost out of her lifeless body and fled, quickly followed by the second Hound.

Caleb dragged himself over to her almost unrecognisable body. He appeared to be in shock. With shaky hands, he withdrew a jar and a large hunting knife from his thick fur coat.

When he located her heart by pressing on her breastbone, my heart dropped. 

 He was going to cut her heart out. 

And that’s exactly what he did. With trembling hands, he brushed away a single tear from his cheek and then cut into the dead flesh of his lover. After an agonizing and brutal surgery on Talitha’s corpse, he held her heart in his hands. He placed the heart in the jar and replaced the lid, then retrieved a small square of paper from his pocket. There were several Latin words written on it, which he said quietly over and over again. 

At first I was transfixed by his face, by the way he was saying the words, until I heard a thumpthumpthump coming from the jar. 

He smiled sadly. His spell had worked. Although she was dead and had been dragged off to Hell by a couple of Hounds, Talitha’s heart continued to beat.

 







THIRTY-TWO

 

Suddenly, we were back in the car.

“No more visions,” I said, pushing his hand away from my cheek. “I’m exhausted.” I felt sick. How many deaths had I just witnessed from the comfort of leather seats and air–conditioning?

Ryan nodded in agreement. 

Neither of us made any attempt to get out of the car. I guessed he was waiting for questions. Really, what he had shown me hadn’t answered anything. It had just confused me even more.

“I know it’s a lot,” he said.

“A lot?” I echoed. “Watching all three Lord of the Rings movies in one sitting is a lot. That was like taking an acid trip and then getting onto a time–traveling spaceship to Narnia or something.” I rubbed my eyes.

“I’m sick of you speaking in riddles, Ryan! Just tell me. What does it mean? The heart. The girl that looks just like me.”

Ryan shrugged. “I think Caleb wants to use you to bring Talitha back.”

“Back from where?”

He looked at me like I was an idiot. “From Hell.” 

“They were in love,” I said quietly, still shocked that two such cruel creatures could be driven by such a human emotion.

“Yes,” Ryan said. “You saw the way she looked at him before she died, such love for someone who was pure evil. She loved him, and he loved her just as much. He’s wanted to bring her back from the dead the entire time I’ve known him.”

“How?” I pressed.

“I don’t know!” Ryan exploded, slamming the dash with his fist so hard that it cracked. I raised my eyebrows.

 Nice one. Isn’t this a totally rare car or something?

Ryan sighed audibly and slumped back in his seat. “You have to believe me,” he said. “If Caleb has both of you, I don’t know what will happen. That’s why I took you from Mexico. That’s why both you and the heart need to stay here, with me.”

 







THIRTY-THREE

 

I was bone tired after our expedition to Clair’s apartment and the visions I’d been subjected to. I called it a night and was surprised when I woke up the next morning in the exact position in which I’d fallen into bed. The energy required to concentrate on receiving psychic information was exhausting.

 

I was reading through my class schedule, armed with a strong black coffee, when Evie called. 

“Hi,” I said into the phone, dumping the stack of UCLA papers on the coffee table and wandering into the kitchen. 

“Hey,” Evie replied. “Whatcha doing?”

“Nothing exciting. You?”

“Just packing a bag,” Evie replied, and I heard the excitement in her voice. “I need a lift tonight. I get into LAX at seven.”

I felt the blood drain from my face as Ryan entered the room. So he had heard what she said from wherever he had been lurking. Typical.

“You’re coming here?” I said finally. “Now? Today?”

I was angry. I was ashamed. I didn’t want her to see me like that – a vampire.

“Yep,” she replied. “Can you pick me up? Or should I catch a cab?”

Ryan caught my eye and shook his head.

“No,” I said quickly. “I’ll come get you.”

“Can’t wait to see you!” she said happily.

After promising her I’d be there, I ended the call and looked at Ryan. He must have seen the sheer panic on my face.

“It’ll be fine,” he said. 

I shook my head. “I don’t want her to see you,” I replied. “She won’t like you.”

“I probably won’t like her either,” Ryan reminded me. “Vampires and witches generally don’t get along.”

I raised my eyebrows in disbelief.

“Except the badass ones,” he added. “Like Ivy.”

I rolled my eyes. 

“So – airport?” Ryan prompted me.

“Oh, yeah,” I said, my stomach coming up into my mouth. “You don’t need to come. Can I borrow one of the cars?”

Ryan looked at me like I was an idiot. “I do need to come,” he said. “You could be driving into a trap, remember?”

I thought of the beating heart in the jar. “Okay,” I agreed reluctantly. “But prepare to have shreds ripped off you. Evie is…unique.”

“Most witches are,” Ryan answered. “I’m going out for a few hours. You need anything?”

“Where are you going?” I asked, immediately suspicious. He hardly ever left me alone in the house, so it had to be something important.

“To see our pretty little friend, Clair. I was up all night thinking about how I could possibly know her.”

“And?” I pressed.

“I have an idea,” he mused. “But I could be wrong. I won’t be long.”

“Wait!” I said. “What am I supposed to do all day?”

Ryan shrugged. “Order school supplies online. Do something with that rats-nest you call hair. How the hell should I know?”

I ended up nervously pacing the house most of the day. I made lunch, drank some blood–infused soda, and tried not to bite all my nails off. I couldn’t comprehend the fact that, in a way, I was meeting my best friend for the first time. The first time as a vampire.

It was a waste of a day. My nerves wouldn’t leave me and I kept zoning out whenever I tried to concentrate on reading the UCLA handbook, so eventually I gave up and watched daytime soaps until Ryan got back.

He was in a chipper mood when he returned.

“Did you kill her?” I asked dismally. Maybe that explained his stupid grin.

“What?” Ryan asked, as he added a dash of bourbon to his blood on the rocks. “No. I visited. We talked. Turns out she isn’t a threat after all.”

He didn’t offer any more. “Aren’t you going to tell me why she isn’t a threat?” I asked.

“I wasn’t going to,” he replied, draining his glass. “But since you asked: I knew her father, a long time ago. She needs a favor, is all.”

“Oh,” I said, the news not bringing me any relief. “Well, there you go.”

“It’s almost six–thirty,” Ryan mentioned. “You want to go now?”

The airport. Damn. I had forgotten about Evie’s imminent arrival for just a few moments. “Crap,” I said. “We’ll be late.”

Ryan grabbed a set of keys from the kitchen bench and started off towards the garage. I hurried after him, grabbing my bag on the way out.

Evie. My best friend in the whole world. I hadn’t seen her in almost two months. 

Would she even want to be my friend once she saw what I had become?

 







THIRTY-FOUR

 

We made it to LAX with lightning speed. My mind was still reeling from the visions of Talitha and Caleb that I’d seen the night before, not to mention the date between Clair and Ryan where I had been a psychic third wheel. But as soon as we arrived at the airport, I forgot about everything. My nerves were on edge and I replayed potential meetings in my head. Would Evie cry? Would I? Would she be afraid of me? Would she try to stake me through the heart? I sure hoped not.

The airport was busy. We parked and went into the domestic arrivals section, Ryan trailing behind me at my insistence. I didn’t want Evie to see him until I’d explained him to her properly. I don’t know why I cared what she thought about him. Maybe it was because he was all I really had to fall back on if she decided she didn’t like Vampire Me. Or maybe it was because I was a vampire like him, and I was linked to him through our bond, and I stupidly cared about him despite everything he had done.

I smelled cheap coffee and sweaty bodies as I got closer to the arrivals gate. Being a vampire, my senses were so much more acute, which wasn’t always pleasant. I tried to focus on finding Evie. I scanned the arrivals board, seeing that a flight from Newark had landed and baggage was available. I started towards the baggage carousels, hoping I would find Evie waiting for her suitcase there.

I was halfway there when somebody grabbed me from behind in a bear grip around my shoulders.

I stiffened, fighting against the grip immediately. It was a guy, and he was tall. I broke free and whirled around, expecting a vampire. 

Oh my God. My jaw dropped in disbelief.

It was almost an anti–climax. The moment I'd been wishing for, the one I'd given up hope of ever seeing, was jammed in my face so quickly and violently, I didn't know whether to laugh or cry.

I didn't say anything, couldn't form words. I just stared at him. 

“Jared?” I said shakily.

I still loved him just as much as I always had, and that was a relief, to feel something so light and wonderful amidst the darkness that had all but engulfed me.

He grinned like an idiot, his sandy blonde hair all messed up and his deep, brown eyes tired and lined with black circles. “Hey, beautiful,” he said affectionately.

“H–hi,” I managed to croak back. “Hey, you.”

He launched himself onto me in a second giant bear hug, which I returned tightly. He tensed, and I loosened my grip instantly, remembering my newborn vampire strength could probably suffocate him. I hoped he hadn't noticed. My throat got all tight and my eyes started leaking hot, wet tears that flowed faster as I felt his lips graze my forehead. I breathed him in, remembering all the other times I had held him like this. Under his olive skin, I could smell rich copper and chocolate pulsating through his veins – but it didn't overwhelm me the way the others had warned me it would. For that, I was grateful.

We parted eventually, and I took the time to drink him in – from his mussed–up hair that he always left forever before getting a haircut; his almond–shaped eyes that turned from chestnut to ebony depending on what he was wearing; his smooth skin, broken by stubble; his broad swimming shoulders that had been a place for my head to lay many a summer’s night; but most of all, the feeling that he was here, and that it felt so right.

“Don’t cry, Blake.” I smiled as Jared gently wiped my cheeks with his thumb. 

“I’m so happy to see you,” I breathed. “You have no idea how happy I am.”

Was I dreaming? I wasn't, thankfully. But less than two minutes after Jared's arrival, dread was already settling into my bones like an old friend. The others had warned me about relationships with humans – and although I didn't feel the overwhelming urge to feed from Jared, I could still smell the rich coffee and spice scent of blood through his thin flesh, could still hear the steady thrum of his heart beating inside his chest. Pretty soon I felt myself drawn to him, wanting what was inside of him – I wanted all of him. 

“What are you doing here?” I asked, painfully swallowing my thirst.

“Surprising you,” Jared replied with a smile. Oh God, I could have melted hearing his voice after so long. I spotted Ryan ten feet away, watching everything with guarded concern. His presence suddenly brought everything crashing down inside of me. I wished he hadn’t come. How was I going to explain him to Jared?

“I just got a text from Evie,” Jared said. “She’s running late, said we should wait in the car for her.”

Evie. Of course. I had forgotten all about her.

I gulped. “In the car?” With Ryan?

He nodded. 

“I caught a cab here,” I lied, knowing that Ryan could hear me. 

You are not coming with us, I told Ryan through our bond. You can follow behind in your car, but you are NOT chaperoning me home.

I glanced over to see him scanning the airport. 

Jesus, Blake, he replied, mimicking Jared’s nickname for me. Catch a cab. Catch a flying saucer. I’ll drive at a respectable distance.

I was so relieved at his cooperation, I didn’t berate him for calling me Blake again. Nobody called me that except my friends, and I was sick of him pretending he was one of them.

“That’s cool,” Jared was saying. He dangled a set of keys in front of me and it took me a minute to realize they were the keys for my car. My Honda Element, the one I’d been walking towards when I was taken by the vampires.

“You drove here?” I asked incredulously. “From New Jersey?”

Jared nodded. “ I knew you’d be missing your wheels. There’s some weird little towns between here and there.”

“I have no doubt,” I replied. “So you drove all this way just to bring me my car?”

“And to see you,” he replied, swooping in for another leg–tingling kiss that flooded me with warmth.

“Come on,” he said, taking me by the hand. “Your chariot awaits.”

In the car, my car, I realized I wasn't just frightened by the prospect of Caleb turning up at the airport – I was genuinely nervous to be around Jared. I could feel myself turning inwards, shy and shameful of the secret that coursed through my veins, the secret that separated us from now on. Or did it? Why did it have to spell the end for us? It didn't seem fair; nothing about the last month of my life had been fair. 

“So, whatcha been up to? You must have done something other than run and miss me.” Jared looked exhausted. 

The air was humid, and I could practically feel the positive charge in the approaching storm. Lightning cracked in the distance and I had a horrible flash of falling, of the way my face smashed into the ground two stories below, of the way I pleaded with Ryan not to inject his vampire blood into my veins. My happiness at seeing Jared was instantly engulfed by the abyss of sorrow inside me. I had died. While he was surfing and swimming and missing me, I had died. And now I was something else – someone else – entirely.

“I’ve had the worst flu,” I lied, slouching back in my seat. It was eighty odd degrees outside, but I wrapped my hands in my sweater sleeves and tried not to cry. “I’ve been watching a lot of HBO, actually. I'm a lame tourist.”

 “Well, at least you have plenty of time to find your feet. You're here for the long haul, right?”

“Right,” I answered uneasily. Because I wasn't going home to put my family and friends in danger. 

Jared looked pensive. “Are you…okay?” he asked after a few moments.

“I’m– fine,” I stumbled. “Why? Do I not seem okay?”

He furrowed his eyebrows. “You just seem ... different. Your voice – you don't sound like you. You look sad or something.”

I felt my face fall, and I let out the breath I'd been holding. He was probably planning to stay for the weekend. How was I going to keep it together when I couldn't even look at him for ten seconds without wanting to scream about how fucking unfair my life was?

“I just really miss you,” I said honestly. “I miss everyone. I miss home. I'm lonely sometimes. This isn't what I thought it would be like, you know? And I'm so glad you're here right now – but I'm already missing you because I know you probably have to leave on Sunday.”

I looked away from him then, embarrassed at my vulnerability, my nakedness. 

“Mia,” he said gently, taking both of my clammy hands and squeezing them affectionately. “I miss you already. You're all I think about. All I want to do is quit Ithaca and live illegally in your dorm room.”

That made me laugh. 

“But,” he continued, “it’s only a few years and we can be together all the time. Wherever you want. We'll get awesome jobs and live on the beach somewhere. It'll be epic.” He rolled his eyes, making a sweeping gesture with one hand as he said the last word. I had a bad habit of describing everything as epic, and he always teased me for it.

“It just seems like forever,” I said lamely, my voice cracking under the strain of my secret burden. Forever. 

“Give it time,” he replied, kissing my forehead, long and lingering. “If you're still not happy next semester – but you will be – then come home. You can live illegally in my dorm room.”

Laughter died inside my throat and I gasped as a face appeared in my window. I jumped, shrinking back in horror. We'd been followed. It had to be Caleb. And now poor Jared was going to be dragged into the whole sorry–assed affair that had become my life as a vampire.

We were so screwed.

I let my breath out in a whoosh as Evie smiled through the glass back at me. I unlocked my door and got out, wrapping Evie in a bear hug whilst carefully not smooshing her to death. “You scared the shit out of me!” I said happily, relief slamming into me like a freight train. All the nervous adrenalin circling my body had nowhere to go, and I let out another excited squeal as I released my hug and stepped back to study my best friend.

I don't know how I knew that something was up, but I just knew. Call it my vamp sense, but I felt the smile slip from my face as Evie regarded me with concern.

“I'll go pay the ticket,” Jared called as he got out of the car and started walking towards a lit up pay station about fifty yards away.

“Okay,” I said. I turned back to Evie and swallowed nervously. I had no words. I felt utterly exposed. I may as well have had VAMPIRE written across my forehead in a poor college boy’s blood.

Moments passed.

“I thought you were dead,” she said finally, in a tight voice that betrayed her fear. 

“Why are you afraid?” I asked desperately. “Evie, it's me!”

“Do you know what I am?” she asked me quietly, nervously scanning the parking lot. I glanced over to see Jared having problems with the pay station. From a hundred yards away, I could hear the coins being spat back out of the slot and an automated voice notifying him to go to the next station to pay.

“You're a girl from Jersey,” I answered stupidly, hopping from one foot to another. Why was she looking at me like that?

“I'm a witch, Mia,” she said, her voice still razor–like. “I know what you are. You’re different now.”

I sagged against the car, looking at the ground as tears welled up in my eyes. “Okay. So what am I?”

She didn't want to say it. Her face softened, and she started to cry as well. “I'm sorry I left you alone in the parking lot, Mia. I could feel those vampires – I was trying to draw them away from you. I thought they wanted me. I had no idea it was you they were after.”

I gasped in horrified disbelief at what she was saying. That she had known Ryan and the others were there before me. That maybe if we had carpooled that night, none of this would have happened. “You knew they were there?” 

She nodded ruefully. “A vamp followed me all the way home. I didn't realize until the next day when you wouldn't pick up my calls that – that they had taken you. I've been looking for you ever since, but someone's put a spell on you that makes you impossible to track down.”

Ivy's spell, to protect me from Caleb's trackers, must have also kept Evie from locating me. Ryan silently confirmed this through the bond, irritating me. He just couldn’t stay out of my head for five minutes, and it was driving me insane.

I glanced over at Jared again, who was still struggling at the second pay station, when a thought suddenly occurred to me.

“You're not doing that,” I said quietly. “Are you?”

Evie looked over at Jared, and suddenly he was walking back towards us, looking a little frustrated. “I had to get you alone somehow,” she replied. “I broke his car so my flight would get here before he did. I didn't know he was bringing your car.”

“Why did you come here?” I asked suddenly, desperate to know more before Jared joined us. 

“I missed my bestie,” Evie replied cagily. “Besides, I couldn’t let you eat your boyfriend by accident, could I?” 

“I’m glad you came,” I said honestly, ignoring the part about eating Jared. “I've missed you so much, Evie. So much has happened. So much crazy shit has happened.”

Jared was almost at the car.

“Why didn't you just call me sooner, Mia?” Evie asked, the hurt obvious on her face. “I could have helped you. I could have been here with you. You didn't have to go through this by yourself.”

I shrugged, pain settling in at my temples. Yeah, why hadn't I just called her, or someone, anyone? 

Because I was scared, that's why.

 “They told me not to. They said I'd be putting you in danger if I contacted you. The vampire who took me – he's still looking for me.”

Evie looked confused, but the moment was lost as Jared handed me the validated parking ticket and grabbed Evie's suitcase, lugging it around to the back of the car and opening the tail.

“Later,” she said to me, her voice lighter. “We'll talk, you and me. About everything.”

 







THIRTY-FIVE

 

We picked up burgers and fries at a drive–thru not far from the airport and took the food back to Ivy's house. I was hoping beyond hope that the wards were not up, that Ryan had thought to call ahead and get Ivy to disarm her psychic gate lock. Jared turned the car into the driveway with one smooth motion, and I let out a relieved breath when the gate slid open and we glided into the driveway without resistance.

Ryan had overtaken us a few streets back, and his car was already in the garage when we parked in front of the door. I sensed him in the house and reached my mental tendrils out to him.

Please don’t come out, I begged Ryan through the bond. I have enough explaining to do without you, too.

Alright, Your Highness. Sam and Ivy are out, you’ve got the run of the house.

Thank you, I replied silently. Small favors and all that.

“Who did you say you were staying with again?” Jared asked innocently.

“Oh, just some people from the track team,” I lied. I felt terrible about being dishonest, but what was I supposed to say? “The dorms aren’t available until next month.”

“Nice house,” Jared said, obviously impressed. 

The door was unlocked, and I ushered them both inside. Evie looked positively sick, I guessed from all the magic she could sense. I could feel it and I wasn’t a witch, so she must have been positively swimming in spells and the smell of herbs and potions. And probably blood. I know I could smell the sweet stench of the red gold in the refrigerator. Maybe she could, too.

We all ate quickly and silently at the outdoor table, overlooking the pool. I had almost set up plates and napkins in the lounge room, but decided against it at the last minute. I didn’t want to sit with Jared on the same couch where I had kissed Ryan, and I sure as hell didn’t want to sit at the kitchen table where It had happened. As I shovelled fries into my mouth I couldn't help but notice Evie studying the way I ate, the way I looked at Jared, the way I kept glancing nervously towards the hallway where I knew Ryan was eavesdropping on everything we said. 

I excused myself when it became clear that Ryan wanted to talk to me.

“Hi” I said casually. 

“Are you okay?” Ryan's concerned voice irritated me instantly.

“I'm fine,” I said tightly. “You need to stop chattering in my head. Jared is getting suspicious because you keep distracting me. I'll talk to you later.”

“I'm coming out,” Ryan responded. 

“What?” I said, alarmed. “No. You can't. Do not come out of this house.”

“Chill out, babe. I'm not going to crash your little reunion. I just want to see the witch, that’s all.”

“Why?” I hissed. “You got a thing for witches?”

Oh, that’s right, he did. He just smiled with nauseating fake sweetness.

“Spoken like a true stalker,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Don't come out.”

“I love you, too!” Ryan sang in a high–pitched girl’s voice.

When I got back to the kitchen, Evie was sitting at the table alone, and looking at me as if she'd heard the whole conversation. I looked at the kitchen table and cringed inside. “Where's Jared?” I asked, scanning the room. 

“Asleep,” Evie replied casually. “In your room. Well, I assumed it was your room? The first one off the hallway. It has all your stuff in there. It looks pretty nice for a prison.”

I hadn’t even heard either of them come inside. Which was weird for a vampire, but still. I had been distracted.

“How is he asleep?” I demanded. “I was gone for, like, two minutes at the most.”

Evie smiled indulgently. “I put him to sleep,” she said. Magic. Of course. I was surrounded by it, and up until a few weeks ago, I hadn’t even known it existed. 

“Well, that’s probably a good thing,” I said, although I was pained at the sudden loss of his presence so soon after seeing him again. 

“So,” Evie said, all businesslike. “We have a few hours before Mr. Tired Eyes wakes up. Tell me everything.”

I hardly needed convincing. I hesitated for a split second, then opened my mouth and let everything out in one long go.

I told her. In a voice barely above a whisper, I let open the floodgates and told her every single thing that had happened to me since the last time we had seen each other, the night that I was kidnapped. In some parts, I cried alone; in other parts, like when I told her of my death and rebirth, we cried together.

Except for the night with Ryan. I couldn't say those words, not to anyone. I would die with the events of that night – at least the ones I remembered – locked away in the deepest recesses of my soul. 

When I was finished, and I had no more words, I looked at the clock in the kitchen to see that more than two hours had passed. Exhausted, I rose from the table and rubbed my grit–filled eyes. Stumbling across the kitchen, I opened the refrigerator and fished out a bottle of ‘tomato juice’. I didn't really feel like it but I knew I probably wouldn't have another chance until Jared left, and I'd never gone three days without blood before. I decided not to nuke the blood, happier when it didn't taste like it had just come out of some poor human's neck as they struggled for their life. It was cold, oddly refreshing, but it left an awful metallic taste in my mouth. 

I could feel myself being watched and turned to face Evie, dragging my palm across my face to make sure there was no blood left on my lips. 

“Do you like it?” she asked quietly, looking at the red–rimmed bottle. It wasn't like she was just talking about the bottle. It was as if she was asking me if I enjoyed being a vampire.

“No,” I snapped. “I don't. Do you like using magic to make my boyfriend pass out?”

Evie blinked, took a step back. I felt my shoulders sag as I realized the compulsion had been coming through in my voice. “I'm sorry,” I added hastily, shaking my head.

“It's okay,” Evie said. “Your compulsion doesn't work on me.”

“You know,” I said, turning to rinse the bottle in the sink, “you haven't told me anything about you being a witch. Is it a family thing?”

She didn't answer; and when I turned back, I understood why. I felt the color drain from my face as I locked eyes with my maker.

“I told you to leave us alone,” I said in a murderous tone.

Ryan, as arrogant as ever, leaned against the bench, where he'd evidently been languishing without either of us hearing. He was that good.

“Your little boyfriend is still fast asleep,” Ryan said lightly, waving his hand. “Surely Evangeline doesn't mind my company? I mean, now that she knows everything about us?” He shot a nasty glance at me, and I raised my eyebrows in disbelief at his accusing stare.

“She’s my best friend,” I said defensively. “I tell her everything. Including what a dick you are.”

“Thank you,” he replied mockingly. “I've always measured my self–worth on how teenage girls perceive me.” He looked from me to tight–lipped Evie, who wasn't saying a thing. 

“Can't you just leave me alone for one night?” I asked him, exasperated. “I'm not going to die. And if I do, I promise it’s not your fault.”

“I wouldn't do that if I were you,” Evie said slowly, staring Ryan in the eye. I saw power flare yellow in Ryan's eyes as he attempted to subdue her mentally. He reached his hand closer and brushed her cheek – and incredibly, a white–hot spark extended from her skin, burning Ryan's fingers. He drew back with vampire speed, wrapping his unharmed hand around his smoldering fingers. Suddenly, the kitchen stank like burnt flesh.

“I knew fire was your element,” he said, a devilish grin breaking out on his smug face. “The personality gives it away every time.”

“Well, look how smart you are,” she said icily. “And what kind of vampire are you? The order of Elijah tattoo doesn't look like it suits your personality at all.” She gestured to the intricate pattern of black wings and symbols etched around Ryan’s wrist.

Ryan was definitely intrigued by my apparent witch best friend. “Do tell,” he pressed her. “What kind of personality do I have?”

“I know you were following me,” she hissed. “For months, I knew there were vampires. And then you took a poor human girl who couldn't even put up a fight? Why not take me and at least keep life interesting?”

Ryan's asshole facade dropped slightly, and I felt his confusion through the bond. “I didn't follow you,” he replied, as he looked her up and down. “Though I would follow you, don't get me wrong.”

“Bullshit!” Evie's voice was getting louder. “I know you were there. I had a vampire tailing me since Christmas last year.”

“It wasn't him,” I said. “He’s confused. He's trying to cover that up because he's a dick, but he doesn't know what you're talking about.”

Evie looked at me like I had grown a second head. “You believe him?” she asked in a horrified tone. “You think he's telling you the truth, Mia?”

“He never tells me the whole truth,” I said to her while I stared at him. “But I can tell when he's lying. It's part of the bond.”

“Great. A fucking vampire bond. Well, I'm going to bed.” She flounced into the empty bedroom next to mine, where I had put her bags. A minute later, she poked her head out of the room and addressed Ryan directly. “Oh, and if you try to bite me while I'm asleep, vampire boy, I'll rip your heart out and feed it to a troll.”

He smiled and blew a kiss at her. She slammed the door in response.

Ryan and I studied each other uneasily across the kitchen bench.

“She’s here to take you home,” Ryan said seriously.

“Well, wouldn’t you do the same if you were her?” I replied in a voice barely above a whisper. “She thinks it’s her fault that I’m here.”

Ryan shrugged. “So what are you planning on telling her?”

I set my jaw stubbornly and didn’t answer.

“You’re going?” Ryan asked, his tone carefully neutral, his eyes flashing with frustration.

“Caleb doesn’t even care about me” I hissed, careful not to wake up Jared who was still asleep in my bed fifteen feet away from where we stood. “Have you ever thought that maybe he just wants that goddamned heart back?”

Ryan looked taken aback, and I felt anger rise inside me as his reaction confirmed my growing suspicion.

“Give me one good reason why I should stay,” I demanded. “Now. Or I’m leaving tonight.”

He scowled, and I could see he understood. I had him backed into a corner.

“If you go home now,” he said seriously, “you will die.”

“How?” I asked. “How will I die? I want details.”

When he didn’t speak, I raised my eyebrows to prompt him. “Start talking,” I demanded. “You know I’m serious.”

“I don’t know what he’s going to do,” he said through gritted teeth. “If I did, I’d be able to stop him!”

He tore his gaze away from me, and I saw the internal struggle he was having. He looked down the hallway one last time, then back at me.

“Please,” he pleaded. “Please just trust me?”

I didn’t answer him; I just pushed past him and stormed off to my room. 

 







THIRTY-SIX

 

I couldn’t sleep after the horrors I’d seen the night before. The stench of blood and rotted souls was still trapped in my nostrils, no matter how hot I made my shower. 

Jared was still sleeping off whatever Evie had given him, which was unfortunate. I felt terrible that she had needed to do such a thing, but, of course, she had to if we were going to talk about what was really going on. 

About vampires.

I knew she wouldn’t be asleep when I knocked on the door at 3 a.m. Sure enough, she answered, still dressed in her day clothes and completely awake.

“You’re going to be tired tomorrow,” I said, closing the door behind me.

Evie shrugged, avoiding eye contact. “I can’t believe I agreed to stay here.” Her eyes roamed the room as if it were a dirty den infested with cockroaches, instead of a palatial guest room where the sheets were egyptian cotton and the silk cushions matched the drapes perfectly.

“It’s not so bad,” I said lamely. Who was I trying to convince? I might have become used to it, but I still didn’t want to be here. It was pure necessity that had driven me to accept Ryan’s deal and stick it out in Ivy's house for a few months. Especially after what had happened with Ryan. The bloodlust that itched under my skin like fire ants. The possibility that I could hurt someone I loved. That I could kill them.

“Don’t you think you’re a little too comfortable here?” Evie asked point blank. The accusation in her tone was like a slap in the face. The suspicion that I accepted being here, enjoyed it, even.

You should see how comfortable I got on the kitchen table.

“Things are messed up,” I tried to explain. “It’s not what it seems. I’ll be home soon, anyway.”

Evie glanced around the room and then grabbed my hand. I felt a jolt of electricity sizzle at my palm and rush through my body, stealing my breath. It was power, I realized, the power of a witch. I stared open–mouthed at my best friend and saw a stranger instead. A stranger whose eyes lit up inhumanly as she spoke in hushed tones.

“He can’t hear us,” Evie whispered to me. “I cut off your bond for a few moments. Everything we say here stays between the two of us, understand?”

I nodded.

“You need to come home with us tomorrow, Mia. I don’t trust this guy. This house, this whole situation … it feels dangerous.”

“Of course it’s dangerous,” I replied, somewhat annoyed. “I’m not a little kid, Evie. I’m here because Caleb wants to kill me!”

I tried to snatch my hand back but Evie was incredibly strong, especially since she was now restraining vampire me. Power crackled through our palms and I felt myself immobilized. It pissed me off.

“Let go!” I whispered angrily through gritted teeth. 

“Not until you listen to me,” Evie replied in a grave tone. “Mia, I know things. Things about the future.”

“Oh, you can see the future now?” I mocked her openly. 

Her eyes flashed with what I guessed to be frustration. “If you stay here, you will die. I’ve seen it, and I’ve never been wrong before.”

I felt all the blood drain from my face as I turned that over in my head. 

If you stay here, you will die. If you go home, you will die. 

Seemed like no matter where I went, my days were numbered.

My shoulders sagged and I stared at the ground.

“Do you trust me?” Evie asked quietly.

“With my life,” I answered honestly. Because I did.

“Then believe me, please. I screwed up and they took you. Don’t let me get you killed again.”

I sighed, tears blurring my vision. “I want to come home, but I don’t. You don’t know how this feels inside.” I clawed at my chest with a shaking hand. “It’s enough to drive someone insane. You know?”

There was no need for me to elaborate. She knew why I didn’t want to go home. 

“I will help you,” she said softly. “I’ll stay with you at your house, and we can get through this together. There are friendly vampires I know of. They can fill in the blanks for us with blood banks and all that.”

I just nodded. It wasn’t just the practicalities stopping me from jumping on a plane and flying home – it was this strange feeling, deep in my belly, that said I couldn’t leave Ryan. That we belonged to each other. 

Evie’s face softened. “I know,” she said, squeezing my hand. “I know you think you can’t leave him. That leaving him would kill you.”

“It’s stupid,” I said.

If you go home you will die.

“It’s not stupid,” Evie replied gently, using her free hand to wipe tears from my cheek. “It’s the way vampires are designed. For survival. The good news is, once you’re far away enough that feeling will start to fade.”

I nodded because I wanted to believe her.

“Every time you have that feeling,” Evie said, “I want you to remember the moment you fell in love with Jared. How it felt. Where you were. Every little detail you can think of.”

I started to cry. “Why?” I asked.

“Because,” Evie squeezed my hand tightly, “he’s the one you should share a bond with. The guy you love, not a vampire who took you against your will and Turned you because he screwed up and you died.”

If you stay here you will die.

“Okay” I nodded vacantly. 

“Okay what?”

“Okay, I’ll think about that every time. And … and I’ll come home. Not tomorrow, though. I need a few more weeks to … get this shit under control.”

We sat in silence for a while.

If you stay here, you will die. I’ve seen it, and I’ve never been wrong before.

“You were wrong once,” I said softly. 

Evie just nodded, the haunted look in her eyes almost too much for me to bear. She released my hand and the spell was broken. She opened her arms, pulled me into her, and held me while we both cried.

Jared and Evie left early the next morning. Poor Jared was extremely apologetic that he had fallen asleep and thought he must have the flu or something. I felt so sorry for him. The guy had driven cross–country to see me for a few measly hours and I hadn’t even put out for him. That last lingering kiss on the front porch before he jumped into the waiting cab was enough to cement my decision to leave immediately. 

 







THIRTY-SEVEN

 

I let four weeks pass before I felt strong enough to return home without the crushing bloodlust invading my every thought. I spent those four weeks intensively quizzing Ryan, Sam and Ivy on everything I could think of. I think Ryan took my inquisitiveness as a sign that I was sticking around, and so he relaxed a little on the strict rules and chaperoned outings.

Ryan was gone a lot during that time. He was always visiting Clair. He had really taken to her, and dare I say it, was starting to have feelings for the girl. He started to act differently, too. I took to teasing him about it every time he returned after seeing her. But secretly I was worried. She was human and he was a vampire – what was he planning to do with her?

When he was around, Ryan still acted as if there was no hurry, as if I would be staying in Pasadena indefinitely. He kept telling me my bloodlust hadn’t peaked yet, that it was only going to get worse.

And he was right, in a way. My bloodlust did get much worse. But not for many months.

If you stay here you will die. That was all I heard in my mind for the entire four weeks.

I thought that I was fine. Fixed. Non–lusty. Safe to be alone with.

It was time to go home.

 







THIRTY-EIGHT

 

Once the decision to leave was firm in my mind, there were many things to do. Firstly, I needed a set of wheels. Evie had suggested flying home, but I couldn’t risk having my name show up on any commercial airline passenger manifests or travel databases that Caleb might be watching. I couldn’t take my own car, the one that Jared had so generously driven across the country for me. It was like driving a red flaming beacon that screamed, ‘Here I am, come and get me!’ 

I also had to time my exit appropriately so that nobody would try to stop me. I doubted Ryan would lock me up again, but I didn’t exactly trust him. I knew he had something big planned – he was going somewhere ‘important’ and could be away for a few days. Ivy was going somewhere mysteriously vague, as usual. And Sam had his teaching commitments at the university. All of this gave me a good six-hour window of time to pack my stuff up and get as far away as I could before anyone realized that I was gone.

Still, the logistics bothered me. I was going to have to stop for the night at some point, and if Ryan was really keen (which he would be) then he’d only have to track me to where I stopped and come get me. I could drive through the night, but that sounded exhausting. The other thing that worried me was having enough blood to drink in case I got my freak on again and felt like biting somebody. I was afraid to be alone on the drive in case I flipped out, but I was more afraid of If you stay here you will die. 

It was early. I sat at the table waiting for my black coffee and blood to infuse. I hated to admit it, but the coffee component was merely a distraction to mask the plain horror of what I was drinking for breakfast – human blood. Stuff that people donated, from the goodness of their hearts, to help save lives. The stuff that pumped through my boyfriend’s veins. And I was putting it in my Nescafé. 

Ryan sat down across from me, his own coffee/blood concoction letting off steam in front of him. 

“Do you ever wonder whose it is?” I asked.

“What do you mean?” Ryan asked, digging his spoon into a bowl of cereal. 

“The blood,” I replied. “The person who donated this. They must have thought they were giving it for good, not evil.”

Ryan smirked through a mouthful of Cheerios. “Evil?” he spluttered. “Jesus. You’re like a nun. Only you put out.”

I glared at him in disgust. “You’re so fucking hilarious.”

I can’t wait to get the hell away from you.

“The blood doesn’t come from a hospital blood bank,” Ryan explained without missing a beat. “Vampires have particular requirements of donors that humans do not. It’s about more than blood type. It depends on their diet, their lifestyle, their psychic energy. This stuff is expensive.” He tapped on his coffee mug. “Why do you think we limit our intake? Not because we want to. There’s only a small amount available.”

I thought about that for a moment and my blood ran cold. “A small amount?” I echoed. “So vampires who can’t get their hands on this stuff …”

“Get it directly from people, yes,” Ryan finished casually. 

“Do the people die?”

Ryan shrugged. “Sometimes. It depends.” 

“So you only drink this blood?” I asked, pointing at his cup. He could tell I was testing him – of course he could, he could read my mind. 

“No,” he said evenly. Because I already knew. He had drained Kate. He hadn’t killed her, though. Caleb had saved her last terrified breaths for himself.

“And?” I pressed. “Do they die sometimes?”

“If I take blood from a human, I’m careful. I don’t bleed them to death. It gets messy. People would come looking for me.”

“What people?” I asked. “I thought you said most people don’t even know about vampires?”

“There’s a bunch of people who keep tabs on supernaturals like us. Vampires, witches, shape shifters, werewolves, hunters.”

“Like a council?” I asked.

“Yes,” Ryan replied, draining his coffee mug. “A council of supernatural beings.”

“What’s it called?”  I asked.

He looked at me like I was stupid. “The ... council of supernatural beings.”

“Original,” I remarked. 

I thought about that for awhile.

“So are we going to keep pretending your little visit with the witch didn’t happen?” Ryan asked casually, fixing his gaze onto me.

I just shrugged.

“That must have been hard. Seeing your little boyfriend? Your pal?”

“Who are you calling little?,” I shot back, raising my eyebrows and looking pointedly at the area below Ryan’s waistline.

Ryan laughed. “She has a sense of humor!” he cheered, raising his cup and clinking it with thin air. He stood and drained the last of his bloody espresso. “Well, she obviously didn’t convince you to leave.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Obviously. Doesn’t mean I have to be happy about it.”

Ryan shrugged. “Well, I’m off. Clair and I are going on a little sojourn.”

“Don’t eat her,” I said, trying to think and look as bored as possible. Hurry up and leave!

“Jealous?” Ryan asked. “Don’t worry, I’ll take you somewhere special soon.”

“Oh goody,” I rolled my eyes. “I can’t wait.” 

I spent the next half hour reading every article in the latest issue of Vogue without taking in a single word, while Ryan took his sweet time loading suitcases into his car and grabbing supplies from the fridge.

“You’re not taking all that, are you?” I gestured to the baggies of blood he was packing into a small blue cooler bag. If he took it all, I wouldn’t have any for the long drive back to New Jersey. And I really didn’t fancy trying to pick up a human meal and drinking their blood without killing them.

“I left three for you,” he said. “Ivy's picking up more tomorrow, so you’ll be fine until then.”

I watched as he opened the freezer door and started packing more frozen bags of blood in his cooler. There had to be at least fifty bags of the stuff, each containing a litre of blood. Fifty litres of blood. Where the hell was he going?

My heart sank as I put the pieces together. I stood and walked over so that I was in front of him.

“What are you doing?” I asked quietly. 

Ryan looked away, unable to meet my eyes. “It’s not what you think,” he said.

“It is,” I insisted, grabbing at the handle of the cooler bag. “Tell me what’s going on!”

Ryan pulled the bag out of my reach and fixed his steely eyes onto mine. “Mind your own business,” he said. “This has nothing to do with you.”

“You’re going to Turn her,” I accused. His eyes gave away what he wouldn’t say.

“Why?” I demanded. “She’s got her whole life ahead of her!” I sucked in a deep breath. “Why would you do that to her?”

“Get out of my way, Blake,” Ryan demanded when I blocked his exit from the kitchen. “I mean it. I don’t have time to screw around.”

“Ryan,” I said softly, pleadingly. I put both of my hands on his shoulders, as I asked for the third time. “You’ve only met the girl a few times. Why?”

Sorrow and pain competed against each other in those dark blue eyes of his. 

“Because,” he answered finally, “she asked me to.”

I was about to argue that that wasn’t a good enough reason, when he pushed me to the side and stormed out to the garage. Seconds later, I heard his car peeling off down the driveway and the automatic door closing again with a dull thud.

 







THIRTY-NINE

 

I almost changed my mind. Frozen to the spot, I turned that information over and over in my mind. He is going to make Clair a vampire. To do that, he has to kill her.

But he hadn’t lied to me. If he said she had asked, then it was what she wanted. It didn’t make any sense, but I supposed it really was none of my business, after all.

I headed back to my room for what I hoped would be the last time, opened the closet and grabbed the bag I’d packed during the early hours of the morning when sleep had deserted me. I went back to the kitchen, dropped the bag in front of the fridge, and loaded my three measly bags of blood into it. An overnight stop was probably out of the question then, if I only had this much blood. 

My breath caught in my throat as I sensed someone else in the room. I turned around and let out a relieved breath. It wasn’t Ryan. 

“You’re leaving?” Sam asked, gesturing to my bag.

I debated whether or not to lie. “You can’t stop me,” I said finally.

“Who said anything about stopping you?” Sam replied. “I’m surprised you stayed this long.” 

“Don’t tell the others,” I said. “Please?”

“Okay,” he said. “I’m sure they’ll figure it out, though. Ryan is a very good tracker. He can find anyone.”

I sighed. “I know,” I said. “I’m just hoping that once I’m home, he won’t try to make me come back.”

“So when are we leaving?” Sam asked.

I raised my eyebrows. “We? There is no we.”

Sam crossed his arms and leaned against the bench. “I notice you have my keys,” he said casually. 

I looked down at the keys in my hand. “It’s the only other car here,” I said, a note of desperation entering my voice. “I can’t take my car. It’s too obvious.”

“I’m coming with you,” Sam announced. Before I could argue, he uncrossed his arms, plucked the set of keys out of my hand and casually made his way down the hall. “Five minutes,” he called. “I’ll just pack a few things.”

I stood on nervous feet, hopping from side to side, trying to decide what to do. To trust that Sam, a vampire I’d only known for a short time, would deliver me home safely and without an agenda of his own? Strangely, I found myself looking forward to the idea of being alone with him on a cross–country road trip.

Don’t get carried away, I thought to myself. You’re never going to see him again.

And for some silly reason, the thought of never seeing him again hurt. More than I could have imagined. I could kind of see why. Whereas Ryan was the source of all my troubles, and Ivy was cold and aloof, if it hadn’t been for Sam’s gentle guidance and ability to listen to me freak the fuck out on a regular basis, I would have gone insane the first night I landed in that house. I suddenly understood why the thought of losing him hurt so much. It was because, in my new life, he was the only real friend that I had.

 You’re going home. You need to forget about him.

Somehow that didn’t seem so easy.

I stormed out to the car, irritated that my plan had been sprung before I’d even left the house. I was so terribly bad at anything that required stealth or cunning. I threw my bag in the backseat of Sam’s SUV, a sleek black BMW with leather seats and chrome wheels. It looked like a car that Ivy would choose, not Sam. I imagined if he had the choice, he would pick something as ordinary as a second–hand pickup. 

“Nice car,” I murmured as he entered the garage carrying a duffel bag and a small ice cooler. He must have seen my eyes light up, because he nodded and handed the box to me. “You didn’t think three little bags would get you there, did you?”

I shrugged. “I would have had more if Ryan hadn’t sniped it all.”

Sam’s face fell. “That’s where it all went?” he asked. 

“Well, yeah,” I said. “He took a big cooler full of blood bags with him. He’s going to Turn Clair in Barbados.”

I placed the cooler on the floor behind the passenger seat and closed the door. “I don’t know why he has to go all the way to Barbados to do that. It’s hardly a time to be getting a tan when she’ll be all albino girl.”

“Barbados is a hospital,” Sam said as he shut the tailgate. “It’s in Malibu. It looks like a regular hospital, but it treats anything that falls out of the human category.”

“Clair is still human, though,” I said. “And how come you’re not surprised? Did you know he was going to Turn her?” 

I really hoped he didn’t know. 

“Nothing he does surprises me, Mia. He’s done far, far worse than that.”

“Oh.” I swallowed uncomfortably and hopped into the car, throwing my handbag at my feet. A wave of nausea hit me and I clamped my mouth shut and counted to ten in my head.

You don’t need blood yet. You just had some.

“Are you alright?” I opened my eyes to find Sam in the driver’s seat, peering at me with concerned eyes. “You’re as white as a ghost.”

“I’ll be fine,” I said quietly. I reached down and grabbed a bottle of water from my bag, cracked it open and drank the whole thing in one go. 

Stop thinking about feeling sick and you’ll stop feeling sick. It’s all in your head.

I felt bile rush up my throat and I bolted from the car, barely making it to the garden bed on the side of the driveway before the entire contents of my stomach projectiled out of my mouth and onto a pretty rose bush. Thank goodness the garage door had been open or I would have chundered all over the car bonnet. I felt a warm hand on my back and my cheeks started to burn. Great, he just saw me throw up. Classy.

“Here.” A fresh water bottle was placed in my grasp. I opened it and took a small sip, swirled the water around my mouth and spat it out. 

“Sorry,” I said, shaking my head and taking a deep breath. “Let’s get out of here.”

 







FORTY

 

It was small talk for the first few hours. Small talk and me napping. I was so tired, I felt like I could sleep for days. I was tired right down to my weary bones. I awoke just as we were crossing the border from LA into Arizona, in a town called Needles. If I had stayed asleep five minutes longer, I would have missed Needles completely.

“Can we stop?” I asked, rubbing my eyes. 

Sam frowned. “It’s only been three hours.”

I raised my eyebrows. “I need to pee.”

Sam shrugged in agreement and turned into a gas station. As soon as I got out of the car I regretted it. The temperature had to be at least a hundred and five, and the sun burned my skin the moment I was outside. 

Ten minutes later, I was scratching my reddened skin as we left California and drove into Arizona. The Mojave desert stretched ahead of us, shimmering with mirages of things that did not exist. 

“That sucks,” Sam said, reaching over and pressing two cool fingers to the pink flesh at my wrist. The skin stayed white for several moments, indicating a nasty burn.

“I remember that,” Sam said. “It took months before I could go out in the sun without getting fried.”

They called Sam the Ripper. Ryan’s words came back to me like a knife to the heart.

“What was it like for you?” I asked carefully. “In the beginning.”

He didn’t answer, and after several minutes had passed I guessed that he wasn’t going to.

“Have you ever wanted to kill someone? To feel their life force fade away? To take everything from them?”

I thought of Caleb. Of Ryan. 

“No,” I replied. “Maybe.” 

He tore his eyes from the road and stared straight at me. The anguish in his gaze was unmistakable and raw. 

“I did. I feasted on the suffering of others. The more they hurt, the better I felt. Their blood was like a never–ending river of pain.”

“You … hurt people?”

“I killed people, Mia. I killed a lot of people. And worse.”

“What do you mean?” I asked. His eyes were glossy, and I wondered if he was going to cry. I’ve never seen a guy cry before.

“There are things worse than killing someone. I’ve done most of them.”

I swallowed thickly and cracked the window, staring straight ahead. The landscape was barren and desolate, but it looked positively radiant compared to sitting in the car listening to Sam talk about murdering people. I was suddenly all too aware of the fact that nobody knew where I was. Or who I was with. The one person I had trusted in the midst of chaos, and he was telling me this?

Hot, stale air flooded the car, and I closed my window again. I slumped down in my seat and looked limply at Sam, concentrating on the road ahead. I could tell by his expression that he felt me staring, but he didn’t turn to look at me. He was clearly locked inside his own struggle. 

“Would you do that now?” I asked. “Would you hurt someone again? Would you hurt me?”

He cleared his throat. “Of course not.”

“Did you hurt anyone before you were a vampire?”

Now he looked at me. “I know what you’re doing.”

“What’s that?”

“You’re trying to pass the blame. Like it wasn’t my fault.”

“It wasn’t your fault,” I replied forcefully. “Unless you decided to let someone Turn you, to make you a vampire, then none of it is your fault.”

“But what about you?” Sam repeated. “What happened to you that you’re so different? You don’t even like blood.”

I blushed, stared at the floor.

“Oh, come on, Mia. A few minor cravings is nothing compared to what I’ve just described. Trust me.”

The funny thing was, I did trust him. Even after what he’d told me. I glanced at his hands and couldn’t imagine them being used to inflict misery upon somebody.

“I tried to bite Ryan,” I said sheepishly. I didn’t need to tell him the rest. 

Sam laughed! I felt my face turn even redder.

“Sorry,” he said. “I would love it if you bit him. A scar would be even better. God knows he deserves much worse.”

I frowned. “You don’t like him very much,” I said, “do you?”

“Do you?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know,” I said. And I really didn’t. The pull I felt towards him was incredibly intense. If I thought about moving further away from him, it hurt, a dull thud between my temples and a sharp spike in my chest.

“Don’t you have that feeling with Ivy? That pull?”

Sam’s face fell a little. “Not exactly,” he said. “I love her, but we don’t have that bond a vampire and maker normally share. It’s a long story.”

“Is that why?” I asked gently. “Why it was so bad for you? Because you didn’t have that voice in your head telling you everything would be alright?”

Because as much as I hated to admit it, Ryan’s voice inside my head, infuriating as it could be, was the only thing that had kept me sane during those first few weeks after waking up as a baby vampire.

“Maybe,” Sam replied. “Who knows? It was a long time ago.”

He continued to drive while I thought. 

“How old are you, again?” I asked. I knew he had told me when I first met him, but in the murky recesses of my brain, the number had vanished.

“Thirty-seven” Sam said. 

“You don’t look a day over twenty–one,” I remarked.

“That’s because I’m not.” Sam grinned. “I was Turned on my twenty-first birthday. Well, technically it was the next day, so I guess you could say I am a day over twenty-one.”

“How did it – what happened?” I asked, almost afraid of the answer. I still couldn’t talk about what had happened to me. Who was I to think that he was any different?

“I was living in New York at the time,” Sam began. “Ivy and I had had this huge fight, because she needed to go back to LA and wanted me to go with her, and I couldn't, because my dad was sick and I wanted to be close to everyone and finish school.

“I turned twenty–one in May. My parents threw me a huge party at their house. We were all drinking. Most people were gone by 2 a.m. I went to bed after that. I didn’t even wake up and the whole house was on fire. 

“All I remember is Ivy dragging me out of bed and jumping out of the window with me in her arms. That was the first time it really occurred to me that there was something different about her. You know ... something not human. She had been giving me blood samples for my research at the university, but she always told me it was someone else’s blood we were studying.”

“Jesus,” I said. “What happened?”

“I was dying,” Sam said. “Well, I did die, I guess. I had burns to most of my body. Before I passed out, Ivy offered to save me, to give me some of that blood, and when she cut her wrist I knew the blood had been hers. I had watched the virus in that blood completely overtake human blood and change DNA. I didn't want it touching me. I said no.”

 

I thought of falling from that building in Mexico, and being offered the same deal by Ryan, and I shuddered. 

“But she did it anyway.” He looked terribly sad, clutching the steering wheel with white knuckles.

“And your family?” I probed gently.

“All dead in the fire,” Sam replied stoically. “My mother, my father, a sister and two brothers. All gone.”

My throat was so tight I could barely speak. Without thinking, I reached out and squeezed Sam’s right hand, the one that wasn’t on the steering wheel.

“Did you forgive Ivy? For Turning you even though you said no?” 

“Of course,” he replied. “She saved my life. She loved me.” 

Something about that story made me terribly uneasy, but I couldn't put a finger on it.  

She loved me. Sometimes love makes people do crazy things.

We travelled in silence for another twenty or so minutes.

“I need to go to the bathroom,” I said, breaking the sadness that lingered in the air like dead souls. 

Sam just looked at me. “Again?” 

The truth was, my stomach was turning in on itself again, and I was terrified of throwing up in the car while we were doing ninety on the interstate. I told Sam this and he appeared concerned.

“How long have you felt like this?”

I shrugged. “I’m not sure. A few weeks, maybe? It’s hard to remember with everything that’s been going on. I’m sure it’s just part of being a vampire.”

He frowned. “It’s not something I’ve ever heard of. And you say you still eat mostly regular food?”

“Sure,” I said. “I get cravings for cheeseburgers a lot. I think it’s the red meat.”

“And the blood? You crave that, too?”

“A few times,” I admitted, embarrassed. I almost told him how I had slept with Ryan, but changed my mind. I liked Sam. I didn’t want him knowing that dirty little secret.

“A few times a day?”

“No,” I replied. “Just a few times. Once I wanted to bite Ryan. Another time I smelled the blood in the refrigerator. Other times, it makes me feel clearer, but I don’t crave it. It still kind of grosses me out.”

“You need to stop and pee a lot for a vampire,” Sam mused.

“Gee,” I replied. “Awkward much?”

“Sorry,” Sam said, giving me one of his enormous puppy-dog smiles that reached all the way to his eyes. “I’m just trying to get a catalogue of symptoms so I can try and figure out what’s making you sick all the time.”

“I didn’t realize it wasn’t normal,” I said, suddenly alarmed. “Do you think there’s something wrong with me? Ryan says I sleep a lot for a vampire.”

“You do,” Sam confirmed. 

“Great, so I’m basically a lazy sloth vampire.”

“Cravings. Nausea. Vomiting. Excessive urination. Fatigue. If I didn’t know better,” he joked, “I’d say you were pregnant.”

I laughed. “That’s impossible. Vampires can’t have babies.”

“Plus, it takes two to make a baby,” Sam added. “Unless it was the immaculate vampire conception.” He was still chuckling to himself when he caught a glimpse of my red face and his smile vanished. “Whoa,” he said. “You and Ryan?”

“It was a mistake,” I said, shaking my head. 

“I hope he didn’t compel you,” Sam said tightly. “I might have to murder him if he did.”

“No, he didn’t compel me,” I said, burying my face in my hands. “Oh. My. God. I am so mortified right now.”

“It’s no big deal,” Sam said. “It’s none of my business.”

Neither of us spoke for a few minutes.

“In that case,” Sam said pointedly. “My earlier diagnosis may have some merit.”

“That’s not funny,” I said angrily. 

“I wasn’t trying to be funny,” Sam said, looking at me seriously. “Mia, it can and does happen from time to time. Don’t think yourself impervious to getting pregnant just because Ryan told you so.”

My jaw dropped. “You’re serious. You’re actually serious. This is insane!”

Sam was pulling into a small cluster of shops that I hadn’t even noticed. 

“Where are you going?” I demanded. 

“To buy something,” Sam replied. He pulled into a parking bay, shut off the engine and took the keys. “Need anything? Snacks, water?”

“I’m fine,” I said. “Thanks.” I really wanted to ask him to pick up some kind of hotdog with extra salt, but I didn’t want to give his outlandish theory any more fuel, so I didn’t.

I pondered Sam’s crazy idea while I waited for him to come out of the convenience store. There was no way I could be pregnant – my mind couldn’t even comprehend such a possibility. Besides, Ryan was older and wiser than Sam, at least when it came to vampire–related facts. If he said all vampires were sterile, then I believed him. Sam was just being crazy.

By the time he had returned, I was happy again and thinking about what I would do first when I got home. A visit to Jared, of course, then a quick trip across the Hudson River to see my mom at her work offices in Manhattan sounded good. I still hadn’t thought of a convincing story as to why I was home when school was days from starting. I decided to stick with good old–fashioned homesickness as my excuse. Besides, it was true.

Sam handed me a brown paper bag as he got into the car. “What’s this?” I asked as I opened the bag, at the same time realizing what the pink cardboard box contained. “Jesus, Sam!”

“Just humor me,” he said, starting the car. “Take the test. Tell me how wrong I am. And then we’ll never speak of it again.”

 







FORTY-ONE

 

We decided between us to stop for the night in Santa Rosa, New Mexico. We’d been on the road for over twelve hours and both of us were starting to get pretty tired. We hadn’t mentioned the stupid pregnancy idea again, and I had all but forgotten about it when I rushed ahead of Sam and towards the bathroom of our motel room.

“Wait!” Sam said, tossing me the brown paper bag. And then, when he saw my face, he added, “just humor me.”

I rolled my eyes and shut the bathroom door.

“Hey, you want some food?” Sam called after me. “There’s a Pizza Hut a few blocks down. Do you want me to grab you something?”

“Sure,” I replied, taking the cardboard box out of the paper bag and ripping it open. I waited for Sam to leave, and when I heard the motel room door close behind him, I peed on the stick and replaced the cap. 

I tossed the test on the counter and promptly forgot about it. I wandered out to the main room, where I had thrown my bag onto the first of two single beds. I decided to take a quick shower while Sam was getting pizza. I took my oversized toiletry bag into the bathroom and locked the door. I had just turned the water on when I spied the pregnancy test sitting on the counter.

Two lines.

I dropped the toiletry bag and fell to my knees, swiping the test off the counter as my knees buckled. I turned the test over, to recheck the helpful little diagram that was stuck to the back. One line – not pregnant. Two lines – pregnant. 

I read those words and my entire world came crashing down around my feet.

There are things worse than death. And here I was, in the midst of one of those things.

I think back now and still can’t believe how calm I was. Now, I realize that I was in shock. I acted quickly, knowing that Sam could return at any moment. I opened my toiletry bag and emptied the entire contents onto the grimy bathroom tiles. Bottles of makeup, nail polish and hairspray scattered everywhere. My eyes fell upon a disposable plastic razor, and I snatched it up. I smashed it under a can of hairspray and fished out the sharp razor blade. 

I stood on shaky legs and took one final look at myself in the mirror. I couldn’t live through one more thing. Certainly not this. The word baby tried to enter my thoughts and I banished it angrily. 

Monster.

What had Ryan done to me?

What the goddamn had he put inside of me? It was too much for me to bear.

I didn’t want to think about any of it, ever again. I was done. Finished.

I told you to leave me there to die.

And God, how I wished he had.

Deciding to kill myself was relatively simple. It was the only solution I could see to my impossible quandary. 

My words to Ryan became a chant that I repeated over and over.

I told you to leave me there to die.

The sharp, dragging pinch of the razor blade took my breath away as I gouged it into the pale flesh of my wrist. Up, not across. How did I know that? It didn’t matter. Deeper, deeper. Jesus Christ, it hurt. I cried out and kicked the vanity, trying to distract myself from the pain. I forced myself to think about what I had endured in Mexico, and my Turning, and how this was absolutely nothing compared to the pain I had experienced before.

I watched, fascinated as my own blood began to pump from my artery. Bullseye.

One down. One to go. Only–

“What?” I panicked, watching in utter disbelief as the skin around my wound began to knit together. “No, no, no!” I rubbed my wrist, and underneath my blood was a perfect patch of skin – no cut, no pain, no bleeding, and, most of all, no escape.

Ryan’s words came back to me then. You’re a vampire. It will heal in a matter of minutes.

No escape. Unless …

I skated around the slippery tiles, now slicked with my blood, looking for the bottle of sleeping pills Ryan had given me after pulling me from the bathtub. I had tossed them into my bag at the last minute, and now I was relieved.

These things are like vampire valium.

Yes, but could they kill a vampire?

I unscrewed the lid and shook a couple of the bright blue capsules into my hand, crushing them in my palm.

Bingo.

My skin immediately began to sizzle. No wonder. The thick sludge in the capsules smelled exactly the same as the Asphodel flower Clair had been wearing in her hair. Only this blue gloop looked like concentrate. I climbed into the empty bathtub, clutching the razor and bottle of pills to my chest. I took the razor blade and wiped it against the aqua–colored stuff in my palm, getting as much as possible on the thin blade. I took a deep breath, and repeated my earlier action against the delicate, completely healed skin of my inner wrist.

I screamed. The blue stuff – Asphodel root, according to the pill bottle – immediately entered my bloodstream, and my whole body began to convulse. I leaned over the side of the tub and retched violently. Vampire poison.

Sam had been gone maybe ten minutes at this point, and I didn’t want him to get back until I was well and truly finished. The bathroom door was locked, hopefully buying me some extra time if he did get back before I bled out.

Other wrist, Blake. Hurry up.

I managed a messy cut on the other wrist before I dropped the razor blade and slumped back in the tub. Everything inside me was on fire. Except my stomach. From my waist to my hips, I felt a buzzing numbness that could have been the stone in my womb dying along with me.

Thank God.

It was going to be over soon, I knew it. The pills were working well, and quickly. I closed my eyes and waited to die for the second time in as many months. 

My ears picked up the jingling of keys, and the door to the motel room opened.

“Pepperoni pizza okay?” I heard Sam ask casually. “Mia?”

“Y–yes,” I called out weakly. More than anything, I didn’t want him coming in until I was dead and finished. I asked you to leave me there to die.

Despite being close to passing out, I could still see what was going on beyond the bathroom door. I watched with closed eyes as Sam placed the pizza box on the table and sniffed the air.

He can smell my blood.

“Mia?” he called, a little more urgently this time. He approached the bathroom door. “Everything okay in there?”

“Fine,” I managed in a voice barely above a whisper. “Nearly done.”

I saw the concern on his face grow. He could definitely smell my blood. I saw it in the way he shifted his stance, the way he was literally drawn to it. And there was plenty of it. My wounds were in no danger of healing around the noxious Asphodel that stung my skin and set fire to my veins. There was so much blood, I felt like I was drowning in a river of red.

I asked you to leave me there to die.

“Mia, open the door!” He tried the handle, which I had locked.

“I’m coming in,” Sam said, and I heard the door handle crunch as he easily broke the lock with his vampire strength.

Damn. Through my hazy eyes I could make out a pair of shoes, blue jeans, and then I was being picked up by my shoulders, and shaken.

“Mia?” Sam yelled. “Mia!” I saw as he surveyed the room, taking everything in. The razor blade on the floor beside the tub. The poisonous blue goop that I had squeezed from the sleeping tablets. And the blood. It was everywhere. I saw him go pale and wondered if his bloodlust would resurface after so many years. Maybe he would finish me off.

“What have you done?” he asked me. More shaking. I was sitting up now, propped against the side of the bath. Sam grabbed towels and wrapped them around my bleeding wrists. “No,” I said, trying to stop him. 

“Mia,” he said desperately, his eyes boring into mine. “Why would you do this?”

“I have to get it out,” I gasped. I started to sob. My head bobbed and black dots started to take over my vision.

“Get what out?” he asked, a look of dread spreading across his face. 

I realized I wasn’t going to win here. He was going to stop me from dying, and this thing would still be inside me after they stitched up my wrists and washed the blood away.

“Please,” I whimpered, grabbing at his shirt I pointed to the positive test on the floor. “Sam. You have to get it out of me!”

His face fell when he saw what was in my hand. “I was right,” he murmured. 

And then, “Oh, Mia.”

I passed out.

 







FORTY-TWO

 

I drifted in and out. The asphodel tablets were causing some wicked hallucinogenic nightmares, so I was trying to stay awake now that Sam had foiled my suicide attempt. He carried me to the car and folded me rather awkwardly into the passenger seat, then ran around to the driver’s side. We were on the road and heading west before I could say or do anything. I rested my forehead on the cold glass as we drove through the sleepy night streets of San Rosa. We were a long way from home, at least a ten hour drive even if Sam ignored all of the speed limits. I didn’t see how I was going to survive the journey. Perhaps that was a good thing.

My wrists throbbed in tune with my hummingbird heartbeat. I had lost a lot of blood. I felt freezing cold and thought that I would probably slip into a coma in a matter of minutes unless I got a transfusion. How does a vampire even get a blood transfusion?

Sam was driving and talking on the phone. I could hear the panic rising in his voice.

“I need your help, man!” he yelled into the phone. 

Ryan’s cocky voice replied clearly, “Oh, so now you need my help?”

“Listen to me,” Sam said, deathly serious. “Mia has hurt herself. I think she was trying to kill herself. She’s lost a lot of blood.”

“Bring her to Barbados hospital,” Ryan said immediately. “It’s in your GPS.”

Sam looked despondent. “Mia and I aren’t in California,” he said carefully. “She decided to drive back to New Jersey this morning and I accompanied her.”

“What?!” Ryan’s voice boomed through the line. “Shit!”

I heard the beep of a life support machine and was amazed to be able to clearly see Ryan’s surroundings even though I was hundreds of miles away. The bond apparently worked through a phone line as well. He was in a plush-looking hospital room, sitting beside a comatose, vampire Clair. So she had been Turned. She looked a hell of a lot more comfortable than I had when I had become a vampire.

“She’ll heal,” Ryan said. “She’s a vampire.”

“Negative,” Sam said. He pulled the car onto the side of the highway and glanced at me. “Something has gotten into her bloodstream. Her blood isn’t clotting at all. I’ve never seen a vampire bleed like this.”

“Fuck,” Ryan swore. He paused for a moment. “Okay, you need to get her somewhere safe. You cannot take her to a hospital, do you hear me?”

“I know that!” Sam exploded. “Why do you think I’m calling you?”

“Where exactly are you?” I heard Ryan pacing.

“Santa Rosa, New Mexico. On the interstate, five miles east of The Majestic Motel.” Sam’s jaw was clenched so hard I thought his teeth might shatter.

“Shit. Okay, hang on, I’m thinking. There’s a small medical facility there, should be able to accommodate a blood transfusion.” He sighed. “Jesus Christ, Mia.”

“Address?” Sam enquired impatiently.

My chest was getting very tight. I started sucking in great lungfuls of air.

Vampires don’t need to breathe.

Well, we do when we have no blood left in our bodies to transport the oxygen around.

My eyes fluttered shut and my head fell forward, hitting the dash with a dull thud.

“I’m losing her, dude!” Sam was peeling me off the dash as he spoke. “Hurry up or I'll take her to a regular hospital.” 

“Don’t do that!” Ryan yelled. 

“Ryan!” 

“Okay, okay, I found the address. 67 Villiers Street. It’s called Greenmount Medical Supplies. It’s a feeding house with an infirmary attached. Go around to the service gate and ask for Valerie.” 

Sam tapped the address into his GPS and pulled back onto the highway, driving slowly as he watched the red dot on the bright screen. 

“Sam, give her as much of your blood as you can spare. Human blood won’t work. Ivy and I will helicopter out to you in the next few hours.”

“Okay,” Sam said. “Wait, Ivy? Don’t get her involved, man!”

“I have to!” Ryan answered. “Do you think I know how to fly a helicopter?”

That was the last thing I heard before I passed out again.

 







FORTY-THREE

 

I woke up in the infirmary the next morning, in a small hospital–type room. There were clean bandages on my wrists, and my skin had been scrubbed clean of blood. Ryan sat next to the bed where I lay. A thin plastic tube carried his blood from his arm into mine. He looked terrible, and I wondered how much blood he had given Clair before arriving to bleed a little more for me. It was as if he had aged ten years in the space of a day.

I sat up and ripped the cannula and needle from my arm. It hurt, but not as much as ripping my wrists open with a razor dipped in asphodel root had. The small hole in my arm disappeared almost instantly. 

So I’m healing again. I must be all better. Goddamn it and fuck it all to hell.

I couldn’t bear to think about the fact that a creature had taken up residence inside of me. I didn’t think of it as an innocent child. I didn’t even think of it as mine. It was an invader, a parasite clinging to my insides and sucking the life out of me. It was evil. How could anything good come from a vampire like Ryan? 

I wondered if Ryan knew yet. Of course he did. Through the bond, I felt his fear, his need to protect me and whatever it was growing in my barren womb.

I immediately put up the walls inside my mind, refusing to let him probe my thoughts any deeper. He jerked back, obviously feeling my rejection like a slap in the face. 

“How are you?” Ryan asked, breaking the tense stand–off. “Do you need water? Something to eat?”

“I’m fine,” I replied icily, tossing the plastic tubing on the floor at his feet. I decided to get straight to the point. “Why are you even here?”

Ryan scowled and shook his head. “Because I care about you.”

I laughed coldly. “You don’t care about me,” I said. “You don’t care about anyone, or anything, except yourself.”

“I do care about you,” Ryan argued. “I want to know why you felt like you had to …” He stopped mid–sentence, apparently having difficulty speaking.

“… do this,” he said finally. 

I just stared at the scuffed linoleum floor.

“Why would you do that to a baby?” he asked finally. “An innocent child who hasn’t even lived yet?”

I whipped my head up and glared at him with every ounce of rage that I could muster. I wanted to reach out and rip his heart from his chest.

“Nobody’s truly innocent,” I said quietly. “Isn’t that what you told me?”

“A child,” Ryan pleaded, “is the most innocent thing in the world!”

I shook my head. “I want an abortion. I want it out of me. Then I’m going home.” I said the last part with plenty of emphasis.

“You’re insane,” Ryan said, his face getting redder. “You want to kill the first born vampire in hundreds of years?”

“You did this to me,” I accused. 

“Jesus, Mia,” Ryan seethed. “I didn't do anything to you. We did this together. The fact that this is happening is kind of impossible.”

And then, just to be an asshole, he added, “You threw yourself at me, remember?” 

I shook my head in disgust. “Just go away and leave me alone.”

“No,” he argued. “Your wrists won’t stop bleeding, and I want to know why. What did you do?”

“Get out!” I snapped. 

Faster than a human eye could follow, Ryan was standing over me, both hands on my head. I felt that familiar drag and tried to push him away. “No!“ I yelled, struggling against his fiercely strong grip. But it was useless. He was my maker and, therefore, had a direct link to my mind. I swallowed back tears as I felt him probe into my memories, finding the one at the motel, where I had cut my wrists. It was sickening. 

“Stop,” I begged. I wailed. “You’re hurting me!”

He ignored me, surging deeper, until the whole horrific scene had played itself out again. I jerked back, and he finally let me go. My crying bordered on the hysterical. I had never felt so violated in my entire life.

“Asphodel,” he breathed. “You could have killed it!”

I glared at him through salty tears. “You mean, like you killed Clair? I bet it wasn’t like she thought it would be. I bet she hates what you’ve done to her.”

“I saved her life,” Ryan said quietly, furiously.

“You ruined her life. It’s what you do.”

“No, sweetheart, the cancer she was dying from ruined her life. I was merely trying to prolong it. I owed her father a favour after he saved my ass years ago. That’s why Clair is a vampire. Not that it’s any of your goddamn business.” 

That knowledge slammed into me like a freight train. He wasn’t lying. I thought that he was dooming her, when in fact he had saved her from dying a painful death.

I think I’ll keep you. I wasn’t convinced of his chivalry, not for one minute.

“You ruin everything you touch,” I said. “Get away from me. I don’t ever want to see you again.”

The sullen smirk across his face made me want to stab him in the eyes. “You’re having my child, dear. I’m not going anywhere.”

I growled. I hated him, despised him, just wanted him out of my space and out of my mind. “I’m not keeping this baby. You can’t make me!”

Faster than I could react, a hand whistled through the air and Ryan’s fist struck my cheek. I flew back, off the bed, and my skull slammed into the wall behind me. I staggered to my feet, blind with white-hot pain, feeling like my head was going to topple from my shoulders. 

When my vision cleared, it was him, still there, trying to compose himself, trying not to beat me to death. “Just do it,” I slurred, wiping blood from my mouth with a clumsy palm. “Kill me. Go ahead, hero.” And I started to laugh. I felt like I had finally gone insane, finally hit absolute rock bottom, and that it was okay because I truly couldn’t sink any further than this. 

“I’m not going to kill you,” Ryan said, with a look of disgust on his face.

“Doesn’t matter” I shrugged, still smiling the wretched grin of insanity. “I’ll kill myself. You can’t watch me forever.”

His eyes flashed black and stayed that way for several seconds. I’d never seen him do that before, only Caleb. It scared the shit out of me. And I had his offspring inside me? 

“You wanna bet?” He snarled. “I will lock you up and throw away the key, Blake.”

I snapped. Before he could stop me, I leapt forward, clearing the bed between us with ease. I lashed out with my hands, grabbing his shirt collar and throwing him at the closed door. He slammed into the door, his skull smashing the rectangular glass window and his shoulders splintering the wood. I had gone from weak and pathetic to strong and murderous in the space of minutes after being transfused with fresh vampire blood. The feeling of swift recovery and supreme invincibility left me hungering for more. I lunged forward, snapping at Ryan’s exposed throat. 

The look in his eyes was priceless – he realized that I was stronger than him, even if it was only temporary, and that scared him. I doubted very much that he had ever been scared of me before. He fought with me as my mouth got closer to his neck, and he held me off with dying strength that I knew I could outlast. 

“Stop!” Ryan shouted, using our bond to send shockwaves of pain through my head. 

“Ow!” I yelled. It hurt. A lot. That pissed me off. A lot. I summoned all of the pain and rage that was swirling in my chest and my stomach and I directed that through the bond, back at him. I wasn’t sure if it would work, I had only ever tried communicating via the bond using words and pictures, but it worked alright. Ryan dropped to the ground like a sack of potatoes. He clutched at his head and began to scream. 

I smiled.

Ivy rushed into the room. I guessed straight away that she had been listening to everything. She stopped dead in her tracks when she saw my face, and I imagined how I must have looked – electric blue eyes, wild raven hair in bloodied tangles, mascara and tears streaked down my cheeks and blood under my fingernails where I had scratched deep gouges into Ryan’s face. 

“Stop it,” she pleaded. Worried, all of them worried about me and what I might do to the precious monster that he had cursed me with. 

Ryan continued to twitch and moan.

“Or what? What will you do?” I asked. I was genuinely curious, and a little bit crazy. Would she strike me down with powerful magic? Her eyes darted between Ryan and I. 

“You won’t do anything, will you?” I was pleased. “You can’t hurt me without risking hurting this parasite inside me.”

Her face confirmed my suspicion.

Suddenly Sam appeared in the room, and I jumped. Another worried face. “Mia.”

“Sam.” I mimicked his pitiful tone.

“Stop it.” He gestured to Ryan, limp and moaning on the ground. “He deserves it, but not like this. You’re better than this. Stop whatever it is you’re doing to him.” 

I tried to stop the flood of black waste that was pouring through the bond from me to him, and choked. “I can’t.” 

It was true. Whatever gate I had opened, I couldn’t close it. Hate and rage poured through the bond, making me shiver and making Ryan suffer. The black sludge that was pouring from me into him was starting to make my head hum as well. Panic rose in my throat like bitter bile. “I can’t stop it!” I cried. I clawed at my own throat as it started to close and I was gasping for air. Air might not have mattered to me, because I was a vampire and vampires didn’t need to breathe, but it still felt like I would smother if I couldn’t suck in lungfuls of the stuff.

“You can,” Sam said firmly, squeezing my shoulder hard, not enough to hurt but enough so that I had to look at him. “What is it you’re thinking about? Is it Caleb? Is it Ryan?” 

I shook my head no. Sorrow engulfed me then, and shame. Oh, the shame! I was blaming Ryan for all of this, and he was hardly innocent, but he hadn’t forced me to do anything except get in that van three long months ago. And he’d been apologizing for it ever since. Only I’d never been able to forgive him.

It was hate, I realized. All the hate I felt, for Ryan and Caleb and myself – it was killing me. And right now, it was killing Ryan.

“You can stop it,” Sam said urgently. “Tell me what’s happening in your head right now. What you’re feeling.”

“I hate them,” I responded. “I hate this life. I miss everything that I used to have! He’s taken it all from me. And now –”

“And now what?” Sam pressed.

“And now I just wish I could die,” I said numbly, the fight going out of me. The black sludge disappeared, replaced by a hollow ache that settled in my womb like a cold, heavy stone. I stumbled back, returning to the bed. There was no fight left in me. Ryan scuttled away, still holding his head with both hands, without so much as a backwards glance. Ivy followed, casting a worried look at Sam before she closed the damaged door.

“I want to show you something,” Sam said quietly, once we were alone. I didn’t argue. He wheeled a large portable machine next to the bed. I realized immediately what it was and baulked.

“You can trust me,” Sam said. “I promise.”

Part of me did want to see what could possibly have developed inside me over a few short weeks. And knowledge was power. 

“Alright,” I said dejectedly. How much worse could it get?

I sat on the bed, waiting patiently as Sam fiddled with buttons and switches. “Do you even know how to use that thing?” I asked.

He smiled, as if to say, There you are. I didn’t smile back, though, instead focusing on the grainy screen in the centre of the machine. 

“Shirt up,” Sam instructed. I reluctantly pulled my t-shirt up to expose my bare stomach. The gel he squeezed onto my skin was cold and felt gross. He made one final adjustment to the machine and then placed a plastic probe on my stomach.

Neither of us breathed as the contents of my uterus came into focus on the display screen. At first, I couldn’t see anything other than a blur of movement, but it very quickly became apparent what I was looking at – a set of arms and legs moving about, a torso and a head. 

A baby.

My baby.

I turned my head, horrified and intrigued. “Why is it bouncing up and down like that?” I asked Sam.

He smiled. “Your baby has the hiccups,” he said gently.

I have a vampire baby in me and it has the hiccups. The goddamn fucking hiccups.

For what seemed like the thousandth time that day, I buried my face in my hands and cried.

 







FORTY-FOUR

 

I didn’t want a baby. I definitely didn’t want Ryan’s vampire baby. I had always been so careful when I was with Jared. It’s funny, sometimes it feels like you can do the right thing your whole life, but it doesn’t matter, because fate is waiting there patiently for you to fuck up so it can stick a demon baby inside you. I was past the point of denial, past the point of suicide. Now I was just pissed. 

I refused to speak with anyone but Sam from that point on. I was too angry with Ryan, and too scared of Ivy. None of us had slept. I had changed into clean clothes, washed the gel from my stomach. And then it was time to leave.

There was no question of where we were going. It was simply assumed. Sam and I walked slowly to his car and got in, followed by Ivy and Ryan. Nobody spoke, except to give basic directions. We dropped Ryan and Ivy off at a nearby field, where Ivy’s chopper was waiting.

And we drove back to Pasadena.

 







FORTY-FIVE

 

I checked my phone when we were back on the interstate. Missed calls and texts from Evie, asking where I was. I was listening to a string of panicked voicemails when she called again.

“Hello?” I answered emptily.

“Happy Birthday,” Evie said. “Did you get cold feet? I thought you’d be here by now.”

It’s my birthday today. How did I forget that?

“Something happened,” I replied wearily. 

“What happened? Did Ryan talk you out of it?”

I wish. “I’m pregnant,” I said numbly. What was the point in denying it? She would find out eventually when she came back to look for me.

There was a long silence. I had an idea why. Evie was probably trying to figure out who I had slept with.

“Ryan,” Evie spat. “What did he do to you?”

“It didn’t mean anything,” I said weakly. I sounded pathetic.

“This was consensual?”

I didn’t answer.

“You worthless sucker,” Evie hissed. I fought back tears at the hatred in her voice. “I can’t believe I trusted you. You lost your soul the day you Turned.”

“It didn’t mean anything!” I pleaded. Lost my soul? “Please, you can’t do this to me. I need you. You have to help me fix this!”

There was a long silence. 

“Evie?” I asked into the static.

“You stay away from me, you hear?” She was so angry. “And Jared. Don’t you dare try to call him. You don’t deserve him.”

“What do I deserve then, witch?” I was sobbing.

“I wish they had just killed you.” Her voice was heavy; she sounded old. “More than anything, you’d be better off dead.”

“Wait!” I cried. “What are you going to tell Jared?”

“The truth!” Evie yelled. “You cheated on him, and you lied to him, and you’re never coming back for him. Because this is it for you!”

The line cut out. She had hung up on me.

You’d be better off dead. As usual, she was right.

Don’t cry don’t cry don’t cry–

I started to sob; great retching chokes that racked my entire body. Sam pulled off to the emergency lane and shut off the engine.

“You’re not better off dead,” he whispered. So he had heard everything. He pulled me close to him and repeated those words over and over again. Maybe he was trying to say them until I believed them. It didn’t work, but it did make me feel a little less alone. At least he was still my friend. Maybe my only friend left in the whole world.

“I’m so sorry,” Sam said, his voice breaking. He rubbed his big hands in circles on my back as if I was a child. “You deserve better than this.”

But it didn’t matter what I deserved. Life was cruel. Life was relentless. Life didn’t care about pathetic creatures like me.

After a little while, I calmed down. I was too tired to cry anymore. Sam wiped my cheeks dry with his fingers and pushed my hair out of my eyes, his forehead still resting lightly on mine.

“You want food?” he asked quietly.  “Some blood, maybe?”

I shook my head. 

“I didn’t know it was your birthday,” Sam said sadly. I didn’t reply.

I fingered the thick bandages on each wrist and sighed. A few more minutes before Sam found me and my plan might have worked. Now we would never know. I wasn’t stupid; I knew Ryan would never let me out of his sight again. Not until he got this thing out of me alive, anyway.

We continued our drive west. Bright city lights flickered in the distance. I didn’t know what city it was, and I didn’t care.  

A few hours later, Sam asked me again. Food? No. Blood? No.

“I can hear your stomach rumbling,” he pointed out politely. 

“I’m probably being eaten alive from the inside.” I was short with him; I was sick and tired and plain worn out.

That shut him up until evening fell and he pulled into a drive-thru Burger King just outside of town. He ordered a cheeseburger and fries and set them on the seat next to me, along with a fresh baggie of human blood he had retrieved from the icebox in the trunk.

“Please eat something,” he implored. His eyes were so kind, so caring. How could I refuse? And yet I did. I turned my better–off–dead eyes outside and ignored my body’s pleas for nourishment.

Because I thought, maybe if I didn’t eat, if I didn’t feed the baby, then it might die. Maybe we both would. 

And the nightmare would finally be over.

 

THE END
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Dragon’s Chase

by Mina Carter

 

Paranormal Protection Agency: Book Seven

 

He’s found his mate. But can he convince her that he’s her man?

Working for the Paranormal Protection Agency has never been boring, but shadow-dragon Duke didn’t expect to meet his mate in the line of duty. He certainly didn’t expect a warrior every inch his match, or for her to slap him across the ass with her tail and take off across the city.

With Baron on a very personal protection detail, Duke has to fly solo on the pair’s investigation into the warlock who nearly killed Baron’s mate. Just one problem, his mate is working with the warlock. So, dead or alive, he has to bring her in…

She found the one thing she didn’t want. Her mate. Now she needs to get rid of him before he ruins her mission…

Sleeping for centuries has it’s drawbacks, Chase knew that going in. What she didn’t expect was to wake with a Warlock’s spelled collar around her neck and to find her charge, the Queen’s daughter, in a cage. Vowing to free them both will take skill and strength and she doesn’t need the distraction of a hot as hell male dragon trying to make his claim on her. Even though her heart aches to complete their joining, she can’t. Not yet.

The mission, or her heart. Can she have both? Or will she need one to complete the other?

 


CHAPTER ONE

 

Some dragons had all the luck.

Tucking a strand of hair the wind had blown across his face behind one ear, Duke watched his brother helping a diminutive female—his new mate, Honor Croft—into a waiting cab. 

Testament to the heavy shit that had just gone down, events that included a horde of Red Caps and a crazed warlock trying to kill the girl the PPA had been paid to protect, heavily armed guards surrounded the vehicle, watching everything around them closely. As a group, they breathed a sigh of relief when Baron slid into the vehicle next to his mate and shut the door. As experienced as all the guards were, they were still a little wary of the big dragon. They were around both brothers.

Duke paid them no mind, transferring his attention back to the new couple, just visible through the windows of the cab. His brother was one lucky bastard. Not only had he saved the day, but he’d gotten the girl as well.

Finding their soul mates had been on both brothers’ minds since they understood the difference between little girl and little boy dragons and now Baron had found his. He could hold her in his arms, keep her safe, and Duke was as jealous as all hell.

Of course, Baron would probably have appreciated not dying first. Duke sure as fuck would have preferred not to watch his brother breathe his last breath, broken body bleeding out onto the concrete beneath his feet. But true love conquered all…. That’s what they said, and the gamble Duke had taken when he’d made Honor eat the rarest ‘diamond’ in existence; a Dragon’s Tear.

It had worked, the lucky son of a bitch had been healed and now Baron and Honor were on their way to a safe-house where Honor could be protected. And practice making little baby shadow-dragons if the twinkle in Baron’s eye was anything to go by. Which left Duke to track down the murderous bastard who had tried to kill his brother’s mate, and find the she-dragon who had taunted and teased him until he didn’t know up from down.

A she-dragon. His mate. He’d been so surprised that he’d almost fallen out of the sky. Then she’d slapped him across the ass with her tail and run away….

Duke’s lips compressed into a thin line. Oh, she’d pay for that. He just had to find her first.

Crouching, he gathered the energy within himself, holding it deep inside as a rolling mass of chaos. It built, simmering like inferno-heated champagne as the bubbles tried to escape at high velocity. His scales tried to push through his skin, and his bones ached with the pressure of holding the change back. With a roar he leapt into the air and let it all go. His dragon-form exploded out from his body like some nightmare-inducing jack in the box. 

The roar deepened as his throat changed, and he snapped his wings out to their full spread. A soft click sounded deep in his throat a second before a gout of flame lit the night sky. Beating his wings, he took no more than a few seconds to reach the top of the Croft building. He circled it, using the tiniest of air currents to glide in a graceful loop. 

Guards scurried over the roof, looking like ants to his non-human vision. Heat rose from them, bringing the scent of blood and soft flesh to his nostrils. Instinctively his mouth watered. So soft and crunchy…most humanoids made great snacks. 

As if sensing his thoughts, the guard on the corner turned and looked at him, his eyes flashing amber in warning as an earthy scent hit Duke’s nostrils. Werewolf then. Yeah, not so good if the snack was more than capable of clawing its way out of your belly through your ribcage. Talk about aggressive indigestion.

Movement at the corner of his eye got his attention. Turning his head, Duke spotted Iliona—his boss— motioning him to land. He lifted his wing and banked sharply in mid-air, scattering the guards below. Heavy wing-beats kept him hovering in the air just above the human woman, her arms folded and hair whipping about her face as she waited for him to land.

The instant he touched down with a claw, he called the change and folded his dragon-form neatly back within the man. A roll of his neck reset the shirt across his shoulders, his clothes thankfully reappearing when he made the change back to human, and he took the last few steps to stand in front the Paranormal Protection Agency’s head honcho.

As always, she wore a smart business suit. No skirt this time, but pants, and her jacket hung open. Two things caught Duke’s attention. The ornate pendant at her throat pulsed with power, pulling at the dragon part of him. Pretty and powerful, such a trinket was everything the creature loved and his fingers itched with the need to reach out and touch it. He resisted, curled them into fists at his side as he flicked a glance down at the Glock in the holster playing peekaboo through the open edges of her jacket. The fact that she packed heat to match the sheathed knife the other side made him blink. It was serious when the boss came out on site fully armed.

“Nice landing. So glad you didn’t squash me.” Iliona’s lips quirked, but the level stare from the big, silent guy behind her warned Duke what would have happened had it even looked like the petite woman would get hurt.

Duke lifted an eyebrow and jerked his chin at the man behind her. It was Granite, one of her lovers. He didn’t look around for the other one, Calcite. If the Gargoyle brothers wanted him dead, he wouldn’t get any warning of an attack. Just swift, brutal, and bloody violence before he could shift and turn the tables on them. “With tall, stony, and silent in attendance? I doubt you’re allowed to get so much as a paper cut.”

She laughed, the sound rich and full, and turned to pat Gran’s arm. “Yeah, but it’s adorable, isn’t it?”

“If you say so.” Duke didn’t venture a further comment. No one in their right mind would refer to either of the stone brothers as adorable.

He looked around as a way of changing the subject. The rooftop appeared to be devoid of either Red Caps or that bastard warlock Sellers. All that remained of the drama that had taken place less than an hour ago was the altar in the center of the roof and a strange scorched spot right about where the little dragon’s cage had been. “What have we got here? Did we pick up any of them?”

“No.” Iliona shook her head, instantly back to business. “They’d gone before we got here.”

Her expression was less than impressed as the pair approached the altar. Duke scowled. Not the sort of thing the casual shopper could pick up at a local supermarket, it had obviously been custom-made. Just looking at the writing on the side hurt his eyes.

Instead, he concentrated on the scorch-mark, and frowned. Squatting down, he traced a fingertip over the faint swirls. The pattern had been scored right into the concrete and the pattern looked familiar.

“Looks like they used some sort of teleport spell….”

“Yeah,” Iliona agreed. “But not one we’re familiar with. Most don’t leave marks and these look like—”

“Burn marks.” Duke supplied and stood. “Dragon-fire. He had a dragonet, a small one. Not sure if it was a shifter or not. It was fully draconic. Never seen anything like it.”

“Duke Queenmaker, there’s a lot you haven’t seen yet.” 

A new voice, male and with a resonance that rolled along Duke’s skin like treacle broke in. He turned, all his instincts on alert. Nothing human had a voice like that.

A man stood behind him. As tall as Duke, he was on the skinny side but the battered leather jacket, black t-shirt and jeans couldn’t hide the fact the guy was corded with the sort of lean muscle that didn’t need a gym to maintain. His dark hair was cut short, the top mussed into scruffy spikes and light eyes watched Duke with amusement.

“Duke, let me introduce Ris....” Iliona stepped forward as though to head off any trouble, her gargoyle shadow right behind her. “A new Seer to join us.”

Seer. Duke’s lip curled back into a sneer but before he could say anything, Ris spoke. “Decided whether to roast me yet?”

Duke shrugged, not fooled by the affable exterior. This guy was less human than Duke, but exactly what flavor of supernatural Duke didn’t know. Yet. “Depends. What did you call me?”

“What? Duke? Your name…remember?” He shot a glance at Iliona, as though sharing a joke, but Duke wasn’t playing.

“No.” He folded his arms. “The other part.”

“Queenmaker? But that’s your name too. Or did you take one hit too many to the head today?”

Duke growled, his patience already tested. “No, I don’t have another name. Just Duke. That’s it.”

“No, no. That’s not right. It’s definit—” Ris trailed off in confusion, his gaze drifting out of focus for a second. Duke gritted his teeth, recognizing the signs of a Seer delving into a different timeline. Then the Seer’s eyes crossed and he looked discomforted. 

“Shit…yeah, sorry, Bud. It’s too early for that. I was so sure…. No harm done though, eh?” Ris held out his hand, an affable smile over his face. “Oraris, most call me Ris. Pleasure to meet’cha.”

Duke’s gaze shifted, looking behind Ris. Another Seer, a female, stood in the corner of the roof, animatedly talking to thin air. It was anyone’s guess who she spoke to, and when. He sighed. This was what pissed him off about Seers. Even when supposedly on a job, it was hard to keep their attention on the job in hand, rather than one from next month. It was enough to make him want to punch any Seer in the face.

Repeatedly. With a brick.

Ris though, didn’t appear to have the same issues as the rest of his kind. Duke transferred his attention back to the man in front of him. He’d snapped back to the present, as far as Duke could tell anyway. He’d focused on the future and then come back without any wandering through last week. Sharp. Focused. Professional. He took the guy’s hand and shook firmly. Perhaps he wouldn’t turn out so bad after all.

Ris grinned. “Glad you didn’t take the other option and punch me in the face. Bricks hurt.”

That startled a snort from Duke. “Come on, that had to have been a lucky guess.”

The man just shrugged. “Not really. Sometimes it’s all about seeing a little way into the future.” He nodded towards a small pile of bricks at the side of the roof. “And removing all possible weapons.”

“Right.” Iliona clapped her hands together, getting their attention. “Since we’ve made our introductions, and no one seems in imminent danger of punching anyone else, shall we look at the matter in hand?”

***

“Arrrgh! Fucking idiots!”

Chase swore, rattling off a curse dirty enough to make her former comrades on the Queen’s guard blush. Where the hell had those two come from? Two big-as-hell male dragons gate-crashing Sellers’ little ritual had so not been on her plan for today. 

She’d been so close.

 The ritual had just started but that hadn’t mattered. It had been close enough for her to almost see the structure of the spell Sellers planned to use. She’d only needed a few more seconds.... Then those damn dragons had burst into the party and shot the whole thing to the seventh hell. 

Chase snarled and kicked at a pile of junk. Stalking through the abandoned drainage tunnels under the city she headed back to her ‘master’s’ lair. 

Lair. 

What a freaking idiot. A bit of royal dragon blood and the cretin thought he was a dragon himself. A Dragos of all bloody things. What a fucking joke. The best thing about it? He seemed to think it was something special, rather than the second-rate joke the spell had been conceived as in the first place. A ‘gift’ to some ancient king or other who wanted to feel as powerful as a Dragon-Mage. In other words, another fucking idiot. The world, present and past, was full of them. 

Her lip curled and she stomped onward. She didn’t carry a torch, didn’t need to. A creature of darkness, she was Chase Nightborne, daughter of Nevaris Stormcaller, Seventh Level Warrior-Mage and the Queen’s Bodyguard, and the day she needed a torch to see in the dark was the day they laid her to rest.

She snorted to herself. Yeah, right. Bodyguard to a queen who had died centuries ago, she’d failed to protect the one thing she had been entrusted with. The Queen’s daughter.

Instead of waking to a new world full of promise that the royal child could grow up in without fear, Chase had woken to pain: a collar around her throat and the baby in a cage. Her companions, the other dragons entrusted along with her to protect the child were gone. Empty spaces or heaps of rubble were all that remained. Until she’d met the two males who had stopped Sellers she’d thought the two of them were the last of their kind.

Crouched by Baby’s cage, she’d been intent on the marks Sellers made in the witching, her body taut as she waited. Ready to leap into action as soon as she saw the key to his spells. Once she had the key, Sellers was done for. Even with his Dragos enchantment, and the control collar around her throat, he wasn’t powerful enough yet to stop her calling on the witching. She could undo everything he’d wrought with a few words, rip his throat out and save the woman Sellers planned to kill to cement his power. All in all, a good day’s work.

But the two dragons had shown up and all hell had broken loose. The Dragos had commanded her and she’d been forced to fight. Not with the full lethality she could bring to bear, but more than enough to satisfy Sellers that he still controlled her. She’d had to let one go because his mate, Sellers’ captive, fell. Without wings the woman was dead, and Chase couldn’t do that to another dragon, not even if it blew her cover to hell.

She sighed and raked a hand through her hair. Where had the males come from? Who were they…what family? She and the other guards should have been all that remained after this long. How could they have not known of another bloodline?

Even deep in slumber, she’d been aware of the world around them as the ages passed. Most of her mind had slept but a small part of it had drifted, picking up and settling in a human mind at random. Buried deep within, she’d watched and experienced life. Learning all she needed to know to blend in when the time came to wake. The perfect cover.

So where had they come from? A frown creased her brow as she walked. Perhaps Shadow-dragons had begun to re-emerge from the dormant lines now that they were no longer hunted? Over the years as she’d slept, watching from the concealment of a human mind, her race had slipped into myth and legend, until no one believed they’d ever existed.

Right now though the two dragons would have been the perfect allies. If they weren’t young and ill-disciplined pain-in-the-ass males. That one was as hot as hell and started a low hum in the center of her chest, one she’d never thought she’d feel, which just pissed her off even more.

Chase snarled again, the deep growl emanating from her human throat. She looped her fingers under the collar around her neck and yanked. Pain flared through her body, causing her to grit her teeth so hard it surprised her that they didn’t break off. The cheap leather looked thin, something a creature like her should be able to snap without a thought, but magic bound it. That control collar was the only reason she hadn’t turned the horrible little human into a smoking pile of ash.

“Fucking cretin,” she snarled, turning a corner and almost tripping over one of the many homeless beings that sought shelter in these tunnels.

“Move it along, friend,” she advised as what looked like a pile of blankets scuttled away. The stench rising off them was both pungent and non-human. Some sort of Fae but she didn’t bother to work out what. “Red Caps make it out this far. You wouldn’t want to get in their way.”

As expected, the pile of blankets squeaked and ran off down the tunnels the way Chase had come. No one in their right mind wanted to get in the way of the Red Caps. Murderous little bastards always needed to keep their hats wet. With blood. Fresh blood. Most people weren’t so keen on donating, so they just took what they wanted, violently, and since they ran in packs, the majority of their victims didn’t stand a chance.

Stagnant water splashed up her boots. Deeper in the tunnels, it was damp and dark. Rubble and debris from various cave-ins over the years made the passage difficult at times. She paused at one of the access shafts that led to the lower levels. Warding sigils inscribed into the walls around her sensed her presence and sparked, casting an eerie glow over the curved walls. They were part of the warning system encircling Sellers’ lair.

She stood on the top step and studied them. The guy was a cretin, but a clever one, she’d give him that. Who else would have thought to put a control collar on her before she woke from the slumber that had kept her from the world for thousands of years? Putting it on her when she was awake was a non-starter. She’d wouldn’t have needed her claws. With her magic she could have torn him apart with a single word. She was just fortunate that the collar had left her the ability to shift at will. As long as Sellers allowed it, anyway. She wasn’t a fool, he’d only allowed her to keep her ability to shift because it suited him.

With a sigh she let go of her physical form and dissolved into shadow to slink along the wall and deeper into the tunnels. This time was so different from the one she remembered, and she hated everything about it. Except maybe ice-cream and coffee.

Barely corporeal, she raced along in the darkness, manifesting a claw here and there to dig into the wall and hasten her progress. She didn’t care if she bust a brick or left marks on the walls. Not like maintenance would to be on her case. The place had been abandoned before Sellers had moved in and it showed.

Reaching the entrance to the lair, she coiled in the darkness around the door. Her vision drifted between the veils of reality, showing her both the natural cavern as it was and then with the illusion cast by the Dragos. Expensive furniture spread haphazardly around the cavern, sat on the rock and mud floor rather than the smooth marble Sellers thought he’d conjured. Water had seeped up into the fine fabrics in an ever widening march of ruin. Priceless paintings hung at angles on rock walls, and two dragon statues guarded the doorway, precious jewels sparkling in their wings.

Sellers himself swaggered around the cavern, totally fooled by the illusion. The idiot didn’t realize that he hadn’t changed the cavern into a super villain lair like those in the spy films he watched on repeat, but had instead fallen for his own illusion. She chuffed in the back of her throat. Typical human. No creature with an ounce of paranormal blood in their veins would be fooled for an instant.

“Chase!”

Sellers bellow caught her attention. Great, he’d spotted her in the darkness. She tried to resist the pull from the collar around her neck as she shrank back into the shadows. Teeth clenched, she dug her claws into the softness of the decayed brickwork under the Dragos’ illusion and fought the urge to do as he bid. 

Sweat broke out along her back, the small beads of fluid the first sign off her manifestation as the compulsion wrought by the collar forced her back into corporeal form. The sharp stink of rage and frustration, her own, filled her nose and she peeled away from the wall to drop down and land lightly in the doorway. Somewhere between falling and landing, she shrugged off her dragon form, the shift to human as instinctive as breathing.

Rising to her full height of five feet nothing she fixed him with a haughty stare. Sometimes it wasn’t what you had, but what you did with it that mattered. She might be short on stature but Chase had more than enough attitude and balls to give even the Queen’s Champions a run for their money.

Funny that. For all their swagger and bullshit about not needing Chase along to look after Baby, she’d been the only one in the group who survived through the years.

She shook the thought off. She had no idea what had happened to the others. Natural disaster maybe? A rockslide would have easily buried one or two, shattering their dormant forms into a million pieces. Treasure hunters were also a possibility. The idiots had shifted to dormant in their full dragon forms, the resulting statue-like forms majestic and so fucking obvious. Only Chase had part shifted, reforming herself into an indistinct mound of rock around Baby’s bed, hiding both herself and the Royal dragonet.

“Where have you been?” Sellers demanded, twisting the heavy pendant on the chain around his neck.

Chase’s eyes narrowed as drew closer to the odious man. The pendant controlled her collar. She wanted to reach out and tear the damn thing from his neck, and shove it right where the sun didn’t shine. Her fingers tensed and clenched at her sides as she held the talons that wanted to erupt from her human skin within.

But she couldn’t touch him, the magic on the collar too great. It wasn’t dragon-magic. That would have been too easy. Any dragon-wrought spell she could have negated with a click of her fingers. Her gaze settled on the symbols etched into the heavy silver setting of the pendant. Familiar symbols. Warden symbols. Wardens had helped the other races hunt her kind to the point of extinction. They’d forced her best friend and queen to send her only child to sleep beneath the earth, in the hope of waking in a better world. Look how well that one had turned out.

She reached the warlock, her last steps as slow as she could make them. Sellers’ face was purple with rage, the color an ugly contrast with the gold of his be-spelled eyes. This was his ‘dragos’ form, another element of the spell but it was little more than an illusion. He wore it with pride as ‘proof’ of his superiority. Illusion or not, Chase hoped he bit off his own fucking tongue with the pretend fangs.

“I said, where have you been?” His hand shot out and grabbed her around the back of the neck, cruel fingers grinding the vertebrae as he yanked her almost off her feet.

“I called you. Did you kill them? The other dragons? Did you get the woman?” He looked eagerly past her, as though somehow she could hide an unconscious woman in her back pocket.

 “No. The two males were too powerful. I couldn’t get to her. Barely escaped with my life,” she whined, injecting a pathetic, cowed note in her voice. It was total bullshit. As ill-trained as the males were, she could have taken them. Not with brute strength admittedly, but with her wits and training, she could easily have outsmarted them.

“Shit.” He threw her from him. She stumbled, pain flaring as her knees hit the uneven cavern floor. “What the fuck do I keep you around for, huh? If you can’t handle a simple job?”

He surged forward, fist raised. Fuck, this would hurt. Closing her eyes, she distanced the connection to her physical body and floated as the sound of fist hitting flesh filled the cavern.

 







CHAPTER TWO

 

Sellers was good, Duke had to give him that. The Croft building had been clean as a damn whistle, the guy’s office giving nothing away other than he was fifty-plus with way too much money to spend. The place screamed the sort of ostentatious elitism that made Duke want to hurl.

As a dragon, he knew all about hoarding treasure. The thing most people missed though, was that treasure didn’t have to be expensive. The material cost of a thing didn’t make it valuable. What it meant to the collector, how it made them feel, that made it valuable. He liked…stuff. Pretty stuff. Things made of satins and silks. Shirts, underwear, sheets…cushions. He loved the way they felt against his skin, all over. Other places. Since he knew Baron would take the piss for forever and a day, he hid his stash in the spare room, amongst a load of other crap so his brother would never find it.

Shaking his head, Duke dragged his thoughts away from his treasures, only for his mind to present him with an image of the she-dragon from last night. His mate. Would she have skin like satin? She’d had a voice like silk, a whisper of sensation in his mind as they’d flown and fought. He’d chased her through the night sky, streaks of shadow against midnight until she’d taken refuge in the subway tunnels. Down there his bigger size had hindered him, the more agile female dragon handing him his ass on a plate and then some.

A grin split his face. She hadn’t killed him, though. She couldn’t. Just as Baron had found his mate, so had he. The she-dragon was his. His mate. Not just another treasure but the treasure. The treasure to end all treasures. The one he’d give up his entire collection for just to have her.

“This is the place?”

He directed the question at the woman next to him. Honor’s PA, Lucy, walked and talked human, but she was anything but. She was a fate, some great-great-however-many-greats-granddaughter of one of the original three bitches who liked to fuck with everything and everyone.

Looking up at the warehouse building, she shivered and nodded, rubbing her hands up her arms. It had taken everything they had, including Duke growling at her, to get her to come here in the first place but since Sellers’ office had proven to be squeaky-clean, it was the only lead they had.

“Yeah, this is it.”

Duke nodded and strode forward. The door was unlocked, and slid open easily. He froze, hand on the doorframe and all his senses on alert. Darkness looked back at him from within but as a creature of the night, the shadows could hide no secrets from him. Taking a deep breath, he rolled it over his tongue. Tasting what had gone on here.

“Just…be careful. They had demons and all sorts in there.” 

Lucy’s voice reached him and he cast a quick look over his shoulder. Ris, the Seer, had insisted on riding shotgun. Since Baron was out of action protecting Honor, Duke had agreed. Especially when he’d seen the no-nonsense way Ris had loaded the Glock in the shoulder holster under his battered leather jacket, and flashed a fistful of warden-inscribed rings. Whatever the Seer was, he loaded for bear. Duke nodded, noting the protective arm the other man had around Lucy’s shoulders. Could Fates be killed? If so, would she get a visit from Granny to cut her life-thread?

“Don’t you worry, sweet-stuff.” His voice grated with the deep notes of his dragon. “They’d need the King of Hell himself to take me on.”

Turning back around, he stepped into the darkness and dissolved into shadow. The sharp stink of demon blood made him want to gag, but he hadn’t been kidding. A couple of years ago, yeah, he’d have thought twice about taking on a demon but recently his power and ability had rocked it off the charts. Same story with Baron. Now? A demon would be little more than a small snack before the main course.

With a sinuous movement he wove through the shadows, twisting and turning around the pillars as he checked the place out. It was empty, and looked like it had been for a while. Dampness had wormed deep into the walls, the concrete slick to the touch whenever he manifested a toe long enough to touch down.

Water dripped in a steady rhythm somewhere farther into the building but he didn’t pay it much attention. Not many things could use water as a medium. A nymph maybe, but he seriously doubted one of Poseidon’s harem would waste time watching him. Jump his bones, yeah. Watch him, no. Not unless he was doing something seriously kinky and they wanted to join in.

He found the pit Lucy had described with ease. Not difficult with a canine corpse in it. The rotting, fetid smell assaulted him. Wrinkling his nose, he pushed free of the shadows long enough to form a snout and spew forth a gout of flame.

The smell of burning flesh filled the warehouse for a second before it disappeared as though it had never been, the dog’s remains rendered to a pile of fine ash. A grunt of satisfaction echoed in his throat as he manifested fully and dropped, in human form, from the shadows above the pit.

Landing lightly in a crouch, he looked around the impromptu ring. The concrete of the floor dropped ten feet straight down into the earth. He turned in a circle. The steel reinforced concrete had been sheered right off, clean cut, and dirt compacted to form the walls.

He whistled lightly. Took some magic to crush foundations and bedrock like that. Sigils surrounded him, blazing from the earthen walls between the splatters of dried blood and darker fluids. A myriad of scents hit him, crowding for space in his nostrils, each trying to tell their own story but none were more prevalent than the terror and pain. His heart wrenched. Creatures like him had died here, in agony and fear.

His jaw set, his frame so tight with suppressed rage he felt like he might crack and explode any moment. At his side, his fist clenched and unclenched, claws punched to full length at the end of his human fingers. Sellers and anyone who’d helped him would pay. He’d take their pitiful lives. Slowly.

A grin crawled over his face. Maybe by ripping their intestines out through their assholes. He’d seen it once on a documentary about medieval torture. One thing he had to say about the middle ages, they sure knew their torture.

Whistling, he clued Ris in that the place was clean and went back to studying the marks on the wall. At first glance he’d thought they’d been drawn by a warden. Which would have been shitty. Wardens were the magical caretakers of just about everything. Since the purges in the middle ages, almost all the other magical bloodlines—mages, witches and warlocks—had died out, leaving just the Wardens to deal with everything magical. He needed something magical, he hit up a warden and they sorted him out.

Duke didn’t claim to know that much about them. There were different types, but that was as much as he knew. Under his skin, his scales rustled. He and Baron had taken a road-trip to an Ink Warden a while back, the only one to operate outside the Havens, and gotten some magical protection inscribed right on their bodies.

The Ink-warden had been nice, if a little young. No one could argue she didn’t know what she was doing though. Not batting an eyelid at their request, she’d simply put down her iron and picked up an engraving tool instead. She’d been cute but he knew better than to hit on the person inking or engraving him. Last thing he needed was the warden equivalent of ‘cock’ written all over his body.

“All good?” Ris crouched at the edge of the pit and looked around, his gaze sharp and perceptive. Duke turned to look at him, wondering how much he could see. Just the here and now, or the past and future as well?

“Yeah, nothing living in here. We don’t seem to have any of the dearly departed lingering either. Look like warden symbols.” He flicked a quick motion to the walls. “But I don’t think they are.”

Ris frowned, dropping down into the pit and landing with a grace nowhere near human. Neither was the stalk as he prowled along the impossibly straight dirt and concrete walls. Duke let that one go. Lots of people in the agency were less than forthcoming about their backgrounds or exactly what flavor of para they were.

For some, like him and his brother, it was because they didn’t have a fucking clue about their family tree. Others were hunted by those who meant them harm…or their own families. Rhod Claus for example, had turned out to be a genuine Santa, not just the winter elf he’d claimed to be. Duke snorted to himself. Not that anyone had wanted to argue with Rhod. Bastard was built like a line-backer, and not shy about using his fists.

“No, you’re right. They weren’t drawn by a Warden.” Ris shook his head, hand half-extended to trace the pattern on the wall.

Buried in the witching, the magical layer that surrounded everything, no human would have been able to see it. Since the two of them were anything but, they could easily make them out.

“Here and here, see? The sigil isn’t warden. It’s older.” He paused and even though Duke couldn’t see his face, he knew the other man was using his abilities to look into the past. Or the future. Hard to tell.

“Fuck me. These are Dragos.”

Duke lifted an eyebrow. “Since I’m fairly certain you’re not talking about me, how about you clue me in about these ‘dragos’?”

“Dragon-mage. Not a dragon, but a warlock who’s been drinking dragon blood.” Ris turned, his face pale, which only shoved Duke’s eyebrow further up toward his hairline. “There hasn’t been a Dragos for…shit, easily a couple of thousand years.”

Duke wasn’t stupid. “Sellars has a Dragos?”

That made sense, he’d also had two dragons. One tiny one in a cage and the female, who was more adult, more woman, than he could think about now and maintain his focus.

“If he has, then we’re fucked.” Ris racked a hand through his hair. “Shit. That means someone broke the covenants. That spell should be dead. Gone. No more Dragos.”

“Cut to the chase, Seer. Before I have to make you focus.”

With his fists. Duke was in no mood to piss about. If these Dragos were so dangerous, then his woman was in danger, and he wasn’t having that. He’d storm whatever castle he needed to rescue her and keep her safe. Preferably naked and under him.

Ris laughed, the sound odd and when he opened his eyes, the unfocused look gave away the fact that he had a foot in a different timeline. “Chase. Oh, yes. You have no idea…. Cleave heart to the Nightborne, and you’ll build a new world. Let her die and the world will fall in fire and ashes.”

Duke rocked back on his heels as the words spewed from the Seer’s mouth. They rang with truth and purpose, rolling through every cell in his body all the way from his scalp right down to his toes.

Ris shook his head, eyes clearing before he blinked. “Shit. What was that?”

“You mean you don’t know?” Duke snapped, his voice sharp. “Words came out your mouth, and you’re asking me?”

“He spoke Truth.” Lucy’s soft voice broke through the tension between the two men. Both looked up to see her sitting on the edge of the pit. “Or rather Truth spoke him.”

Duke shrugged. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

She smiled, transferring her attention to the tall Seer. “It means that he’s the real deal. A true Seer. What he says will come to pass.”

“I was afraid of that,” Duke grumbled, stalking to the edge of the pit. Running the last few steps, he planted a heavy boot in the middle of the wall and shifted his center of gravity for a moment to hop up.

Fire and ashes. End of the world.

No pressure then….

***

Everything hurt.

From the tips of her toes right the way up to the hair follicles on her scalp. Chase lay on the cold, wet floor of the cavern, and shivered as she tried to get the energy to move. Sellers had been more pissed than she’d expected. He was heavy with his fists, she’d learned that one early on, but usually his anger wore out quickly and she could slink away. Not this time. Instead, he’d been chanting a spell as he started in on her and had locked her into her human form.

The beating had taken…shit, she didn’t know how long he’d been hitting her for. She’d lost count after she’d felt the second rib crack. Now she felt like she’d fallen out of the sky and hit a mountain forest on the way down. Every. Fucking. Tree.

A groan whispered from her chest as she turned over and drew on everything she had to get her hands and knees under her. Drawing on her dragon, she fed determination and rage into each abused cell of her body, cursing the warlock every second of the way. Each cut, every bruise, her broken ribs…he’d pay for all of them. With interest.

Baby crooned from her cage, worry and fear prevalent in her voice. Chase crooned back in reassurance, the sound too low to wake Sellers, who’d stalked off to his rooms to sleep.

Looking around to make sure Sellers’ pet pixie, Rat, was nowhere around, she staggered to her feet. She suppressed a yelp as the broken edges of her ribs ground together, and pain stabbed through her side. Cold sweat broke out along her spine. She stood for a moment. Panting. Gathering herself. She needed to shift to heal the damage but the spell held firm, stopping her.

It was weak though and wouldn’t last long now that Sellers slept. Only the spells he cast from the scroll of the Dragos were powerful enough for him to maintain in sleep. Anything else faded when he lost focus. Asshole hadn’t figured out that he wasn’t as powerful as he thought yet. But he could be. All he needed was the blood of a dragon mate and it would lock the dragos spell in permanently. Then he’d be unstoppable.

Chase’s lips compressed into a thin line of pain and determination and she made her way to the door in the straightest line she could manage. It took every ounce of strength she had, the memory of every shitty training session before she’d earned her place as a warrior, the adrenalin of every battle she’d ever fought and the sheer pride in being what she was, to keep putting one foot in front of the other.

She trudged through the dank, damp tunnels trying to get far enough away from Sellers to trigger a healing shift. Every so often she was forced to snarl at Red Caps lurking in the shadows to keep them at bay. It didn’t scare the things off. She felt them following her, the back of her neck prickling from their interest. Fuckers. The knowledge they’d be all over her like a bad rash kept her on her feet. If she hit the deck now, the injuries Sellers had inflicted would seem like mere tickles. Red Caps were nasty and way too inventive with those pikes. The fact that she’d roasted more than a few of them would only make them more so.

A breeze from up ahead washed over her and she turned her bruised face toward it. Wincing at the cooler air, she probed the side of her cheek. Lacerations crisscrossed the inside, seeping blood, and some of her teeth were loose.

Looking up, she focused through her left eye. Her right was swollen shut. Just to the end of the tunnel. That’s all she needed. It was still night so she could shift without being seen. Just a few more steps….

She stumbled out of the tunnel and fell, the last of her strength gone. Agony lanced through her body, her broken ribs crunching. Her scream echoed through the night sky and she lay, utterly spent. But she was in the open, under the moon, and that was all that mattered.

Another sound answered her scream. A bellow, louder and harsher than hers. The voice of a male dragon calling out in concern. The cloud cover broke above her and she sighed in relief as moonlight bathed her. Blessed, healing moonlight. The bellow came again but she ignored it. Those bloody males were at the root of her troubles.

What troubles? The voice broke through her weakened mental barriers. Deep and rough, there was no mistaking that it belonged to a male. Her male. Where are you? Tell me where you are.

Nowhere. Go away. Rolling onto her back, she lay still as she gathered energy to shift. She couldn’t help the small whimper as her body settled. Rat came up this way a lot, and she needed to be gone before he came across her. Sellers had the power, but it was the pixie who really scared her. He had a dead look in his eyes that chilled her to the core.

You’re hurt. Tell me where you are, dammit! the male demanded, his voice little more than a growl. I’ll come and rescue you.

Chase couldn’t help it, she barked out a laugh before she remembered that laughing and broken ribs didn’t play so nice together.

I don’t need rescuing—

Sellers’ spell broke with a snap she felt all the way down to her toes.

Fuck me....

Sucking in a breath, she held a hand to her ribs and let go, allowing her body to dissolve and fall into darkness. She coiled her shadow form around and back on itself gingerly to ease all the kinks out. Pain stabbed into her side at several movements so she took it easy, breathing a sigh of relief as her scales rustled and shifted back into place. With the change of form, most of her injuries fell away like they’d never been, leaving just the deepest and most gruesome for her to heal the old-fashioned way. Through time. Exactly the reason Sellers had locked her into the one form. It was the only way he could make her suffer. Feel pain.

Happily, sweetness. The male’s voice lost the growl and became silky. Just tell me when and where.

Yeah, right, she snapped back. Like that’s happening.

It will happen. The arrogance in his voice lit the match of her temper. I’ll find you and you’re mine. You know you are.

Pffft, no one owns a Nightborne. Her voice was dismissive as she extended ethereal wings to full stretch in a slow movement and felt the wind under them. The feeling was bliss after being trapped in her human body for so long, even if her side did pull a little where her ribs were healing. She’d have to be careful flying and moving for a while. And anyone who tries is an idiot.

What did you say?

He dropped the silky tone, the surprise evident even over their mental link. A link he shouldn’t have unless— She cut that thought off before it could form. She had no mate. Didn’t want or need one. She had too much to do, and Baby to look after, before she could even think about taking a mate.

I said you’re an idiot.

No, not that part.

She could almost see his irritation and grinned as she launched herself into the night sky as he started talking again. The part about the Nightborne? What did you mean? Is that what you are? A Nightborne dragon?

Chase rolled her eyes, wings beating the air as she climbed high over the city. She could sense him clumsily feeling along the link, trying to locate her and suppressed her snort. He didn’t have a chance in hell. Her shields were back at full strength now and the only reason she still spoke to him was because she wanted to.

Hells, don’t you know anything? Or what you are?

No.

The insecurity in the single word answer struck at her heart and she paused mid wing-beat. You don’t know what you are? Shit, that was rough. To not know what you were was to not know who you were.

No, we were abandoned just after birth. Never found our family. Some old Warden said we were Shadow-dragons, but we’ve never seen another of our kind. Until you.

Now she felt like an ass. An ass with a mission, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t talk to him. She just wasn’t going to meet him. Ever. Not when the mere sound of his voice had the mating call pulling at her heart.

You are Shadow-dragons. I thought myself to be the last of our kind, but I was obviously mistaken. If you were born…. Then there might be more of us now. How old are you?

He chuckled, the rich, deep sound so sexy that it sent a shiver down her spine. Now, if we start that, I’ll have to ask your age. Disclosure of information and all that, and I make it a point of courtesy not to ask a lady’s age.

Good luck finding a lady around here, sunshine. She allowed amusement to filter through her mental voice and banked between two high-rise buildings. I don’t need to know to the date, but were you born in this time?

What a strange thing to ask. What time would I have been born in? The dark ages?

Great. He was an idiot. A sarcastic one to boot.

Don’t worry, she snapped back, banking around another building and dropping into an alley close to her destination. It’s fairly obvious you were, you’re too dumb to be anything else. Don’t try to contact me again.

Cutting the link, she slammed her mental shields in place and reformed on two legs. Hope hummed in her heart as she walked down the dark alley. If she was lucky she’d be able to find a way to break Sellers’ control over her.

 







CHAPTER THREE

 

“I beg your pardon?”

Given that she’d been born eons ago, and even though she’d kept up to date with linguistic differences by hitch-hiking in the back of human minds over the years, she’d found that when startled or annoyed, she dropped back into the more formal speech pattern of her youth. 

Right now, startled was somewhat of an understatement. Surprise filtered through every cell of her body as she looked at the Warden opposite her sharply. 

They sat in what amounted to the tiniest sitting room Chase had ever seen. Shelves and cupboards lined the walls, with ornaments and lace doilies on every available surface. A closer look though, revealed that this wasn’t some little old lady’s sitting room. Arcane artifacts played companion to the mundane. A crystal skull sat next to a figurine of a shepherdess and lamb while a grimoire sat on top of a battered old cookbook. For some reason the modern book looked older than the leather-bound one.

Two chairs were crammed kitty-corner to each other facing a roaring fire. Which, as far as Chase could recall from when she’d approached the place, had no chimney. Curiosity rolling through her, she couldn’t resist the temptation and unfurled her own power enough to send a tendril of query. Just low-level stuff that didn’t trigger the collar, and one the Warden no doubt expected. Like most fire-breathers, all dragons had an affinity with the hot stuff.

Her query touched the flames and she started in surprise.

Illusion. A damn good one as well. It would have to be to fool her. Interesting. 

She didn’t allow her gaze to flicker, just looked at the Warden steadily. Like the room, appearances were deceptive. When she’d first walked in, she’d almost turned around and walked back out again, convinced that one of the most magically capable creatures in the world should not look like someone’s grandmother.

“Why should that come as a surprise, Nightborne?” The Warden asked, holding up the teapot from the table between the chairs in silent query. Despite her aged appearance, sharp intelligence shone in her dark eyes. And something darker, more powerful than should reside in a human frame, lurked in the chocolate brown.

Chase shook her head in reply. Since the woman had known what she was the instant she’d walked through the door, Chase didn’t entirely trust her. It was too easy to slip something into an infusion. Which was how half of her kind had ended up enslaved in the first place. Might be interesting if the warden did try something like that. Chase could sit back and watch her and Sellers duke it out with spells to see who controlled her.

But control was still control, and that was the point of this little visit. To find a way to be free. Free of Sellers, free of control.

“Yeah...but sex?”

She tried hard to hide the distaste in her voice. Not that she didn’t like sex, she did. A lot. Not that she’d had any for...she quickly stopped that calculation, not wanting to be reminded of how many years had passed. She was a warrior though, and the mission came first. Then she could get laid.

She’d been hoping the Warden would know of some arcane and obscure spell she could perform that would free her of the Dragos’ hold. Something dark and dangerous, powerful but that could only be performed at great personal risk. Something heroic. Hell, she’d even take on a quest through the Night Plains in Faery, if they still existed. They had to. She couldn’t imagine a world where the Wild Host and their home no longer existed.

This…wasn’t heroic. Having sex to break a spell seemed like cheating.

The Warden tsked in disapproval, clicking her tongue at the back of her teeth. “Come now, I’d have thought a mage of your standing would be more than aware how powerful sex magic can be.”

She snorted. Of course she was, it just wasn’t—

“Honorable?”

Chase narrowed her eyes as the Warden plucked the word out of her mind. The old woman chuckled in amusement. “Child, your mind was wide open, but I didn’t need to read it. Your feelings are written all over your face.”

Great. Just great. She blanked her expression, but the Warden turned her attention to pouring the tea. The fragrant steam rose from the cup, teasing at her senses. Citrus and hints of Jasmine. Maybe something deeper lurking in the background but it disappeared before she could identify it.

Obviously not bothered by her silence, the Warden carried on talking. “This isn’t about honor, child. What has been done to you is a dishonorable act. Binding a creature against its will, especially something as rare and beautiful as one of your kind, is a crime against nature. Against the witching itself.”

She looked up and Chase felt caught, an ancient power looking out of those dark eyes to pin her in her seat. She slammed back in shock. Fuck, Wardens had gotten way more powerful since her day.

“Can’t fight dishonor with honor, and neither should you. But you have the answer to your freedom within your grasp, the question remains whether you’re strong enough to take it.”

“I’m strong enough to face anything,” Chase snapped back, anger rising hot in her throat. Who the hell did this woman think she was to call her courage into question? “I am Nightborne, daughter of Stormcaller, nothing is beyond me. What is it? What do I have to do? I’ll do it. Anything to be free of that bastard.”

“Anything?” The Warden’s lips quirked. “Would you be prepared to fall in love?”

***

Fall in love? How ridiculous.

Chase snorted as she stepped through the door out into the alley. Wardens in this day and age were obviously prone to all sorts of foolish fantasies instead of the sensible creatures she remembered. She should have tried one of those crazy-ass Seers instead. She might have gotten more sense.

Her thoughts on the Warden’s words, she didn’t spot the puddle in the darkness of the alley and splashed through it. The sound, and cold wetness seeping through her light boots, snapped her back to reality.

“Arrgh, Hegra’s tits!” she cursed, and sidestepped to glare at her feet. Irritation swirling through her, she widened the door between herself and her dragon to pull a tiny tendril of power. Only enough to dry her feet out and transform the light boots she’d wrought to match the fashions of this time into the heavier, sturdy boots she preferred.

A smile curved her lips as she looked down at her handiwork. Yeah, magic could come in real handy at times. The smile dropped as she started walking. Not sex magic though. There was just something about the idea of using it to break the collar’s curse that didn’t sit right with her.

The warrior in her wanted to meet Sellers head on, with a sword in her hand and battle magic at her command to force him to give up control. Not break it through getting down and dirty with some guy. If it was just sex, then fine. She’d head on out into the alley and to the nearest bar, pick some pretty human to fuck and free herself. No need to involve another dragon.

But at the thought, her stomach rolled, as though every cell in her body rejected the idea of letting another man touch her now that she’d touched minds with her mate. Had felt the mating pull for real. She put her hand over her mouth until the nausea receded.

Sex with someone else wasn’t on the cards, no matter how handsome the candidate.

She had no idea what her mate looked like in human form, but looks weren’t important. He was her mate. Apart from the fact she didn’t have time for any of that. She had a mission. He’d have to wait until after she completed it.

As though thinking of her mate summoned him, she felt him tugging at the mental path between them. Clumsy attempts to try to locate her. Shaking her head, she carried on walking toward where the alleyway widened out and she could get enough space to shift and take off properly. She so didn’t need this right now. A dominant male dragon with no magical training and little to no control would only screw things up big time.

She’d crossed less than half the distance along the alley when a high-pitched giggle brought her up short. It sounded again, from behind a dumpster just ahead. Another giggle, and a shift in the shadows ahead. She snapped her head around, gaze piercing the darkness to catch the tiniest glitter along the edge of a pike.

Great. Red Caps. Just what she needed.

At her sides, her nails lengthened into claws. She frowned, opening all her senses. The alleyway was dark, but that didn’t make any difference to her. A creature of shadows, this was her natural habitat. The scents from the alley—oil from a car that had been parked yesterday, an abandoned takeaway half spilled from its container to her left, the contents already beginning to spoil, and the myriad nasty stinks from the dumpster—assaulted her, and from further back came the steady drip-drip-drip of broken guttering.

“I can see you,” she said, injecting a bored note into her voice. “So you might as well quit hiding.”

The boredom was faked. Her senses were all on high alert. No one could afford to drop the ball around Red Caps. What they lacked in size, they made up for in homicidal urges and trickery. She watched three, then four, slide from the shadows. One had hidden behind the dumpster, another above him on a metal fire escape, while the remaining two slunk out from recessed doorways. One chewed noisily. She didn’t want to know on what.

“Whatcha been doin’, dragon-bitch?” The Red Cap in front of the one still gnawing away spoke. His eyes bright with interest, he swept a lustful gaze down her body. She suppressed a shiver. She knew better than to show weakness to these animals.

“Oh, you know. Bit of a walk in the moonlight. These alleys can be quite beautiful in the darkness,” she shrugged flippantly, far more interested in what they were doing here. And what they’d seen.

“Just popped out for some takeout,” the Red Cap jerked a crooked, misshapen thumb over his shoulder to the one behind him. He paused, mid-chew, to wave. “John was hungry.”

“John?” The question escaped before she could stop it. “That’s a bit of a normal name for….”

“One of us?” The Red Cap arched an eyebrow. “Well, we decided to move with the times and took new names. John back there was born Skullcrusher. I was Kneebuster, but I go by Karl these days.”

“Cool.” What the hell did she say to that? New names or not, they were still murderous little bastards. As if to emphasize that point, a red droplet detached itself from the front of Karl’s cap to splash wetly against his cheek. It ran down his skin, a bright streak of color easily discerned with her excellent night vision. “Always good to move with the times.”

“Yeah. Of course we do miss the good old days. Dragging humans off the road and dismembering them.” He sighed wistfully, ignoring the streak of red down his face but Chase couldn’t look away. Red Caps got their names because of their hats. Bright red. Kept that way with the fresh blood of their victims. If it dried out, the Red Cap died.

“Of course,” he brightened up, the vicious grin returning to his face as he gripped his pike. “Dismembering dragons is just as much fun, especially ones we find leaving a Warden’s shop.”

She froze. They knew. They’d seen her. Which meant she couldn’t let them get back to Sellers. He couldn’t know what she was up to. Tension and the potential for violence built in the alley as she looked at the Red Caps and they looked at her in a standoff that wasn’t going to last long.

The Red Cap by the dumpster moved first, and Chase launched herself into motion. Dissolving into shadows, she used the last of the corporeal energy from her shift to hit the puddle in front of her, spraying the dirty water up into the eyes of the two Red Caps rushing her.

The alley was dark and dank, two factors she used to her advantage. Spinning the shadows around herself, she materialized a lethally-edged claw long enough to rip out the throat of the first Red Cap to reach her. It stopped dead at the kiss of her claw. Blood splashed hot and wet against her scales for the second they were corporeal. She was already gone by the time the body fell, a gurgle rattling from the ruined throat.

She skittered up the wall, hiding her shadowed form in the darkness. A less salubrious part of town, the buildings obviously hadn’t been cared for. Each time she manifested claws to propel her faster, the old brickwork crumbled, forcing her to fight for her footing. She could understand why the Warden had picked this area though. More affluent, upmarket areas had video surveillance and while most magical creatures could fool the human eye, cameras were a different matter. They saw what was really there and recorded it for prosperity, or even worse, the internet.

Scrambling higher, she used the top of a rusty metal fire escape to coil around, her serpentine body rolling around like some kind of magical rollercoaster without rails. Even though she was barely visible in the darkness, her scales rustled softly with the movement, a sure fire way to track her if her opponent knew what they were doing. She could silence them, but would sacrifice speed to do so. Not worth it, not with Red Caps.

Letting go of the fire escape, she dropped out of the sky onto another of her opponents and wrapped herself around him, anaconda-like. He gasped and beat at her coils when they tightened. His bones cracked within his skin, the pop-pop-pop sound reminiscent of corn popping. Grinning with triumph, even though the wounds on her own ribs ached, she squeezed harder. Not a natural technique for a shadow-dragon, but, longer and more serpentine than the dragons depicted in human stories these days, their bodies lent themselves well to it.

His scream of pain bounced off the mold-covered walls around them. Karl and John danced around her, jabbing their pikes into the shadows that made up her form, trying to find the spot where her body shifted from shadow to reality. A spot which would hurt. Bleed. It wasn’t going to work. Concealing herself and the shift from shadow to corporeal had been one of the first things she’d learned as a warrior.

The rattling sound of her laugh covered the wheezing of the Red Cap in her clutches as he gasped for breath, and she turned her head to consider Karl. His war-cry was unintelligible, the sound loud to her enhanced hearing until she shut it out, and he thrust wildly into the darkness that surrounded her. She shook her head. Obviously he was going with blind luck to hit her.

The little bastard. 

She pushed her jaw free of the darkness, opening her mouth as her throat reformed behind it and let loose a long pillar of flame. The sudden brightness lit up the alley, throwing nightmarish shadows over the walls. John stumbled back, covering his face against the heat.

The flames caught Karl’s cap, burning it to a crisp in seconds. His pike hit the ground with a clatter. All the blood drained from his face as he lifted his hands. They fluttered around his head and the charred cap. Not touching it. Scared to touch it. Fear and pain twisted his expression as he looked up at her. Then he disappeared in a puff of green smoke and a jangle of music.

“Nonononono,” John whined, backing away from her. He fell, but carried on, scrambling on his hands and butt, unable to get his feet under him properly. After a few feet he managed to get traction, flipped over and made a break for it down the alley. Only to run into a tall, broad-shouldered figure who stepped into the gap.

She started to yell a warning, but the stranger’s hand shot out and grabbed the Red Cap at the scruff of the neck. He lifted the creature in one smooth movement, disarming him in as neat a move as Chase had ever seen. She frowned. He seemed familiar, but she couldn’t place him.

He wasn’t one of the warriors who’d been placed under the sleeping spell to protect the princess. Since she’d never managed to get an answer out of Sellers about their fate, perhaps some had woken early and this guy was a descendant.

Music rang out again, and the Red Cap in her coils disappeared, the puff of smoke unpleasant against her scales. She wrinkled her nose and unwound herself, manifesting once more in human form to walk toward the man holding John at the end of the alley. She winced as she walked, pressing a hand to her ribs. Wet warmth met her touch. Great, she’d re-opened the wounds.

“I’d be careful.” She stopped a few steps away and nodded toward John, who flailed his arms and legs madly, trying to land a blow on his captor while spouting vile curses and promises of retribution in a reedy, high-pitched voice. “They’re vicious little bastards at the best of times.”

“Yeah, even more so after you’ve just killed three of its brothers.” The stranger chuckled, and the sound of his voice froze her to the spot. She’d heard that voice before. Less than an hour ago. In her mind.

“You…!”

Her mate had found her.

 







CHAPTER FOUR

 

“I’ll rip yer fucking heads off!” The Redcap Duke dangled by the back of his neck spat, struggling wildly get away. “Rip yer heads off an’ shit down yer fucking necks! I’ll carve yer livers out and eat ’em fer me dinner!”

One booted foot came perilously close to Duke’s groin so he twisted away, flicking a quick glance at the woman who’d been battling its friends.

“Do you need this one for any reason?” he asked, tightening his grip on the creature’s neck. Not as strong in human form as in dragon, he was still a hell of a lot stronger than most. The Red Cap shrieked as bone cracked.

“I’ll have yer kneecaps for earrings! Your eyeballs for a fucking snack! You’ll both end up a red stain on me cap!”

The woman shook her head, the only answer he needed. Reeling the foul-smelling creature into a deadly embrace, one swift jerk of his hands was all it took to break the thing’s neck. The sound of breaking bone filled the alleyway, followed swiftly by the chimes that announced the death of a magical creature. Duke grimaced at the feel of the green smoke that replaced the weight of the body in his arms.

“Crap, should’ve let go quicker,” he grumbled, before looking up at taking his first proper look at the woman all his senses said belonged to him.

She was beautiful. More beautiful than he could have imagined, and Duke had a very good imagination. Even in the dimly lit alley, her beauty shone like the brightest star in the night sky, rendering him speechless.

Her lips quirked, giving him a half smile that blew his socks off, as understanding and empathy crossed her features. “Yeah, it’s sticky and rather unpleasant, isn’t it?”

He nodded dumbly, unable to do anything other than look at her. She was small, far smaller than he’d imagined given her gloriously powerful dragon-form. The top of her head barely reached his shoulder, and she was delicately boned, with slender curves that made his hands itch and his mouth water.

His gaze sought her face, needing to see her, to look into her eyes and ensure she knew who he was and who that made her. His mate, just as he was hers. If his ability to speak had deserted him at the sight of her form outlined against a stuttering street lamp, then his first good look at her face shattered his thought processes.

Blonde curls surrounded a face dominated by large, blue-gray eyes, their color so deep he felt like he looked into a velvet ocean. A shiver ran along his spine, the scales of his draconic form rustling at the thought. Velvets, satins, silks. He loved them all. The different textures…the way they felt against his skin. Sensual, erotic and comforting all at the same time. Something his human mind couldn’t explain but his dragon got immediately. They had been his treasures. Now the honor of that title belonged to the woman in front of him.

His gaze roved over her face, greedy for any and every detail as he committed her features to memory. Below the beautiful eyes that had stolen his soul as surely as she’d stolen his heart lay a button nose so cute he wanted to plant a kiss on it, and below that a pair of bee-stung lips he ached to taste. He couldn’t stop looking at her, ignoring everything around them—the stink of the dumpster and the copper tang of fresh blood the only reminder of the Red Caps—as his body and heart ached to make her his.

He was too experienced a security operator for him to be dazzled for long. Within seconds reality filtered back and he started to notice details. Like the clothing that she’d manifested to cover her human form looked old-fashioned, not just past hundred years but more middle-ages, feudal almost, and with a thick scarf wrapped around her throat, her blonde curls spilling over it and her shoulders.

Instinctively he knew she wasn’t like other women he’d met, not even those who worked for the Paranormal Protection Agency. She had a sharpness of gaze and a way of walking that reminded him of a soldier. He narrowed his eyes. No, not a soldier, a knight. Amusement hit him out of the blue. She was a dragon, so she’d probably have eaten the horse anyway. Scrub the horse. This woman arrived at her battles on the wing.

“Hi.”

As soon as the word left his lips, he kicked himself. Hi? Hi? What a dumb-fuck thing to say. He sighed, already hearing his brother’s snide voice in the back of his head. She’d think he was a fucking idiot if he kept this level of scintillating conversation up.

Clearing his throat, he tried again. “Hey sweetness, I’m Duke—”

He cut off. She wasn’t listening to him. Instead, her eyes had slid out of focus and she swayed on her feet. Pure instinct propelled him forward to catch her slender body as she fell, unconscious.

She landed in his arms, her human form too light for his liking, and he gathered her up close. To his, and his dragon’s relief, he could feel her heart beating strongly through their link, the feeling augmented by physical touch. Striding to one of the recessed doors, he cleared the area with his foot and set her down gently.

Even in unconsciousness her lips pursed as he let her go, a tiny complaint that boosted his ego. Even out for the count she sought his touch.

“Shhh, sweetness,” he soothed her, beating his concern to the back of his mind. No sense in panicking until he knew for sure he had reason to. “Let’s just make you comfortable and see what we have, huh?”

She didn’t answer him, but he didn’t expect her to. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was that she could hear his voice. That the sound soothed her as it seemed to, her discomforted protests quietened to let him examine her.

His jaw set in anger, he swept back his loose hair and he bent over her. She’d been hurt earlier, but he hadn’t been able to locate her. He’d thought he had, her weakness allowing him more access along their mental link than before, but she’d quickly rallied and shut him out. Not before he’d gotten an approximate location though, so he’d been in the area when he’d spotted the Red Caps. Little bastards were hard to miss and they were always up to no good.

Classified as a level four threat, it meant that every operative was authorized to kill the little blighters. No Judge. No jury. They were all that and executioner as well. It made things very simple. It cost the tax payer far less to pay organizations such as the one he worked for, the PPA, than all the people involved in a court case and bringing nasties like Red Caps to justice.

He opened her jacket and the scent of blood hit him. His growl of anger escaped before he could stop it. He knew it. She had been hurt. With careful movements, he peeled the fabric away to reveal a blood-soaked shirt. His mind switched to professional, and ignoring the curves beneath the shirt, he probed her side gently. Her small gasps of pain and the evidence of his eyes guided him.

“Shit, sweetness. What happened to you?”

Someone had worked her over real good. So well that even at least two shifts to dragon and back again hadn’t healed all the damage. Fury filled him. Who had done this? What kind of creature could do this, to a dragon, one of the hardest to kill creatures in the paranormal world? One of the most dangerous as well. If Red Caps were a level four threat, then dragons had to be level double-O-don’t-be-a-fucking-idiot.

As carefully as he could he checked the rest of her body for injury. The damage appeared to be confined to her side, at least two partially healed ribs and more bruising than he was happy about. Reaching up, he tried to undo the scarf around her throat but before he could touch the material, her hands latched around his wrists, stopping him with surprising strength.

“Sweetness?” He looked down into her clouded eyes. She wasn’t really seeing him, her expression unfocused and full of pain. Instinctive reaction, he figured. But to what?

“Shhh…. It’s okay. Just let me help you.” Her eyes fluttered shut and he managed to disengage her hands. Gently he unwound the material from around her throat, expecting to find more wounds. Most people went for a dragon’s throat, despite the fact it was probably the most armored place on their bodies. So if there was damage to her throat—he winced at the thought—then the pain would have to be indescribable.

The fabric fell away. Duke sat back on his heels in confusion. Her throat was smooth, no wounds as he’d feared. In fact the only thing remarkable about her neck was the collar wrapped around it.

He’d seen collars on women before, had a couple of friends who were into the BDSM scene but this didn’t seem right for that sort of collar. It wasn’t ornate enough. More like an actual dog collar that had been put around her throat. It didn’t fit, didn’t look right. He frowned. It rubbed her skin, an ugly sore mark at the side.

Reaching out, he was about to undo it but the instant his fingers touched the leather, pain flared up his arm. Yelping, he pulled his hand away.

“What the fuck?” He glared at the collar. What the hell was that? That had been magic. Opening the door between himself and his dragon, he pulled power and flicked his vision over to the dragons. Light flared, almost blinding him and he slammed his eyes shut quick before his retinas burnt out.

Shit. Okay, that wasn’t just magic. That was seriously powerful magic. And it just added to the mystery his mate presented.

“Okay, sweetness. Let’s get you out of here.”

Sliding his arms underneath her prone form, he lifted her as though she weighed nothing. In this form, she didn’t. Good job he wasn’t carrying her as a dragon. In her other form, she was nearly as big as him.

Striding to the end of the alley, he turned into a bigger side street, and, still holding her, let go of his human form. His body changed, the skin sliding and expanding as the bones within lengthened. Popped and cracked, breaking to reshape themselves and grow some more. Scales pushed out through his skin, pressing against the inside for a second before they popped free, then raced to cover his expanding skin with a rattle and rustle that was music to his ears. His hands around her changed to talon tipped claws that held her no less gently for all their increased size as his wings tore free of his back to beat at the air gently. He turned his muzzled face, considering her through one large eye.

Still out for the count. Pliant in his claws. Good. Even though she was a dragon, he knew he wouldn’t like to wake up mid-flight with someone else in the driver’s seat. It would freak him the hell out, so why should she be any different?

The dragon part of his mind pushed against hers along the link, crooning softly. The man blinked, surprised at the beast’s gentleness. As far back as he could remember he and the dragon had existed in an uneasy compromise. Two halves of a whole not really at peace with itself. Not unless violence was involved. There, they operated as one, and were all the more powerful for it.

He smiled, giving control over to the beast to launch them in the air, pulling the human intelligence to the back of their shared mind for the flight. It was nice to find that they had another area they agreed upon completely. Her safety.

***

It didn’t take him long to fly across the city. A pleasant night and good weather conditions meant he wasn’t fighting a head-wind and could ride the various thermals over the city to get where he wanted without too much effort or jarring for his passenger. Not that he needed to glide all the way, he was strong enough to fly for days in still air if required, but wing-beats would jerk his paws and jostle his mate. Unacceptable with an injured passenger.

Circling his apartment building once, he dropped onto the roof. Between one wing beat and the next, he changed, folding his dragon within his human form with ease. For once the creature didn’t fight him, concern for their mate uppermost in its mind. Relenting, Duke left a tiny door open between him and it, allowing the creature to monitor the link between them and their mate.

He strode across the top of the roof, the small woman held securely in his arms. His magic wove clothing around his naked body; the simple t-shirt and jeans he preferred when off duty. Perhaps as a stroke of defiance, and to underline its presence, the dragon had scrawled tribal-like tattoos all over his arms. He shook his head, but didn’t dismiss them, preferring to get down to his apartment and get her settled.

The stairs down passed in a blur, then he was at the door to the apartment he shared with his brother, Baron. Used to share, he corrected himself. Now that they’d both found their mates, new living arrangements would no doubt have to be sorted. Dragons were territorial and possessive. The two of them living together had only worked because they were twins, born within minutes of each other, then abandoned by their parents for reasons unknown.

He stopped thinking about it, aiming a quick tendril of power toward the door to throw the tumblers on the lock. It was a trick Baron had never worked out, but then Duke had always been more comfortable with magic than his brother. Shouldering the door open, he hooked his foot around it and pushed it shut once through it.

The apartment looked exactly the same as he’d left it this morning. Baron was away in parts unknown, protecting his new mate. Even Duke didn’t know where he was, although he could figure it out if he touched his brother’s mind. He didn’t, just in case. The last time he’d tried that his brother had been otherwise engaged. No way did he want a blast of images like that crowding into his head again. He liked Honor, but that didn’t mean he felt that way about her. Dude needed to get better mental shielding.

Moving across the room, he laid his precious burden down on the sofa and pulled back just to look at her. She still slept, the flutter of her eyelashes over her cheeks the most serene sight he’d ever had the fortune to witness. With relief he noted that her breathing was regular and deep, evidence that the damage to her side hadn’t affected her lungs. But still, the scent of blood clung to her, and the wounds, obviously magically inflicted, needed seeing to.

Rooting in his jeans pocket, he pulled his cell free. He had no idea what the magic did with his belongings when he shifted, but they were always there on the other side. For him at least. Occasionally Baron’s things went missing, leading to many interesting conversations with the cell phone companies.

He swiped a thumb over the screen and selected a number before holding it to his ear. “Ris? Yeah, it’s Duke. Can you head over here? I got something I need a second opinion on.”

Before he could get another word out, there was a knock at the door. Frowning, he strode across to open it, to find the Seer on the other side. Surprise flowing through him, he looked down at his cell, then back at the Seer.

“How the hell…wait, no.” He held up a hand as Ris opened his mouth. “Seeing the future, I get it. Come in.”

“Actually,” the tall Seer drawled. “I was just passing this way and wanted to see if you were up for a beer. There’s a nice little bar around the corner.” He paused, then frowned. “Or is that in the next decade? I lose track. Totally blinked and missed the fifties, you know.”

“Really? Too bad, I hear it was a good one.” Hiding his surprise, Duke ushered Ris through the door. Missed the fifties? Just how old was he?

The thought fled from his mind as Ris scanned the room, his gaze finding the unconscious woman on the couch.

“Oh my, oh my…is that her?” Eagerness tainted the Seer’s voice and he was across the apartment like a greyhound to stand by the couch. His expression almost reverent, he looked down at Duke’s mate.

“Did you know that she’s appeared in nearly every Seer’s visions for centuries?” he asked, his voice hushed. His pale eyes were rapt, as though riveted by the unconscious woman, so he missed the little start of surprise Duke couldn’t suppress.

“Really? What’s so special about her?” He couldn’t help asking. Apart from the fact that she’s my mate, of course.

“The Nightborne…here finally. I can hardly believe it.” Ris almost rubbed his hands together, the glee in his eyes evident. Then he appeared to remember Duke, and the fact that he’d asked a question. “What? Oh…she’s important because hers is like a gateway prophecy? Once it occurs, it opens the gates for other possibilities and prophesies to come to pass. Her actions, and those of her companions, will shape the future not just for your kind but all the paranormal races.”

Ris’ voice deepened, taking on the deeper tone it had when he’d spoken Truth at the warehouse. “Do not let the Nightborne fall. If she falters in her purpose, shadow will fall. Only when the blood dies will shadow be reborn from fire.”

He staggered after the last word, the blood draining from his already pale face. Duke grabbed his arm to stop him stumbling into the couch. Seer or no Seer, if he crushed Duke’s mate, then there would be blood spilled.

“Crap. It happened again, didn’t it?” Ris clutched his head, wincing. “If I ever meet that bitch, Truth, I’ll wring her frigging neck.” He looked up, squinting against the light. “What did I say this time?”

“Ermmm…. Something about not letting the Nightborne fall. If she falters, then shadow will fall. Only when blood dies will shadow be reborn from fire.”

Ris arched an eyebrow. “In other words, a fucking riddle.”

“Yeah, pretty much.” Duke grinned, then looked down at the woman on the couch. “She’s called Nightborne then? That’s her name?”

Ris nodded as he knelt down next to her. “All that prophecy has allowed us. She’s injured though….”

“Yeah, but that’s not what I called you about.” Leaning down, Duke gently unwrapped the scarf from around her throat to reveal the strange collar. “What do you make of this?”

 







CHAPTER FIVE

 

Unconsciousness was, at times, a blessed relief.

Chase had been a warrior for far too many years to mistake waking from it, with waking from normal sleep. For one, the cloying fluffiness that surrounded her thoughts was quite unlike her. Like any of the Queen’s bodyguard, she woke fast, going from sleep to wakefulness within seconds, often with sword in hand and magic at the ready. A fact that had ensured no one startled one of the Royal Guard out of sleep suddenly. Not if they were attached to their eyebrows, or indeed, any other body part.

She wallowed for a moment, knowing that once the fuzziness wore off, then the pain would set in. If she’d been knocked unconscious, then things were serious. Not some newbie warrior who’d barely held a sword before or thrown a spell, if someone had taken her out, then they were good.

Some of the fuzziness receded and the sound of voices reached her ears. Male voices, both deep, but only one sounded familiar. She lay still, keeping her body relaxed as she tried to probe her memory for why she knew the voice. Why warmth spread out from the depths of her heart to her chest at the sound of it. Her memory wasn’t playing nice, but she didn’t let that worry her and instead turned her attention to her body so she could assess her fighting capability.

Reality swam back a little when she pushed and pain flooded her body, forcing her to bite back the instinctive gasp. Okay, she’d definitely broken some ribs, and what felt like bruising around them, which meant they’d re-broken at least once before she’d healed them with a shift. More worrying though were the open wounds across her side, surrounded by soreness. 

Memory returned. Sellers lashing out, hitting her while she was locked in her human form. The pain as his fists hit again and again. The bastard wore rings, the sharp edges causing more damage than his fists alone would have done. Anger flooding her, she locked the memory down and reached for her magic. It was there, but she couldn’t access it, like it had been locked behind a door. She could sense it, feel it, but not touch it. She hadn’t been able to ever since she’d woken in this cursed time.

“Well, it looks like a dog collar to me.”

The closer she got to waking, just a thin barrier between her and the conscious world, the louder the voices became. Their owners were close, easily within striking distance should she wish to cause them harm. She held off, assessing the situation and probing the missing gaps in her memory.

“Yeah, looks like it to me. Cheap store one.”

The voice again, the one whose tones soothed her soul and made her heart ache as deep within she felt the pull on her very essence. The rest of her memory slammed into place with a resounding click.

Her mate.

The guy with the sexy voice was her mate, the same man who’d found her in the alley and dispatched the Red Cap. What had happened after that though? She pushed at the black spot in her mind but nothing, no other details were forthcoming. She must have blacked out.

“Yeah, real cheap. I’m still not sure what you want me to say though. It’s a collar. Could it be a BDSM thing?”

The words from the other male stopped her thoughts in their tracks. BDSM…they thought she was a collared submissive. If she hadn’t been playing possum, she’d have laughed outright at that. Her? A submissive? Hegra’s tits, she didn’t have a submissive bone in her body.

“No, no…I don’t think so. Look again. Look properly.”

Something in his tone warned Chase a moment before magic rolled through the room, whispering over her skin to settle at her throat. Testing the collar.

“Crap. Magic. Powerful magic.”

“Yeah…no shit, Sherlock.” Her male snorted in amusement. “That much I could figure out for myself. Any idea what it is?”

She held her breath, not sure if she wanted them to know what the collar did. He was a dominant male, she’d easily gleaned that from their conversations, and if she knew anything about male dragons, if he knew she was subject to another’s will, he’d track Sellers down and confront him.

And die.

She couldn’t let that happen.

“Not a clue to be honest. I can just feel the power, not what it does. Perhaps it focuses her magic?”

She relaxed with relief, the slight movement obviously not discernable to the men who watched her.

“Could be…so it won’t hurt her?” Concern shaped her mate’s voice and she felt like a fraud for her deception. She should admit she no longer slept, let him know that she was okay. Little scrapes like this wouldn’t kill her. Yeah, but they’d been enough to knock you out. She ignored the little voice, shoving it to the back of her head as someone, her mate by the feel of it, settled on the couch next to her.

“Shouldn’t, no, but be careful, just in case?”

Gentle hands pulled her jacket free, then her shirt. The movement pulled at the torn edges of her skin, and pain lanced through her body, radiating out from her side. This couldn’t just be the damage of Sellers’ fists, he had to have had something on those rings. Some kind of—

“Skin around the edges looks odd.” The other male commented, his voice closer as though he leaned in to look. “Almost like the flesh is poisoned.”

Gentle fingers probed her side and she couldn’t stop the small murmur of pain that slipped past her lips.

Instantly, her mate was there, his big hand smoothing back her hair. “Shhh, sweetness. We’re just trying to help you.”

Blessed cool wetness stroked over her side, soothing the fire there and she murmured again, turning toward the hand that offered comfort. Okay, perhaps she’d been hurt a little more than she’d thought. In that case, it was okay to accept a little help. She wasn’t an island fortress and all that, sometimes even the strongest warriors needed a little help to heal, before they hit the battlefield again.

She could really get back in the fight, the little voice at the back of her head niggled as his hand smoothed over her hair again. His deep voice uttered reassurances as her wounds were bathed with gentle movements. All she had to do was give into her traitorous feminine instincts, the ones that demanded she cling to him, yield to his demands…. Sex with her mate would seal their bond and shatter the control collar’s hold on her. 

But it could tip Sellers off that there was another dragon-mate—her—and bring him one step closer to his goal. She wouldn’t allow that, couldn’t create a situation where he could win. Because if he did, then the world lost. An uncontrolled Dragos, as pathetic as the original enchantment had been perceived, would still be massively powerful in this modern day world where magic had been diminished until it was nothing but a pale reflection of what it had been.

The pain in her side reached epic proportions and she whimpered again. She kept her eyes tight shut, not wanting to admit to the weakness.

“Crap, this stuff is nasty.” The other male cursed, his hands stilling on her wounds. “Hold on, I’m going to try something.”

“Anything, just help her.”

Her mate’s voice was tight with worry and she wanted to reach out, reassure him it would be okay, but in that moment the cool rush of magic surrounded her. It wrapped her up in tender coils, circling her body very much the same as she’d wrapped up her prey in the alley. Instead of squeezing the life out of her though, it spread warmth, like an all-over hug. It hit her muscles, tensed against the pain and eased them out, one by one.

Relief spread through her like wildfire as the pain eased to an ache, then to discomfort, then it was gone. She sagged against the soft surface of the couch, her breath leaving her in a shuddering rush.

“Holy hell! That was tough.” The magic ceased and she opened her eyes, blinking against the brightness of the room. “Hey there, beautiful, how you feeling?”

Two sets of eyes looked down at her in concern, so she focused on the ones belonging to the man kneeling by the couch. He was…not human. She kept that nugget of information to herself, concealing her expression with a downward sweep of her eyelids. By the time she looked up, she had her expression under control.

“I’m okay, I think.” Her voice was croaky and low, so she cleared her throat. Pressing a hand to her side, she asked. “What did you do to me?”

“Just a little healing spell. Nothing too much.”

He smiled, the expression warming his pale eyes. Something else lurked behind the smile but she didn’t probe it, keeping what little she could access of her magic under lock and key. She didn’t trust strange men with magic, no matter how well-meaning their intentions appeared to be. 

“Just cleared some of that poison out of your system. What’s your name, sweetheart?”

Oh, this one was a charmer all right, and he’d bought her sweet and innocent act, lock, stock and barrel. She hid her smile. There was one born every minute.

“I’m Chase.” She admitted in a soft voice, looking up through her lashes as she tried to work out what the hell he was. He didn’t smell human, and his aura was no way anything near human, but neither was he fae, or demonic. Nothing she could identify. “And you are?”

“Leaving,” her mate growled, surging into motion from his spot by her side on the couch and bundling the smaller man toward the door.

“Nice to meet you, Chase,” he called over her mate’s shoulder, adding a wave that earned him another growl. Then the door slammed and she was alone, again, with the man destiny had designed for her, but she couldn’t have.

He stalked toward her, predatory interest in every line of his body. She sucked in a breath and tried to keep her expression neutral. It was a hard task. He was…beautiful. A strange word to use for a man, but no other would do. Tall and broad-shouldered, he didn’t have the face of a dark angel. She’d seen angels and they were entirely too effeminate looking for her tastes.

Dark hair framed his face, his chiseled features that screamed virility and masculinity offset by the most sensual pair of lips she’d ever seen on a man. His green eyes were dark, the thinnest sliver of gold around the edges telling her that this was a man in control of his beast. Not the other way around as she’d assumed one so young to be. 

“So, Chase…Nightborne, is it?” He paused at the side of the couch and hunkered down. The movement pulled the t-shirt tight over his chest and shoulders, revealing just how well-built he was. She had to stop her gaze straying that way, forcing it to remain on his eyes. His lips quirked, as though he realized the problem she was having. “It’s nice to finally meet you.”

“Likewise. Mr…?” She felt the flush over her cheeks but couldn’t do a damned thing about it. She wasn’t blushing. She couldn’t be. The cast-iron bitch of the Royal Guard and the sole reason for the nightmares of every raw recruit for a hundred years did not blush. Ever.

Yeah, right. Her cheeks were cherry-red and no doubt glowing now.

“Duke,” he rumbled, the deepness of his voice betraying his dragon. Even as she watched, the gold ring around his eyes grew wider, his dragon flitting behind his eyes to peer out and take a look. Instinctively hers preened, pushing her to find out more about this male that was theirs.

She ignored the creature to smile and hold out her hand. Not for him to kiss, that would have been absurd, but for a handshake. “A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Duke.”

“Just Duke, no Mister.”

He claimed her hand, his dwarfing hers to turn it and bring it to his lips. Lips compressing into a thin line, she tried to pull away before he could but he held fast. A small battle ensued but her strength in this form was no match for his and she was forced to concede.

He grinned in triumph, a quick flash of white teeth before he lowered his head. His lips were still curved when he planted a gentle kiss on the back of her knuckles. The soft brush of skin on skin sent an arc of awareness through her so sharp it was like a bolt of electricity. It woke feelings and instincts within her instantly. Ones that she’d buried deeply for the sake of her mission.

Feeling flooded back to join the heat settling heavily in her groin. Butterflies had invaded her stomach, her breasts and nipples heavy and aching as, with her mate nearby, her body prepared itself for mating.

No, no, no. This was just not happening. She couldn’t let it happen.

Snatching her hand back, she sat up, looking around the room. It was small but not as small a suite of rooms as she would imagine for a man living alone. The windows were large though, which was no surprise. Dragons didn’t like to be hemmed in, not even in human form, so the tall windows with the drapes drawn back to reveal the dawn-heavy sky soothed her.

“So, No-Mister Duke,” she began, smoothing her hair down and using words to create a barrier between them. He didn’t move, just watched her from his crouch. She felt uncomfortably like prey. “Thank you for helping me out, and thank your friend for me, but I really must be going.”

***

Hell, no. She’d only just got here, injured to boot. There was no way he would allow her to leave. Not until he’d gotten…her naked and screaming under him. He blinked as the dragon completed the sentence, feeding him erotic images of the lady in question spread out over his favorite silk sheets. He almost groaned at the mental image. The midnight color would be the perfect foil for her blonde curls and the creaminess of her skin. 

Locking the image away before he did something stupid and tried it for real, he moved like lightning to get between her and the door. Her feet had barely touched the floor before he was there, looming over her. Crap, she moved fast. Faster than he’d expected just after Ris had healed her. Who knew the Seer was a healer as well? He certainly hadn’t, but that was a question for a different day.

She pulled up short, avoiding crashing into him by a hairsbreadth. He smiled down at her, trying as hard as he could to appear unthreatening. She’d been injured, attacked by Red Caps and had passed out in his arms. No matter what she’d done, whether she was in league with the man who’d tried to kill his brother’s mate, he still didn’t want to scare her.

“Sorry, sweetness. Can’t let you leave. Not when you just got here.”

She gasped, backing up half a step and that was it. The predator in him couldn’t pass up the opportunity for a chase, no matter how small. Moving in, he slid a hand around her slender waist before she could stop him, and hauled her up against his bigger body. Her little gasp, and the sudden darkness in her eyes, hit him deep in the gut. Heat spread, his cock hard and ready for action in a heartbeat.

She didn’t fight him. Instead, she spread her small hands over his upper arms. Either clinging on or a precursor to pushing him away, he didn’t know, and frankly, didn’t care. Not with her lips so temptingly within reach. A groan rolling in the back of his throat, he dropped his head and claimed her mouth.

The instant his lips touched hers, his world tilted on its axis. Soft, warm, pliant…it was like coming home. A sense of peace and security wrapped around the lust piling up in his veins and he couldn’t help pulling her closer. She went easily, as though curling into him for support. Needing him and only him. The thought fed his male ego. Yes, he was the man. The alpha. He could look after his mate, see that she never had to worry again. He protected what was his.

Sweeping his tongue out, he probed the seam of her lips. Demanding access. Needing it more than he needed to breathe. He had to claim her utterly. Brand her with his essence so that she never looked at another man again. A soft murmur was her only reply before she parted her lips, allowing him the access he craved. Deep within, his dragon roared with triumph as he slid his tongue past her lips to find hers. The murmur this time was his, as he found her, stroked in soft, wet slides and tempted her to join him.

She held herself rigid at first, but he sensed her softening toward him. Driving a hand into the fall of blonde curls at the back of her neck, he swept his other hand down her spine. A gentle movement. She was so tiny and delicate he was scared he would hurt her. Was scared the strength of passion that rolled through him would make him rough.

Be as rough as you like. Her mental voice was amused. Not like I’m going to break, even in this form.

Oh god, she was going to kill him saying things like that. The dragon liked it rough, but he’d never truly let go. Couldn’t for fear of damaging his partner.

What partners? What females? Her nails bit into his upper arms, jealousy coloring the link between them as she obviously read his surface thoughts. Quickly he shielded the deeper layers, just the same as he did when he didn’t want his brother to know his thoughts.

No females. Not now, not for a long time, but definitely not now, he reassured her, pulling back to nibble at her lower lip. She whimpered, the soft, sexy little sound totally at odds with the tough image she presented. Never again. There is only you.

Hmmmmph, was her only reply, but the pressure of her nails in his arm eased up, as though she liked his answer. He hid his smile and broke from their kiss to trail his lips along the underside of her jaw. So, his mate was jealous of other women, was she? The knowledge pleased him, even though he had no intentions of ever looking at another woman again.

Not jealous—would just have to… Her words in his head trailed off into a moan as he found the sweet spot just below her ear. She shivered and arched her neck to give him better access. He moved in closer to take up the invitation, nuzzling with his lips again and again. She whimpered, boneless in his arms and he knew he had her. She was totally open to him, to whatever he wanted from her.

His dragon roared at him. All his male instincts demanded that he push her backward onto the couch, use magic to get rid of their clothes and impale her on his thick cock until they were both in heaven.

With a sigh, he pulled back, looked down into desire-darkened eyes. He was a fucking idiot for passing up what was being offered on a plate. But he wasn’t an animal and he wanted far more than just a one-night stand from her. Besides, he didn’t have to be clairvoyant to feel the exhaustion that pulled at her.

“We can’t…not yet. You need some rest. You were just injured.”

Scooping her up into his arms, he fought down his dragon’s trumpeting, and carried her through to his bedroom to lay her down on his bed. She watched him, her expression wary, and he reached out a hand to smooth her curls away from her face.

“Sleep. Then we’ll talk.”

 







CHAPTER SIX

 

Chase didn’t argue at him stopping. Her dragon did, wanting nothing more than to seal the bond with their mate, especially after hearing him thinking about other woman. The beast was a jealous bitch. No woman would touch their mate and live. It would make sure of that.

But exhaustion, often a side-effect of healing magic, pulled at her, and as exhausted as she was, she didn’t have the willpower to stop him. She slipped gratefully into sleep to allow her body to heal the remainder of the damage but her rest wasn’t an easy one.

That hot kiss dominated her dreams. She’d found her mate, or more correctly, he’d found her. Rescued her like some knight in not shining, but dragonscale armor. Everything female within her, including her dragon, wanted to roll over and play games with the sexy male. But she couldn’t. She had a mission.

She shouldn’t even have kissed him. That way led to temptation, the horizontal sort of game minus clothing, and bang Sellers just got another way to make his Dragos enchantment permanent. Yeah, she’d get her magic back, but it was too easy…surely it couldn’t be that simple? No, she’d find another way. One that didn’t involve her putting her heart on the line as well.

Opening her eyes, she looked around the room, drinking in every detail and committing it to memory. The neutral colors of the walls and floor couldn’t compare to the bed. Draped in satins and silks, it was a cacophony of color. A melody of textures she couldn’t quite reconcile with the powerful male they belonged to. One who had tended to her so gently, looking after her rather than trying to persuade her to seal their bond immediately. She doubted even the ‘noble’ knights of her life before coming to this place would have been so honorable.

One thing was certain though. No matter how noble he was, or how hot, she couldn’t stay here. Pretty soon Sellers would yank on her chain and she’d be pulled right back to his lair. Not physical, teleportation type stuff, he wasn’t that powerful yet, but the compulsion to return would override all else. She had a little time though. Time to spend with the man she wanted but couldn’t allow herself to have.

Turning her head to the side, she found herself alone. The pillow next to her was indented. Sliding a hand out along the sheet, she found a rapidly cooling patch and her lips curved into a soft smile. He’d slept beside her.

Of course I did, his voice whispered in her mind, stronger and clearer than it had been before. She swore under her breath. Physical proximity was strengthening their bond. She knew the signs, had seen bonded couples before. Sure some started out trying to stay away from each other, but the compulsion grew the more time they spent together until it was too great. Until they had no choice.

Hegra’s wrath, I make my own damn choices!

Sure you do, sweetness. Her mate replied silkily, a hint of laughter in his deep, sexy rumble. And that being said, do you want a hazelnut or vanilla shot in your coffee? I’m betting you’re a hazelnut kinda gal.

She sat up in bed, pushing the tumble of loose curls back from her face. He had all her attention. She’d never had coffee before she’d come here. Right up until Sellers’ pet pixie, Rat, had given her a mug. From that moment she’d been hooked.

Hazelnut. She extended her senses. He wasn’t in the apartment. Where are you?

He crowed in triumph. I knew it! Hazelnut it is, princess.

I’m not a princess, she argued, sliding out of bed to pad across the room in her bare feet to the large window to look out.

At some point while she slept, he’d removed her clothes and replaced them with a man’s shirt. It was far too long for her, hitting her just above the knee. One of his? She caught the edge of the fabric between her fingers to analyze it. No, it wasn’t magic-wrought. It was a real shirt. His shirt. Warmth spread out from the center of her chest. He’d given her his shirt.

Oh? Why aren’t you a princess then?

Men. Idiots the lot of them.

Perhaps because I wasn’t born royal? Do I need to explain genetics to you? Only those born of the blood can claim the title of princess. She shook her head and looked out the window, trying to locate him on the street below. If he wasn’t in the apartment making coffee, then he had to have gone out to get it. I wasn’t born of the blood, so the most I could have claimed was a noble title.

Oh? Could?

Interest poured over their mental link as she scanned the shops visible from her vantage point. No coffee shops. Perhaps she could spot him from another window? Distracted by her search, she replied.

My father was an Earl, so technically that would make me a Lady… She wrinkled her nose in disappointment when the second window in the bedroom was also a bust. But that was before I took the Oath.

Oath, what oath?

She found him at last, from the window in the main sitting room. Her dragon-enhanced vision easily picked him out, striding up the street carrying two coffee mugs.

Oath to the Queen. Her mental voice rang with pride. I am Chase Nightborne, the Queen’s Bodyguard.

The Queen? This time his mental voice was tinged with confusion. What like the Queen of England? Sorry, sweetness, not buying it. That’s not exactly an English accent you’re rocking there.

She took a deep breath, counting to ten.

It’s a good job you look as good as you do, sweetness. She threw his own endearment back at him, tracking his progress along the street. She hoped those cups were insulated. The only thing she hated more than cold coffee was off-their-rocker warlocks who wanted to be all powerful. Because let’s be honest, intelligence isn’t your strong point.

It was. In fact, he was far too sharp, but she couldn’t let him know that. She shook her head, clearing the sleep from it and concentrated on her mate. He stood out from the crowd…from the cattle, as the Kyn would describe them, like a barracuda through a shoal of fish. Even had he been human, he would have stood out. Tall and broad-shouldered, he moved with an easy grace she found fascinating. He didn’t walk, he stalked. Loose limbed and with a dangerous grace that appealed to the predator within her.

Oh-oh-oh! Insults now, is it? He chuckled, looking up. Their gazes met, and even at this distance she was forced to suck a breath in. Gods, he was gorgeous. Checking me out, sweetness? I look…and feel even better close up.

She should ignore him, lock down their link and walk away until her mission was complete. If he’d gone all out Rawr-alpha-male shit, she’d have found it easy to walk away. Likewise if he’d tried to pull a seduction routine on her. The greatest lovers of the Queen’s court had tried to romance her, to no avail, but she’d never been able to resist a man who fought side-by-side with her, or made her laugh. Do you now?

Her smile faded. Still, she had to leave. Sellers usually left her alone for a day or two after one of his hissy-fits, but his patience wasn’t endless. He’d start yanking on her chain, albeit a magical one, before too long.

She could stay for coffee though. There was always time for coffee. Settling herself in the deep window seat, she watched him weaving through the crowds. The early morning sun lighting the sky told her that she’d slept through the night, so these must be early morning commuters. All rushing and pushing to get to jobs that defined their lives in indelible ways, whether they liked it or not.

Yeah, I do. His mental voice was full of confidence, and, as if that wasn’t enough, he fed her images through their mental link. Raunchy images so hot and erotic that heat took her by surprise. Overwhelmed her. Consumed her. Images of the two of them. Together. Limbs entwined. Her under him. Him holding her hands captive above her head. His hand in her hair, pulling her head back as he drove into her from behind. His hands covering her breasts as she straddled him, sliding down slowly over his cock.

She broke away, gasping. That was not fair.

His voice was warm with amusement. Haven’t you heard, sweetness? All’s fair in love and war.

She smiled a bit sardonically. As if this male had ever seen war. The males she remembered were hard-bitten and jaded. Warriors who had lost all joy in life—the ability to laugh scoured out of them in favor of protecting their people. The sort of men who had put their lives on the line. And what do you know about war, handsome?

Try as she might, she couldn’t muster the derisive snort she wanted. Instead her voice was far too mournful for comfort. Her comfort.

Nothing, but I have a feeling that you do, sweetness. Sellers had chained her magic and locked her into her human body to beat her. To hurt her. And she’d stood strong. She hadn’t broken, wasn’t anywhere near breaking. But it was the gentle, understanding note in her mate’s voice that almost undermined that strength.

Too much. The words escaped before she could stop them. Far, far too much.

Whatever you did, was in the past. We can get through this, I promise.

What she’d done in the past? All she’d done was to serve her queen and her duty, nothing that would get her saddled with the criminal past he seemed to think she had. But then, they had no clue what the collar did, that it forced her to do Sellers’ bidding. So, as far as he’d seen, she was working with the enemy.

She opened her mouth to answer, to tell him not to judge a book by its cover, when a sound outside the front door of the apartment caught her attention. A frown creased her brow and she glanced down. Duke was still visible down there, waiting for a crossing light to change. It wasn’t him.

She slid off the window seat, her bare feet soundless on the thick carpet and her gaze fixed on the door opposite. The build-up of magic beyond it confirmed that it wasn’t Duke. No, the foul feeling crawling over her skin was familiar. Disgustingly familiar. Her lip curled at the corner. Sellers. The collar around her throat throbbed as if in welcome of its master.

She padded lightly across the room to the small kitchenette. Her senses extended to full stretch, all of them. Both magical and mortal. Hearing and smell were both boosted by her non-human nature. There were Red Caps in the corridor. Their stench was unmistakable. She took another deep breath, rolling it over her tongue to taste the scents. Red Caps and a pixie. Just one. A snarl rumbled softly in the back of her throat. Rat. Sellers had sent his pet to collect her.

Well, they might have locked her magic down but that didn’t mean she was defenseless. Back in her day, warrior-mages had to be just that. Warriors as adept with normal weaponry as they were with magical ones. She wrapped her hand around the heavy skillet on the stove, hefting it in her hand. A good weight, and it was iron. The snarl at the corner of her lips turned into a smile. Perfect.

You’ve gone quiet on me, sweetness.

Her mate’s voice sliding into her mind made Chase pause between one step and the next. Shit, her mate was on his way up here. Panic surged through her as magic rose in the corridor. If it had been just the Red Caps out there, she wouldn’t have worried. But Rat was a completely different matter, especially if he was armed with some of Sellers’ toys—the Dragos charm wasn’t the only magical artifact the mad warlock had at his disposal—as she suspected.

Yeah, well... She injected a breathy, flustered note into her mental voice to hide her true purpose from him, and crept toward the door. A lady has to use the facilities once in a while. It’s not the sort of thing she wants her beau to hear, now is it?

 She reached the wall by the side of the door, the plaster cool at her back. Scant inches of wall separated her from the occupants of the corridor but she could feel their malevolence pulsing through it. No doubt they’d realized the fate of John, Karl and their companions.

Oh, I’m your beau now, am I? Are you finally ready to concede we’re mates?

Shit. She had to get him out of here. The magic built further, an uneasy, sickly pressure in the air that didn’t bode well. Not at all. Instinctively she reached for her magic, only to have the collar throb again, almost throwing her to her knees.

Maaaaaybe…. If you get me a pastry. She closed her eyes and pulled strength from her beast to bolster her knees. All the time she whispered a little prayer to Hegra that he’d take the bait. Go back and get her a pastry, giving her time to sort out their visitors. 

A pastry? You’re kidding me, right? His mental voice was incredulous. You want me to go back—

Please. Shit, she shouldn’t beg. It wasn’t her and would tip him off something was wrong. I really like them. And I’m hungry. Really hungry. Being injured and all….

Okay, okay. He huffed, but she could hear the smile in his voice. Pastry it is. Any particular kind?

The magic built to fever pitch, vibrations raising all the fine hairs on her skin as it raced over her to locate the collar. To her left, the door burst inwards, Red Caps flowing through the entry like beads poured from a container. High-pitched cursing shattered the peace and solitude of the apartment.

Not really. Her lips compressed into a thin line she laid about with the skillet, clobbering Red Caps with abandon. Just something sweet and sticky.

Sweet and sticky, got it.

Within seconds, the room rang with death-chimes and became shrouded in green smoke. It didn’t matter how hard she hit them, not with iron. All she had to do was touch them and poof there was one less to battle. The little bastards folded in on themselves, their own magic attacking them at the touch of the iron.

Less than a minute later, she stood in the middle of a clear room, the last of the haze clearing. She snapped her head up at the sound of someone clapping to see Rat leaning in the doorway. Tall and lean, he’d have been handsome without the sneer across his lips. She lifted the skillet threateningly.

“Oh no, sweetheart.” He shook his head and pushed off from the door to saunter forward. “That won’t do anything against me.”

She curled her lip, lifting the pan higher. “Should work just as well against Pixies as it does Red Caps. You’re both Fae, aren’t you?”

“Well, you see. That might work….” He stopped to run a hand through his shoulder-length black hair. “If I wasn’t just half-pixie. The other half?” 

He looked up, grinned and the sudden flash of something darker in his blue eyes took her by surprise. Locked her into place so completely that she could barely breathe, and had no chance of reaching for her other form.

“Well, let’s just say it’ll be a cold day in hell before what else I am succumbs to the mere touch of iron.”

***

A pastry. She wanted a pastry.

Duke sighed and turned around, almost running down an old woman carrying a pet Chihuahua under one arm.

“I’m so sorry,” he said, moving quickly to avoid spilling hot coffee all over her. She looked as human as her dog was canine, but she gave him the gimlet eye anyway. He scanned her with his non-human senses, no sense in getting sloppy. There was always the possibility she was a skin-changer under the layers of a human disguise.

They were harder to spot than most paranormals since they were human. At least until someone looked deeper and saw the evil that lay hidden at the core. Skin-changers were invariably on the dark side. Something about the magic that had wrought the original enchantment. Bad mojo like that could infect a bloodline for generations.

“Grrrrrrr….”

The woman might have been all human and unable to sense what he was, but no such luck with the dog. Not only could most canines and felines sense something beyond his human form, but small dogs, like this one, had that small man syndrome thing going on. It curled its lips back from its teeth in warning, madness in its beady little eyes.

“Oh, shush up, Caesar.” Its owner ordered, running a heavily be-ringed hand over the tiny furry head. “The nice man didn’t mean any harm, so you leave him be.”

Caesar. She’d called it after an emperor. No wonder the furry little runt had delusions of grandeur.

“Grrrrrr…yap yap yap!” 

The thing started to bark, standing up in its owner’s arms to yap at him. It had murder in its eyes. Duke had no doubt that, if it got free, it would try to sharpen its teeth on whatever part of him it could get to. Probably his ankle, before he kicked it into next week.

“Caesar! Bad dog!” The woman chided, trying to pull the tiny little muzzle around so she could look the dog in the eyes. Try as she might, its gaze remained fixed to Duke. He smiled, baring his own teeth, and for a split second, let the fangs of his dragon form punch through his gums. At the same time he slid into the creature’s mind, which turned out to be a roiling mass of doggy insanity, and fed it images of what he really looked like.

Faced with the very real possibility that this was a larger predator that could actually eat it whole, rather than a product of its own tiny, mad little brain, the Chihuahua yelped in surprise and backed up under its owners armpit. If it could have disappeared up its own asshole, it would have.

“I’m so sorry,” the woman babbled, trying to hold onto the struggling dog and smile up at Duke at the same time. “He’s not normally like this. He’s a real people person.”

“No problem at all.” He gave her a reassuring smile and put a hand out to stroke Caesar, and got a whimper from under her arm. “Usually they take to me right away.”

“I wonder if he’s getting sick….” She rooted him out from under her arm, and the dog curled around her hand as if trying to make itself as small as possible. 

“Possibly. He looks tired. Perhaps get him checked out?” Feeling sorry for it, Duke reached out, and eased the creature into sleep with a quick mental touch.

“Oh, yes. He does. And I’ll do that, thank you.” With a smile, the woman tucked the dog into her arms like a baby and turned away.

Duke breathed a sigh of relief and carried on himself. His sweetness wanted a pastry, and good mate that he was, he would fetch one. Glancing at the disposable mugs on the tray he held in one hand, he grimaced. They’d be cold before he got back. With a sigh, he dropped them into the trash and carried on walking.

He hadn’t gotten more than a couple of steps when he slowed, a frown creasing his brow. Something was wrong. At first he’d thought his mate had simply gotten shy after their flirting, but the more he thought about it, the more that didn’t fit. Not at all.

His footsteps stopped, and he turned to look back the way he’d come. People passed him by with nothing more than an irritated glance if he happened to be standing in their path. He ignored them.

Admittedly, he didn’t know much about his mate. But he did know she wasn’t the shy sort of female. She worked for Sellers, was a capable female in a fight and claimed to be some Queen’s bodyguard. A warrior-knight from somewhere…in the past, maybe? She’d asked him if he was born in this time. Which indicated perhaps that she hadn’t been?

And if she had been born in the past, a noble-woman who’d become a knight, then she was not the sort of woman to get flustered over a little light flirtation….

Sweetness, they’re all out of pastries…will a donut do instead?

There was no answer to his mental enquiry. Worse, there wasn’t even the ‘static’ he’d come to realize meant that she could hear him but had declined to reply. Shit. He picked up speed, half-jogging as he wove through the now thinning crowds, his pace increasing until he was at a flat out run.

He hit the main doors of his building’s lobby at full speed, crashing through them and almost flattening Ris, coming the other way, at the same time. The Seer’s face was pale, and grew even paler when he spotted Duke.

“Holy shit, please tell me you didn’t leave Chase on her own?”

Duke didn’t even manage to get a word out in reply before Ris grabbed his upper arms and shook him, his expression one of panic. “It’s not a focus. It’s a control collar. Which means she’s not working for Sellers. She’s his slave.”

 







CHAPTER SEVEN

 

Whatever Rat had hit her with, there was nothing Chase could do to combat it. Even calling on the strength of her dragon to throw everything the beast had to offer did nothing. As soon as he clicked his fingers and beckoned, her body obeyed. Screaming inside, she followed him like a puppy as he turned and walked out of Duke’s apartment.

He led her down the corridor toward the elevator. All she could see was his broad back, the fabric of the wife-beater vest he wore straining over the heavy muscles of his shoulders.

No one they passed gave either of them a second glance. Not even with Rat dressed as he was, jeans tucked into battered combat boots and his hair loose around his shoulders. She studied the color. It was flat, obviously dyed. No doubt to hide the Day-Glo hair his race was known for. Although why would he bother to hide it with the tattoos that were scrawled all over his arms, pixie tattoos for those who knew what they were looking at, on display for everyone to see?

Her eyes were the only thing she could move of her own volition, so she tried to catch the attention of everyone they passed, but no one looked at her. Their gazes skittered sideways, as though she and Rat weren’t there at all. As though there was some kind of invisibility spell around them.

Confusion flooded her. Pixies, although nasty sons of bitches, just weren’t that powerful. Certainly not powerful enough to hold a dragon in thrall, let alone hold one in thrall while maintaining an invisibility cloak. Not many creatures were. So what the hell else was he? The magic had to be inherent, because he looked the same as he always had. No extra jewelry, nor was he carrying anything that could be focusing the power. Unless Sellers had spelled him? She dismissed the idea as soon as it occurred. Sellers might believe he was the most powerful warlock in existence, but he wasn’t anywhere near powerful enough to maintain two spells like that over this distance.

They reached the elevators at the end of the corridor and she stopped between one step and the next, left swaying like a puppet on a string. Rat reached out for the button. A slight glow on the inside of his arm caught her attention. She frowned, narrowing her eyes to bring whatever it was into focus, but she still couldn’t make it out.

Frustration rolled through her and she flicked her sight to the dragons’. Her vision lit up, like someone had shoved a billion-watt search-light right in her face. She slammed her eyelids shut, squeezing them tight but the symbols lit up on his arm felt like they were burnt into the back of her retinas.

She recognized the etchings, even though the last time she’d seen them was in a dusty tome in the Queen’s library. Demon runes. Usually found on demons. As a race, they weren’t big on pen and paper, preferring to carve their runes right into skin. Theirs, their victims, or into the very skin of the magical world itself, they didn’t much care.

Concentrating hard, she tried to recall anything that would help from her brief glance at those old books and scrolls but came up blank. She’d never been well-versed in the ways of the demon-kind, had never needed to be. Queen Megaris, Baby’s mother, had always dealt with the monarchs of the various hells, right up to their head honcho, the King of the Seven Hells.

Hegra’s tits.

What the hell was a pixie doing wearing demon runes? Her mind dragged up the memory of the look on his face and the darkness in his eyes, and thrust it right behind her eyes. He was half demon. He had to be. Nothing else would be able to pull that kind of power. What was a half-demon doing working for Sellers though? She was powerful, but demons were on a whole different scale. A half demon, hell, even a quarter-demon would piss all over Sellers’ pathetic little Dragos enchantment.

The lift pinged open and six faces looked at them in unison. Her breath left her lungs in a rush when Duke wasn’t among them. Unable to move, she cut a glance at Rat. Shit. She had to do something. But what? These were all humans and Rat…wasn’t.

“Out,” he growled, jerking a thumb over his shoulder. “Now.”

The six occupants needed no further encouragement, and fled the confines of the lift in silence with pale faces. Terror streamed from their pores like perfume, trailing after them. Vivid splashes of scent for a creature who saw the world that way. 

Rat entered the lift, and when he clicked his fingers, she did as well, standing to face him. Her body automatically assumed an ‘at ease’ position, variants of which had been the default resting position for soldiers throughout the ages. She met his look with a glare, cursing him in the back of her mind.

“What’s the matter Chase?” He smirked. “Cat got your tongue?”

If she could have lifted her hand she’d have flipped him the bird, a gesture from this day and age she particularly liked. Bastard knew she couldn’t talk. The pressure that had been a tight band around her head eased up and she sighed in relief.

Bastard.

He chuckled, his smile easy and disturbingly attractive. “Why, thank you, I am.”

What are you? You’re not just a pixie, that’s for sure.

He folded his arms over his chest, muscles bulging under the tattooed skin. His expression was hard, implacable and she shivered. She’d seen people do that before. Go from laughing and joking to stone-cold emotionless in the blink of an eye. Usually they were as dangerous as hell.

“And here I was thinking you were intelligent, dragon.” He threw the last word at her with a sneer.

The door pinged and slid open but not onto the lobby she was expecting. Instead they stepped into a long corridor she hadn’t seen before. Rat pushed off, not even bothering to click his fingers any more to make her follow and she realized that he’d never needed to. The gesture had been mere showmanship.

You know, or suspect, exactly what I am. He slid into her mind with an ease that scared her. Hurriedly, she slammed mental blocks into place, locking all her thoughts and memories away from his prying eyes. Amusement pushed against her as he preceded her down the corridor. Child’s tricks, but don’t worry. I’m not after anything in your head. This method of communication is…. More secure, shall we say?

He doesn’t know what you are. She didn’t bother sugar-coating it, nor did she wipe the curiosity from her mind. There was no point. A person would have to be dead not to be curious what a half-demon was doing working for a twat like Sellers.

Never judge a book by its cover, or assume a person’s motivations. He looked back over his shoulder and, as she watched, the darkness in his eyes disappeared under the blue-gray color she was used to seeing. A lighter color, she realized suddenly, than was normal for a pixie. Might makes right, the end justifies the means. Not all that glitters is gold…and not all that is light is good.

What the hell is this? Riddle night? she snapped, trying to get a good look at the corridor they were walking down.

She hadn’t missed the slight shiver against her skin when they’d stepped from the lift; a classic sign of a teleportation spell. And all her instincts told her that they were underground, somewhere near Sellers’ lair. But these corridors had been all dank and dark. Should have been rough sewerage tunnels leading to bare rock. They’d changed, which meant Sellers was getting stronger. A lot stronger. And that was so not a good sign.

A door loomed ahead, swinging open to reveal a gaggle of Red Caps. Spotting the two walking up the corridor, they started to giggle, the high-pitched sound grating on what was left of Chase’s nerves.

“Hahahaha! Rat found the dragon-bitch!”

“Sellers is maaaaaaad!”

“Dragon gonna get it! Dragon gonna get it!”

So, you…big scary half-demon, are content to be ordered around by a little piss-ant like Sellers? You expect me to believe that?

Rat didn’t answer her, instead striding through the doors and into the main hall beyond. Whatever magic he was using yanked her along for the ride, but as soon as she got through the door, she forgot all about how he was controlling her in favor of shock.

The last time she’d seen the hall, when Sellers had beaten her, she could easily see through his little illusion spell. Now though, it was complete and rang—pulsed—with power. He had gotten stronger.

“Well, well…the prodigal daughter returns.”

Rat’s magic turned her and Sellers came into her field of vision. Instead of the leather couch he’d manifested before, he now sat on a throne. The full on, real deal made of gold and encrusted with gemstones. Dressed head to toe in black silk, he lounged with one leg folded over the other, a goblet dangling idly from one hand.

He twisted his wrist, as though swirling liquid in the bottom but she didn’t need to smell the coppery-sweet aroma that rose into the air with the movement to know it was blood. Not when he smiled and she could see the evidence painted over his lips.

Heart in her throat, her gaze cut to Baby’s cage. Sure enough, the little dragonet lay slumped on the floor behind the bars. Her scales were almost translucent.

“You bastard,” she roared, not realizing that Rat had released his hold on her throat until her roar of fury filled the air. “If you’ve killed her I am going to end you. I’m going to fucking roast you. Slowly. I’ll cook you from the toes up, inch by inch. I’ll boil your intestines in your own fat and spit-roast your heart on my talon while you watch!”

The warlock chuckled, and lifted the glass again. As he took a sip she could see the power pulsing through him. Stolen power. Stolen life.

Guilt hit her hard and fast as she raged against Rat’s hold. If she hadn’t been so stubborn, so full of ego, she’d have given into her own instincts and followed the damn warden’s advice. She’d have had sex with her mate, broken the control spell and be facing Sellers with all her powers, not held in thrall by a bastard demon. Instead, her damn pride may have cost Baby—the baby she’d sworn to protect—her life.

A keening cry rose in the back of Chase’s throat, drawn from her very soul— Baby’s slumped form in her cage fuzzy from the tears obliterating her vision. The small female hadn’t even been old enough to shift to human and claim her own name. Like all those in the royal line, she hadn’t been born human, but had been hatched. An ancient way to prove an heir was pure-blooded enough to take the throne. A throne she’d never sit on now. 

“You’ve been holding out on me.” Sellers demanded, rising from his throne and throwing the goblet down to shatter on the floor. As he strode forward, an enterprising Red Cap mopped up the traces of blood that had spilled on the floor. “Haven’t you…Rat?”

Confusion swamped the pixie’s face an instant before he was swamped by Red Caps. The enchantment holding Chase in place loosened off and she shouted a warning just in time for him to duck and avoid decapitation by pike. Unable to move, she shifted her throat long enough to roast the three trying to gut him. Their dying screams were overlaid by the jaunty jingle that announced their deaths.

But this was no fight in the alley against a few. Sellers had hordes of Red Caps at his command. She raced to Rat’s side, grabbing a few and hauling them off him into the wall behind them. They hit with a sickening crunch, sliding down the wall to land in crumbled heaps that moaned pitifully.

“Enough!” Sellers roared and waved his hand.

Chase found herself locked down again, her arm raised in a blow that didn’t reach its target. The Red Cap snickered and made a foul gesture, then stuck its tongue out at her. She memorized its face, so she could track it down and rip that fucking tongue right out its head later.

“Leave them alone,” the Dragos ordered, walking down the steps from his throne toward them. With surprise she realized that Rat was immobile as well. At least she did when he was carried by a group of Red Caps in front of her, body frozen in mid-step. What the hell? Rat was demon…there was no way Sellers should be able to freeze him like that.

Sellers appeared in front of her, stepping right in to look directly into her eyes. She couldn’t do anything, couldn’t even take a step back to get away from his halitosis.

“Honor isn’t the only dragon-mate, is she, Chase?”

He knew. A chill ran down her spine but she was too old at this game to give anything away. There was no way she was giving Duke up. Even if they had mated, which they hadn’t, no dragon would give their sole reason for living over to someone like Sellers to be used as a sacrifice. Instead she gave him her best blank face. It was a good one, no one had ever been able to beat her at runes back in the barracks. Besides, she couldn’t answer when he had her locked out with magic.

Sellers’ eyes shifted, and he snorted in frustration. A wave of his hand and the pressure eased up on her throat so she could talk. “I don’t know what you’re going on about.”

 “Oh, come now, my dear.” He stroked the side of her cheek, his face so close that she could see the tiny broken veins under the skin of his nose. His skin there was ruddy, the effect of too much alcohol if she didn’t miss her guess. Typical of the sort of man who would use a Dragos charm.

He grabbed her jaw, strong fingers biting deep, snarling so close to her face that spittle splattered across her skin. “We both know that there’s more going on behind that pretty face than the dumb blonde act you’re trying to feed me. So fucking stop it.”

He shoved her away, knocking her off balance. Wincing internally, she waited to hit the ground, but it didn’t happen. Twenty small hands grabbed her, supporting her body. The Red Caps. Instead of letting her fall, they hefted her up.

“Get her over there next to him,” Sellers ordered, motioning them ahead of him. She tried to struggle, to find some away to break Sellers’ control but it was just as futile as it always was. Her magic was still locked away, so close that she could feel it, but whenever she tried to touch it, it was like an invisible door was in the way. She raged and pushed against it, trying to loop what little power she could glean from her dragon back and over on itself.

The Red Caps giggled to themselves, racing with her across the room to bundle her onto a high altar. She sucked in a hard breath when her back hit the cold stone, a vicious shove from several hands turning her on her side.

Rat lay opposite on an identical altar, his big body relaxed as if in sleep. No, not in sleep. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead, then broke away to roll down his skin. He was fighting the enchantment. She held her breath, ignoring Sellers and his evil little minions moving around in the background. Rat was fighting the enchantment and winning. As she watched, his head began to turn toward her, his lips moving hesitantly at first, then with more assurance.

Their gazes locked. His lips moved again and she felt the pressure over her body beginning to lift. Only a tiny amount, but she could feel it. Elation flooded her. Whatever Rat was doing, the doorway between her and her magic had begun to weaken.

“Now, now, my dearies…you’re going to help me sort this little mate problem I have.” Sellers laughed as he walked between them, beginning to chant as he did so.

Chase frowned, trying to make the words out but his pronunciation was off. As though he’d only ever read the words in a book and never heard them spoken. The magic around him seemed equally confused, the witching flaring to life one moment only to flicker the next, like a candle about to go out.

The words were familiar, but it wasn’t a branch of magic she’d paid much attention to. More hedge-witchery than anything. She followed the words, working out the correct pronunciation and the spell came to her.

Her eyes snapped open. Hegra’s tits, it was a bloody love spell. The control collar’s hold weakened enough for her to slam her head back against the stone. Whether she broke it or not made no difference though if he completed that incantation. Even without knowing the correct pronunciation, the witching had begun to respond to him, forming the sigils of the spell in the air. Arcane sigils formed from magic itself, wrapping around two others, symbols that represented both her and Rat.

“No!” The pixie bellowed, still fighting the immobility spell. He’d managed to get his shoulders and chest free, and thrashed on the stone, but his arms and legs were still frozen. “You god-damned idiot. You’re playing with forces you have no clue about!”

Sellers laughed, the sound ringing with arrogance. “Yes, yes, my dear. And I’m sure you’re going to roast my intestines as well, just like our dear Miss Nightborne. Really, these threats are getting rather boring.”

He finished the incantation, the last word ringing in the air like a death knell. Chase squeezed her eyes shut as the magic wrapped around her. Settled into her bones. Caged her heart. Quickly she wrapped up her memories and feelings for Duke and locked them down tight, so deep that they were nearly with her dragon. She needed to preserve them, protect them, because the next time she opened her eyes, the magic would convince her that she was in love with someone else. 

 







CHAPTER EIGHT

 

They were at one of Sellers’ clubs. Oh, not his official ‘day job’ clubs. The gentlemen’s clubs where the alcohol was almost as old as she was and discreet encounters in one of the upstairs rooms could be arranged with a quick nod of the head. Places that reeked of class, with the wood paneling to match.

This place reeked all right, but not of class. Instead it reeked of desperation and blood. Of tears and pain, hopelessness and despair. And there was no getting out.

Poured into a dress that exposed far too much of everything for her liking, and heels that would break her ankles before the night was out, Chase staggered, and bumped into Rat. He wrapped an arm around her, saving her from falling gracelessly to the floor and she couldn’t help but shoot him a grateful look. He smiled back, and, as if on instinct, his hand swept down her back, lingering in the curve of her waist.

She stiffened but then her body took over, the love potion Sellers had fed to them both over-ruling her need to get away from a man not her mate. Her struggle was reflected in Rat’s face, the darkness in his eyes flaring for a second only to be snuffed out and frustration replace it.

“Got it?” he asked, sweat beading on his brow as he forced himself to release her.

She nodded, quickly stepping away from him to save them both the temptation. “Yeah, I’m good. Thanks.”

Behind them, Sellers chuckled. “Fight it all you like, my dears. It won’t make a blind bit of difference.”

Rat flipped him the bird, saving Chase the need to and she walked on ahead into the club. She’d been here before, of course. Unlike the upmarket elegance of Sellers’ other clubs, which she’d been too rarely, the only paneling here was the wood covering the concrete floor. 

The club was dimly lit, and tables surrounded a pit in the floor. Mostly male, the patrons were dressed expensively and she knew the champagne filling the glasses would be the good stuff. It always was. Despite the rough surroundings, tickets to this club and others like it over the city, were highly sought after. They were also very costly, for one reason. The higher the price, the higher the stakes. No one who’d spent a king’s ransom to be here and view the ‘delights’ on offer would risk it all by selling Sellers out to the authorities. 

And they all made her sick. This wasn’t a normal club, not at all. This was the sort of club where not all those in attendance were human, or even there of their own volition. Which was what these leeches paid top dollar for.

Sellers strode past them, snagging a microphone from one of the hovering suited-up lackeys. She ignored them. Sellers’ gophers in the human world, they weren’t worth bothering about.

“Gentlemen!” Sellers made his way to the opposite side of the pit, spotlighted while the gaping yaw of darkness opened in front of him. It was empty at the moment, but the guests all tried to peer into it anyway. She snorted. As if they’d have been able to see anything anyway, what with their weak human vision.

“So good of you to join me this evening. And let me tell you, we have some treats in store for you tonight!”

She turned away, letting Sellers’ voice fall into the background, and made her way to the table at the back of the room. It was set away from the rest and, typically for her egomaniac ‘master’, raised on a small dais. She turned, automatically scanning the layout of the room and its occupants. Open-plan with little cover, it wouldn’t be an easy place to defend.

Another abandoned building, this time what looked like a warehouse, the ceiling was high and dark beyond the pendant lighting that had been installed as part of the ‘club refit’. Too high. Too dark. Anyone could be watching from up there, the old windows were barely proof against the elements, let alone a determined intruder. But then, the only people likely to attack were the authorities…or her mate, so she didn’t plan on defending anything. Certainly not Sellers’ worthless ass.

“He’s got detection spells rigged all over the place.” 

Rat followed her gaze for a moment, then dropped to sprawl effortlessly over the low, padded seating that ran around the table in a semi-circle. Unbidden, her gaze followed him, noting the way he moved. Admiring the hard, muscular body under the suit Sellers had picked out for him, just like he’d picked out her outfit; a skimpy shift dress that exposed most of her arms and legs.

“Fucking spell.” She tore her gaze away, breathing hard. It was getting harder and harder to stay away from the half-pixie, when everything within her wanted to curl around him like a cat.

“Don’t look at me,” he advised in a soft voice, and when she looked at him, he was looking up at the ceiling. It was easier to pull away and look up when their gazes weren’t connected. Idly flicking her vision over to that of her dragon, she picked out the runes of the spells Sellers had in place. She frowned as, one by one, the runes went dark.

“Are you doing that?” she asked Rat, and when he didn’t answer, turned to look at him. 

He was right there, almost nose to nose with her, his blue eyes darker with lust and whatever it was demon’s thought about.

“No….” He picked up a strand of her hair and tugged gently, bringing her closer. “My sole contribution to our escape was a phone call.”

“Phone call?” Her lips phrased the question but her mind had gone blank the closer he got. Heat and need shivered through her, her entire body aching for the touch of his lips on hers. Within her, her dragon recoiled, but even that didn’t seem to matter. All that mattered was the man who pulled her into his arms, and laid his lips over hers.

***

“This Sellers bastard is taking the piss now,” Jared Stone, one of the team with Duke, grumbled as they climbed the ancient fire escapes to get to the roof of the building their anonymous tip had said the next illegal fight would be. Not only that, but the tip-off had also confirmed that Sellers was supposed to be in attendance. After a day of chasing his tail, terrified for his mate, Duke was ready to go to war on less. “This is way too close to the last location.”

Duke ignored the chatter behind him, leading the way across the walkways. His vision was half and half, the dragon half giving him an overlay of where all Sellers’ spells were. The runes danced and pulsed in the corners of his eyes, not there when he looked directly at them, so he had to turn and use his peripheral vision to lock them down.

He reached the largest concentration and squatted down next to a window, motioning to the others to spread out. After the tip off, Iliona had assembled a task-force. Pretty much every operative who wasn’t out on assignment was in the darkness somewhere around him. They had werewolves, gargoyles…hell, even the Dyrad, Destiny, was with them tonight, although Duke wasn’t sure what help she’d be in a building constructed of concrete and steel.

“Way, way too close.” Jared continued to grumble, leaning against a support pillar two down from Duke. “Does he think we’re stupid or something?”

“Yeah. Well,” Rhod Claus, looked up and grinned. “With you, he’d be right.”

“Screw you, Santa.”

“Hey!” Rhod looked down through the window again, but continued the banter. “No dissing the big man. Or you get coal this year.”

Another operative a little way down the roof popped his head up. Cole, Rhod’s brother, and another Santa elf. “What’s that? Who gets me?”

Rhod sighed. “Not you, dipshit. Coal, coal. Real coal.”

“Well, you should’ve said!” Cole opened his mouth to deliver another salvo, but Duke had had enough.

“Shut it! This is a serious operation, not an episode of The Three fucking Stooges!”

Cole nodded, but flipped his brother the bird anyway. “Suits me. Have you seen the peep show going on down there? Dudes need to get a room, like seriously.”

Duke reached out a tendril of shadow, sliding it through a broken corner of the glass like an octopus’ tentacle to snuff out the runes nearest to them. He worked out, giving them an area to work with, but not one large enough that would trigger alarm. Hopefully, Sellers would just think some pigeon had flown through the rune and disturbed it. To facilitate that line of thought, he slid the tendril behind a group of roosting birds and knocked them all off their perches. Flapping and feathers ensued, giving him chance to crack the window open and peer through the gap.

What he saw stopped him dead. There, below them, was Chase, wrapped up in some guy’s arms. Kissing him. Not just kissing him. He had her under him on the plush seating, her blonde hair spread around her like a bright halo. Rage hit him as he froze in place, red filtering over his vision. She was his mate. His.

“Hey…Duke. Mate, you need to calm it down.” Jared’s worried tones filtered through the roaring in his ears and he blinked, the red mist sliding away until he could look up at the werewolf. Jared’s eyes were maxed out with his wolf, but the concerned expression was all human. His gaze flicked down to Duke’s hand, then back up again.

Duke followed the look. His hand was wrapped around a steel girder. Or what was left of it anyway. He’d crushed the thing in his rage. Releasing his grip and moving his hand revealed a perfect imprint.

“Thought you were gonna scale out on us there, big man.” Jared joked, but his tone was too serious. “And this roof just won’t take all of us and your big, scaly ass, you know? So keep it together man, at least until we get in there?”

Sucking in a hard breath, Duke nodded. Ris had given him the low down on the collar Chase wore. An ancient magic, it controlled her and her magic. Whatever she did, whatever atrocities she’d committed in the past while wearing the collar, was all down to Sellers. She wasn’t responsible for and couldn’t control her own actions.

He had to hold onto that thought or he’d go mad. Madder, because he was pretty fucking mad right now.

“The other teams are already in position,” Rhod confirmed, his voice business-like now as everyone looked toward Duke. Since he was the lead on this investigation, it was his operation and his call. “Just waiting on your say-so, boss-man.”

He nodded, and a slow, dangerous grin spread over his face.

“Let’s burn this fucking place down.”

***

Kissing Rat was, in a word, amazing. For a moment, everything around them—the club, the chatter of the clientele, the sound of Sellers’ voice as he announced the first of the fights—fell away. Rat’s lips were warm and firm and for an evil villain’s lackey he sure as hell knew how to kiss.

With how rough and tough he looked, she didn’t anticipate the soft brush of his mouth over hers, nor the skilful way he used his lips and tongue to seduce her. She murmured in the back of her throat and let him ease her back onto the seat behind. His hands were gentle but firm. She frowned as he teased the corner of her lips, tempting her to open up for him.

It shouldn’t be this way. The way he looked, he should be pawing and groping at her…something, anything that would make it easy for her to push him away. But he didn’t. Instead, he treated her with such tenderness that she wanted—no, needed—to relax into his arms.

He groaned when she parted her lips, and tilted his head to deepen the kiss, the low sound echoed by her softer moan. She wrapped her arms around his broad shoulders, the fire in her blood settling low in her stomach. She wanted this. Needed it…. Didn’t she?

Gasping, she broke away but it didn’t deter him. Instead, he trailed a line of kisses down her throat, murmuring endearments between each caress. She frowned as the sense of wrongness grew. One part of her wanted to relax, really get into it with Rat but there was the niggling sense she’d forgotten something. When she prodded the thought though, it slipped through her fingers, only to reform again at the edge of her mind, tantalizingly out of reach. 

She closed her eyes again, turning towards Rat’s embrace but still the niggle remained. It was like this was just sex, the act not quite connecting with her soul. The feeling was blocked before it could quite reach even though she could feel the tug on her soul as something, the magic of their bond, tried to bind them together. Each time it tried though, something slid between it and its goal.

She frowned again, breaking away to push at Rat’s arms. “No, stop. Something’s wrong.”

“Shh, baby.” His lips were warm on her neck, nuzzling under her ear. “I’ve got you. No one can see us back here. Just relax, we’ve got plenty of time before he gets back.”

The doubt hit again, this time in a crippling wave. The magic was trying to cloud her memories. Trying to creep into her mind and blur everything she knew to be true. It was wrong. A sticky, awful feeling that hit her right in the pit of her stomach. Bile rose. A hot tide trying to bubble over as, within, her dragon pitched a fit. Trying to claw its way out and rip the demon to pieces.

Demon. Her brain latched onto that one piece of information in the myriad others flowing through her brain. The dragon knew. The dragon had known all along what Rat was. Demon. 

Fuck.

She pulled back, tension running through her body but before she could do or say anything, all hell broke loose.

The ceiling exploded, showering the screaming guests with shards of glass and bits of masonry. Doors burst inward, wood splintering under heavy boots as armed men swarmed through them. The lights cut out and plunged them into darkness punctuated only by the flashlights held by the intruders. Shots rang out, echoed by screams and the roar of whatever creatures were in the pit.

“Get off me,” she bellowed over the noise, and pushed Rat hard. He fell backward, dropping into the space between the seating and the table. She left him there, wrenching the stupid heels off her feet to clamber over the table.

She stood barefoot in the middle of the melee, all her senses extended to try to spot Sellers. With all this, he would be distracted. Perhaps long enough for her to dispatch the asshole into the next life.

A table a few feet away overturned, toppling the men trying to get around it into the pit below. Twin snarls cut through the other noises, quickly followed by screams as the pit claimed two unexpected victims. She tilted her head to the side. Sounded like Manticores down there. Rough way to go.

A suited guest ran into her, grabbing her upper arms in a hard grip. “We’ve got to get out of here,” he shouted, face bare inches from hers, a wild and panicked look in his eyes.

“Which way?” He shook her so hard that her teeth practically rattled in her head. Her temper snapped and she moved, slamming her forehead against his hard. He went down like a stone to lie whimpering on the floor.

“That way, asshole,” she muttered, leaving him there to stalk off into the darkness looking for her prey.

The club was in total uproar, but the intruders, all dressed in black with ‘PPA’ or ‘Police’ emblazoned across their chests, had quickly started to round up the panicked guests. She helped a couple of times by tripping one that had fled or shoving another in the direction of the waiting authorities before sliding back into the darkness. Sellers might have managed to lock her into her human form again, but that didn’t mean she was defenseless. She could move in the darkness easily, force the shadows to wrap around her still, even if she couldn’t become part of it at the moment.

“Where is he?”

“Get this lot out of here!”

Spotting Sellers over the other side of the pit, she tried to work her away around before he could slip away through one of the side entrances concealed over there. She knew him, he’d have at least three escape strategies, although she didn’t know if any of them included taking on the police and this PPA group the rest seemed to be from.

“Fuck’s sake, what the hell is that down there?”

A roar from the Manticores in the pit forced several back and she had to change direction suddenly to skirt around them. Sellers reached a door and with a quick backward glance to see if he’d been spotted, disappeared through it.

“Hegra’s tits,” she hissed, drawing out the sound in her frustration. Another group of police hemmed her in on the left so she turned right, looking for a way around the pit to follow Sellers. Alone and on the run, she still had a chance of killing the bastard. It wasn’t just sex with her mate that could break the curse. So could death, and it sure as hell wasn’t going to be hers.

Ducking around a pillar, she had barely taken a step when a figure materialized out of the darkness and shadow. Familiar green eyes looked down at her, anger boiling in their depths.

“Going somewhere, sweetness?”

 







CHAPTER NINE

 

In all her years, Chase had never seen anyone as mad as her mate. She hadn’t managed to get a word in edgeways at the club. He’d shifted and yanked her out of there so fast that her ears had rung. Unable to change, all she’d been able to do was curl up in the cage of his claws and watch as the city fell away behind them.

The moon high in the sky lit their way, the rhythmic beat of his wings and the roar of the wind in her ears her only company. Long minutes passed before she spoke.

Duke?

Her tentative mental query was met with stony silence. Not the static-silence that would have indicated the link was broken, or not there at all. Instead it was a wall, one that had been deliberately erected against her. To keep her out.

She shivered, huddling closer to his scales. The wind whistled through his claws and her outfit wasn’t exactly suitable for a high altitude night flight. Using the little gap she had in the wall between her and her dragon, she pulled energy to heat herself. A pitiful amount but anything was better than shivering so hard her teeth nearly broke from the chattering.

Duke?

More silence, but his massive paws tightened. She yelped a little as the cage she sat in suddenly became tighter but then the scales over his palms started to heat up. A sigh of relief escaped her as the sudden heat beat against her chilled body. A small act but one of caring even though he was obviously furious. 

Please. Talk to me.

He still didn’t respond and misery wound around her heart. Leaning her head against the inside of one of his talons, she watched the landscape below idly. They’d left the city behind long ago, and where now into countryside. Lots and lots of countryside. Where, she had no clue.

Since Sellers had pulled her from the cave she and Baby had slept in for centuries, they’d been firmly based in the city. She hadn’t had time to look over a map of the surrounding countryside to even hazard a guess as to where Duke was taking her. And since he wouldn’t talk to her, she had little chance of gleaning anything from him. 

Besides, right now, she didn’t care. Fate had given her a mate though all her life she never thought she’d be lucky enough to be granted such a boon. But now he was mad with her, really mad. So mad he wouldn’t even let their minds touch, even though holding himself away from her had to be hurting him just as much as it hurt her. Tears pricked the back of her eyes.

Perhaps she deserved his anger, perhaps she was the cast-iron bitch her fellow warriors had always called her; incapable of being loved. Hells, perhaps she took after her mother in that as well as everything else. Nevaris had been a legend at court, a warrior-mage of such renown they’d told tales of her abilities for centuries after her death. But they’d also told stories of her cold heart, of the husband who’d taken a suicide mission rather than return to his wife. 

Maybe she deserved a mate who hated her. 

Slumped in his paw and lost in her own thoughts, she barely noticed the change in altitude until there were treetops just under her feet. Duke wheeled around, one wing dipping until the tip made the leaves beneath rustle.

They left the trees behind, a lake opening out beneath them. She caught sight of her own reflection but then they were landing in front of a small cabin set back from the shore. She lifted her head, and breathed in to taste the air. They were the only people —human or para—around for miles.

Duke dropped off the wing and managed as neat a shift from dragon to human as she’d ever see—barely a pop or crack of bone as he folded his dragon form back into the human. He came out the other side fully clothed and carrying her in his arms instead of the massive paws. She bit back her gasp of surprise in favor of wrapping her arms around his neck.

A quick glance up confirmed he was still mad. His jaw was tight, controlled. The moonlight overhead cast his features in hard lines. Pebbles crunched under his feet as he headed toward the cabin.

“Where are we?” Her voice sounded odd. Too loud in the silence of this sanctuary.

“Safe house.” To her surprise, Duke answered her, then kicked the door open. It opened easily, as though unlatched. He stepped through, hooking a foot around it to close it. The lock clicked without him turning and candles flared to life around them, lighting the room.

Magic. She’d felt the brief flare press against her, but it had been gone so quickly admiration rolled through her. Neat, efficient. No sloppy overspill. How had she ever thought him to be magically immature and ill-disciplined? She hadn’t even seen him at the club, but he had to have been there. She’d felt the deft touch as someone had reached out to snuff out Sellers’ detection spells, and hadn’t been fooled by the flutter of wings that had fooled everyone else. He didn’t have formal training, but he had raw ability and somehow he’d learnt to focus it all on his own.

She looked around. The room was small. Homely. A couch sat in front of an open fireplace, a table and chairs to the side. Beyond that lay an open-plan kitchen, with a closed door she could only assume led to a bathroom and maybe a bedroom.

He turned his head to look at her and for a second the mask slipped. She caught her breath at the anger and pain reflected in the depths of his eyes. But he recovered quickly, the pain blanked out to leave only fury.

“Who was he?” He demanded, sliding her down the front of his body. She felt every hard plain of muscle, every corded ridge of his abs, and the bulge between his thighs. He was aroused despite his anger, but that didn’t surprise her. Dragons were a passionate race, and shadows were among the more volatile either on the battlefield or in the bedroom.

She opened her mouth to explain. She needed to explain. Needed him not to look at her with anger in his eyes, or hate in his heart. But he didn’t give her the chance, dropping his head so that his lips whispered over hers. His nearness, and the awareness that punched a hole in her gut, held her spell-bound.

“I don’t want to know.” His voice was low and dangerous, a silky thread in it that made everything feminine in her sit up and take notice. “Instead I’m going to fuck you until the only name you remember to scream is mine.”

His lips crashed down over hers, the kiss hard and bruising but she didn’t care. A whimper escaped her throat as she cleaved herself to him. Trying to get closer. His rage fed her arousal, fed the tension between them.

His tongue swept along the seam of her lips, branding her and demanding access at the same time. She couldn’t resist him, not even furious like this. She should. She knew that. She should push him away, not let him do this while he was so angry with her. But she couldn’t.

With a small moan, she parted her lips and gave him her surrender. With a growl of triumph he surged in. His tongue tangled with hers, his hand driving into the curls at the nape of her neck to hold her still while he took what he wanted.

His kiss blew her away, anger feeding passion and turning back on itself. Never-ending. All-consuming. She whimpered, digging her fingers into his strong upper arms to anchor herself to something. He walked her backward to the couch, his lips were almost bruising on hers. Perhaps that was what she deserved though….

They fell together to the soft surface of the couch, his arm under her head. Protecting her despite his mood. Instantly, he pulled her under him, his manner dominant and possessive, but he wasn’t hurting her. He pinned her with ease, hands firm and determined, but not cruel. 

Breaking away from the kiss, he trailed his lips down her throat. She cleared hers, needing to say something, anything.

“Shut up.” He pulled back, cutting her off with a finger over her lips. “I’m still mad.”

She didn’t talk, kissing his finger instead. He closed his eyes, and swore, dropping his head until the ends of his hair touched the skin of her shoulder. Silky-soft, they held traces of citrus shampoo and cologne. Her lips curved into a soft smile. He had a habit of running his hands through his hair.

She carried on kissing, urging him to open his hand so that she could kiss along his palm. Without a word she moved his hand, placing it over her heart. He lifted his head, his direct look spearing her to the soul. Heat and weakness flooded her body when he bent his head to claim her lips again, this time in a softer kiss.

At least, it started off soft. A slow slide of lips over lips, then the added brush of a tongue…more. Deeper. Urgent. Until his hands were in her hair again and his body pressed her hard into the couch. She whimpered, shifting to cradle him in her parted thighs. The thick length of his cock pressed against her belly, burning through the thin layers of clothing that separated them.

Rocking her hips, she tried to get more sensation. More everything. She needed this male. Needed to feel him moving over her, within her. Another whimper escaped and she pulled at his shirt, manifesting claws in her passion that tore the fabric loudly.

He sucked in a hard breath at the sound, kissing her with abandon. Lifting one hand to between his shoulder-blades, he tore the ruined garment off and threw it aside. Then it was her turn to suck in a breath as her gaze roved over him. Clothed, some would mistake him for a little on the lean side, but with nothing to conceal the perfection of his body, she could admire the definition of his hard physique.

Wide shoulders fed into well-muscled arms and a broad chest, then down into washboard abs hard enough to bounce pennies off. Murmuring softly in the back of her throat, she reached out to stroke a finger down the center of all that definition. He rumbled in the back of his throat, watching her. The bright ring at the center of his eyes betrayed the presence of his dragon, the predator watching her as surely as the man did.

She dragged her finger lower, until she reached his waistband. She hooked a finger underneath and popped the first button. He let her. Emboldened, she moved down and popped a second, then a third. On the fourth, the fly gave and his cock sprang free into her hand. Automatically she wrapped her hand around him, and her eyes widened when her fingers barely met around the thick shaft.

She moved her hand, sliding up and down his cock in long, sure strokes. He moaned, lips parted and his eyes fluttering closed. Hegra’s tits, he was freaking huge. Her pussy clenched, her clit aching at the thought of that hard length sliding within her. She needed to make that a reality as soon as possible.

“Like this.” The sound of his deep voice startled her as his hand covered her, adjusting the length and speed of her strokes. She looked up, locking gazes with him as she stroked. Seeing everything that went through his eyes while she pleasured him. The swirling darkness and the desire. Liquid heat slipped from her to dampen the scrap of satin that functioned for underwear in this time.

“I can smell your heat,” he whispered, voice so soft she barely heard it. “Smell your desire and lust.”

He moved, his hand trailing up the inside of her thigh until it reached her panties. She shifted her leg higher to allow him access, sighing as his questing fingertips slid under the edge. Her strokes stuttered as he found her pussy lips, dragging a broad-tipped finger through her slick folds. He reached her clit, smoothing her cream around it in small circles, then long strokes.

She bit her lip, holding his gaze. She tried to maintain the speed and rhythm of her strokes but his touch was distracting. He circled again, rubbing her clit, then sliding down to tease the entrance to her pussy. She whimpered, her strokes on his cock pausing only to speed up again. He did it again, the circle, then slide down, but this time he didn’t just tease. Instead, he thrust a finger deep into her cunt.

She cried out, losing her grip on him, the pleasure winding the tension in her body almost to breaking point. But he was there, gathering her up in his arms. His finger pumped within her, sliding deep only to pull almost all the way out. In and out, then he curled it back to press against her inner wall. More whimpers broke from her, the hard sensation almost uncomfortable, but when he added a thumb to rub against her clit she almost came.

“Give it up to me, sweetness,” he urged, his lips by her ear as he worked her body. “I want to feel you come all over my hand, then I’m going to fuck you.”

Hegra, yes! She was so on board with that plan but before she could say anything, he claimed her mouth again. Parting her lips with a hard tongue, he surged within, taking what he wanted as he continued to stroke her toward her release. She moaned, the sound lost under the dominance of his kiss, tension in her body spiraling out of control. He added a second finger, and she broke away, panting.

“Duke, please…I’m going to co—”

He smiled, and reached up to use his free hand to tweak her nipple through the thin fabric of her dress. The pleasure-pain shot straight from her nipple to her pussy, tipping her over the edge with a sharp cry of pleasure.

“Feel that, sweetness. You’re so hot and wet. All for me.” He growled, working her body even as she came, spreading the slick juice of her arousal over her clit.

She moaned, riding the waves of pleasure. He pulled his hand free and she pouted, missing the feeling of fullness. Shifting position, he stroked his wet finger over her lips. She blinked, tongue flicking out to taste her own musk on his skin.

“So fucking hot,” he murmured, watching her even as he shoved her dress up past her hips, but it didn’t seem to be enough for him. With a growl, he ran a claw up the middle of it, slicing the fabric and her bra beneath cleanly before tearing it from her form so she lay naked apart from her panties before him. The panties likewise didn’t last long, sides snapped within a blink of an eye and the fabric tossed aside.

“Perfect.” He hunched over her, his voice more beast than man, and took her nipple in his mouth. She whimpered again, hands driving through his hair as he suckled her. Goddess, she’d never thought her breasts or nipples could be that sensitive. The mere brush of his tongue over her was enough to have her on the edge of orgasm again.

He moved from one breast to the other, but the second didn’t get the same attention as the other. Instead his movements became shorter, more hurried, as though he were driven by his own baser needs.

Magic flared and his clothes disappeared, his hair-roughened thighs brushing the inside of her knees and his cock hard and heavy against her thigh. She closed her eyes, reaching above her head for something to hold onto. He kissed her nipple, moving up over her.

She opened her eyes to find him looking down at her. Triumph and possession shone bright in his eyes.

“Mine,” he growled, reaching between them to slide a finger between her pussy lips. “Admit it. You’re mine.”

She nodded, unable to do anything else when he dipped his knees to fit the broad head of his cock against her. No protection, but they didn’t need any. Dragons didn’t get STDs from other species and she could only get pregnant in her heat phase.

He frowned, stopped but there was anger in his voice when he demanded. “No, dammit. I want the words, Chase. Admit it, out loud. You’re mine. My Mate. Now and forever.”

He pushed, just a little. Enough that the thick head of his cock parted the delicate flesh of her pussy and plunged half an inch inside. She gasped, fingers clutching in the cushions over her head as hard pleasure rocked her body.

“You like that?” he demanded, pulling back and pushing in. Exactly the same amount. Frustration rolled through her. She needed more. She needed everything. She needed him to slide in all the way and fill her to the hilt.

He did it again, pulling back and sliding in just a little way, even less than he had before. Teasing her. “Admit it then, Chase. And I’ll fuck you. I’ll fuck you so well that you’ll never be able to get me out of your head. I’ll fuck you so well that you’ll never look at another man again.”

“I’m yours, Duke. Please….” She begged, tears of frustration thickening her throat. She needed this, needed to complete the bond now. Sooner. 

He smiled and she was lost, the final wall around her heart shattering into a million pieces. Without warning, he pushed hard, spearing her all the way to the hilt with one movement.

She gasped, all her breath pushed from her lungs at the sudden fullness in her cunt. She was filled more than she ever had been, his cock pressing and stretching her pussy so much it burnt. But burnt good. She froze, waiting for the feeling to subside. Within seconds it did, and she needed to move.

“God, Chase,” he groaned, dipping his head to catch his breath. “You…fuck…you’re perfect.”

“Uh-huh,” she panted. “Not so bad yourself.”

She rocked her hips and the wave of pleasure rolled her eyes into the back of her head. She did it again, pulling a low curse from his lips. He took over, sliding an arm under one of her arms to cup the nape of her neck in a large hand. Holding her still as he pulled back and powered into her again. And again. Fucking her with long, hard strokes that rocked the couch under them. The furniture squealed at the abuse, but he didn’t stop, his features tight as he chased pleasure for them both. Her breath caught, her unfettered breasts jiggling with each hard slam. She met him thrust for thrust, stroke for stroke, giving herself up to pleasure until, with one last stroke, he buried himself deep inside her with a roar and came. The pulse and jerk of his cock within her, the sudden backlash of pleasure through their mental link, thrust her over the edge. With a cry, she followed him into bliss. 

 







CHAPTER TEN

 

Chase woke as the first rays of the sun started to lighten the sky. Years of waking before dawn had conditioned her to be an early riser, despite the fact she’d been awake half of the night. Her mate had proven that he had more than enough stamina to keep up with her, even wear her out. He’d barely let her sleep, waking her if she fell asleep to take her again. Each time had been different, from the franticness of their first time, through hard and fast and right into so sensual and gentle it had pulled at her heart-strings.

She didn’t move, just lay on her side watching the man taking up most of the bed next to her. A fond smile curved her lips at the sight. Asleep he was no less handsome than awake, but he looked peaceful. Serene. He lay on his front, head turned toward her. His long hair flowed over his broad shoulders for the most part, with a few strands falling forward over one eye.

She reached out and brushed them away, studying his face. Committing how he looked right now to memory. Locking this moment away safely, so that in the future she could pull it out and look at it. Remember that she’d been gifted with a mate, and how happy she was right now. One perfect moment.

You’re not going to let me rest, are you, you insatiable woman? His voice in her head was thick with sleep, but he opened one eye anyway. The ring of gold at the center hadn’t disappeared since last night, but to see it now meant this was a man in tune with both sides of his nature.

“Me?” She asked in mock-outrage. “How about you, Mr.Didn’t-let-me-get-a-wink-of-sleep?”

He smiled, a lazy curve of his lips but didn’t argue. As she watched, the softness of sleep cleared from his eyes.

“So…. Are you going to finally fill me in on what’s going on?”

He turned over onto his back and reached for her. She went happily, nestling against his side. A contented rumble, almost like a purr, escaped her throat when he started to stroke a hand down her back in slow movements. Right here and now, nothing seemed to matter, nothing apart from the two of them and their newly formed mate-bond.

“Chase?”

She sighed, idly drawing patterns over his chest with her fingertips. “Shadow-dragons are an ancient and powerful race. Once, long before humans started to record history, during the last endless winter, our empire spanned much of the globe.”

His hand stopped on her back. “Endless winter? You mean the last ice age?”

 “Yeah, that’s what the humans call it anyway.” She shrugged. “Dragons are far more practical. It was cold, like winter, and it didn’t end. Endless winter.”

He chuckled, the sound a vibration where she rested against him. “Makes sense. So what then? Big empire and…?”

“The rest of the world happened. The magic users.” She closed her eyes and reached out mentally, her memories sharp and vivid in the forefront of her mind. “Even back then, Shadows were the most ancient of the dragons. Only the elemental types were older and they were all but extinct before our race rose to prominence.”

He pulled her closer, saying nothing but she could feel his concentration through their link.

“But magic was disappearing from the world. Fewer and fewer full dragons were born to the families. I was one of the last.” She kept her voice soft as she told a tale that none living had heard. “Children were born, but they couldn’t shift, had no magic. Our essence, what we were, was disappearing with the rest of the magic in the world.”

A shudder rolled through her body as she flipped through the memories of all the battles she’d fought. “As powerful as we are, we weren’t without our weaknesses. Even diminished, we were still powerful.”

Pausing on one memory, she showed him a dragon in battle. A Shadow in the prime of her powers fighting an army of warlocks and trolls. The dragon dominated the sky, black shadow and fire. Lethal and terrible, it decimated the troops on the ground with gouts of flame. Surgical strikes backed up by lightning strikes thrown from its claws. Magical attacks cast from the sky as a storm rolled in behind the dragon in the air.

The army on the ground broke, the soldiers fleeing to escape and the dragon wheeled in the air, flying straight for them. So complete was the memory that Duke flinched, pressing himself back into the bed but the dragon pulled up at the last minute. Between one heartbeat and the next the terrible creature folded in on itself and became a woman. A beautiful woman with raven-black hair and blue-gray eyes.

“Nevaris Stormcaller,” Chase supplied. “The most accomplished amongst us.”

Beside her, Duke murmured, curiosity flavoring his mental presence. “She looks familiar.” 

Chase smiled, and froze the image for a moment. “She should do. She was my mother.”

Beautiful, but she can’t hold a candle to you, sweetness.

His endearment and the soft brush of his lips over her temple made her smile. “You’re biased, I’m afraid. She was the best of us and still it wasn’t enough. They found ways to trap us. To control us and the magic that is our very essence.”

She carried on, showing him image after image on fast forward. Dragons captured and forced into slavery. The havoc they wrought under the control of their masters. The ever more hopeless situation Chase and her kind had found themselves in.

“We were scattered, in hiding…as a race we were done. Then our queen was blessed with a child.” She remembered the day as though it were yesterday. The elation of a royal birth, and the despair of the world the royal princess had been born into.

“The queen made a terrible choice, but the only one she could. She sent her child to sleep beneath the earth. There she would remain, with twelve guardians, until the world was ready for our kind again.”

“You were one of the twelve, weren’t you?” He shifted and she opened her eyes to find him leaning over her. With a smile she lifted her hand and stroked her thumb across his cheek.

“I was. And you, mate of mine, were the first sign that the world was ready for Shadows once more.”

He frowned, confusion clouding his features. “How do you work that out? We don’t know who our parents were. One thing’s for sure, they certainly weren’t dragons. We searched far and wide and no one knew anything about what we were.”

The frustration was clear in his voice, as was anger. She soothed him with a finger against his lips.

“They might not have been dragons. Probably descendants of one of the bloodlines though, the magic dormant and hiding for thousands of years until it was ready.”

“Ready for Baron and me? I can’t see that somehow.” He chuckled. “Our mom always said they broke the mold when they made us.”

“Perhaps they did,” she mused, watching him. “You have a raw ability with magic the like of which I’ve never seen before. You shouldn’t be able to handle it the way you do, not without a century of study. At least.”

He grinned. “Hey, I’m Dragon mark two. D-two, like terminator two but a dragon.”

She sighed, picking up the reference to a cult film instantly. “D-two all right. For douche and dick.”

“Hey! That could hurt my feelings!” he threw back in indignation, but the easy smile and his wandering hand on her backside told her he wasn’t seriously upset. His smile dropped serious again.

“So…where does that asshole Sellers fit into all this? Ris, our Seer with the agency, said something about a control spell on this collar?”

Chase’s mood clouded, anger filling every cell of her body as he touched the collar around her neck. Instinctively she locked all her thoughts about the collar and how sex with her mate had broken the spell down deep where he couldn’t reach it.

“I was woken before it was time, in a strange room with this around my neck.” Somehow she managed to force the words out past gritted teeth. “Sellers had found where we slept, broken in and stolen the princess and me. The others…I don’t know where they are. Dead presumably. None of us would stray from our mission to protect the baby.”

Duke’s jaw clenched, his lips compressed into a tight line. “That fucking asshole. Put a collar on you while you slept? But why? What benefit does kidnapping you have?” He seemed to think about that, then shrugged. “Aside from having a dragon at his beck and call, of course.”

“Royal blood.” Pushing him back, she sat up in bed and ran a hand through her hair. It shook but she ignored it. “He needed royal blood to power the Dragos spell, and the heart-blood of a dragon-mate to seal it in place. That’s why he was after the human girl, Honor. She’s your brother’s mate. And humans…way easier to kill than a dragon.”

She looked back over her shoulder. “That’s what the thing with Rat—Sellers’ pet pixie—was. He fed us both a love spell so Rat would become a dragon-mate. My mate.”

***

Duke couldn’t help the warning growl that trickled from his lips. The damn pixie was not her mate. He was.

She blinked at the sound, surprise on her features, an instantly he wanted to claw it back. She’d been through so much—all the memories she’d shown him tinted with suffering and sacrifice for the greater good—she didn’t deserve him being an asshole on top of it.

And he wanted to be. A total asshole that was. He wanted to tear up the sky to get back to the city and find both the pixie and that bastard Sellers. Then he’d show them both what a mistake messing with a dragon’s mate could be.

And messing with his was the last one they’d every make.

Her soft chuckle took the wind out of the sale of his anger. As first he wasn’t sure what the light sound was—he’d never heard it from her before—but when he looked down, her eyes were alight with amusement and something warmer.

“So ferocious, mate of mine,” she whispered, gentle fingers stroking a path along his jaw, scarping the heavy stubble there with a soft rasp.

Shivering at the touch, he turned his head to kiss her fingers. He loved her touching him. The rustle of scales hidden under his skin gave him away. Then her words registered, the part of his mind trained by the PPA latching onto the fine details.

“Sorry to talk shop, sweetness.” He slid his arm under her neck to pillow her head. Just to make her more comfortable. Nothing at all to do with the fact he liked touching her. A lot. “But does that mean we have a pixie kicking around who Sellers can use to complete this Dragos thing?”

The expression in her eyes shifted for a moment but before he could analyze it, it was gone leaving him wondering if he’d seen it at all. Perhaps a trick of the light. 

“No, he gave us the love potion but even if we had…been intimate, I don’t think it would have worked anyway.” Reaching up, she planted a soft kiss on his lips. “Because I already had a mate.”

“Too damn right you do,” he growled, his body going from half hard to full mast in a heartbeat. Until he’d met her, caught her scent, he’d never known it was possible to want one woman so much. No, want was the wrong word. He didn’t just want her, he craved her. Not only did she feel right against him, as perfect as though she’d been crafted by some deity just for him, but everything about her completed him. Gave him the sense of belonging he’d looked for his entire life.

With a struggle, he pulled his mind back to the task in hand. “So, Sellers needs a dragon-mate to complete the spell. We know of two—you and Honor.” He grinned, confidence surging through him. Things were so much easier when all the pieces to the puzzle were available. “Honor’s human and you’re locked by that spell thing he has on you.”

He pursed his lips for a moment, studying the collar around her throat. Perhaps it was a trick of the early-morning light, but the thing looked somehow duller than before. “So all we need to do is keep both of you out of his clutches until he’s dealt with.”

She shook her head, concern in her lovely eyes. “No…don’t forget, you’re a dragon mate as well. He could use you.”

“Believe me, sweetness, I’d like to see him try.” Amusement filled him and he dropped a kiss on her delicate, little nose before rolling from the bed. “Now, let me see if I can rustle up some coffee, then you can tell me all about this Dragos spell.”

He paused just long enough to pull on some pants before striding out into the main area and heading for the kitchen. Happiness and contentment surged through his veins with each beat of his heart. Overnight he’d gone from some paranormal kid no one, not even his own parents, had wanted, to having a people and a history, not to mention a mate, to call his own.

Nothing could stop him now. Especially not a pain in the ass warlock like Sellers.

A footstep behind him made him smile as he rooted around in the cupboard for coffee. “You didn’t need to get up, sweetness. I’d have brought the coffee through. Breakfast in bed, eh? What more could a woman want?”

She didn’t reply, which brought a frown to his face. He turned to look over his shoulder and that’s when the spell hit him, full force. His body locked up, and the thread between him and his dragon frozen so he couldn’t pull power from the creature to break free. Even the mental connection between them was blocked solid.

Chase moved into his line of sight. She was fully dressed, her clothes similar to the ones her mother had worn in the memory she’d showed him, and her face was twisted in guilt and determination.

“I’m sorry, love.” She reached in to touch his jaw lightly, but he couldn’t respond, apart from with his eyes. Eyes he begged her not to do whatever she was planning to with. “But I can’t let you go after Sellers. He and I have unfinished business, and I have a mission to complete.”

She stroked her thumb over his lips and stepped back. The door to the cabin opened and closed, and within a few heartbeats, the sound of her wings faded from hearing.

***

How could he have been such a fucking idiot?

The instant the immobility spell his mate had hit him with wore off, Duke took to the sky with a roar. He didn’t even bother to use the cabin’s land line to check in with the office and report the fact that Chase, his mate, had gone AWOL.

Instead, he tore the door open and launched himself into the sky. Rage galvanized his body, each massive wing-beat more powerful than the last. He tore through the air like a bullet, racing the sun. His sweetness was clever. She’d timed her escape perfectly and now he was almost out of time. He had to get to the city before the sun rose fully or he was shit out of luck and unable to fly, reliant on human forms of transport to locate his wayward mate.

As he flew, he battered at the mental block she’d placed between them. Since he’d met her, he’d been able to sense her. Not now. She obviously had her magic back, the spell she’d hit him with in the kitchen was evidence of that, and she was far, far stronger than any of them had suspected.

Nevaris Stormcaller. The most accomplished amongst us.

Shit. She’d told him herself. Her mother had been one of their greatest warriors, so it would stand to reason that her daughter would outstrip her. After all, who else would a Queen task to protect her child other than one of her greatest warriors?

She’d even told him about her mission, but had he listened? Shit.

Instead, he’d been too intent on his own operation. On the outcome that he and the PPA needed. He’d assumed she’d be happy to stay put, like Baron’s mate Honor, and play the little woman so that he could be all alpha male and protect her.

But Baron’s mate was new to the paranormal world, and more than that, she was a human in the midst of the monsters. Chase wasn’t. His mate had fought on the battlefield, commanded men and dragons long before any of the rest of them had been born.

He’d expected a warrior to walk away from a sworn duty thousands of the years in the making. How fucking stupid could he get?

The sun brightened the sky and he swore, the increased light meaning he was flying blind. In desperation, he reached out mentally, searching for help even as he relayed his situation. That help came from an unexpected quarter. All over the city, gargoyles turned their faces upward, and opened their minds, giving him the eyes in the sky he needed to navigate blind.

Roaring his thanks, he wheeled around his apartment building. About to land, he caught a hint of a familiar scent, and plummeted to the sidewalk instead. Alerted by the increasing shadow, early-morning workers looked up, screaming as he dropped and scattering lest he crush them to death. At the last moment, he snapped his wings wide and pulled up. His back claws had barely grazed the ground before he shifted.

“Pixie,” he snarled, advancing on the one figure that hadn’t run.

Rat. He’d have known that scent anywhere, and so did his dragon. The creature raged within him, stomping its feet and demanding to be let at the pixie. Grabbing the guy by the sleeveless vest he wore, Duke threw him at the nearest wall hard enough to crack the brickwork. The pixie slid down the wall to the ground.

Duke advanced on him, a low dangerous snarl bubbling from his lips.

“I’m going to rip you to fucking shreds.”

 







CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

Gods, it felt good to be back. Really back. Her night with Duke had done two things. It had given her the one thing she’d never thought to be lucky enough to have, a mate of her own, and it had broken Sellers’ control spell.

She still wore the collar around her throat as she strode through the corridors toward Sellers’ lair. Whether or not he could sense that the spell was broken she didn’t know, but if he couldn’t, she wasn’t going to lose the element of surprise by taking it off just yet.

A frown creased her brow as darkness gave way to the hotel-style corridors far earlier than she was expecting. Her footsteps were silent in the plush carpeting but she wasn’t naive enough to think he didn’t know she was coming. Sellers might be an arrogant bastard, but he’d been clever and determined enough to track down an ancient spell and make it work. Just like he’d tracked down the sleeping place of the last of the royal line of Shadow dragons, and managed to be-spell both her and Baby before they’d awoken.

Chase rolled her neck until her shoulder clicked. Emotions held in check as befitted a warrior-mage of her standing, she carried on walking. Sellers’ fortunes were about to be reversed in as bloody and brutal a way as she could devise. And after centuries of war, she could be very inventive indeed.

Reaching the main doors to the lair, everything was quiet. Too quiet. All her instincts on high alert, she slowed down and checked around her with all her senses. The decorated plaster and plush furnishings of the illusion-wrought lobby looked real now. Before, she’d been able distinguish the illusion from reality, but now she couldn’t. Which meant that somehow Sellers had gotten a hell of a lot more powerful.

Checking the link to her dragon, she found the beast quiet and waiting. The change lurked beneath her skin, ready to burst through at a moment’s notice, or feed her strength in this form, should she need it.

Grim determination filled her. She was ready. Thousands of years of sleep separated her from her last battle, but she was ready for this one. Once she’d crushed warlocks beneath her boot heels, and today, she’d do it again.

Striding forward, she pushed the doors to the main rooms open so hard they slammed into the walls either side loud enough to make half the occupants of the room look up sharply. The rest continued to look toward the raised dais at the center of the room.

Chase stopped dead. The room had changed. It had been a slick, penthouse-style room with marble and chrome as far as the eye could see. Now it looked more like the great halls of the castles she’d known before her enchanted sleep. Like them, it was rectangular, with a large throne at the far end and a high ceiling lost in shadow she knew hadn’t been possible in the original cavern.

Pillars lined the walls, the darkened recesses filled with Red Caps and taller figures. Trolls and Orcs. She paid them no mind, both burnt just as well as Red Caps did, and moved her attention to the center of the room. Fire pits surrounded the dais like sentinels, but it was what was on the raised platform that made her heart stall in her chest.

Sellers stood before an altar like the one he’d tried to sacrifice the human girl on. Like before, he was dressed in all his ceremonial robes. Head to toe black silk decorated with runes. Half had been badly drawn, their shapes no doubt changed over the years by lazy scribe after lazy scribe, each slight change degrading the rune until it was so far from its original form it was useless. The rest though, blazed with power, casting light onto the altar and its occupant.

His back was to her, arms spread wide as he chanted, so she couldn’t see whether the altar was empty or not. As with most of his spells, the majority of what he spouted was utter nonsense. Mystical sounding mumbo-jumbo. Every now and then though, there was a real incantation buried in the nonsense. A madman with half a clue and an inkling of how to get some real power.

He ended his incantation, and turned his head, his arms still raised. “Ahh, Chase. So good of you to join us. Especially now...how do the kids say it? Oh, yes. Now the party’s getting started.”

He laughed, the maniacal sound bouncing off the high walls and dropped his arms. Chase’s breath caught in her throat. There, stretched out on the altar, lay Baby. Blood covered her tiny chest, the scales slick and red as the knife that lay discarded next to her. Sellers turned, dropping a goblet to the floor. It hit with a clatter, rolling end over end to come to a rest facing Chase. A trail of blood marked the floor where it had travelled.

“But...why?”

Baby’s blood was what powered Sellers’ Dragos enchantment. To drink so deeply would risk damaging the source of his power.

Sellers’ laugh chilled her to the soul. “Why, dearie? Because I needed a dragon-mate’s lifeblood to cement my power. To ensure no one can take it away.”

“B-baby...had a mate?” The world shifted for Chase. Baby wasn’t even old enough to change and choose her own name yet. How could she have had a mate? And who? The only two shadows that she knew of were both mated. “There are no un-mated dragons in this time.”

“Ahh...now you see, that’s where I found a loophole in the spell.” Sellers grinned smugly. “It’s a common misconception and I’ll grant you, it fooled me at first, but the text can be read both ways. As a Dragon-mate’s heart blood or a mated dragon’s life blood.”

Chase blinked as she put the pieces together. He’d linked himself to Baby.... Lifting her head, she extended her senses and reached past Sellers for her charge. She staggered back. Nothing. She couldn’t even sense the tiniest spark of life from the tiny form on the altar behind Sellers. Baby was dead. She’d failed.

The scream burst from Chase’s body without warning as grief and rage struck. Power built up in the hall like an electrical charge ready to go off as she stared at the human warlock. Darkness spilled from her pores to surround her. Once, she’d crushed men like this like bugs and scattered them in her wake.

“Pray to whatever gods you hold dear.” Her lips curled back in a snarl, her voice deeper than her human form should allow. “Because I’m going to rip your heart out and feed it to you, still beating.”

He tipped his head back and laughed again. Spreading his arms, he beckoned her on. “Come on then, little dragon. See if you can best me, the most powerful warlock to ever have lived!”

As she watched, the dragos enchantment surrounded him, scales slithering over his skin in transparent dragonscale armor. She knew the lore. No dragon could penetrate it, either with claw or tooth.

“Kill her!” Sellers screamed to his minions at the same moment she launched herself into the air, her shadow form exploding outward in a heartbeat and battle began in earnest.

With a roar, she flipped and spun in the air, lashing out with her claws and tail as Sellers’ pet monsters attacked her. Screams filled the air, her claws dismembering those unfortunate enough to be in their path while the razor-sharp scales along her tail decapitated the taller amongst their number.

Racing between the pillars, she used them for cover as Sellers fired spells at her. But he wasn’t quick enough. She was already gone by the time they splashed harmlessly against the walls behind where she had been.

Chanting under her breath, she pulled power from the witching, throwing spells back at the warlock in the middle of the room. Lightning strikes, thunderbolts...she even whipped the air in the room up into a tornado to throw at him. They bounced off his armor, and into the morass of Red Caps and assorted other critters under Sellers’ control.

Screams of terror and pain filled the air as a counter point to her roars. She was forced to dodge to the side as the tornado spell ricocheted off the walls like a spring caught in a box. It picked up Red Caps as it barreled around, slamming their bodies into walls and the floor until it resembled a cloud of red dust and body parts.

She twined her serpentine body out of the way and turned to let loose another bout of flame at Sellers. He dodged easily and threw back a barrage of lightning. Shit, he was getting stronger and faster thanks to the Dragos spell.

“Admit it, Nightborne,” he yelled over the din. “You’re outmatched and outnumbered.” 

Jumping up onto the altar with far more agility than a human of his age should be able to muster, he kicked Baby’s body. It rolled and fell into one of the fire baskets, knocking it over and spewing both the tiny form and flaming coals all over the floor.

“Your princess is dead.” He yelled. “You’re a failure and I’ve won. You might as well admit it and I’ll make sure your death is an easy one!”

Catching herself on a pillar, she wound herself around it and pulled her massive body from the shadows into the corporeal realm. Magic hit her, absorbing into her scales as she spread her wings and dropped her head to look at Sellers.

“The only death here will be yours,” she hissed, icy determination settling into her bones. Letting go of her perch, she fell toward the ground, shifting forms at the last minute to land on her feet. “You wanted to be a Dragos, Sellers...you wanted to play dragon.”

She walked toward him, holding out her hand and calling a blade direct from the witching. The magic formed the outline first, then filled the blade in until, with a snap, she called it into reality. A real sword, formed from magic, but no less deadly for that. She came to a stop in the flames on the floor, standing directly over Baby’s body.

Grief wrapped around her heart, she reached out mentally one last time to Duke. Just a brief touch of her mind to his. No words. Just feelings. The love they’d never get to share now, her sorrow that she hadn’t gotten to know him, and her regret that their happily ever after never had a chance.

Tears flowed down Chase’s cheeks but she paid them no mind. Widening her stance, she spared a glance down. The tiny form of the dragon princess lay between her feet, curled up as though she was asleep.

She might not have been able to protect her in life, but by Hegra, she would protect Baby in death. And if it took her own death to ensure an evil like Sellers wasn’t realized onto the world, then so be it.

Looking up, she focused on Sellers and lifted her blade.

“You wanted to play in my world. So let’s play.”

***

Duke grabbed the pixie before he could get to his feet, hauling him up and slamming him into the wall again for good measure. Shrieks around them told him the civilian population was freaking out, but right now he didn’t give a shit.

“I’m going to rip your entrails out,” he promised, shoving his face right into Rat’s so the guy could read death in Duke’s eyes. His own painful and bloody death. So what that Sellers had given the pair of them a love potion. The bastard still worked for the warlock and he’d had his hands all over Duke’s mate.

That was more than enough to seal his fate.

“No!” Ris erupted out of nowhere, getting between Duke and Rat before he could knock the Pixie’s head off. “He’s one of us.”

“What the fuck?” Duke snarled, trying to shove the Seer out of the way, but the guy was stronger than his lean frame would suggest and hung on with a tenacity that would have done a dragon proud. “Ris, get your skinny ass out the way so I can teach this guy a lesson about touching what’s not his.”

Ris shook his head, using his shoulder against the middle of Duke’s chest to shove him out of the way as he turned. All the while he kept himself between Duke and the pixie, who leaned against the wall, wiping blood from the corner of his mouth.

“He’s. One. Of. Us,” Ris repeated, a hand on Duke’s chest to stop him when he tried to surge forward. He fought back the urge to part shift and just roast the Seer. As irritating as he normally found those with foresight, Ris was fast on the way to becoming a close friend. He didn’t barbeque his friends. Not without extreme provocation.

“One of us?” Duke’s eyebrow winged up. “As in he’s vaguely humanoid or did you have something more specific in mind? ‘Cause unless you ain’t telling me something, buddy, you sure as fuck ain’t a pixie. And I know I’m not.”

“He’s PPA.”

Duke blinked in surprise. Okay, so of all the things Ris could have said, that was so not what he expected. “Excuse me?”

“PPA. I’m serious.” Ris managed to back him up a couple of steps. “He’s deep undercover. Like so deep undercover that even the Seer team don’t know about him. I had to bug shit out of Iliona to get her to admit he’s one of ours.”

Duke looked over the guy’s shoulder to Rat. The pixie leaned against the wall, all nonchalant like. Just his expression, somewhere between not caring and ‘fuck-you’ pissed Duke off, so he surged forward again, the memory of his mate in this man’s arms uppermost in his mind.

“No!” Ris was there again, holding onto him as Duke managed a couple of steps. “Besides, take a sniff. A good one. Do you really want to get into a pissing contest with a demon prince and start a war with hell?”

Hell. Duke recoiled a couple of steps, looking from Ris to Rat and back again. Then he did as he was told and took a deep breath, rolling it over his tongue to taste the scent. His eyes snapped wide open.

“Fuck me. You’re a demon.”

“Demon prince,” Ris corrected.

Rat pushed away from the wall with a groan and swept his arms out for a bow. “Raterrenh Di Lakai Telosa to be exact.” He coughed and winced, pressing a hand to his side. “Hell of a throw you got there, dragon.”

Duke shrugged. “One of a twin. Sibling quarrels get nasty and when your brother can turn into a creature bigger than a city bus, you build some serious muscle.”

“Huh, yeah. Heard about you two.” Rat rolled his shoulders as if easing out the kinks there and when he stood up straight this time, he didn’t wince. Duke was impressed. Either the guy was a hell of an actor, because he had to have bust a couple of his ribs with that throw, or he healed real quick. “But we don’t have time for chit-chat. I broke cover because this is more important than my mission. Sellers found a way to cheat the Dragos enchantment.”

He looked directly at Duke. “I’m afraid your mate is walking into a trap.”

Fear galvanized Duke but he hid it deep down. Chase could take care of herself, at least until the cavalry got there. He nodded, motioning for Rat to lead the way. “Then what are we waiting for? Lead on, man.”

It took them longer than Duke liked to cross half the city, where Rat lead them into the middle of an abandoned industrial estate. Duke knew the area, he’d flown over it many times. As far as he recalled from the news, the whole block was due for redevelopment soon.

“Where are we going?” he demanded, as the half-demon led them deeper into the set of crumbling buildings. Rat stopped, yanked up a manhole cover and looked up.

“To the lair.”

Duke couldn’t help it, his gaze slid sideways to Ris. “Did Prince Charming here seriously just say ‘to the lair’?”

Rat extended his middle finger. “Bite me, Scaley. You wanna rescue your girlfriend or not?”

Talk stopped as they descended the manhole but rather than the drains Duke expected, it was as if they’d stepped into a hotel. Endless corridors with soft carpeting and low lighting. He stepped back and looked up. Yep, the rusty metal ladder led up the same concrete shaft they’d climbed down. It was like falling down the freaking rabbit-hole.

“Shit.” Rat looked at the corridors with dismay. “This isn’t good. He’s moved faster than I thought. Come on.”

He broke into a run, forcing them to follow him or get lost. Duke had to admit, the guy could really put on a turn of speed when he wanted. They raced down corridor after corridor until, finally, they reached what appeared to be a lobby area. The huge double doors in front of them were ornate, and closed.

For all of a couple of seconds before they exploded outward, scattering dead and dying Red Caps all over the cream carpet. One rolled until it stopped by Rat’s foot. He kicked it away with a grimace.

“Sorry guys, it looked like they started without us. How about we join the party?”

 







CHAPTER TWELVE

 

Duke took two steps toward the door but didn’t make it any further. A wave of emotion hit him so intense, he staggered backward under the weight of it. Love and loss, unbearable pain and grief hit him out of the blue. Instantly the two others were at his side, concern written over their faces.

“Shit, man. You okay?” Ris asked, his gaze flicking over Duke, looking for visible wounds.

“Yeah.” Duke managed a nod as another wave hit him. “Mental connection...to Chase.”

He’d worked out within a heartbeat what the source of the emotion was. The link to his mate was wide open, and emotion poured right from her soul to his. He closed his eyes, sorting through the overwhelming deluge. One thing was apparent above all else.

She loved him.

The emotion was clear and stark, out there loud and proud. The kind of all-consuming pure emotion that most people had no idea how to handle. It was love without selfishness and, as he was quickly coming to realize, that was his mate through and through. Whatever she did, she did one hundred percent. Warmth spread out from his heart, working its way into every cell of his body.

He loved her too. Not because something somewhere had decided that they were fated to be together, but for her. For the person she was—his brave courageous, stubborn mate. His heart lurched in his chest. His brave, stubborn mate...who was saying goodbye....

“No!” He bellowed, shaking his two comrades off and running for the door. They were hot on his heels. So hot, in fact, that when he stopped dead in the doorway, both piled into his back. Ignoring their curses, he surveyed the scene in front of him.

Somehow, Sellers had managed to cram a bloody castle in down here, and right now, there was a battle royal going on. In the middle of the floor, Sellers and Chase did battle. Duke was forced to suck a breath in to see his mate in all her glory.

Barely ten feet apart, she and Sellers were hurling spells at each other faster than he could blink. At the same time, she maintained a shield behind herself to keep the rest of the Warlock’s minions off her back.

Ris sucked a breath in. “Shiiiiit.... Remind me never to piss your girlfriend off. She’s one scary lady.”

He had to agree. During his time with the PPA, he’d seen top notch Battle-Wardens fight but this was something else. The two combatants weren’t even chanting the spells, they were just pulling raw power from the witching to form and hurl at each other.

It was obvious to see that Chase was the more experienced mage. Her spells were better formed, more complex and elegant. But it was also equally obvious that Sellers was more powerful, and only getting faster by the minute. He managed to get a solid hit in on Chase and she rocked back, the shield behind her shuddering.

Duke’s breath caught in his throat. If that spell shield collapsed then the Red Caps and orcs would be all over her like a bad rash. She’d never survive that.

“Move!” Duke yelled and launched himself across the floor. He had to get to her in time, and protect her back. Without needing to maintain that shield she had a better chance against Sellers.

Taking two steps, he threw himself into the air. The change hit him instantly, his shadow form bursting from his human body. Opening his mouth, he roared in defiance, scattering Sellers’ minions in front of him. A burst of flame caught the stragglers, setting them alight. Turning in the air, he lashed out with his tail, sending them tumbling into the midst of their compatriots like bowling balls. Flaming bowling balls of fiery death.

He slammed into the nearest pillar and used it to rebound off. His scales chittered, rustling against each other as he changed direction to land behind his mate. Pushing himself free from shadow, he let loose another long stream of flame on the creatures trying to get to Chase.

Screams rose over the sound of the battle behind him as they died, and the smell of burning flesh filled the air. Still they came though, running through the green smoke that marked their brothers’ deaths to throw themselves at him. Duke wove an intricate dance in the space behind Chase, using everything at his disposal to cut down the incoming hordes. He lashed out with claws and his tail, adding fire and teeth when necessary to hold them back. He jumped and turned, bouncing from every surface—and the occasional troll that joined the fray—and nothing got past him.

She cast him a look over her shoulder. What the hell are you doing, Duke? Get out of here!

Not a chance, sweetness. He paused to snatch up an orc in his teeth. One crunch silenced its screams. He grimaced at the foul taste in his mouth and spat it back out, crushing at least two Red Caps with the body. We’re mates. We live or die together. Never apart, never again. I’ve never belonged anywhere like I belong to you. This life or the next, I’ll be at your side.

Fucking idiot. Exasperation flooded his mind, direct from hers. But I love you anyway.

Of course you love me, I’m adorable. He snorted, sucking in air to roast another group of orcs racing at him with axes raised, but even he knew the tide of battle wasn’t going their way. More and more of Sellers’ minions were piling in at the back of the hall and the spells behind him were getting faster. So fast that he knew Chase wasn’t going to be able to stop them all.

“Rat!” he bellowed. 

Here, fighting for their lives, the guy had dropped all pretense of being just a pixie. His skin glowed red, demon runes scrawled over it under the ink he wore on his arms, and, if Duke caught a glance of him out of the corner of his eye, it seriously looked like the dude was sporting a set of horns and a tail Lucifer would be proud of.

The demon turned, and nodded, making his way over to them with Ris trailing behind him. Even the Seer had upped his game, slinging spells nearly as fast as the two mages behind Duke. He wasn’t in the same league, that was plain to see, but he was more than lethal enough to take on the hordes of pain-in-the-assness in front of them.

Knowing their backs were covered, Duke turned and slid in beside his mate as the Dragos threw a lightning bolt. Chase caught it halfway with a blocking spell, but the impact made her grunt. Deftly, Duke added his strength to hers, throwing off Sellers’ attacks.

Together, remember? Opening himself and his magic, he fed it to her, letting her use everything they both had. She fought like a titan of lore, the spells zipping through her head ones he couldn’t even comprehend, but still it wasn’t enough. Still Sellers was faster, and they were taking more hits than they were giving. Strike after strike until all Chase could do was defend, going down to one knee under the weight of the attack.

They were going to die.

Pain in his heart, Duke wrapped his arms around his mate. To his left Ris was already down, eyes wide open as blood poured from more wounds than Duke could count. Rat still fought, shouting curses that exploded Red Caps and orcs alike. But even he couldn’t stop the hordes for long.

Turning back, Duke looked down at his mate and smiled. At least her face would be the last thing he saw in this life. “I love you, sweetness.”

Then he waited for the blow that would end their lives. 

A roar split the air in two like an axe falling. The ground beneath their feet rumbled and Duke clutched Chase close to him, looking around wide-eyed. What spell was this? What had Sellers done now? But the warlock looked as confused as he was, balancing on the remains of his stone altar like a surfer on a wave.

The flames from the destroyed fire-baskets scattered around the dais flared into life. Higher and higher, as though fed by piping hidden in the floor. But no piping or trick could explain it when they fanned out, seeking each other and building to a solid wall of flame. Duke lifted his arm, shielding him and Chase as the fire grew brighter and brighter. They might be dragons, but they were born of shadow and the light was blinding. 

A figure formed in the middle of the inferno. Tall and curvy, feminine in stature. The figure became clearer and stepped from the flames. A young woman with flaming red hair and the golden eyes of a dragon. Ancient eyes that made Duke shiver just to look at them.

But she wasn’t looking at them. Instead, her attention latched onto Sellers.

“Dragos!” Her voice wasn’t human. It was deep and terrible. Vengeance given voice and form. “You yield stolen magic not intended for you. You killed to gain power and the witching rejects you.”

She strode toward the warlock. He backed up, spitting curses and incantations at her but none worked. As they hit, they slid off her skin like water from a duck’s back.

“You can’t do this! I am Dragos,” he screamed. “I am the most powerful warlock the world has ever seen. I can do things with magic you can only dream o—”

Sellers’ tirade cut off abruptly when she reached out, gripping empty air with her clenched hand. He clawed at his throat, his face going red, as though she had a physical hold around his throat.

“You might be Dragos.” She smiled, and in that instant Duke decided that if he never saw a smile like that again in his lifetime, it would be too soon. “But I. Am. Dragon. I am magic and retribution personified. More than that, as it was my magic you stole...I am judge, jury…and your executioner.”

Sellers moaned, terror stark in his eyes and leaking from his pores. “B...but, who are you?” he managed to choke out as the woman leaned toward him.

“You can call me Baby,” she whispered, and snapped his neck.

Silence fell. Duke dropped his head and felt the exhaustion that pulled at his body. Savored the novelty of not being attacked. Shit, that felt good. Now all he needed was a week’s sleep, a bath and a soft bed with his mate in it. Not necessarily in that order. First though...he looked up to find the woman looking at them through those strange eyes.

Chase struggled from his arms, and tried to stand, but her legs wouldn’t support her. Easily he caught her, helped her to her feet so she could approach the woman who had saved them. They didn’t make two steps before she stepped forward to meet them.

“Thank you,” he said, his voice gruff and unsure. She was, by her own admission, magic. Not only that, but she’d crushed Sellers like a bug. And he’d nearly done for them. What chance did they have should she turn on them?

“I can assure you, Duke Queenmaker,” she said with a smile. “That I will never turn on you or any of your number.”

He blinked and said the first thing that came to mind. “Okay, I’m fairly sure I didn’t say that aloud. And what’s with this Queenmaker shit?”

 

Chase gasped at her mate’s rudeness, hand tightening on his arm warningly but he wasn’t done. “And, Miss-fire-woman, let me tell you I’m done with fucking riddles so don’t you spout any of the shit Seer-boy over there did when I asked him.”

“Blunt. I like it.” Baby’s lips quirked, amusement in her eyes. She held up a hand when Chase went to speak, meaning to apologize for her mate.

“No, you didn’t say that aloud, but you were broadcasting loud enough for even a half-deaf dragon to pick up. And, traditionally, our kind’s names are descriptive. Chase’s mother called a storm the moment she was born, so she was Stormcaller. Chase was born at night when most of us wait until the dawn to enter the world, so she was named Nightborne.”

She stepped forward to look him in the eye. “You, Duke, were never given a name, so now I name you Queenmaker, because thanks to your willingness to support your mate even into death, I was able to re-enter the world.”

He started a little at her words. “You’re the baby dragon. The princess...?”

“Not a princess.” Chase pushed free of his hold to stand before the female she had protected for millennia. “She’s a Queen now. Our Queen.”

She studied Baby’s face, and smiled. Her voice was soft when she spoke, and thick with tears as emotion threatened to overwhelm her. She couldn’t stop looking at Baby, her gaze roving over the features that were so familiar, yet different. “You have your father’s hair, but you’re the image of your mother. And she’d have been so proud of you.”

Slowly she tried to kneel, to pay the proper respect to their new Monarch, but Baby stopped her halfway. “No, Chase. There will be no kneeling. Not now, not ever. You gave up everything to protect me. You left your home, your family, and your people to sleep at my side and here, you were prepared to sacrifice everything to stop an evil from entering the world. You are my rock, my guardian, and my anchor to the mother I never knew. Never will there be formality between us. Just love and trust.”

Tears flowed freely down Chase’s cheeks as Baby touched her mind. Instantly she dropped her shields, letting the new Queen read everything about their shared past, and the mother, Chase’s friend, who had set them both down this path.

Baby’s mental touch was deft and sure, non-intrusive as she read what she needed and left the rest of Chase’s thoughts alone. When she was done, she withdrew gently, adding a last feeling of warmth and love that warmed Chase through with its sincerity. She swayed on her feet and Duke reached for her, feeling through their link how deeply the contact had affected her.

“Thank you,” he answered when she couldn’t speak. Pride in his mate filled him, filtering through their mental link.

“You are more than welcome.”

“So,” Rat drawled from behind them. Bruised and bloodied, he leaned against the remains of the altar next to Sellers’ body. “Do I get a snazzy name as well?”

Baby lifted an eyebrow, her expression unreadable. Chase hid her smile, almost feeling sorry for the demon.

“There are many names for you Raterrenh, but not many of them are fit for polite company. Although,” she inclined her head toward him and Ris. The Seer was now on his feet, his wounds no longer bleeding, which reinforced Chase’s suspicion that he was far more than he appeared. “I will concede that I owe you and your companion a debt of gratitude for aiding my champions in ensuring my survival.”

“Champions? Scale-boy is a champion now is he?” Rat chuckled. His skin had returned to its normal hue and the horns and tail were nowhere in evidence. His expression dropped serious. “So, debt. How about dinner?”

Chase shook her head at the demon’s daring and reached out with a tentative mental query. Er, your ma—

Yes, Chase, Baby answered before she could finish the query. Please get your mate to take you home. I’ll deal with the rest of the clean-up here.

Chase sighed in relief, gratitude filling her mind. Without asking, Duke swept her up in his arms to take her home.

 

Epilogue

 

“You can tell she’s royalty just by the way she holds herself,” Duke commented, sliding into the seat next to Chase at the top table. Since this was his brother’s wedding, they’d been seated next to the bride and groom and Duke had been forced to give a speech. One in which his deep loyalty and love for his brother had shone through brightly.

She turned to look the same way and nodded. Baby, the new queen, was on the dance floor with one of the werewolves from Duke’s work. The wolf was teaching her to dance, and, by the looks on their faces, flirting an awful lot.

“You can. Her mother moved the same way. The women in her bloodline have always been graceful and elegant,” Chase managed to wipe the envy out of her voice, just. Baby, who still hadn’t settled on her adult name, was tall and blessed with an abundance of curves whereas Chase still thought she looked like a boy at times.

Believe me, love. You look nothing like a boy, Duke assured her, his mind sliding into hers with ease thanks to their established link. To prove his point, he fed her a series of erotic images from the night before. From his point of view.

Chase blinked, heat building across her cheeks and surging through her veins, turning to look at him in surprise. The woman in his memories was sexy, and sultry...a seductress of the highest order. With significantly more sex appeal than Chase had ever owned.

You see me like that? Seriously?

Duke smiled and she didn’t need the link to his mind to read the truth and love in his eyes. Reaching up, he smoothed a loose strand of hair back from her face. “I do. I always will. How about we get out of here, and I’ll prove it to you.”

She giggled, the soft sound one she wasn’t used to from herself and stood, holding out her hand. “Now, there’s an offer I can’t refuse.”

His chuckle joining hers, Duke swept her off her feet and carried her from the hall, leaving the revelry behind to prove to her that an old warrior could learn new tricks, and to love and be loved, for a lifetime. 

 

THE END
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Zane

by R. E. Butler

 

Were Zoo One

 

He saved his soulmate's life. Will she save his in return?

 

Gorilla shifter Zane Keeton has spent the last twenty-seven years of his life at Amazing Adventures Safari Park, where shifters live in secret away from humans.  The enjoyment he gets from tuning up safari vehicles and hanging out in his shifted form for the park visitors has slowly ebbed, and now his thoughts are consumed with finding a mate of his own.

 

When human Adriana and her best friend, Celeste, receive free tickets for a VIP tour of the safari, they decide that it’s just the sort of exciting adventure that they’ve been waiting for.  But when their vehicles are separated, Adriana finds herself on the receiving end of unwanted attention from a creepy tour guide.  As the tour guide suddenly attacks her in front of the gorilla paddock, she’s rescued by an unlikely hero – one of the gorillas.

 

Adriana quickly discovers that her rescuer is no ordinary gorilla.  Not only are shifters real, but the gorilla who saved her life claims that she’s his soulmate.  Is she willing to let go of everything she knows and embrace being Zane’s mate?

 


CHAPTER 1

 

Zane Keeton walked next to his dad, Atticus, alpha of the gorilla shifters, as they left the meeting hall.  The alphas of the other were-groups had met to discuss their unmated males and females, and the lack of suitable mates for either.  Zane, as the second-in-command of the gorilla band, had been along to offer feedback.

For years, the Amazing Adventures Safari Park, where the shifter groups worked and lived, had remained open to the public, allowing humans to ride large vehicles safely through the various animal areas.  An unmated male or female would inevitably be in one of the vehicles at some point, and would be the soulmate of one the shifters.  But over the last twenty years, there had been fewer and fewer unmated males and females coming through the park.  Families and couples came now, but single people were few and far between.

Something had to be done.  It wasn’t fair to the unmated shifters to spend their lives alone.  Joss, the wolf alpha, wanted their kind to go public with the humans, but the other alphas agreed that it was still too dangerous.  Humans tended to kill what they feared or didn’t understand, and they would surely fear humans who could turn into dangerous animals.

The elephants floated the idea of sending out VIP tour coupons to unmated males and females in the surrounding area; the other alphas had voted and approved the measure.  The lions, in charge of park security, were going to purchase a commercial mailing list with the needed information and mail out the coupons.  Hopefully, by the first weekend in May, the VIP tours would be scheduled, and the shifters would begin to find mates.

There were many other were-zoos around the world.  All shifters lived in secrecy, and an animal park was an effective cover.  Some of the zoos were mostly normal animals, with only one shifter group living and working there.  Others were like Amazing Adventures, where many groups lived and worked together.  However, the lack of males and females finding mates, and the fact that the majority of shifters being born were males, meant that the lack of female shifters was a world-wide problem.  Unmated female shifters were precious and rare.  There were only a handful of unmated females at Amazing Adventures: three wolves and one lioness.  It would have been easier if the four unmated females had found soulmates within the park, but they didn’t.  Sometimes males and females would visit other were-zoos in hopes of finding their mates.  Zane and his band had visited other were-zoos themselves, but without success.

Proceeding down a long hallway to their band’s section, Zane unlocked the security door with a code and entered a cleared area where seven homes sat on fake trees, several feet in the air.  The small tree-city helped him and his people to feel at home underground.  The fake trees were made of concrete and steel, but they were covered with a bark-like material that felt real; the sturdy branches were covered with thick silk leaves.

He could hear his people talking and followed the sound to the home of Neo, who was a year younger than him.  Leaping up, Zane caught the lowest branch and swung himself up into the canopy, landing safely and silently on the front porch.  His father followed, landing alongside him.  Opening the front door, he found Neo and the four other males that made up their band sprawled out on the comfortable furniture in the family room.

The rowdy group of males quieted immediately.

“The meeting went well?”  Neo asked.

“It did.”  Zane’s dad outlined the new effort to bring unmated males and females through the park.  There weren’t any female gorilla shifters in North America; they were one of the smallest were-groups outside of the elephants.  Atticus had been the alpha of the New Jersey band since Zane was a toddler, but he had never mated.  He’d been in Europe looking for a mate, when he’d had an affair with the daughter of another alpha.  When Zane was born, she gave him to Atticus to raise so she could mate with a male of her father’s choosing, and Atticus and Zane had come to New Jersey.

“This means that whenever there’s a tour, all of us have to be in our section in our shifted form so we’ll have a better chance of scenting our mates.  The tours will be scheduled in advance, and the mated or uninterested amongst the other shifter groups will take over any duties that need to be handled during the tour times,” Zane said.

“You too, Atticus?”  August asked.

Atticus shrugged.  “I’m not looking for a mate, but if one should happen to fall off the back of a truck, I won’t turn her away.”  He smiled.  “This is for you guys.  Our were-group is slowly dying, and you need to get busy and produce some babies.”

Neo grinned.  “I can’t wait.  When will they start showing up?”

“The first weekend in June, so we have time to get ready.”

“Good luck to you guys,” Patton said.

“What about you?”  Zane asked.

“I don’t need luck.  I’m awesome,” Patton answered.

August threw a pillow at his head, and as his dad muttered something about idiot males, they attacked each other, attempting to prove who was the greatest in the group.  Zane knew they should be talking about the changes coming with the VIP tours, but for now he figured they could goof off.  Tomorrow they could get serious.  In a few short weeks, the first unmated humans would be taking private tours, and perhaps among those people they would find their soulmates.

He certainly hoped his soulmate would be getting a coupon and come visit him soon.

 







CHAPTER 2

 

Adriana leaned against the counter at the nail salon and asked her best friend Celeste for the schedule.

“Man, I’ve got a client at five, so I can’t cut out early,” Adriana complained as she scanned the page.

“Sorry.  You love Mrs. Cameron, though.  She always tips big and has the most interesting stories about her ex-husbands,” Celeste said.  “Will you do my nails after she’s gone?”

“Sure.  What do you want?”

Celeste looked out the large windows at the sunny sky and said, “What’s a good design for May?”

“How about chevron stripes in spring colors, like pink, blue, and yellow?”

“Sounds perfect.  Then I’ll take you out for an after-work drink.”

The door opened and Celeste greeted the customer who entered.  Adriana ducked into the back to set up for her next appointment.

Adriana had been working at Gorgeous Nails for two years, and she loved it.  When she was young, she’d always enjoyed painting her fingernails, and those of anyone else who would let her.  After graduating from the beauty academy, she’d worked at a salon for a while, but hadn’t liked the hours.  She’d eventually settled at Gorgeous Nails, where Celeste was already working as the receptionist.  The small nail salon had a great staff and a friendly owner named Trish, all while being close to the apartment that Celeste and Adriana shared.

The day passed quickly; Adriana handled her appointments as well as a few walk-ins before she finally painted Celeste’s nails with delicate chevron stripes in pretty spring colors.

“We should open our own salon,” Celeste said as she patiently waited for her nails to finish under the dryer.

“That would be cool, but we don’t have the money,” Adriana said as she worked.  She was cleaning her station and returning the polishes she’d used to the shelves in the front where customers could pick and choose.

Celeste sighed.  “You always crap on my dreams with reality.”

Laughing, Adriana shook her head.  “Sorry to be the bearer of reality-based-news, hon.  We’re both saving money, though, so it could happen someday.  Maybe we’ll get lucky and marry rich guys.”

“Can mine also have a six-pack?  I want my husband to look good naked.”

“You and me both,” Adriana agreed.

After her nails were dry, Adriana and Celeste gathered their purses and jackets and said goodnight to Trish.  Adriana followed Celeste as she drove to their favorite local watering hole, The Dancing Gecko.  When they’d settled at the bar with drinks in hand, they chatted about the future.

Neither woman was dating anyone.  Celeste had broken up with her boyfriend a few months ago, and Adriana hadn’t had a serious relationship in a year.  She’d dated here and there, but she couldn’t find a man of substance.

“I think I read too many romance novels,” Adriana said as she twirled the straw in her Long Island Iced Tea.

“Why do you say that?”

“Well, none of the guys I date ever measure up to the sort of guy I’ve always pictured myself with.”

“What’s your ideal guy?”

“Six-pack, obviously,” she said with a laugh.

“Obviously,” Celeste nodded enthusiastically.

“And I know it’s shallow, but I want him to be sexy and gorgeous, to make me melt with a smile.”

“I don’t think it’s shallow to want the person you spend the rest of your life with to be sexy.  Okay, so sexy and ripped, what else?”

“Kind, funny, protective.  He should like kids and animals, be able to cook a good meal every now and then, and be romantic as hell.”

“Sounds like my kind of fellow.  Can he have a brother or a sexy best friend for me?”

“Oh sure.  Since I’m living in my fantasies right now, you’ll be finding your ideal guy at the same time I find mine.  We’ll live next door to each other, babysit each other’s kids, and have lunch together at least twice a week.”

“Love it.”  Celeste said.  She turned around on the bar stool and looked at the other patrons.  “I don’t think we’ll find our Prince Charmings in a bar.  Maybe we should expand our horizons, do something different.”

“Like what?”

“I’m not sure, but I’ll let you know when I figure it out.”

Finishing their drinks, the two best friends waved goodbye to their favorite bartender, and left.  Celeste checked their mailbox, while Adriana unlocked the door to their townhouse.  Their two-bedroom apartment was the end unit on a row of twelve.  Adriana and Celeste had grown up in the same town and been best friends since they were little; moving in together had been a no-brainer.

When Adriana was a senior in high school, her dad had gotten a job transfer to Florida.  Celeste’s mom was kind enough to let Adriana stay with them, so she didn’t have to change schools for her last year.  She could’ve gone down to Florida to live with her folks, but she loved New Jersey and didn’t want to leave.  Celeste had gone right to work after school, while Adriana went to beauty school.  Her parents didn’t really think much of her career choice, but Adriana was happiest when she was doing nails.  Maybe someday she and Celeste would be able to open their own salon, but for now she was content.

“Okay, so the mailbox is prophetic,” Celeste said as she came into the apartment and put the mail on the kitchen counter.

Adriana straightened from where she’d been peering into the refrigerator to find something to make for dinner.  “How can a mailbox prophesy?”

Celeste handed Adriana an envelope.  The return address read, ‘Amazing Adventures Safari Park’.

She raised a brow, but Celeste said, “Just open it.”  Adriana could see that she was holding a similar envelope, already opened.

Adriana slid her finger under the flap, tore it open and pulled out a colorful postcard.

She read out loud, “Adriana Stephens, you are cordially invited on a VIP tour of the Amazing Adventures Safari Park.  This voucher qualifies you for free parking and one tour.  Tour dates are listed below; please call immediately to schedule.”  Glancing at her best friend, she asked, “How is this prophetic again?”

“You said we needed to do something different to find eligible guys.  I bet there’s a ton of single guys at a place like this.”

“Do you think so?” she asked, staring at the images of the park on the front of the postcard.

“Maybe.  Besides, you said you wanted a guy who loved animals, so that’s your zookeepers.  Tour guides probably love kids, and then the food-stall workers can cook.”

“I’m not marrying three different guys – I want all those qualities in the same guy,” she pointed out.

“Oh ha ha, you know what I mean.  Let’s call and see when we can take a tour.  I haven’t been to the park since I was a toddler.  It’ll be so cool.  Let’s live a little!”

She loved how enthusiastic Celeste was.  Her attitude was entirely contagious.  “All right.  You set it up, and we’ll have a great time.”

Celeste did a little happy dance.  “Woo hoo!  Now, how about dinner?”

 







CHAPTER 3

 

Zane heard his dad’s heavy steps as the alpha came into the garage where Zane was working on one of the safari Jeeps.  Pushing himself out from under the vehicle, he sat up.  “What’s up?”

“The first tours have been scheduled for Saturday and Sunday.  They’ll run every hour from four to eight, so you’ll need to be shifted and in position by three-thirty.”

His heartrate spiked as he thought about the chance of finding his mate.  Zane didn’t really believe that he’d be so lucky on the first weekend, but it was hard not to get his hopes up a little.  His thoughts had definitely turned to sweeter things lately; having a mate, starting a family, and planning for the future.

He knew it would be a lot for a human woman to take in right away, since shifters were unknown to them, but it was widely believed that the mating connection between a male and female ran deep enough for humans to get over those differences.  There were some human mates who lived underground, but they were from his father’s generation.  He hoped his own mate would love the zoo as much as he did.  He loved when schools came for tours, allowing Zane and his band to entertain the kids with their antics.

“All right.  We’ll be ready.”

“I know you will be.  I hope you find your mate, Zane.”

“Why aren’t you interested in finding someone for yourself?”

“I’m not actively looking, but if I happened to feel the mating call, I wouldn’t say no.”

Zane smiled at his dad, and said something that had been on his mind for a while.  “Do you think that if humans knew we existed, we’d have less difficulty finding our mates?”

“It’s possible, but it’s safer for us to remain unknown.  Humans wouldn’t be happy to learn that there are people in this world who can change into animals.  They’d want to experiment on us, or kill us.  Neither of those options are good.”

Zane rubbed his thumb on the cool metal of the wrench.  “I know.  It’s just been hard to live alone all these years.”

“You’re still young.”

That was true, but sometimes he didn’t feel so young.  He felt like he was wasting his best years waiting around for his mate to wander into the zoo.  He knew the situation was unlikely to change, though.  He was certain that the council would never vote for shifters to come out to the humans.

“I’ll be ready for the weekend, Dad.”

“It’ll be her lucky day when you find her,” Atticus said, smiling gently.

It would be Zane’s, too.

His dad left, and Zane leaned back and pulled himself under the Jeep, returning to work.  The zoo was well-maintained.  Each shifter group handled different aspects of the park: the bear shifters handled the food, manning not only the food stalls, but also the cafeteria underground, where hot meals were served all day long.  The elephant shifters handled the welfare of the ordinary animals – which shifters called the “norms”, from the chimpanzees to the giraffes.

Lions handled park security, gorillas handled park maintenance, and the wolves handled merchandise sales and the tours.  The wolves were the biggest shifter group in the zoo, but very few of their people had found mates either.

Someone kicked the heel of his work boot, and Zane knew who it was before he rolled out from under the Jeep.  Jesse, oldest son of the alpha wolf, and all-around asshole.

“Why aren’t you working on my Jeep?”  Jesse demanded as Zane took his time coming out.

Zane put his feet on the ground and rested his elbows on his knees, looking up at the male.  Jesse stood with his hands on his hips, eyes blazing.

“I’ll get to it when I get to it.”

“Mating tours are starting this weekend.  It needs to be done now,” Jesse said, his voice rumbling with a growl.

Zane stood slowly, towering over the male.  They were the same age, but Zane was a monster compared to Jesse, heavily muscled where the wolf was lean.  There was no mistaking that Jesse was a predator, but Zane would have no trouble putting him down.  The two had been butting heads for years; the male’s arrogance just rubbed Zane the wrong way, and always had.

“There’s a tear in the seat cushion.  That’s hardly a priority.”

“The council said everything had to be perfect.  You’d better have it ready for the first tour on Saturday.”

Zane’s hand tightened on the wrench.  He could thump the male on the head with it and toss him in a maintenance closet.  No one would miss him.

As if sensing that Zane was considering how to get rid of him, Jesse’s nostrils flared.  “Get it done.”

“I’ll get to it when I have time.  If you’d bothered to read the repair guidelines, you’d see that cosmetic repairs, such as torn seat cushions which don’t present a danger to the public, are low on the priority list.  I will take care of it when the other, more pressing repair issues have been resolved.”

Jesse’s upper lip curled, and Zane decided he’d had enough of the male posturing and making demands in his garage.

He took a step forward, letting his beast out enough that his eyes darkened and his skin flushed with a hint of fur.

“Hey, whoa, shit,” Win, a gorilla and one of Zane’s fellow repairmen, said as he stepped between the two.  He was a natural peacemaker.  “Jesse, the work will get done in order of priority.  If you’d been more careful in the first place, you wouldn’t have sat down on the seat with a screwdriver in your back pocket and ripped the cushion.”

Jesse snarled, and Zane smirked.

“See that it gets taken care of,” Jesse ordered.  Zane’s hold tightened on the wrench until his knuckles were screaming in protest.

“Get back to your pack, Jesse, or I’m not going to be able to stop Zane from smearing your insides all over the walls, and I don’t want to clean that up.”

“Don’t threaten me,” Jesse said, but Zane saw the flash of fear light his eyes, and it gave him a small measure of happiness.

Win pointed at the open doors of the garage.  Jesse glared at them for a moment longer, then turned on his heels and stormed out.

“You absolutely can’t kill him,” Win said, facing Zane.

“It would feel so good, though.”

“Yeah,” Win sighed, “but then you’d have to explain to the pack why you killed him, and it would be a whole thing.  So next time, just ignore him.”

“It’s hard to ignore someone who’s so annoying.”

Win looked over his shoulder at the empty doorway.  “He’s always hated you.”

Jesse had a ‘wolves rule’ mindset.  To him, all other shifters were inferior, even though the wolves were physically the smallest of the park’s shifters.

“It’s been worse since that night at the bar,” Zane said.

Last summer, Zane and his band had been at a local bar to celebrate August’s birthday.  The big male hadn’t really liked the attention of the whole bar singing “Happy Birthday” to him, but he’d definitely liked it when a human female offered to give him a birthday kiss.  Jesse and a few of his cronies were there, and when they saw the female kiss August, they demanded equal attentions from her.  When she refused, they grew aggressive.  The human bouncers had stepped in, but Jesse and his friends seemed to be spoiling for a fight, and easily overpowered the human staff thanks to their enhanced strength.  Zane and his band, bigger and stronger in their human forms, neutralized the situation.  They bought a round of drinks for the whole bar, paid the owner for damages, then hustled Jesse and his buddies out.  They’d been punished by their alpha for starting a small riot in a human business, and weren’t allowed to shift on the next full moon.  For wolves, who were so closely tied to the moon, being unable to shift made them feel as if their skin was crawling.

“His buddies got over it, but Jesse’s held a grudge ever since,” Zane said.  “I could care less about anything to do with those furry assholes, though.”

“They’re not all assholes; just Jesse and a few of his pals.  Maybe it’s an evolutionary thing.  Maybe they evolved into assholes because they can’t fight for shit.”

Zane snorted and clapped his hand on Win’s shoulder.  “Thanks for stepping in.  I was trying to figure out how to get rid of his body.”

“Incinerator, obviously.  Not that I’ve thought about it.”

“Of course not.”

“Everyone’s bitching.  I think its nerves coming out for the tours.”

Zane hummed.  “What if our mates aren’t even here in New Jersey?”

Win shrugged.  “I believe they are.  It’s where we live.  It makes sense that our mates would gravitate toward us.”

He raised a brow.  “How on earth can you believe that?”

“Because if I didn’t think that my mate was making her way here eventually, I’d go balls-to-the-wall apeshit.  Maybe not this weekend, but someday, I believe my mate will walk through the front gates and fall head over heels for me.”

“Hope’s a good thing,” Zane said.

“It’s all we’ve got.”

On Saturday, the first private tours began.  Zane and his band stayed in their shift the entire time, scenting the air as each small Jeep stopped in front of the gorilla fence, letting out two wolves – one driver and one guide – and one VIP guest.  The guide would escort the guest close to the gate with the pretense of getting ‘up close and personal’ with the gorillas as they recited information about natural gorillas.  Some of the females were afraid to get too close to the fence, timid creatures who hid behind the guide, or demanded to simply stay in the vehicle.  With each tour that passed by, Zane scented the females and hoped that his mate might be among them.  But by the time the last tour had passed by on Sunday evening and none of his band had found a mate, he was beginning to think it was going to be a very long and lonely summer.

 







CHAPTER 4

 

“What do you mean we can’t ride in the same Jeep?”  Adriana asked as she stood in line with Celeste at the VIP tour station in the safari park.  “Why would we need to be in separate vehicles?”

She and Celeste stood in front of two vehicles that were painted in vibrant blue camouflage.  Adriana stared up at the man who’d told them they weren’t able to go in the same vehicle.

“It’s a private tour, ma’am,” he said stiffly, not hiding his annoyance very well.  The line stretched behind them, and Adriana noticed that it was made up entirely of young women.

Celeste elbowed her and said, “It’ll be an adventure.”

“What’s with you and adventures lately?”

“Come on,” Celeste pleaded.  “Live a little.”

“I’m trying, but I thought we were going to be able to be in the Jeep together.  I still don’t see what the deal is.”

“Each vehicle is equipped to hold only three people,” the man said.  He was tall and lanky, wearing a blue uniform and a ball cap that identified him as security.  Adriana looked past him to see that there were only three available seats in each Jeep because of a large duffel that had been placed in the second row.  As she opened her mouth to argue that they could put the duffel in the storage area, Celeste said, “It’s fine, really.  Let’s not hold up the line, hon.  We’ll talk after the tour.”

“Okay.  Have fun.”

“I will.  You, too!”

Celeste walked past the security officer to one of the four waiting vehicles.  Two men stood next to it: one wore a blue uniform, and the other wore an olive-green one.  They smiled at Celeste, and the man in the olive uniform helped her into the second row.  The Jeep pulled away quickly and Celeste turned around and blew a kiss to Adriana, who waved back.

The officer gestured to the next Jeep in line, where two more men were waiting, one in blue and one in olive.  Adriana wished she had her cell so she could take photos with the camera.  Phones and other personal items weren’t permitted on the tours.  One of the security officers at the check-in gate told them that there would be photo opportunities provided by the guides, who each carried a professional camera.

Adriana walked past the guard to the next vehicle.

“It’s nice to meet you, Adriana,” the man in olive said.  He was just a few inches taller than her five-foot-five frame, with short, dirty blond hair and piercing blue eyes.  The man in the blue uniform looked similar to the first man, with the same blue eyes, but his hair was cropped so closely to his skull that he almost looked bald.

Adriana took his outstretched hand and climbed into the Jeep, settling next to the duffel.  “Thank you.”

The two men climbed into the vehicle, and the olive-uniformed man turned around to face her.  “We’ll be leaving shortly.  My name is Jesse, and this is Alfie.  He’s part of the security team for the tours.”

“You have separate security for the tours?”  She glanced at Alfie, who was watching a GPS screen intently.  There were several different colored triangles moving on the screen.  She guessed they were other vehicles, since they seemed to be moving on a marked trail.

“Normally, our regular tours have a guide, which is what I am, a security person like Alfie, and a driver, but because we’re running a lot of private tours on the weekends, we streamlined to only two staff members on each Jeep.  Don’t worry, Alfie and I will keep you safe; right, Alfie?”  Jesse smiled at her; it made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up.

“Um, thanks,” she said, leaning back against the seat to put as much distance as she could between herself and Jesse, who was looking at her as if he could see through her clothes.  Suddenly she wished she’d worn several more layers on top of her pink plaid button-down, white tank-top, and faded jeans.

Jesse kept staring at her.  She was starting to get the urge to jump out of the Jeep and ask for another guide when Alfie said, “Hold on.”

The Jeep lurched forward; Jesse laughed when Adriana squeaked in surprise and clutched the seat in front of her.

Alfie glanced over his shoulder with an apologetic smile.  “Sorry.”

“It’s okay,” she said, releasing her tight grip on the seat and trying to calm her flying pulse.

The Jeep left the station, and Adriana glanced back at the other women waiting in line.  The vehicle followed a dirt trail around a curve, before they quickly disappeared from view.

“So, we have a ton of animals here at the park,” Jesse said.  She turned slowly around and stared at him.  He was now sitting backward, leaning on the seat back and smiling at her.

She hummed in agreement, wishing he would stop leaning over the seat and crowding her.  Her skin was starting to goosebump, and her inner panic button was flashing red.  There was something off about this guy.

The vehicle slowed to a stop.  Jesse climbed out and held out his hand to her.

She blinked in surprise.  “What are you doing?”

“It’s a private tour.  That means you get to go closer to the fences than regular park guests.  We’re at the elephants’ paddock.”  When she simply stared for a long moment at his hand, he said, “You have to get out so I can get the camera.  You get a photo at each paddock, and then one of the merch guys will upload them to a photo album for you, free of charge.”

“Merch?”

“Merchandise.  Come on, out with you.”  He wrapped his hand around her wrist, and tugged.

She got out of the vehicle quickly and extracted her wrist from his grip.  “Please don’t touch me like that again,” she said firmly.

“Touchy, touchy,” he said.  He leaned into the back seat and unzipped the duffel, removing a large camera.

He slung the strap over his neck and looked down at the camera, pressing a few buttons.  “This way, princess.”  He gestured to the fence.

She disliked everything about her current situation.  She hadn’t been happy to be split up from Celeste, but she’d decided to go with the flow.  Right now, she was regretting that decision.  Adriana should have trusted her instincts and asked for a new guide, or just skipped the tour entirely.

She glanced at Alfie, who regarded her with bored disinterest.  Sighing deeply, she walked with Jesse close to the fence, where four enormous elephants stood.  If it didn’t sound entirely nuts, she would’ve thought the animals were waiting for them.  Jesse whistled sharply, and the elephants moved closer to the fence.  Fascinated, Adriana stared up at them as they drew close.  The elephants stopped when they were close enough that she could have reached through the fence and touched them.  She could hear them inhaling and exhaling, and she wondered what they smelled.

Jesse rattled off a handful of elephant facts, but all she could think about was how near they were to her and how much bigger they were in real life than she’d expected.  One of them touched the fence with his trunk, and she reached up, tracing the outer edge of it with her fingertip.  He snuffled at her, and she laughed and heard a click.

Jesse said, “That’s a good one,” as he looked down at the camera screen.  He looked at the elephants and said, “We good here?”

“Are you talking to me or them?” Adriana asked.  As she turned to look at Jesse, she swore she saw the elephants shaking their heads at him out of the corner of her eye.

“To you, of course.  We’ve got a lot of other paddocks to see; the elephants are just the first stop on the tour.  Next up are the wolves; they’re my favorite.”

“Oh yeah?  Why?”  She followed him to the Jeep and sat in her seat.

“Because wolves rock, that’s why.”  His tone brooked no argument, and what would she say, anyway?  She’d always thought wolves were beautiful and interesting.

The Jeep meandered along the trail, pausing only briefly at the fenced-in areas for white-tailed deer and buffalo.  Jesse pointed out birds that were roosting in trees, but he spent the majority of the ride between the elephants and the wolves’ paddock talking about wolves.  He grew more excited as the Jeep slowed and came to a stop.

Leaping from the vehicle, Jesse said, “Destiny awaits, princess.”

Rolling her eyes at the prissy nickname while mentally nicknaming him asshole, Adriana got out and walked with him to the fence.  It was thick chain-link, and rose above her head.  The wolf paddock had lots of trees and some small buildings that surrounded a larger building.  The door to the large building was open, and she could see tools hanging on the walls.

“What are the buildings for?”  She asked as the wolves in the paddock began to pad toward them.

“The small ones are for the wolves to sleep in, and the big one is where we keep the tools to clean and repair the paddock and tend to the grounds.  That wolf there is the alpha.”  His voice was filled with pride as he spoke.  He moved subtly closer to her every few seconds, crowding her toward the fence.

She stepped backward, but he angled himself so that she bumped into him.  “It’s okay, princess, they won’t hurt you.  They like pretty girls.”

He was the creepiest guy she’d ever met, and that included the slimy guy who’d hit on her at a bar once, wearing a blue leisure suit with gold chains around his neck and greasy, slicked back hair.

She closed her eyes for a moment and pushed her feelings of revulsion away.  For the time being, she was at Jesse’s mercy.  A wolf barked sharply, and Adriana opened her eyes.  The one Jesse had pointed out as the alpha, a big wolf with solid black fur, seemed to be glaring at them.

Jesse growled under his breath and stepped away from her, giving her room to breathe.  Even though she knew the wolf wouldn’t understand her, she mouthed thank you at him.  To her surprise, the wolf nodded.

Adriana blinked rapidly, certain she’d imagined it.  The wolf was staring at Jesse with what appeared to be disapproval, and Adriana decided she’d been out in the sun too long.  “Can we get back in the Jeep?”

Jesse scanned the wolves and then looked at her.  “Fine.  I guess we need to get a move on anyway.”  He took a picture of her in front of the fence and then escorted her back to the vehicle.

His demeanor had changed drastically.  He’d been animated and excited about the wolves, but after leaving their paddock and moving on to the lions, he was sullen and quiet.

She moved to the fence for the lion paddock by herself.  She’d always liked big cats, and so did Celeste.  She was sure her friend had oohed and ahhed over the enormous cats.

“There’s only one lioness and the rest are males.  Isn’t that unusual?” she asked Jesse, turning to where he stood leaning against the Jeep.

“There aren’t a lot of females in captivity.”

She frowned, certain she’d seen female lions at other zoos.  The lions, like the wolves, seemed to come close to the fence, sniff the air, and then wander away.  She wasn’t sure she was imaging it, but it almost seemed as though they didn’t like the way she smelled.  At Jesse’s urging, she leaned against the fence and smiled, and he took her picture.

In spite of Jesse’s strange and creeptastic behavior, Adriana was having a good time.  Although she wished she’d been able to be with Celeste, she enjoyed the animals and was amazed at how close they got to the fence when she was there.

When the Jeep pulled to a stop, through the fence she saw the gorillas.  Their black fur shimmered in the sunlight as their big bodies moved fluidly around the paddock.  One leapt down from a tree, landing with a thud, and she smiled.  He was a big fellow, even bigger than the others.

She climbed down from the Jeep and took a few steps toward the fence.

“I wouldn’t get too close,” Jesse said, “they’re total animals.”

Arching a brow, she asked, “What else would they be?”

“No, I mean that they’re violent.  They’ll attack the fence, even rape females, too.”  He looked through the fence, clearly disgusted.

“That’s an urban legend.  Gorillas don’t rape human women.”

He snorted.  “Whatever, princess.”

The biggest gorilla flashed his fangs and grunted angrily, but Adriana wasn’t afraid.  It wasn’t because of the fence; she was pretty sure that he could get through it if he wanted to.  She just somehow felt as if he wouldn’t hurt her.  Adriana snorted inwardly.  She supposed there were a lot of explorers who’d thought similar things before being ripped to pieces.

The gorilla puffed out his chest and made a strange hooting sound, then grunted at the other gorillas.  They echoed the noise.  He moved toward the fence, gripping the links with one big hand and staring at her.  Her heart clenched, and Adriana gasped as she stared back at him.  Bewildered, she found herself moving forward without thought, reaching for that big hand and the dark fingers curled around the links.

Jesse grabbed her arm and swung her around.  Adriana screamed in surprise as he rushed her to the Jeep, pressing her hard against the side.

Trying with both hands to push him away, she shouted, “Let me go!”

His hands gripped her shirt and ripped, the material slicing apart as his fingers lengthened into dark, deadly-looking claws, curving from the tips.  She screamed as he wrapped a monstrous hand around her throat.

“I told you he’s dangerous, princess,” Jesse growled in her ear.

“Help!”  She shoved at his chest, kicking and fighting.

Alfie said, “Jesse!  Stop what you’re doing right now!  We’re not allowed to touch the humans.”

Jesse growled loudly, and Adriana swore she saw fangs in his mouth.  “Stay out of it.”

“Jesse, I –” 

He growled darkly.  Everything inside Adriana went still as fear settled over her.  “Do I need to remind you I’m beta?”

Something was very wrong with this situation.  She looked over her shoulder and saw Alfie’s gaze pinned to the ground.

A roar as loud as a jet engine sounded, shaking the trees and making her heart stop for a second.  As panicked as she felt with Jesse’s hand tightening on her throat, there was something comforting about that roar.

Jesse’s features tightened in fear, and his eyes flashed from blue to amber.  He bared his teeth at her, snapping his jaws.  Her vision started to blur as his hand pressed even tighter on her airway and her lungs began to burn.  A moment later the pain was gone, as his hand was ripped from her throat.  Another roar rent the air.  Adriana fell to the ground, gasping and clutching her neck.   Tears blurred her vision, but she could still see the gorilla throw the guide into a tree with an earth-shattering bellow.

Then he turned, snuffled loudly, and roared again, barreling straight for her.

 







CHAPTER 5

 

Zane heard the Jeep coming down the dirt road and sighed.  Leaning against the tree, he watched over the paddock as fellow band members meandered below.  This was the third weekend for private tours, and so far no single males of any shifter groups had found their soulmates.  He was beyond disappointed.  It wasn’t that he’d expected to find his soulmate on the first tour, but a little part of him had hoped it would be that easy.

What were the odds, anyway, that their mates would just happen to be in New Jersey and come on the tour?  Below him, Neo, Patton, August, Nathan, and Win looked toward the dirt road as the Jeep drew near.  The last VIP tour had held a blonde female who spoke animatedly about the lions, not even getting out of the Jeep to come close to the gorilla paddock.  He supposed that all humans had their favorite animals.

The Jeep stopped in front of the paddock and Zane leapt from the tree, landing solidly on the ground.  He watched as a human female climbed from the Jeep, his lip curling in disgust as Jesse got out of the passenger seat and spouted lies to her about gorillas.

Her eyes met his, and everything inside him quieted.  Awe filled him as he stared at the female he knew in the depths of his heart was the one meant for him alone – his soulmate.

His beast rejoiced in the only way it could – hooting for joy and pounding his hands on the ground.  His band mates grunted in happiness with him.  Moving to the fence, he gripped the links, willing her to come to him.  She moved, reaching her hand out toward his.

Then Jesse grabbed her roughly, rushing her back to the Jeep and slamming her against the side of it.  She shouted for help.  Alfie seemed to try to stand up to Jesse but Zane could see Jesse pull rank; Alfie protested, and then hung his head in submission.  Jesse’s hands lengthened and claws appeared, one hand covering her throat and the other ripping her shirt.

Rage rose up inside Zane, and he roared his fury.  The fence buckled as he grabbed it with both hands and tore it apart.  He pushed through and rushed at Jesse, grabbing the male and pulling him away.  With no effort, he threw the wolf toward a tree, satisfied when he slammed into the trunk and fell to the ground in a heap.

He turned and saw his mate on the ground, holding her throat and gasping for air.  Zane couldn’t stop himself from moving swiftly to her.  She screamed as he reached her, but when she cowered from him, he stopped and grunted, trying to appear less frightening.  She swallowed hard, tears slipping down her cheeks.

Alfie seemed to snap out of his submissive stance.  “I’ll get her back to the tour office.”

Zane couldn’t stop himself from roaring at Alfie, who took a step back and put his hands up in defense.  Alfie wouldn’t be doing anything of the sort.  He ordered his beast to stand down, but he couldn’t keep himself from reaching for his mate and lifting her off the ground.

Wishing he could speak in his shift, he settled for grunting a warning at Alfie, and moved toward the tear in the fence where his band waited to help.  His mate went limp in his arms.  He looked down, and saw that she’d passed out.  He moved carefully through the fence so she wasn’t cut on the jagged edges, while grunting orders to his band.  Three of them followed him, and two stood guard by the ruined fence.

Reaching the maintenance building, he loped down the stairs to the bottom, where his dad waited.  The alpha’s brows were drawn in worry and a walkie was at his ear.

“I’ve got him.  And her.  I don’t give a damn about the other tours, they can’t drive by our paddock when there’s a big fucking hole in it, now can they?”

He removed his thumb from the side button and fixed his gaze on Zane.  A smile softened his features.  “You’ve found your soulmate?”

Zane hooted softly.

“I’m happy for you.  Get to your house, settle your mate, and shift.  I’m sure the last thing a human woman needs to see after passing out in fear is a big-ass gorilla leaning over her.”

Zane knew his dad was right.  He carried her swiftly through the hallway, punched in the buttons for the security door, and brought her straight to his tree.  Leaping up, he grabbed a thick branch of the artificial tree and pulled himself and his mate up into the canopy.  He held his mate close as he climbed toward his home, which looked like a rustic wood cabin built against the thick trunk, his mind narrowly focused on keeping her safe.  He wished he knew her name, and that they hadn’t met under such terrifying circumstances, but those feelings were overshadowed by the sense of rightness that filled him.  He’d found his mate.  It didn’t really matter what else happened, his soul was finally complete.

Tugging the covers back from his bed, he laid her down gently.  She was beautiful; lushly curved, with long, brown hair and a natural scent that made him wild.  The pink top she wore was torn, and underneath, a white tank-top rode up her stomach.  He bent, inhaling the scent from her skin.  She smelled like sweet cream and looked like an angel.  He couldn’t believe how fortunate he was to have found his mate at last.

Pulling her tank-top back into place, he released his hold on his beast and shifted back into human form.  Grabbing clothes from a drawer, he dressed quickly, never taking his eyes off his mate.  He removed her shoes so she’d be more comfortable, and then drew a light blanket over her to keep her from getting chilled.  The front door opened; he knew it was his dad and the band.  Casting one final glance at his mate, he strode from the room.

Neo, Patton, and Win sat on the couch while Atticus paced.

“She’s not awake yet,” Zane said.  He stood next to the couch, one ear tuned to the bedroom in case she woke.

“Her name is Adriana Stephens,” his dad said, handing a purse to Zane.  Zane took it, finding it saturated with her scent.  “I had one of the lions bring me her purse from the security office.  She came with a friend named Celeste, but she also found a mate in one of the lions, so she’s with them.  She was told that Adriana found her own mate and that she was spending time with you.  Eventually, she’ll want to see her friend, but for now she’s being distracted by her mate.”

Zane smiled.  “Who’s the lucky guy?”

“Jupiter.”

Jupiter was a big male, and one of the two lead security guards for the park.  The lions were very protective of their people, so Zane knew that Jupiter would keep Adriana’s friend safe.

“Let’s not change the subject,” his dad said.  Zane held Adriana’s purse tightly and tried not to think about how aroused her scent made him.  He knew his friends would be able to tell by his changing scent, and he’d rather not have them hanging around when his mate woke up.  “Tell me what happened.”

Zane exhaled, clearing his mind of his anxiety over not being at Adriana’s side.  He explained the events as they’d unfolded, leading him not only to his mate but also to injuring the wolf alpha’s son.

His dad rubbed his jaw with his fingers.  “I don’t understand why Jesse would attack a human.”

“He saw me react to her and heard my claim, then he turned on her,” Zane said.

Neo shook his head.  “Ever since we stopped him from groping that human in the bar last summer, he’s had it out for us, especially Zane.”

“There’s no reason for our people not to get along.  Not only that, but it doesn’t make sense for Jesse to turn on Adriana.  First, it’s against our laws to injure innocent humans, and second, he also partially shifted in front of her.  He broke a lot of laws,” Atticus said.

“Zane shouldn’t be punished,” Win said.  “He was defending his mate.  I think he showed a considerable amount of restraint in only throwing that asshole into a tree.  I would’ve wanted to tear his arm off.”

“I agree.  We could scent her fear from several yards away.  Regardless of Jesse’s feelings about Zane, it’s also against our laws to harm a mate.  They’re precious and to be revered and protected, not toyed with and brutalized,” Patton said.

Atticus nodded.  “Amadeus is going to forward the dashboard camera footage to me as soon as he downloads it, but I have no doubt you’re all telling the truth.  Jesse clearly saw an opportunity to screw with you and took it.  You harmed another shifter, but it was in defense of your mate and that nullifies all else.”

Neo stood.  “Do you need anything for your mate?”

“She might need medical attention when she wakes up,” Zane told him.

“We’ll let Doc know.  Congratulations.”

“Thanks.”  Zane grinned.

His band left, leaving him alone with his father.  “You’ll have to appear before the council, and so will Adriana, but it will only be to verbally corroborate the camera footage.  I’m positive you won’t be held accountable for your actions, but Jesse sure as hell will be.”

Zane shook his head.  “We’ve never really gotten along, but I don’t understand why he’d act like that.”

“Jealousy, perhaps.  Tend to your mate, and call if you need anything.”

Zane nodded and shut the door after his dad left.  The tree shook a bit as Atticus leapt to his own home.  Turning to the kitchen, Zane opened the refrigerator and looked at the contents, eventually pulling out some cheese and ham.  After arranging chunks of cheese and meat on a plate with crackers, he heated a mug of water in the microwave and put a tea bag in it to steep for a while.

He carried the tea and plate into the bedroom and put them on the nightstand.  Adriana was still asleep, and he bent over, listening to her heart beating.  The sound was soothing, a balm to his soul.

Settling on the edge of the bed, he picked up her hand and held it.  He would wait there until she woke, and then he’d take care of her.  Nothing else mattered.

***

An hour later, a soft moan drew him from his musings.  He watched as Adriana slowly opened her eyes, then gasped, sitting up swiftly and clutching her throat as an expression of pain flashed over her face.

Zane had reheated the tea every ten minutes since he’d made it.  “You’re safe now, Adriana,” he said, offering the mug to her.

She took it, sipping at the hot brew.  “Who are you?  Where am I?”  Her voice was a low whisper, and he knew it still hurt to talk.  She’d screamed a lot, in addition to having her throat squeezed by a powerful hand.

“My name is Zane, and you’re in my home.”

Adriana blinked.  “I was at the safari.  I…did I dream that?”

She had the most enchanting green eyes.  They were the color of spring grass, with flecks of gold.  “No, you didn’t dream any of it.  You were assaulted by the tour guide; I saved you and brought you to my home.”

Her knuckles turned white on the mug and her hand began to shake as she stared at him.  Fear lit her features, and the mug tipped from her hand.  Zane caught it before it spilled entirely and put it on the nightstand.

“There was a gorilla,” she said.

“It was me.”

“No.  People aren’t animals.  I...the guard had weird hands and teeth.”  She pressed her palms to her eyes and inhaled shakily.  “I must be dead or unconscious,” she whispered.  “Wake up, Adriana, wake the hell up.”

Zane took her wrists gently and pulled her hands from her face.  She blinked big, tear-filled eyes at him.  “Sweetheart, you’re not dead, unconscious, dreaming, or hallucinating.  I was in the gorilla paddock, and I scented that you were my mate.  I’m not entirely sure why the guide did what he did, but it’s possible he screwed with you to get back at me.”

A tear slipped over her cheek and he brushed it away.  “Mate?”

Nodding, he twined their fingers together.  “Yes.  I saw you and I knew you were meant to be mine.  I know I scared you.  I was so enraged when Jesse put his hands on you that I couldn’t control my beast.  I’d die before I hurt you, Adriana.”

She chewed on her bottom lip and tugged one hand free to wipe her eyes.  “I don’t know what to believe.  I feel like I’m dreaming.  You say you’re a gorilla and that you knew I was your mate at first sight.  That’s the stuff of dreams.  Or romance novels.”

“It’s real.  There’s nothing to fear with me.”

“Are there others like you?”

“There are seven gorillas in our band.”

“Band?  Like a music band?”

“No, a group of gorillas is called a band.  My dad is the alpha – the leader.  We work and live at the safari.”

“People aren’t supposed to be able to change into animals.”

“But we do.”

“Are you the only ones who can change?”

“In the safari there are wolf, elephant, lion, and bear shifters as well.”

“The guide is a shifter?  That’s why his teeth and hands changed?”

Nodding, Zane fought the urge to find Jesse and hurt him some more.  Getting thrown into a tree was not nearly a brutal enough consequence for the terror and injury he’d inflicted on Adriana.

“I want to see.”

“See what?”

“I want to see you turn into a gorilla.  If it’s true, and I’m not just imagining things, then shift for me.”

He’d expected her to want to see him, so her request wasn’t a surprise.

He stood and tugged his shirt off.  “Are you sure?”

Her eyes dropped immediately to his chest, and he grinned.  Shifters were naturally strong, even the smaller species like wolves, but Zane and his fellow band members also liked to exercise and keep their bodies toned.  Right now, he was glad he’d spent so much time building muscle.

She didn’t say anything as her gaze roamed over him.  She licked her lips and his beast hooted in his mind, thankful she found him attractive.  Her scent deepened and his beast growled in happiness.  Their mate thought they were sexy; that was definitely a good thing.

He undid the button of his jeans and her mouth fell open on a soft gasp.  Her hands clutched the blanket that was pooled at her waist.

“I don’t have to do this right now,” he said softly.

She blinked and seemed to force herself to meet his gaze.  “I want to see it for myself.  Unless it hurts?  I don’t want you to hurt yourself.”

“It doesn’t hurt.  It feels good, actually, like a part of myself has been caged up and is suddenly free.”  He lowered the zipper and her gaze dropped to his hands.  “I’m still me in my shift.  I can’t talk, but I can understand you and I swear I won’t hurt you.”

She never took her eyes off his hands.  “I don’t know why I trust you, but I do.  I know you won’t hurt me.”

“Because I’m your mate, Adriana.”

She looked at him.  “What does that really mean?”

“That I’ll always take care of you and protect you.  It’s like marriage for my people, but unlike in your human world, there isn’t divorce.  I’m yours and you’re mine.  Forever.”

“Would you let me leave?”  Her head tilted slightly and she met his gaze.

He raised a brow.  “You already know the answer to that.  Are you a prisoner?  No.  But you know what we are now.  Shifters have lived in secret, and we can’t take a chance on someone finding out about us.  I’ll take you to pack your things, but this is your home now.”

She shook her head.  “I can’t believe I’m not more upset.  You’re talking about me losing everything I have, to stay here with you – a total stranger – and yet I’m not freaking out.  Is it because of what we are for each other?”

“Say the word, Adriana.”

Her eyes darkened and her scent spiked with arousal.  Every muscle in his body tensed, and it took a considerable amount of effort to remain where he stood.  “Mates.  Why does that sound right?”

He shrugged.  “Mates are connected on a different level, sweetheart.  It’s not as simple as love at first sight, it’s deeper than that.  Soul deep.  Our people believe that there’s just one person in the whole world who’s really right for us, and that person is our soulmate.  You’re mine.  I knew it the moment I locked eyes with you through the fence, and you felt it too.  You were walking toward me.”

She smiled.  “I couldn’t help myself.”

“I couldn’t either.  I’m sorry you were hurt and scared.  I’d give anything to go back and change what he did.”

“I knew there was something off about him.  What is he?”

“Wolf.”

She shivered.  “I used to like wolves.”

“They’re not all like him.”

Blowing out a breath, she said, “I’m glad to hear it.”

“Are you ready for me to shift, sweetheart?  I don’t have to do this now.”

“Will you be stuck in your shift for a while, or can you change right back?”

“I can change back quickly.  If I change back and forth too much, it’ll make me tired and I could be temporarily stuck in one form or the other, but I can do this for you now.”

There wasn’t a trace of fear in her eyes when she looked at him.  “Show me, Zane.”

 







CHAPTER 6

 

Adriana watched as Zane shoved his jeans to the floor.  He was the sexiest guy she’d ever laid eyes on.  Tall and broad, he had muscles on top of muscles, dark brown eyes, and short brown hair that she bet was as soft as it looked.  She’d never been more attracted to a man in her life.

She’d woken up still scared, but she hadn’t run screaming from the room or passed out in fear, and she was sure that had something to do with Zane.  Everything he told her – while fantastical – made sense in a way she couldn’t explain.  It was as if she’d always known about shifters in the back of her mind, although she couldn’t say she’d ever consciously considered it.  She’d actually been on a tour for shifters.  When that creepy guide had been with her in front of the elephants and asked if they were ‘good here,’ he’d obviously been talking to the elephants, who were shifters.

Her gaze dropped immediately to his waist and the thick cock that jutted from his hips.  Holy hell’s bells, she’d never seen such a big cock!  Her whole body shivered and her heartrate sped up; not from fear, but arousal.

He gripped his cock with one big hand.  “If you keep looking at me like that, sweetheart, I’m going to blow my load right now.”

Her stomach clenched and her nipples tightened.  Tearing her gaze from his length, she let out a panting breath and said, “I can’t help it.  I’ve never felt like this before.”  Her panties were soaked and he hadn’t even touched her.  As strange as that was, it also felt right.

“Me, either.  Do you want me to shift or not?”

“You’ll come right back to me?”

Nodding, he squeezed his cock and shuddered, cracking his neck.

“Then do it, Zane.  I want to see you.”

The shift happened quickly.  One moment she was staring at his gorgeous human face, and the next she was looking at an enormous gorilla.  She wasn’t sure what she’d expected to happen, but it hadn’t been a gradual change, more like a rush from human to gorilla.  He was flesh and then he was fur.

His fur was black except in the middle of his back, where it was silver.  He was on all fours but he was still enormous.  She slipped from the bed and approached him.  When she gazed into his eyes, she knew that Zane was looking back at her.  He wasn’t a beast inside, just on the outside.

She touched his face, tracing his brow and cheek and rubbing her thumb gently across his lips.  The fur on his head was thick and coarse.  He wrapped a huge hand around her knee, and she smiled.  “This is the strangest thing I’ve ever done, but it’s also the least scary.”  She leaned forward and kissed his nose.  He grunted, wrapping both arms around her and drawing her close.

She let herself be folded into his embrace as he sat down.  His scent – wild, like forests and sunshine – enveloped her, and she snuggled deeper into his arms.  He was very warm, and she thought she could have fallen asleep if she wasn’t as turned on as she’d ever been in her life.

He looked down at her and hooted softly, his chest rumbling with the sound.  “I like that sound, Zane.  I can’t believe that I’m sitting in a gorilla shifter’s lap.  Can you change back now?”

He grunted softly and shifted back, his body shrinking from gorilla to human with apparent ease. Sinking her fingers into his thick hair, she drew him down to her lips and kissed him.  He hugged her close with a soft growl, and Adriana grinned against his mouth.  Licking his lower lip, she whispered, “You’re naked.”

“You’re not,” he answered, nuzzling her throat.

“I want to be.  I’ve never wanted anything more.”

He lifted his head slowly, his eyes darkening.  “If we make love now, Adriana, I’ll never let you go.”

Rightness settled over her.  It did feel like love at first sight in a way, but it wasn’t superficial – it felt soul-deep.  “I don’t want you to let me go, Zane.  I want this.  I know it’s fast, but it feels so very right.”

He stood and carried her to the bed, laying her down gently.  Her heart pounded with anticipation.  Leaning over her, he cupped her face and kissed her, sliding his tongue into her mouth slowly.  Her whole body trembled as their kiss deepened and the wild scent of him surrounded her.  While they kissed, she slid her hands along his upper body, her fingertips gliding over the smooth, hot muscles that tightened under her touch.  Her thumbs glanced over his nipples, and he growled.  She smiled inwardly, glad that he liked how she touched him.

As she played her hands across his muscles, he gripped her shirt and tugged it off her shoulders.  Lifting from their kiss, he gave her room to sit up and helped her remove the top.  It was torn where the guide had tried to rip it off her.  When her tank-top hit the floor, Zane growled, his eyes flashing with heat.  She undid her bra, and he flung it away.  She would have laughed at his eagerness, but he straddled her body, lowering her to the bed with one hand on the back of her neck and cupping her breast with the other.

“You’re so beautiful,” he said, his voice a deep rumble.

Her vision lost focus for a moment as his finger and thumb squeezed gently on her nipple.  “Zane,” she whispered.

“I’m right here, sweetheart.”

He massaged the back of her neck with his big fingers before moving them down to circle her breast.  He kissed her nipple gently before drawing it slowly into his mouth.  He licked and sucked her nipple to tight perfection before turning his attention to the other one.  Each draw on her nipple felt like it went straight to her clit, making her pussy throb.

He lifted from her breast and grinned sinfully.  He kissed his way down the center of her body, tracing patterns on her skin with his tongue.  When he reached her jeans, he undid them swiftly and hooked his fingers in the waistband.  She lifted her hips, allowing him to slide her jeans and panties down her legs.  He circled her ankles with his fingers and stared up her body, his eyes so dark with passion they were nearly black.  She wanted to say something profound, but when she opened her mouth the only thing that came out was a groan as he slowly spread her legs apart, and moved between them.

He nibbled the inside of her thighs as he pushed them further apart to make room for his broad shoulders.  Gripping the backs of her knees, he lifted them to rest on his shoulders as he settled over her pussy.

She went up on one elbow and reached for him, stroking her fingers down his jaw and rubbing her thumb along his bottom lip.  His gaze was so intense and full of desire that she felt like she could combust just from the tension that hummed between them.  He growled softly and his lips curled up in a smile.  He was the sexiest guy she’d ever seen.

Keeping his gaze locked with hers, he lowered his mouth to her pussy and flicked his tongue over her clit.  She shivered, and he grinned.  Spreading her pussy with his thumbs, he turned his attention to her heated flesh.  Her head fell back to the pillow as he licked her from the bottom of her pussy to her clit, circling the tight bud before dipping his tongue inside with a soft growl.  One hand cupped her butt and lifted her from the bed, drawing her closer to his mouth as he stroked his tongue into her.

Holding the folds of her pussy open with his hand, he stroked her clit with his finger as he licked her.  Her stomach began to clench as he worked her clit faster.  Her toes curled as her pussy flooded with heat, and her muscles clenched as pleasure thundered down on her.  Screaming his name, she pressed her pussy to his mouth and rode his tongue.  His finger continued to move as he brought her through her orgasm and pushed her over the edge again.

Snarling softly against her throbbing flesh, he kissed her clit and lifted from her body.  Without words passing between them, she knew what he wanted.  She rolled to her stomach and lifted her hips from the bed.  Spreading her knees, she gripped the pillow under her head and cried out in hot pleasure as his thick cock breached her pussy.  He cupped her hips with his hands, pulling her against him as he rocked forward.  Each stroke took him deeper, stretching and filling her.

When their bodies met and he was seated completely inside her, she felt a connection snap tight between them.  Right at that moment, she knew in her heart that he really was meant to be hers.  She didn’t understand it completely, but she couldn’t deny her feelings.  He was hers and she was his.  Forever.

He moved in and out of her slowly at first, so she felt every inch of him.  Then his pace quickened and she felt her body respond.  She rose onto her arms, leveraging herself against him, meeting his strokes as she pushed herself against him.  He pulled her upper body back against his chest, his cock pistoning in and out of her as he sat back on his heels.  With one arm braced around her shoulders to hold her tightly to him, he strummed her clit with his fingers.

“Zane,” she moaned, gripping his arm and holding herself closer to him.  Her pussy clenched around him, and he snarled.

“Mine,” he growled.

“Yes, fuck, yes!”

Her pussy locked down on his cock as her clit throbbed under his touch and her body writhed with white-hot pleasure.  She screamed, shaking against him as she came.  She felt his cock thicken, and he roared.  His come was hot inside her, and each time he spasmed, she felt an answering tremble of pleasure slip through her.  He nuzzled the juncture of her neck and shoulder and then bit down.  Teeth that felt too thick to be human slid into the meat of her shoulder.

His fingers, which had stilled on her clit when they’d both come, started to move again, and she forgot about the ache of his bite and lost herself into pleasure once more.  Her vision spun as she came again, and he lifted from her shoulder and roared.

“Zane,” she whispered, her throat raw from screaming in pleasure.

“Adriana.”  His voice was a rough growl as he licked the wound he’d made.  A shiver wiggled down her spine.  “You’re my mate.”

Laughing lightly, she rested her head against his.  “You’re mine, too.”

He settled her on the bed, and she rolled to face him.  He drew her close and sighed deeply.  She felt warm and content, perfectly safe.  Her heart clenched and tears stung her eyes.

Zane lifted her chin.  “Did I hurt you?”

“No.  I’m just happy.”

He smiled.  “I’m happy, too.  Let’s rest for a while and then we can talk.  You wore me out.”

She grinned and rested her cheek on his bicep.  She promised herself she’d only close her eyes for a moment, but she slipped off to sleep.

 







CHAPTER 7

 

Zane lay with his mate in his arms, happier than he’d ever been in his life.  Adriana was amazing, and he couldn’t wait to start their new life together.  She dozed against him, tucked close with a small smile on her lush lips.  They were strangers, but their connection as mates made them comfortable with each other.  She had fallen asleep almost immediately after they had made love.  He understood that the stress of the day – being attacked and then learning about weres, for starters – was enough to short-circuit anyone.  He didn’t know what he’d think if he were in her shoes, but he was proud of her strength and courage.  Her trust in him humbled him to the core.

He looked at the mating mark he’d made.  His fangs had elongated as he came, and he’d been unable to stop himself from sinking them into her flesh.  It had been pure instinct that had him drawing her body to another climax to help mask the pain of the mark.  As she’d come, her body tightening like a bow as her delicious scent filled the air, he’d come again as well, which had surprised him.  He’d been lucky to still be upright after the second time, because his bones felt like they’d melted.

His phone buzzed and he ignored it, not wanting to leave her for a moment.  But it kept buzzing, and after ten minutes he extracted himself from her warmth and dug it out of his jeans.  His father’s name flashed on the screen.

Zane moved silently from the room and shut the door.

“About time you answered.”

“I’ve been preoccupied with my mate.  What’s up?”

“The council wants to get your statements.  When can you bring her to the meeting hall?”

He glanced at the clock.  “Eight.”  That would give her an hour to rest, and then they could clean up and eat something.  She hadn’t eaten any of the snack he’d put together, and he felt like a bad mate for not making sure she ate.

“All right.  We’re going together as a group, so I’ll meet you downstairs.”

“Did you see the footage?”

“Caesar sent me a copy.  It’s damning.”

“What do you think the council will do?”

“I have no idea.  He needs to be kept away from the humans, though, regardless of whatever else is decided.  See you in a bit.”

After ending the call, Zane put his phone on the counter and went back to bed, gathering Adriana close.

***

Two hours later, Zane introduced his mate to his dad and band.  Although Adriana appeared calm, he could feel the tension in her as she tucked herself close to him.

His dad asked, “Adriana, did Zane tell you about the council?”

“Yes.  Will the guide be there?”

“He will be, but he’s being guarded by the lions, so there’s no way he could get to you.”

“Why lions?” she asked.

“Because they’re the head of zoo security,” Zane answered.

“If lions are head of zoo security, why was Alfie, a wolf, security on the tour?”

Atticus said, “Because the lions are security for the park as a whole.  They only have twenty pride members, and they handle general park security while the tour security guards are really just glorified drivers and not part of the security team.”

She looked up at Zane and smiled tentatively.  He brushed his lips over hers and whispered, “I’ll keep you safe, sweetheart.  There’s nothing to worry about.”

She rolled her eyes with a snort.  Neo chuckled.  “I like her.  You don’t happen to have a sister, do you?”

“Sorry, I’m an only child.  I do have a best friend, though.  Oh!  I should call her.  Celeste is probably worried sick.”

“Actually, your friend found her mate.  His name is Jupiter and he’s a lion.  You can’t see her right now, but when you’re able to, Zane can take you to her,” Neo said.

“Why can’t I see her now?”

“Because lions have some weird mating rituals,” August said, smiling.  “Among them are not leaving the mating bed for a while.”

Adriana smiled.  “I’m glad she found her mate.  Can we get this over with?  I don’t want to spend any more time in that asshole’s presence then necessary.”

“I agree,” his dad said.  “Just remember to tell the truth.  Zane won’t be in trouble for what he did, so there’s no need to keep anything out.  If you don’t remember something, just say that you don’t recall.  When you and Zane have given your testimony, you’ll be free to go.”

She nodded.

Following his dad out of their band’s private section, they walked to the council meeting.  Zane pointed out the hallways that led to the other shifter groups’ private sections and the market stalls and cafeteria in the central area.  “Anything you need that you can’t get here can be ordered topside.”

“What’s topside?”

“Above ground,” he amended.  “If there’s something special you’d like – a certain kind of shampoo, or a meal from a restaurant you enjoy – you can fill out a request and send it to the security office through our online program.  Most everything is done within twenty-four hours, but some things can take longer, depending on what it is.”

“So we’re trapped in the park?”

“No, not at all.  We can go out shopping, or to dinner.  Because we’re busy working in the park, it’s usually easier to order things.”

“Do you ever order anything?”

“Sure.  I like Mario’s Pizza, so I get a couple of pies once a month or so.”

Adriana frowned but didn’t say what she was thinking.  Zane wanted to ask her what was wrong, but they’d reached the council chambers, so he made a mental note to ask her later.  He squeezed her shoulder as they walked into the large meeting room.

His dad took his seat at the alphas’ table among the heads of the other were-groups.  The others had already arrived.  In the corner of the room, two lions stood on either side of Jesse, whose hands were cuffed in front of him.  Alfie was next to the lions, but he wasn’t cuffed.

Around the room, the high-ranked members of each were-group watched as Caesar, the alpha lion, pressed something on his phone.  A screen against the wall illuminated, showing the dash-cam footage.  It began from the moment that Adriana entered the Jeep at the station.  Caesar fast-forwarded through the majority of the footage, up until they left the wolf paddock and headed to Zane’s band.  It was clear that Adriana wasn’t comfortable with Jesse, and seeing the events unfold that led to her being harmed made him want to throw Jesse into a few dozen trees until the bastard learned to never put his hands on a female again.

When Jesse attacked Adriana, every male in the room growled in anger.  Zane looked at Jesse, who wore an arrogant smile.  He didn’t seem concerned at all that he’d harmed a human or broken their laws.

The footage caught everything, including when Zane carried Adriana into the paddock.  To Zane’s surprise, Alfie contacted his alpha before getting Jesse, putting his unconscious body in the back seat, and driving erratically to the garage, where the alpha wolf and several other males met him.  The footage cut off there and the room went silent.

Caesar stood slowly.  “We’ll hear now from Zane and his mate, Adriana.”  He gestured to the space in front of the table and they walked to the area and stopped, facing the row of leaders.

Caesar said, “Adriana, we understand that you’ve been traumatized by the behavior of our tour guide and driver.  The alphas are sincerely sorry.  Please tell us, in your own words, what happened.”

She trembled next to Zane, her heart pounding wildly, and he held her a little closer.  Her voice was rough at first, but she cleared it and straightened her spine, lifting her chin.  Staring straight at Jesse, she explained her unease with her guide and his increasingly aggressive behavior.  When her story was finished, she pointedly moved her gaze from Jesse to stare at the alphas.

Joss, the alpha wolf, said, “I apologize for my son.”

“Thank you,” Adriana said.

“Zane?  Tell us your side of things,” Caesar requested.

Zane quickly reviewed what he’d witnessed.  He thought it was entirely redundant; the dash-cam footage showed nearly everything, although some things were out of the camera’s sight.  Jesse had put his hands on a human to harm her, knowing she was a mate, and had partially shifted in front of her.  He’d broken three separate laws.  Breaking one law was bad enough – three was unthinkable.  Zane understood that the council was just covering their asses by having the footage and testimonies, but he still found it to be a waste of time.

When he finished speaking, the room was silent.  Every male present was staring at the council, and every alpha sitting there wore grim faces.  Marcus, the alpha bear, said, “I want to know why Jesse acted this way.”

Jesse smirked but said nothing.  Joss growled so loudly that Adriana gasped, and her whole body tensed.  Zane wrapped his arms around her, but her trembling didn’t still.

Jesse’s bravado slipped for a brief moment, but he regained it quickly.  “Zane fucked with a female I wanted to mount last year.  I wanted to fuck with his female in the same way.”

Marcus shook his head.  “You attacked the mate of one of our people over a petty grudge?  Have you lost your mind?”

“I don’t have to answer to you, bear,” Jesse said, the words all but growled.

“No, but you do have to answer to me,” Joss said.  “Behavior such as this will not be tolerated within the pack.  Mates are never to be harmed.”

Atticus said, “I don’t think we need to debate punishment.  Our laws are very clear.”

Alastair, head of the elephants, nodded.  “Three laws, but one severe punishment.  The duration is the only question.”

The alphas looked at Joss, who was still glaring at Jesse.  There was definitely no love lost between father and son.

Joss turned his attention to Alfie.  “You were acting under orders from a higher ranked male.  I find you not at fault for what occurred.  You will, however, be removed from tour duty for two months.”

Alfie nodded and dropped his head, visibly relieved.

Caesar snapped his fingers.  One of the lions brought around a steel case, and set it on the council table in front of Joss.  The silence grew thick as everyone watched Joss open the case and remove a barbed collar.  He stood slowly and looked at Zane and Adriana as he spoke.  “One year for every broken law.”

A collective gasp rose from the crowd, and Zane looked at his dad, who frowned but then nodded.

“I agree,” Atticus said, and each alpha added their agreement to the punishment as well.

Joss said, “The pack apologizes for the behavior of two of their males.  May your union be blessed.”

Atticus motioned to Zane, and he turned with Adriana and left the council chambers.  Win and August followed them.

“Why are we leaving?  What’s going on?” Adriana asked.

“That’s called a Flayer.  It’s a special collar for shifters.  Joss will put it on Jesse, and it will be locked with a key.  When the key is turned, hooks will come out inside the collar and set into the skin.  Because shifters heal quickly, his skin will knit around the hooks.  If he tries to shift, the hooks are designed to react to that change by twisting and embedding further in the flesh.  The collar will kill him if he tries to shift.”

“And?”

“And that means he can’t shift for three years, the length of his punishment.  Wolves feel driven to shift every full moon.  He’ll go crazy,” Win said.  “Literally.”

“It sounds like a bad idea to make an asshole like that purposely crazy,” Adriana said.

“He’ll most likely have to be put down,” Win said.

“Put down, like killed?”

Zane rubbed her shoulder.  “It’s a wolf issue now.  He won’t be allowed to leave his home or work topside while he’s wearing the collar.  If he survives the three years, the collar will be removed and he’ll be allowed to resume duties within the pack.  When he proves himself a worthy member of society again, he’ll be allowed to return to his job.”

“It’s a double punishment.  While he’s under house arrest, he won’t be allowed to see if any of the human females are his mate.  His mate could come through the zoo, and he would never know,” August said.

At the base of his home tree, Adriana looked up at Zane.  “Part of me wants to feel sad about that, but to think he tried to touch me, to hurt me, just to get back at you…it boggles my mind.”

Zane cupped her face.  “You didn’t do anything wrong.  He knew he’d be punished for breaking our laws.  He’s not our problem anymore.”

Adriana smiled.  “Okay.”

He turned and went down on one knee.  “Climb on, sweetheart.”

She leaned against his back, wrapping her arms and legs around him, and he stood.  “Hold on,” he cautioned as he leapt for the lowest branch.  She squealed in surprise and hugged herself closer to him as he swung them up into the canopy.  He moved from tree to tree, enjoying the feel of her against his back.  He stopped at each house to explain where his band members lived, and then took them back home.

“Tomorrow,” he said, as he helped her off his back and they walked inside his house, “two of the lions will take us to your apartment and I’ll help you pack.”

“Okay,” she said.  He turned to shut the front door.  Something soft hit him in the back of the head, and he turned to see that she was topless and her shirt was on the floor.

He growled.  She stepped from her shoes and shrieked in laughter as she spun on her heels and headed for the bedroom.

He liked the way she thought.

 







CHAPTER 8

 

The next day, Adriana and Zane, along with two lions named Amadeus and Mercer, went to her apartment.  They passed by Celeste’s bedroom and she stopped, noticing it was empty.

“She already packed up?  I thought you said she couldn’t leave because of weird lion mating stuff.”

Mercer sniffed.  “Our matings are not weird.”

“Sorry,” Adriana said.

Amadeus shook his head.  “It’s okay.  Jupiter sent some males to pack up her things.  Celeste wanted your things packed as well, but Jupiter said it should be left to you to decide when to do that.”

“Will I get to see her?”

“Of course, sweetheart,” Zane said.  “When we get home, Amadeus can take a message to her and we can arrange a get-together.  Once their mating time is done, you can see her whenever you like.”

“Okay,” she said, smiling.  “Let’s get going.  I need to stop by work and quit, too.”

“What about your parents?” he asked as he followed her into her bedroom.  Boxes had been set on the floor, and she lifted one onto the bed and then headed for the closet.

“They live in Florida.  My dad got a job transfer after I graduated from high school, and I decided to stay here.  My mom and I talk on the phone once a week, but my dad and I aren’t really close.  Can we go visit them?”

“Sure, sweetheart,” Zane said, smiling.  “Would they come visit you?  We could put them up in a nearby hotel.”

“They won’t.  My dad’s job doesn’t allow him to leave for long periods of time, and my mom hates to travel.  They haven’t been back here to visit.  I go once a year to see them, and we talk on the phone and Skype a lot.”

As they packed up her bedroom, they talked about the future.  Zane said she could work with him in the garage.

“Seriously?  I don’t know anything about cars.  I can’t even put windshield wiper fluid in mine.”  She laughed lightly.

“I don’t want you to be bored or regret our life together.”

She turned from the closet and stared at him. “What?”

“You’re losing a lot because of our mating, Adriana.  I won’t give you up, but I’m worried you’ll come to hate me.”

“I would never hate you.”  She was falling hard for him.  He was the most amazing guy she’d ever known.  He had protected her from the moment they met.  He’d comforted and cared for her.

“I can’t give you the freedom you’re used to.  I would say that you could work in the park somewhere, but my beast wouldn’t be able to handle you being topside unless you were with me.”

She put the clothes she’d removed from the closet into a box by her feet and walked over to Zane.  Placing her hands on his chest, she looked up at him.  He was so sexy.  Muscles on top of muscles, gorgeous eyes, lips that were so kissably full she couldn’t help but want to nibble on them.

He rested his hands on her hips.  “I don’t know what the future holds for us, Zane, but I know in my heart that I won’t regret what we have together.”

Lowering his head, he kissed her so tenderly that her heart clenched.  “You’re perfect, Adriana.”

“Not hardly, but I’m glad you think so,” she said, grinning.

“Shit!”  One of the lions shouted from the front room.

“Stay here,” Zane said, rushing out of the room.  He returned a moment later, his face carved with worry.  “We’ve got to go, right now.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Someone leaked the dash-cam footage to the media.  We’ve got to get back to the zoo immediately.”

He rushed her from the apartment, leaving behind what hadn’t already been loaded into the SUV.  As they pulled onto the street, she gasped.  Two vans were turning swiftly into the apartment’s parking lot, local news logos on the sides of the vehicles.

“Zane?”

He shook his head, his cell to his ear.  “This is bad, sweetheart.”

“Why are there news crews at my apartment?”

“Because someone also leaked your name and address as the victim of a gorilla attack,” Amadeus said, his hands tightening on the wheel as he drove swiftly toward the zoo.

“What?  Holy crap!”  She pulled her cell from her purse and opened the internet browser, typing in one of the news websites.  As the page loaded, her parents’ home number popped on the screen.  “Mom?”

“Honey!  Are you okay?  We got a phone call a few minutes ago that you were assaulted at a zoo!”

“No, Mom, I’m okay, I promise.  It was a misunderstanding.”

“How could you being attacked by an animal be a misunderstanding?”  Her father’s voice came over the line.

Her mouth went dry.  She couldn’t tell her parents what had really happened.  She didn’t know what to say.  Looking at Zane she mouthed help me, and he put his hand over his cell and whispered, “Tell them that you’re fine and you’ll Skype them in a little while.  You can’t talk because you’re not home.”

Repeating to her parents what he’d said, she ended the call as quickly as she could.  Her phone buzzed with another call, but it was a private number.

Mercer growled.  “Turn off your phone, Adriana.  Don’t answer that.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s most likely a news station looking for a quote from you.  Turn it off.”

She pressed the power button and dropped her phone into her purse.  Zane said, “We’re almost there, Dad.  Okay, I’ll tell them.”

Hanging up, he said to Amadeus, “Take the back entrance.  News crews are already at the front gates.”

“Fuck me sideways,” the lion said with a snarl.  “If his dad doesn’t kill him, I will.”

“Who?”  Adriana asked.

“Jesse,” Zane said, his voice dark with anger.

She shivered.  “Why would he do that?  It makes him look like a monster attacking me.”

Mercer looked at her.  “Our alpha said that the footage was edited to make it appear as if Jesse was attacked, and you were kidnapped by Zane.  The footage was sent to every news station in town, and several national outlets, along with the local newspapers and a few tabloids.  Your name, address, and cell phone were given.”  He lifted his phone and pressed the play button on the screen.  The video from the dash cam showed but now it looked like Jesse was protecting her and had been hurt in the process.

“When did this happen?” she asked.

“An hour ago,” Mercer replied.

The SUV turned down a side street.  They entered the zoo through a security gate and followed a curving road to a large metal building serving as a garage.  Zane’s dad met them inside.

“Downstairs, both of you.  We’ve got to work on damage control.”

“How bad is it?”  Zane asked.

“Extremely bad.  An animal-rights group just contacted the main office, right after the county inspector informed us they would be here in an hour to ensure the gorilla enclosure is repaired, the tour guide and driver are well, and Adriana hasn’t been harmed.”

“Shit.”  Zane breathed the word, his hand clasping hers.

“Can’t we just have a press conference or something, and I can tell the news I’m great?” she asked.

Zane turned slowly and faced her.  “Yes, sweetheart, but Jesse isn’t available for any press conferences.”

“What?”

Zane’s dad nodded.  “When Joss realized what he’d done, he killed him.”

Her mouth fell open.

Zane pulled her into his arms and said into her ear, “We’ll talk underground.”

A hinge creaked, and an opening appeared in the floor next to two of Zane’s bandmates.  Zane led her down a flight of stairs and through a hallway to the council chambers.  She was numb from the inside out.  True, she’d been angry with Jesse for putting his hands on her, but she hadn’t wanted him to die.  She didn’t understand why he couldn’t just have been punished further.

Zane pulled her against him roughly and cupped her face.  Brushing a tear from her cheek, he said, “Don’t cry for him.  If the human authorities believed that a natural gorilla had broken through the security fence, attacked a tour guide, and kidnapped a guest, they could demand that gorilla be killed.  Or removed from the zoo.  We don’t have any natural gorillas here to put in my place, sweetheart.  Do you understand what that dash-cam footage means for me?  For us?”

Tears surged over her cheeks.  This time, they weren’t for Jesse, but for what might happen to Zane because of Jesse’s actions.  “What can I do?”

“The alphas have a plan.  We’re going to trust them.”

“I trust you,” she said.

He smiled, his features softening.  “Adriana, you’re the most wonderful mate a male could hope for.  I’m the luckiest man on the planet.”

“Declare your feelings later.  We’ve got to get to the paddock,” Win said, sighing exaggeratedly.

As they rushed into the council chambers, she prayed that she’d be able to help keep Zane and the other shifters out of trouble.  The looks of concern on everyone’s faces told her just how serious things were.  Zane’s life was literally on the line.  She would do anything to ensure his safety, and to keep her new family – the gorilla band and the other shifters – safe.

 







CHAPTER 9

 

Zane followed Adriana as she walked out of the storage building inside the gorilla paddock.  She stopped and tugged at her shorts, self-consciously pulling them down her petite but shapely legs.  “August cut these way too short.  I feel like my butt is hanging out.”

Because they hadn’t had pants in her size, August had cut a pair into shorts.  He’d clearly taken some liberties with the length, but Zane wasn’t complaining.  He leaned back and looked at her butt, hooting softly and wiggling his fingers between her thighs.  She yelped and stumbled away from him with a laugh.  “Don’t grope me!  You’re supposed to be a real gorilla.”

Zane chuckled and flashed his teeth at her.  She rolled her eyes hard enough that he was surprised she didn’t burst a blood vessel.  Then she smiled, and all thoughts fled.  She had the best smile.

The other bandmates moved from the building and roamed the yard.  As part of their damage control, the news media had been told that Adriana wasn’t harmed, and neither were the guide and driver.  The cover story was that Adriana had been working closely with the gorillas for months, and the footage had been altered by the guide in retaliation for not getting a salary increase.  Zane wasn’t sure that the human media would believe the ruse, but the alphas were hopeful.  Seeing Adriana with the gorillas inside the repaired fence would go a long way.

Alfie and another wolf stepped from the building, along with Atticus and Joss.  Zane recognized the other wolf as Jasper.  Jasper had the same build and hair color as Jesse, and was wearing his uniform.

Atticus cleared his throat.  “You look nice, Adriana.”

“Thanks, Atticus.  When will the news get here?”

“In about ten minutes.  There are three news stations and one major newspaper, along with the animal-rights group and the government inspection team.  They’re touring the entire facility,” he said.  Thankfully, the entrances to their private spaces were well-hidden inside the maintenance buildings in each paddock.

Joss said, “As far as the humans are concerned, Jasper is Jesse.  Jasper will explain that he faked the dash-cam footage and apologize.  You’ll leave the paddock and meet with reporters.  Atticus and I will be with you.  Keep your answers short, and don’t volunteer anything that they don’t ask.”

“Don’t be nervous,” Atticus said.

She rested her hand on Zane’s shoulder, her hand tightening into a fist in his fur.  “I don’t want to make things worse.”

“You’ll be fine.  Think before you answer, and if you don’t want to answer a question or don’t know what to say, look to Atticus or me, and we’ll help you out,” Joss said.

“Will all the negative publicity harm the zoo?” she asked.

Atticus shook his head.  “We don’t foresee it being an issue.  Jesse did cause harm with the video’s release, but this press conference will explain the situation, and there shouldn’t be any drop in visitors.”

He handed her a bunch of bananas.  She quirked a brow at him.  “You’re not serious.”

“What?  You think it’s a myth that gorillas like bananas?  I happen to know a certain young male who is hoping you’ll switch to banana-scented conditioner.”

Zane growled and swung out to clip his dad in the knee.  Adriana giggled and leaned down, resting her head on his shoulder.  “Sounds like something we need to order topside.”

Zane pulled her into his lap and sat on the ground.  He touched her chin with his finger and tilted her face.  He wanted to tell her that he was head over heels for her.  If only he could talk in his shifted form.

“Loverboy, put her on her feet.  It’s bad enough we have to do this for the humans, we don’t need anyone worrying about you two getting freaky,” Joss said.

Adriana grinned.  He helped her stand and handed her the bananas.  The engines of the Jeeps carrying the humans grew louder.  The two of them were left alone as Atticus and Joss headed for the gate within the fence.

She tugged a banana from the bunch and said, “This is weird.  When I feed you, I’d rather be naked in bed, not trying to play-act at being your handler.”

He took the banana from her and sat.  He pulled the peel aside, digging out the flesh.  It was true, he did love bananas.  And he’d rather be anywhere than out in the paddock exposing her to the humans.  Her idea for naked feeding in bed was making it hard for him to think about anything else.  Turning his hand up, he offered her the first bite.

“You’re so sweet,” she said, taking a piece and popping it into her mouth.  “I think that’s significant, huh?  Do gorillas give their girls first dibs on bananas?”

He took her hand and kissed the top.  It was significant.  He’d never cared so much about one person before.  He loved his dad and his bandmates, but his feelings for Adriana were deeper on an epic scale.  In two days, she’d become the most important person in the world to him.  There wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do to keep her safe and happy.

He tossed the peel aside and finished the banana.  He heard the Jeeps brake to a stop and then the clamor of the humans as they moved to the fence, but he didn’t care.  His mate was giving him bananas and smiling at him.

Neo and Patton moved toward them and Adriana snapped into gear with what she’d been taught her behavior as a handler should be.  She tossed bananas to them and petted them, but she didn’t move far from Zane.  With his sensitive hearing, he could make out what Atticus and Joss said to the humans.  When her name was mentioned, he touched the back of her leg, and she looked down at him.

“When this is over, it’s you, me, a pie from Mario’s, and banana conditioner,” she whispered.

He growled softly and thumped his chest.  Leaving the bananas behind, she strode to the gate, playing the part of handler like a pro.  He mentally sighed as Neo and Patton both dove for the remaining bananas.  He wanted to be by Adriana’s side, especially when she moved through the gate to stand with the humans.  Trying to appear disinterested, he loped over to a tree and leaned against it, but he was focused on the situation just outside the paddock.

***

As Adriana walked through the gate, she forced herself not to look back at Zane.  She was feeling antsy and tense, and she didn’t want to risk running back to him for comfort.  She knew he’d give it to her.  He’d take her right down to their home and shift into his sexy human form, and they’d make love.  Of course, then they’d have to explain why a woman let a gorilla carry her off.  Again.

Atticus gently nudged her and tilted his head toward the reporters, who were listening to Jasper apologize for the prank.  He played the part of Jesse well, and after he apologized to Adriana, she stepped forward and shook his hand.

“My name is Adriana Stephens, and I’m the woman on the video.  I’m a new handler here, specializing in the gorillas.  As you can see, I’m perfectly safe and healthy.  My life was never in danger.”

Reporters began shouting questions to her.  She frowned, unsure what to do.

Joss raised his hand for quiet, and to Adriana’s surprise everyone went silent.  “Miss Stephens needs to return to her duties, so we’ll be keeping this short.  One at a time, please.”

A reporter raised her hand and asked, “How long have you worked for the safari?”

“I’ve been volunteering for several months.”

Another reporter said, “If you were never in danger, why does it appear that you passed out from fear in the dash-cam footage?”

Relying on what she’d been coached to say, she said, “I didn’t pass out, I went limp.  When a gorilla picks you up, the last thing you do is struggle.  Because of how the footage was altered, you can’t see the gorilla release me inside the paddock.”

The newspaper columnist said, “It appears that the fence was torn by the gorilla and the tour guide was attacked.  How can you stand there and tell us that the gorilla isn’t dangerous and in need of being placed in a better facility or put down?”

Atticus stiffened beside her but remained silent.  As she’d been instructed, she wove a tale of a weak area in the fence that had been missed by the maintenance crews, which allowed the gorilla to break through.  “I’ll point out,” she said, “that you were already told that the footage was pasted together through an editing program.  Although it appears that the gorilla threw the tour guide into a tree, the gorilla simply pushed Jesse away from me because he thought I was being assaulted.  The guide and driver staged the remainder of the footage, including his being thrown against a tree.”

It was farfetched in her mind that anyone could think the footage was staged, but the reporters were taking it as truth, and that’s what she wanted.  After the reporters were taken by the lions and given an ‘exclusive’ look at a new attraction on the tour involving the elephants, she met with the government inspectors and the small group from the animal-rights agency.

She stood next to Atticus and Joss and watched as the inspectors checked the fence over thoroughly.

The inspector handed Joss a sheet of paper.  “The safari is being fined two thousand dollars for improper fence maintenance.  We’ll finish our inspection now, but everything else looks in order.”

Joss went with the humans to the Jeeps and stayed with them as they continued the inspection.  When they were out of view, Atticus smiled at her.  “I think your mate is ready to see you now,” he said, gesturing to the fence.

She turned and laughed.  Zane was sitting behind the fence, his fingers wrapped around the links.  Even in his shifted form she could tell that he was anxious to be with her.

“I’m ready to see him, too.”

“Keep up appearances until the humans are out of the park.”

“Thanks, Atticus.”

“You can thank me by naming my first grandchild after me.”

Her stomach flipped at the idea of having a child with Zane.

“You got it.”

Atticus unlocked the gate for her to walk through.  “I guess I need to clean up around here, huh?  Keep me company?”

Zane snorted, and she chuckled.  After gathering tools from the maintenance building, she spent the next two hours cleaning up debris around the paddock.  Visitors, it appeared, liked to throw trash into the paddock.  Zane stayed by her side the entire time, picking up trash and tossing it into the receptacle she carried.  While they worked together, she found herself telling him everything she could think of about her past, about her parents, growing up as an only child, and becoming best friends with Celeste.

“I hope I get to see her soon.  I miss her.”

Zane hooted softly in understanding.

Atticus came back into the paddock to say the humans were gone and the park would be closed for the remainder of the day for maintenance.  “Next weekend we’ll be starting up the tours again.  Since they were so successful, we’ll keep doing them until every single male is mated.”

“How many have found mates?” she asked.

“Just two, but since our people have been unmated for so long, it’s a relief to know that we still can find mates.”

“You wondered if you could?”  They walked along with the band members into the maintenance building and closed the door.

“There haven’t been mates for any of the shifters in years.  There haven’t been any matings – human or shifter – since Zane was little.  Some of the shifters mated simply to further their species and not for a true mating like you and Zane.”

“Will our kids be able to shift?”

He nodded.  “It’s why mating with humans isn’t encouraged without protection unless they’re mates.  Can you imagine a human woman having a child after a one-night stand with a gorilla and discovering her baby can shift?  It would mean chaos.”

“Definitely.”

They walked down the stairs to the secured area.  Atticus showed her the code.  “It’s important that you never share the code with anyone, even your friend.  Only gorillas know the code, and we want to keep it that way.”

“I promise.”

Zane tossed her over his shoulder as the door swung open and loped inside.  She laughed and held on tight as he leapt for their home, swinging them up inside the canopy.

“I just realized,” she said as he set her on her feet inside the living room, “that I think of this place as home.”

He shifted smoothly from a huge gorilla to a sexy man and caught her around the waist, drawing her close.  “It is your home now, Adriana.  Everything I have is yours.”

“How about that pizza?” she asked.

“When I mentioned liking Mario’s Pizza originally, when we first met, you had a weird look on your face.  Do you remember what you were thinking?  I meant to ask, but we got distracted.”

Thinking back to that time she said, “I’ve eaten at Mario’s.  I was just thinking about what would’ve happened if we’d met in the restaurant instead of in the park.”

He grinned.  “I would have offered to buy you a slice and turned on the charm.”

She laughed.  “You’re very charming.  Did you ever date anyone?”  Jealousy flared through her suddenly.  She tried to tamp it down, but Atticus saying that their people always used protection with humans made her wonder how many women Zane had been with.

He stared at her for a long moment, then understanding lit his features.  “I never had sex with any humans, sweetheart.  It was too risky to have sex with a human that I didn’t love.  Some of the others have done it, but it wasn’t for me.”

“I love you, Zane.”

He smiled broadly.  “I love you, too.”

He nuzzled her throat, and she became aware that he was very naked and aroused.  He lifted her into his arms.  “What about pizza?”

“Later.  Did you think that after we shared what we just did about our feelings, I’d want to sit around and wait for pizza?  We need to celebrate.”

Curling her fingers into his thick hair, she smiled against his lips.  “What did you have in mind?”

“Orgasms, and plenty of them.”

“I like the way you celebrate.”

 







CHAPTER 10

 

The next morning, Zane took Adriana topside to the security office of the safari.  Arrangements had been made for Jupiter and Celeste to meet them and go out of the park for lunch.

“Are there humans who work in the safari?”  Adriana asked as they strolled through the park.

“No.  It’s too risky.”

They held hands as they walked, and he thought there was something very peaceful about the simple act.  Holding her hand while humans milled around them told them in a non-threatening way that she belonged to him, and vice-versa.

“Can we finish packing up my place?”

“Jupiter sent some of his guys to finish up.  Celeste asked him to handle it because we were tied up with that debacle yesterday.”

“Is he a big-wig or something?”

“Big-wig?”

She smiled.  “You know, an important guy in their group?”

“He’s the son of the boss, if that’s what you’re asking, so yes.”

“You’re the son of the boss, too.”

“I am.  And that means you’re the daughter of the boss.”

She laughed.  “It sounds like we’re talking about the Mob.”

He liked her sense of humor.

There was an excited squeal and a blonde woman rushed out of the security office while a snarling Jupiter glared from the open door.  Adriana gasped and met the woman, who Zane figured was Celeste, and they jumped up and down while hugging.

“It feels like a week since I saw you.  Are you okay?”  Celeste demanded.

“I’m great now. How are you?”

“Having the adventure of a lifetime!”

Adriana turned from her friend’s embrace and held out her hand to Zane.  “Zane, come and meet my best friend.”

Celeste motioned for Jupiter, who stalked out of the office with flashing eyes.  Catching her around the waist, Jupiter spun her away and whispered into her ear.  Celeste rolled her eyes and slapped his shoulder playfully.  “Sorry.  I was just excited to see Adriana.”

Jupiter extended his hand to Adriana.  “It’s nice to meet you.  If you’re ready, we have reservations.”

Celeste snuggled into Jupiter’s embrace as she said, “He’s an overprotective nutcase.  Ignore him.”

Jupiter growled softly, but there was humor behind it.  “My wife thinks I worry too much.”

“Wife?”  Adriana said.

“It’s better than the ‘m’ word out in public,” Celeste explained.

“Can we do that?” Adriana asked, and Zane kissed her cheek.

“Absolutely.  We can do it for real, too.  I’d love for you to have my last name.”

“Adriana Keeton sounds very nice.”

He agreed completely.

The small group left the park in an SUV.  Jupiter and Zane sat in the front and the girls sat in the back, talking so fast that their words seemed to melt together and Zane wasn’t really sure who was talking.

Zane had known Jupiter since the pride came to the safari when Zane was young.  They’d never been good friends, because the shifters tended to stay within their own groups, but he had a feeling that things were going to change with the introduction of their mates.  Adriana wouldn’t want to just hang out with the band, especially being the only female.

Jupiter cleared his throat as the SUV pulled to a stop at a red light.  “Celeste would like to have lunch twice a week with Adriana.”

“In the market?  That’s totally doable.  Is Celeste going to work security with you?”

Jupiter shook his head.  “I’d be too distracted.”

“I am hot,” Celeste said.

The big lion actually blushed, which made Zane want to laugh loudly, but he managed to keep it to himself.  “I meant, little love, that I’d be too worried about your safety to do my job correctly.  But you are hot.”

Celeste clicked her tongue, and the girls fell to pieces laughing.

When the laughter had subsided, Adriana said, “Celeste thinks I should set up a nail place in the market.  When there are more mates, I could be there a few hours a week and do manis and pedis, and she could handle the scheduling and supplies.  What do you think?”

She reached forward and put her hand on Zane’s shoulder.  He kissed her fingertips and turned, smiling at her.  “I think it’s a great idea.  I know you wouldn’t want to hang out in the house all the time, or with me in the garage.”

She shrugged.  “I’d like to do that sometimes, but I really love doing nails.”

“This is just like your dream of having your own place,” Celeste said.

“I know.  It’s all because of my sexy mate.”  She wiggled her brows.

Jupiter parked in front of a Mexican restaurant.

“We’re the first ones to find mates, but I’d say the program is a success,” Zane said as he undid his seatbelt and got out.

“I agree.  My brothers are eager for next weekend and the chance to see more VIPs.  There’s talk of increasing the number of tours so more females are coming through.”

Zane opened Adriana’s door and took her hand.  Pulling her into his arms, he kissed her gently and said, “I’m so happy you came on the tour, sweetheart.”

“I’m glad I did, too.  It was the best decision I ever made.”

“Um, excuse me,” Celeste said from where she stood next to her mate on the restaurant’s sidewalk.  “It was my brilliant idea to come here, so you should thank me.  A lot.  With chocolates and that body wash I like.”

“Thank you for your most amazing idea,” Adriana said, smiling broadly at her friend.  Then she turned her killer smile on Zane.  “I wouldn’t have found my other half without you.”

“I love you, sweetheart.”

“I love you, too.”

As they turned to go into the restaurant, he made a mental note to order a ring so he could ask her to marry him properly.  Then she’d be his in every way, and that made him very happy.  He’d never expected to find his soulmate through the safari tours, but now he believed that all of his bandmates would find theirs eventually, too.  They’d all been alone long enough.

“Can we stop at the drugstore on the way back to the park?”  Adriana asked.

“Of course.  What do you need?”  Zane asked.

“Banana conditioner.”

It was going to be a great night.

 

THE END
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Captive’s Kiss

by Sharon Kay

 

A Watcher's Kiss Novella

 

A hardened warrior. A woman coerced. Both must trust each other to escape a brutal fighting ring.

 

It was only supposed to be one hookup. One hot night to ease the mating urge of his race’s fertile period.

 

But after scorching, up-against-the-wall sex in a darkened club. Tanner can’t get Saige out of his mind. And when he spots her the next day, in league with an enemy, he’s determined to uncover more about her than her delectable curves.

 

Saige knows Tanner is one of the good guys. And that’s why she can never see him again.

 

Her life has crumbled into a horrific turmoil, forced to aid criminals in the act of kidnapping men for bloody arena fights. Held against her will, she has no hope of escape from her captors. 

 

Determination rages through Tanner until he tracks Saige down. But to save her from her jailers’ sadistic whims, his only option is to go willingly into her underground hell. Posing as her victim and locked in a cell, he must find a way to save them both before he is pushed into a fight to the death.

 


CHAPTER ONE

 

Tanner rolled his shoulders as he and his team headed into the vibrant energy of downtown Halice.  Festive colored lights hung in the trees and along rooftops.  From one block to the next, different music blared from windows. Laughter and cat calls carried on the warm night air.

All centered around sex. The very oxygen in the city pulsed with it.

Half of Torth’s creatures were fertile at the solstices, half at the equinoxes. Now, as the longest day of the year reached its end, the summer solstice tilted the masses to a fever pitch. 

His team, the males Tanner fought with every day, lethal in battle and interrogation, had only one thing on their minds tonight. Need rode them hard, and the scent of sex that curled through the air only intensified it.

Aleksai, the team leader and a lieutenant, led the way down a packed street. Tanner and Ian walked side by side behind him, with Gabriel and Raul in front. Nymphs cooed and flirted as the five Watchers strode by. One actually took off her top right there in the street and latched onto Raul’s arm.

“Hey sexy,” she purred, craning her head to look up at him. She was all of five feet tall, and Raul, like most Watchers, was well over six feet.

But no one cared about things like height differences tonight. With a grunt, he picked her up and stalked toward an alley. She crawled higher up his chest, kissing his neck.

Ian shrugged and smirked. “One Watcher down.”

Gabriel turned and angled his head at the crowds of females. “Take your pick. Or wait for the club. We’ll be there in five.  You know the drill.”

The drill. Fuck who they want and make their way back home when they wanted. They just had to show up for the noon briefing, when Aleksai would inform them of their next assignment.

Tanner met the eyes of a curvy red headed witch, but shook his head. Witches were entirely too perceptive about the emotions of others. A dark elf got into her personal space, obviously thinking she was anxious for male company of any variety. The witch scowled and her lips moved quickly. Suddenly the elf was knocked to his knees, cursing, and he scuttled away.

They rounded a corner and the huge, obnoxious façade of Club Hades came into view. Jagged red letters formed the name, twined with giant fake snakes. The letter “A” had horns. It was ridiculous, but it filled a gap in entertainment venues after Hell’s Gate had been destroyed in a dark elf fight last winter.

Aleksai approached the bouncer, skipping the long line, and subtly handed the male some gold. The club was nearly packed to capacity, and the owners knew they had a needy clientele. Letting in a handful of Lash demons would only help them if things happened to get out of hand.

The seasonal lust was intense. Need for sex, need to procreate, need to be more territorial and assert dominance—all of it was magnified for a period of two to three weeks that ended shortly after the solstice. No one was above it or could resist it, unless they chose to be drugged by a witch or healer to avoid the whole thing.

Tanner followed Aleksai under an arch of flames and into an enormous room. The walls were painted black, but the ceiling high above was bright white and bathed in light. Figures painted on it showed ancient Earth Greek gods and goddesses in various poses of sex and destruction. The same theme was echoed in flashing light patterns projected on the walls, and statues that towered on gold pedestals scattered throughout the room.

Techno music pounded. The Watchers pushed through the crowd, heading toward the massive bar. They didn’t even make it there without losing Gabriel and Ian to grabby female hands. Aleksai and Tanner ordered shots of dragon’s blood, which the female bartender delivered with a smile but not an invitation. The bars and clubs tried to schedule their workers on opposite seasons.

But plenty of other creatures were happy to accommodate. Didn’t matter who was being controlled by summer hormones and who wasn’t—the air was palpable with sex.

“To the solstice,” Tanner said as he raised his glass.

Aleksai nodded and raised his, and they downed the deep crimson liquid.

At one side of the bar, a tall female Lash crawled up onto the wooden surface. Pinning her eyes on Aleksai, she slid along on all fours, deftly avoiding drinks, her low cut top barely containing her breasts. She stopped in front of Aleksai and leaned to whisper something in his ear.

Tanner could have listened, his enhanced hearing would have allowed it, but he didn’t. Her intent was clear. And so was his lieutenant’s response.

In one fluid motion, Aleksai grabbed her and lifted her over his shoulder, caveman style. Ass in the air, she wrapped her arms around his waist from her behind-and-upside-down position as he carried her away from the bar.

Down a dark hall they went, to rooms—more like tiny alcoves or closets—where creatures could go to take care of business. Though some didn’t make it that far, as the occasional sounds from the dance floor indicated. Whether moans or grunts, high-pitched or low, every nuance in the sex-fueled cacophony reached Tanner’s ears.

Tanner turned toward the dancing throng. No surprise, some females were topless and some couples were locked intimately together. He’d seen this often in his three hundred years and, yeah, it was hot. It wasn’t possible to remain unaffected by it. Not at this time of year, and not with the sudden brush of soft female hands on his arms.

A petite Trant demoness batted purple eyes at him. Her black dress was sheer, showing him every inch of her body. Her species thrived on sex and passed as beautiful humans, so many of them had moved to Earth to work their magic. No harm was done, just sex that the human would always longingly remember. Trants were notorious for tiring of partners and needing new ones to keep them entertained.

Tanner’s eyes slid over wavy black hair that reached the tops of her full breasts. She was willing, she was sexy. He pulled her closer and she pressed into his body, rubbing herself against him. His cock had been semi hard ever since they’d arrived in Halice, and now it responded to the intimate position with an obliging female.

He inhaled, taking in her arousal as well as the musky nutmeg Trant scent. But his budding interest in the Trant was derailed in his next breath.

A different female fragrance filled his nose. Night-blooming jasmine. Sweet, powerful, promising...a Lash female.

Tanner breathed again, needed more of it, like a drug. Who did it belong to and where was she? He pulled back from the little demoness, trying to pinpoint the scent. “Sorry, sweetheart.” He disengaged from the Trant. “I need to talk to someone.”

He started a methodical walk around the sprawling bar, not sure why he cared so much about this particular scent, but operating on pure instinct. The rectangular bar sat at the side of the club, separating the main area from the sex rooms in the back. It was thirty feet long and twenty feet wide, and somewhere nearby was a female he needed to find.

***

Saige smacked her lips and moved to the pulsing beat as she shouldered her way to the bar at Hades. The air dripped with lust and sex. Shrieks and moans carried clearly to her ears. Her own body throbbed for release. It had been ages, and now that her race’s fertile season was at its peak, she was about to jump out of her skin.

She had to ease the ache. Sex was necessary at this time of year. Taking care of her needs might seem selfish tonight, but it was the only way she’d be able to focus. She had a job to do. And the only way she could get out of the mess she was in was to find males who could hold their own in a bloody fight.

A male who could fight, and a male to sate her urges. Not necessarily the same guy. Two vastly unrelated objectives tonight, both of which she had no choice but to complete.

Even then, she would have only bought more time. Did a way out of her private hell even exist?

Not that she could see.

A lump formed in her throat and she angrily pushed it down. One day at a time. A plan would come to her. It had to.

She banged a fist on the bar, ignored by the female bartenders who scurried to bring drinks to the males. Finally a muscular male Deserati demon flashed her an apologetic smile and leaned in. “What’ll you have, gorgeous?”

“A shot of Jack.” She returned the smile and tilted her head. Deserati demons could be formidable fighters, especially when they used their tails. She eyed his horns deliberately, one at a time, knowing he tracked her gaze. Small and poking through the hair above his ears, those horns were a highly erogenous zone.

He filled a glass with amber liquid and slid it to her. “Anything else?”

“When do you get off?” she asked.

He licked his lips and his eyes slid to her leather corset. “Three.”

She pretended to pout. “That’s past my bedtime.”

“It’d be worth it to stay up late. Just one night.” He winked, promise shining in his eyes.

A bevy of fairies giggled from the other side of the bar, practically climbing on it and nearly falling over the side in an effort to get the male’s attention. He gave Saige another smile and shrug before heading over to the group, catching one fairy just before she tumbled.

Saige threw back the shot, savoring the burn as it flowed down her throat. If she didn’t grab him, there were dozens of others to choose from. Her captors preferred the most dangerous predatory species. They liked Deserati demons, but they also loved Lash demons, and she was certain she’d seen a group of Watchers walk in.

She glanced around, not spotting them at the moment. Probably already in rooms with females. Dudes as big as that had ladies hanging off them like vines at this time of year. She looked to the dance floor, which was just a packed mass of bodies. It was hard to tell where one creature ended and the next one began.

Her skin tingled, responding to the groping and kissing all around her. She needed to get relief, then she could do what she needed to.

She set down the glass and squared her shoulders, ready to sidle into the mass…and found her way blocked by a solid wall of muscle and a scent that almost brought her to her knees.

Smoke and a hint of dark spice clung to him. Well over six feet tall, he had short dark hair and green eyes that already gleamed with lust as he perused her from heels to hair. His eyes  locked with hers, and she froze under the weight of his stare. Need, power, danger. And interest.

“Your name?” His deep voice rumbled around her, through her. His full lower lip looked bitable and her pulse quickened. He was a Lash, her species, and he was in the same hormonal boat she was. She could tell, even though she couldn’t resist a quick peek at the bulge behind his zipper.

“Saige.” She took in his enormous biceps and shoulders and inhaled once again. He was intoxicating, dreamy, sexy, and hot as hell.

A group of males pushed to the bar behind her, jostling her, and the Lash’s arms went around her shoulders, tucking her close. Her breath hitched at the sensation of being pressed against that wide chest, and she took another greedy inhale. She rubbed her cheek on the soft black cotton of his T-shirt.

“I’m Tanner,” he said, and she felt the words vibrate from his body the same way she heard them in her ears. “Let’s go somewhere quieter.”

“Gods, yes,” she murmured, and let him lead her around the bar to the dark area of private rooms in back.

His hand gripped her hip and he allowed zero space between them as he pushed through the crowd. His fingers felt magical, each tip a spark to her need. Gods, she was so overdue for this. She’d waited too long. She might orgasm just from him touching her over her clothes.

Oh, who was she kidding, she didn’t care how it happened. It just needed to happen in the next minute or she’d combust.

Tanner. She said his name in her mind, letting the syllables roll around. So sexy and strong. She felt something hard concealed at the side of his thigh. A blade. He had to be a Watcher.

The elite warriors were the self-appointed peace enforcers of the realms. They were honorable, but could be merciless to species who took unfair advantage of less fortunate ones. They were the good guys, the white knights…but their sex drives were just as insane as everyone else’s right now.  She slid a hand around his waist, dragging it slowly down his muscular ass.

He growled and shoved open a door that had been left ajar by a fae couple who’d just left. In one fluid move, he kicked the door shut and pinned her against the wall.

“You want this, Saige?” His hands circled her biceps and slid down to her wrists, leaving a trail of goose bumps. “You want me?”

“Yes. Now.” She captured one of his big hands and brought it to her lips, sucking his first finger into her mouth.

His eyes glowed bright green and he gritted his teeth. “Fuck, woman.” His free hand went to the center zipper of her corset—who the hell had time for hooks and laces—and pulled it down.

The leather dropped to the floor, baring her breasts. He pulled his hand from her mouth and cupped her flesh, eyes rapt. “So beautiful,” he murmured.

His hands were perfect. Big, warm, and strong, they covered her curves possessively.  The thought ghosted through her head that she was going to smell like him, and that made her insanely delighted. Why? She’d never—

A moan escaped as one strong hand dropped to the fly of her leather pants. Heat exploded in her belly and warmth pulsed between her thighs. Oh gods, he was so close to where she needed to be touched.

As if he read her mind, he worked the zipper down and slid his hand inside. Her lace thong was wet, a blatant invitation, and he stroked along her hyper-sensitive skin once, twice…

And her orgasm ripped through her, so powerful she had no time to be embarrassed that she came so quickly. Her back bowed and she clutched his shoulders as she rode out the intense waves, one leg wrapped around his hip so she was completely open to him.

“That’s it, Saige,” he whispered, his lips brushing her ear and sending mini tremors down her shoulder. “Come apart. I’ve got you.”

She gulped air in shuddering gasps, her heart racing at the sexy promise in his voice and the nearness of him.

The last quiver left her body and she smiled lazily up at him. A flicker of smugness danced in his eyes before giving way to raw sexual hunger. She linked her hands behind his neck and tugged, needing his mouth.

Not all creatures bothered with kissing during the fertile times. The seasons were a lot of plain, hard fucking, any way it could be had. The romance of kissing was often left behind, the prelude abandoned in favor of the final act.

But Tanner obliged her, dipping his head to meet her lips. She teased him with her tongue, then opened for him.

His kiss was soft yet demanding. Just the right balance of him coaxing her higher, letting her play with him, and him taking over completely. He managed to be urgent yet teasing and left her wanting more. She pressed closer and rubbed against the huge erection straining his jeans.

He nipped her lip in warning, but she felt too bold to stop. She dropped a hand to palm his length.

He pulled back with a snarl, eyes bright, lips parted, panting. “Pants off.” His voice was rough with need as he undid his belt and zipper.

Saige’s hands moved on their own accord, pushing the tight leather down her hips. She couldn’t take her eyes off him, off the rigid shaft pushing at his boxer briefs. She licked her lips.

“Off or I’ll tear them off,” he growled.

She hopped on one foot, kicking loose one heel and getting one leg out, but when he pushed his briefs down she could only stare. His thick cock jutted straight toward her, long and perfect, and all she wanted was to take him in her mouth.

The rip of foil brought her back to the moment. Tanner rolled the condom on and scooped his hands under her ass, lifting her and pressing her to the wall. Her pants dangled around her knee and she wrapped her legs around his waist. Leveraging her against the smooth plaster, he grabbed her thong and ripped it in two.

 







CHAPTER TWO

 

Tanner didn’t know why this night, this solstice, seemed so out of control. Why everything right now was heightened in a way he’d never felt before. But he wasn’t going to stop and question it. Not with the sexiest female he’d ever seen spread open, willing, and naked, wrapped around him.

He positioned himself at the entrance to Saige’s tight body, rubbing the head of his cock through her slick folds.

“Tanner,” she moaned, and his name sounded like an orgasm on her lips. “That feels so good. I want you.”

Her husky voice licked across his skin, adding to the sensory overload. Sexy blond hair fell around her shoulders, almost covering her perfect breasts. Not too big, not too small, they were perky and tipped with taut pink nipples.

His cock throbbed. He nudged just inside her channel and she wiggled, trying to get more of him. Fuck, that was hot, but he was a big male and didn’t want to hurt her. “Gotta make sure you’re ready for me,” he gritted as he pushed in another inch. Gods, she was tight.

“I’m ready.” Brown eyes twinkled, swirled with the amber glow of sex. “I just came on your hand, remember?”

He groaned. “Naughty girl.” He pushed in farther. “Okay?”

“Yes.” She dropped her hand to their connection, stroking the base of his shaft. “More.”

Her touch felt too good and his control snapped. His most basic urges took over and he grabbed her hips, slamming her body down on his full length.

She gave a tiny squeak, almost a whimper, and her eyes squeezed shut.

“Fuck, did I hurt you?”

“No.” Her voice was tense, eyes still shut.

She was so damn tight. “You’re not a v—”

“No.” She opened her eyes, and he was relieved to see the glow still there. “It’s just been a while. I’m okay.”

“Yeah?”

She nodded.

He grinned and shifted her higher, leaning closer to draw one pebbled nipple into his mouth.  He was careful to keep his hips still, even though he ached to fuck her hard. He wanted her pliant and eager, muscles clamping in desperate desire and not flexing against the invasion of his cock.

She sucked in a breath as he teased her with light flicks of his tongue. Gradually, the tightness in her hips eased, and her deep inner muscles relaxed around him. He switched to her other side and chanced a shallow thrust. A crazy feeling of pride filled him, that she hadn’t been with many males, not recently anyway. Not during this solstice. No wonder she’d come so quickly when he’d touched her. She’d been a ticking time bomb.

A time bomb who was now, apparently, ready for more. “Mmm.” She sighed and adjusted her angle so that he slid even deeper. “You feel so good.”

He released her breast. “So do you, babe. I can’t go slow tonight.”

“I don’t need slow.” She smiled, sexy full lips taunting him with images of her mouth on his cock. Gods, the way she had looked at it. He’d gotten harder just being exposed in front of her.

“Thank fuck.” He pulled back and slid in again, her body tight and welcoming. And freshly wet. The enticing scent of her arousal filled the air, a new wave that added to the delicious jasmine scent. Her need was building—again.

He knew, because of sensory cues she was throwing off like signal flares. But also, he just…knew. But that made no sense. It was an effect of the season, it had to be. He thrust harder and higher as her one heel dug into his back. One heel, one bare foot. Might be funny if they weren’t both so consumed with desire. She gripped his shoulders and pressed against the wall, rolling her hips into him. Lips parted, face flushed, body needy, she was beautiful.

He kept his pace steady, wanting to prolong this moment. He’d been with hundreds of females over the years, all different species, and especially at the fertile times. But something about Saige was different.

She moaned his name, and it was like a siren call. He pumped faster and his need spiraled out of control. Everything about her was warm and encouraging. He didn’t know a thing about her other than her name and race, but he couldn’t get enough.

“Fuck!” he yelled as his body detonated. She gasped and shuddered, fingernails digging into his biceps as he thrust so hard her shoulders repeatedly bounced off the wall. But all Lash demons had accelerated healing abilities, so any bruises she might get from this hot fuck session would be gone soon.

With a small cry, she came apart with him. Her breath was choppy and sweet and she clung to him as their heartrates came back down. With her legs still wrapped around him, she rested her cheek against his chest, rubbing, as she had done when those assholes had pushed into her back at the bar. The gesture indicated a familiarity between them that they obviously didn’t have, but it was kind of sweet. Not what he’d expect from a female who was here at Hades for the same reason he was.

Unless she wanted something long term. Some females did try to find their mates during the fertile season. But no. His sex life was comprised of quickies and one night stands. Nothing more. Hence, the condoms. Lash demons were only fertile twice a year and Tanner wasn’t taking any chances.

Better to put her down and walk away.

Her arms tensed around his shoulders as if she knew what he was thinking. But when she lifted her head, her kiss-swollen lips and sated smile made him hesitate. Maybe they could meet up again the next night. The seasonal lust would still linger for a day or two.

She wiggled, and he set her down. She pulled a piece of the torn thong from where it had gotten shoved in a fold of her pants and arched a brow at him.

“Sorry about that.” He rubbed the back of his neck.

A sultry grin tugged at her mouth. “It was worth it.” She pulled on the one pant leg she’d managed to remove, then slipped her foot into the high heel she’d kicked off.

Tanner couldn’t help it. Saige was standing there with no top, in skin tight leather pants with no goddamn panties. She wore a Goth style silver choker that had coursed with shots of green light out in the main room. If he thought she was fuckable ten minutes ago, now that he’d had a taste, she was an irresistible temptation.

“So, um…” She retrieved her corset and wrapped the thing around herself, pulling the zipper up. She adjusted the front, leaning forward slightly and cupping her breasts in the process, and he groaned. He was sure she didn’t mean it like a tease, but damn. “It was nice meeting you, Tanner.”

Nice meeting you? Right, because everyone at this damn club was here for sex and nothing more. Except the females who wanted mates.  He cleared his throat. What was he thinking? He wouldn’t see her again. “Yeah. You too.”

She gave him a small smile, like she was waiting for something. Did she want him to be chivalrous and open the door? He reached for it—

“Hey, um.” She caught his hand, stopping him. “You, uh, need to…” She looked at his gaping fly, which he’d forgotten to close.

“Shit.” He tossed the used rubber in a trash can among a hundred others and righted his clothing. “That coulda been embarrassing.”

Her eyes twinkled. “No, not for you. The nymphs would take it as an invitation.”

He grunted. Nymphs were fun, but they fucked almost anything in sight.

Saige opened the door and he followed her out. Loud music still boomed and bodies writhed. When they reached the bar, she turned and smiled, her choker glinting in the colored light of the club. “See you around.”

He nodded. “Take care.”

She melted into the throng of creatures. He watched her go, unable to look away until she was completely gone. Her scent lingered on his skin, a heady combination of hot seduction with an unexpected tendril of promise. She’d spend time with him again, if he pursued her. He knew it. But one night was all it would be.

***

Saige pushed through the crowd, needing fresh air. The oxygen in Hades was saturated with arousal and her skin carried Tanner’s scent. Her lips tingled from his kiss and she could still feel his arms around her. Reaching the door, she shoved it open and stepped into the dark night.

She hadn’t wanted to use her power on Tanner. Not him. He was a good, honorable male, like Watchers usually were. That was part of the reason they never lacked for female company, at the solstice or any time at all. 

They fought hard and played hard. Warriors to the core. Steadfast and noble.

Unlike her and the criminals she was forced to work with. She wasn’t a warrior, despite the fact that she, like all Lash, could summon demonfire in her palms. No, she was as far from warrior status as anyone could get. Her hours were filled with either deception or worry, and every day she’d race to the compound to check on Logan, praying her brother wasn’t sporting any new cuts or bruises.

And that awful situation was in direct correlation to the males she was able to bring back to the Viper nest. She idly traced the choker around her neck. The silver links resembled gnarled, thorned branches. It looked tough. Went along with the leather she wore. But held within in the branches, looking like an innocent black stone, was a tracking device. She couldn’t remove it and couldn’t leave the city limits, or the Vipers would take retribution on Logan.

Her captors, the Vipers, would have loved Tanner. They would have crowed in glee to have him fighting in their underground ring, drawing huge crowds and fattening their pockets.

No. She wouldn’t. She had brought in several young Lash males recently, and she hoped that would placate the Vipers.  And the Vipers weren’t here at Hades, so they would never know she’d had the chance to snag a Watcher, yet let him go. The scents on her could have come from any of the pushing, grinding bodies in the club.

But she had to return with something. A lead, a name, a future date or, even better, a male who could fight, could hold his own in the ring. If she didn’t, Logan would be beaten and then forced into a bout. He wasn’t a born warrior either and, like her, he’d had no fight training.  He would die in that ring. She couldn’t lose him. They were all they had left in the world.

Swallowing hard, she thought of the Deserati bartender inside. She could come back at three, when his shift ended, and coax him to go with her.

She squeezed her eyes shut for a second. Opening them, she saw the residents of Halice all around, wrapped in passion. Thinking of the moment. Unaware, or seeming to be, of the ugliness that lurked beneath the streets.

She walked away from Hades, toward the roughest part of town.  Not that the males there deserved what she was about to do, but neither did her brother deserve death.

Her heels clicked on the pavement. One day at a time. If she thought too hard about her life, about the mess she and Logan had landed in, it made her crazy.

Sleek metal buildings gave way to crumbling stone structures and cracked sidewalks. The crowds were nonexistent here. Just Saige and a handful of rats scurrying by. But rough voices carried to her ears. Low chuckling, and a burst of male laughter.

She crept closer and glanced around a rough wall into an alley. Two dark elves huddled, peering at something in their palms. They were counting…counting gold pieces, it looked like. Probably stolen. Saige eyed them, debating. She could take them both. Their minds weren’t as strong as the minds of the more fierce predatory demons, so she could overpower both of them and not be doubly weakened in the aftermath of her talent.

She shook out her hair and made a show of walking loudly across the mouth of the alley. “Oh!” She turned to the elves. “I didn’t see you there.”

They looked up, suspicion in their eyes, hands darting to their daggers. But Saige just stood there, playing the role of dumb blonde that she had perfected. And in seconds, their dark looks turned to lewd smiles.

“You lost, or are you lonely, female?” One stepped closer, black eyes roving her clothes. “This is your time of year to need a good hard fucking, isn’t it?”

“It is.” Saige bit her lips and looked from one to the other. “You boys busy?”

“Never too busy for a hot girl.” The second elf shoved something in his pocket, probably the gold.

Needing them just a little closer, Saige shifted her weight and pretended to teeter in her heels. The elves both rushed forward.

“Whoa.” She put her arms out the sides as if steadying herself. “Darn high heels. But I’m okay.”

“We’ll take care of you,” the first one grunted.

“Mmm, I hope you will,” she murmured, drawing on her power. They were within range now. She lowered her hands slowly, keeping her palms open at her sides.

The second one grinned and came close enough to graze his clawed fingers down her arm. “You’ll be fun. Can’t remember the last time I had some Lash pussy.”

Saige hit them with the full force of her power, sending a wave of energy that enveloped them. It didn’t knock them down; rather, it entered their minds like tendrils of smoke, blocking out their own conscious thought. They stood, blinking and dazed, expressions blank.

“You’re coming with me,” she said.

They nodded. “We’re going with you.”

She turned and led them away from the alley, continuing through the rundown sections of Halice. The few souls they passed didn’t spare them more than a passing glance. Saige didn’t bother with a twisting route. If anyone was foolish enough to follow, the Vipers would add them their collection of fighters and captives.

She stopped at a large low warehouse that sat at a bend in Halice’s river. The current slowed here and trash collected along the banks. A section of metal roofing shifted in the breeze—a deception to make the building look more dilapidated than it was. Under the loose sheaf, a sturdy panel was bolted in place.

Standing in front of the gray unmarked metal door, she pressed a buzzer. After one minute it opened on surprisingly soundless hinges, revealing a scowling Viper guard. He had the muscular humanoid build of a Lash demon but, like all Vipers, his head resembled that of a snake. Yellow slitted eyes narrowed at her, but he nodded in approval when he saw her two charges.

“Took you long enough, but at least you got more than one. Come.” He gestured for them to enter.

They walked through a room that had once likely been an office, where Saige stopped the elves. “We’ll take your weapons now.”

The elves stood still and docile as two more Vipers frisked them, removing several blades and the gold they’d been counting. Saige watched, motionless, with her arms held slightly out from her sides. Her turn was next.

With quick, disinterested pats, the guards checked her for weapons or amulets. Though they’d ordered her not to bring anything back here, upon threats of beatings for both her and Logan, they didn’t trust her.

Fine. Let them check. She wouldn’t risk either of their lives. Not when their tiny family consisted only of the two of them.

Next, the guards herded them down concrete stairs that descended deep underground. Moisture from the river made the air pungent and humid. Saige held tightly to the metal railing. She’d slipped on these stairs before and didn’t want a repeat, especially since she was in heels tonight and nearing the point where the use of her power would come back to bite her.

She was grateful when they reached the bottom and the Viper guard walked down a hall full of cells. They housed males of various species, kept imprisoned with spells that dampened their innate individual powers. They growled and spat protests at Saige and the guard. Many of them were there thanks to her. She kept her eyes on the green scaled neck of the guard leading the way and blocked out the angry words.

“Here.” The guard stopped, pointing at two adjoining empty cells.

“You, go in there. This is where you need to stay,” she said to the first elf. “And you, over there.” She guided the second one to the designated cell.

The guard locked the barred doors. The elves stood, still in a daze. When the effect of her mind-numbing power wore off, they’d be furious.

Just like the rest of the males she’d brought here. Did they deserve this? No. That wasn’t for her to decide, yet she’d lured most of them. Even if she’d found them lurking on the fringes of society or in the midst of a crime, that didn’t mean they’d earned this level of hell.

A wave of dizziness pushed at her. Saige turned and hurried back the way they’d come, back past the furious males who would probably die soon.  Her ears burned from the descriptive threats they lobbed at her and which she completely deserved. Regret and nausea tumbled her stomach. She’d had no choice. To the Vipers, she and Logan were a means to an end, and the unfortunate males’ lives meant nothing more than dollars and odds in a fight.

By the base of the stairs was another gray metal door. She focused on getting to it, blocking out the creatures who would be thrown into a fight to the death and the awful role she played in their situation. She ignored the grimness of their surroundings and fought the darkness that was coming to drag her under. Almost there. Their door had no lock, but it least she and Logan had a door. She yanked it open and stepped in, slamming it quickly behind her. “Logan?”

“I’m fine.” He sat on one of the two beds in the room, eyeing her. “You?”

“I made it.” Knees wobbly, she stumbled across to the other bed. “Brought in two…dark elves…ugh.” Her face connected with the scratchy blanket as she collapsed. The room was dark, blending with the black that was creeping in at the edges of her vision. “I’m okay…” She’d made it to the bed. Logan wouldn’t have to pick her off the floor this time. She gasped as sharp pain sliced through her skull, then darkness descended.

 







CHAPTER THREE 

 

Bright morning sun shone down as Tanner did his best to beat the piss of out Raul in the outdoor sparring ring. Lash Watcher HQ had several such rings, indoor and out. Ian and Gabriel faced off in a neighboring circle. Evidently they’d all needed fresh air after last night.

Tanner’s jaw cracked as Raul’s foot slammed him. With a grunt he ducked and then charged, flipping his comrade to the ground.

Raul jumped to his feet, arm drawn back, and lunged. His fist connected with Tanner’s jaw again.

Tanner rubbed it and scowled. “Fuck, man, you trying to break my jaw?”

“Don’t need your jaw to fight.” Raul heaved out a breath and rested his hands on his hips. A tiny trickle of blood escaped his nose, courtesy of one of Tanner’s punches.

If they were human, they’d be covered in cuts and bruises and whining for painkillers. But thanks to their warp speed healing, they kept going until they’d exhausted every combination of moves. Tanner stalked to a barrel full of ice and water bottles. He tossed one to Raul and cracked one open for himself.

“You have fun with that nymph last night?” he asked.

Raul took a long draught of water and grinned. “Which one?”

Tanner snorted. In the other ring, Ian and Gabe reached an impasse and took a break. The four of them were evenly matched in strength, so this was how their sparring sessions usually went. They fought and ended in a draw, switched partners and ended in yet another draw.

Sparring with their team leader, Aleksai? That was another story. He always bested them, though he worked on training techniques as he fought them. He was older, faster, and tough as shit. That’s why he had made it into the inner circle of the Lash race’s Commander, Arawn.

And sparring with Arawn? Tanner and his boys would be unconscious in five minutes in a ring with that dude. The male was eight hundred years old and almost seven feet of mean-ass power. That was a practice session none of them would purposely add to their bucket lists.

The back door of HQ burst open and Aleksai strode out, rolling his shoulders. He eyed the males. “You ladies better not be standing here talking about your hair or some shit.”

“Water break.” Raul held up a hand. “Ask…” He glanced around for someone else to corroborate his words. “Ah, shit, well, Ashina was out here for a little bit. She saw us sparring.”

“Yeah, yeah. I believe you,” Aleksai said wryly. “I’m guessing you didn’t punch yourself in the nose.”

Ian snickered.

“Anyway,” Aleksai’s tone changed, “just got out of this morning’s inner circle briefing. We have a new assignment.”

Tanner and the males waited, focused. This was what they lived for.

“Allegedly, several young Lash males have gone missing in the last three weeks.”

“Children?” Gabe asked, a scowl darkening his face.

“No, thank the gods.” Aleksai shook his head. “Males who’ve reached adulthood, but barely. No Watchers, or else we would’ve known sooner.” He paced to the water barrel and pulled out a bottle for himself. “Their families are worried, have all reported the disappearances to Arawn. All disappeared from Halice.”

“Day or night?” Tanner asked.

“Both. Random times. But one common thread is that they all placed a call to a friend or loved one, saying they had something to do and might be gone for a bit.”

“Something to do that would require them to go away, yet friends and family didn’t know what the event was?” Raul frowned.

“Yeah. So the boss wants us to search the city. His secretary is emailing photos of the missing to your phones. We’ll split up, visit their homes, talk to family, and then start asking around.”

“How many?” Ian asked.

“Twelve,” Aleksai said.

Tanner shook his head. Twelve men missing in three weeks added up to no good. “When do we leave?”

“As soon as you four shower and clean up. You all smell like sweat and last night’s sex.” Aleksai smirked. “We’ll be talking to civilians, and to these males’ families. We represent and show respect.”

The four squad mates nodded in unison and jogged into the building. Tanner reached his room in a minute, closing the door behind him and stripping his sparring clothes. He headed into the en suite bathroom and cranked the water.

A thought danced at the edges of his mind as jasmine floated up from his skin. I don’t want to wash her scent off.

He hadn’t bothered showering after coming home from Hades, so yeah, Aleksai was right—Tanner smelled like sex. Memories of Saige, warm, pliant and clinging to him, rushed to the fore of his mind. His cock hardened. She’d felt so damn good. Fuck, why hadn’t he gotten her number?

With a mental smack, he switched the water temperature to cold. This wasn’t the time to think of sex. He had a job to do and his needs had been sated last night. Today, the missing Lash youth came first.

***

Fifteen minutes later, Tanner and his team gathered on the back lawn of HQ. Aleksai tossed them each two transportations amulets—one to get to Halice, and one to return. The spell group created the amulets and, when possible, assigned coordinates to them, to get the Watchers as close to their destinations as possible.

The staff witches did their best, but sometimes the portals dumped the Watchers several miles from their target. At least the big cities, like Halice, were easier to pinpoint.

“Check your phones. You should all have an email from Ana, containing details of the missing Lash,” Aleksai said. “Ian and Gabe, you take the first portion of the list. I’ll take the middle third, and Tanner and Raul, the last part.”

The group nodded and gave a round of affirmatives.

“Good. Let’s go.” Aleksai held one of his amulets in his hand and spoke the words to a spell that would activate a portal. Magic crackled in the air as a giant shimmering ring appeared before him. Iridescent colors swept across the surface as it wavered in the morning breeze.

Without hesitating, Aleksai stepped into the ring and disappeared. The ring shrank to a tiny bubble and then winked out.

Tanner and his comrades each repeated the process with their own amulets. As Watchers, they did more fighting than casting spells, but they knew the basic ones to open portals or release magical binding rope.

Stepping into his ring, Tanner was yanked through disorienting darkness. Flashes of light and color flickered by. Portals weren’t gentle, that was for damn sure. Tanner was used to them, but some creatures got nauseated by the weightless hurtling.

With a thud, he landed on the soft grass just outside the city gate. He got to his feet in time to see the others land around him. Portal travel was the most common way of getting about on Torth, so the creatures entering the city didn’t give them a passing glance.

Raul stood, checked his weapons, and gave a chin lift to Tanner. “Ready?” His dark eyes glinted with hard determination.

“Yeah.” Tanner pulled out his phone and checked their group of names. “Let’s start on High Street.”

They headed to the first address. The missing male, Rico, was the only child of a mated pair who ran a hotel and restaurant in a nice part of town. His parents invited Tanner and Raul in, eyes full of anguish as they described their son and his interests.

After questioning them as gently and thoroughly as they could, Tanner and Raul left. “Loving parents. Good kid, hardly ever in trouble.” Tanner frowned. “Doesn’t add up.”

“No.” Raul pulled out his phone to check the next address. “We’ll get through all of ours, and see if there was a common thread. Any little thing that may tie these guys together.”

Tanner nodded, and two hours later they had talked to their last desperate parent. They spoke with friends too, which had been just as fruitless. He shook his head as yet another buddy said he had no idea what happened and wished he could be of more help. Tanner and Raul had shown the photos of their four Lash demons around schools or workplaces where they frequented, and every time it was the same line.

No one had seen the males. No one knew of any suspicious activity they may have been involved in. Hadn’t seen them with anyone unusual. One day they were there—the next, gone.

“Like they vanished into thin air,” Raul grumbled.

Tanner dialed Ian. “Any luck?”

“No. They were all good kids and it’s like they’ve been erased,” Ian said. “One thing, though. Don’t know about yours, but the guys on our list were all pretty big. Muscular. Not thin, not like they’d be easy targets.”

“Huh.” Tanner turned to Raul and quirked a brow. His friend nodded, indicating he’d heard Ian.

“Ours too,” he said.

Just then their phones trilled with a text from Aleksai: One of mine was taking H. Meet me at Ash Street Depot.

Heroin? Tanner shoved his phone in his pocket. Imported from Earth, the drug didn’t affect supernatural creatures as much as it did humans, but it was still a lure. A popular gateway drug that led to the more lethal native narcotics. Even Torth’s creatures could get addicted.

Ash Street, home to many dealers and assorted criminals, was a poster-perfect advertisement for decay and blight. Cracked sidewalks, buildings with broken glass lining empty window frames. Deserted streets and rats. Tanner drew his foot back to kick one out of his way, but it scuttled to the side before his boot connected.

“Hold up,” Raul muttered. “They’re in the buildings.”

Tanner guessed as much. He and Raul stood at the Depot, keeping a brick wall between them and the gaping black windows that could hide dozens of armed, high-as-a-kite, assholes. In a minute, the rest of the team arrived.

“We’re looking for a dealer named Bach,” Aleksai said. “Dark elf. Most of the buildings have back entrances. We’ll use those and stick together.”

Tracking and fighting in close quarters with a myriad of unknowns was part of Watcher training. The five males moved to the first building. The door opened to a huge space that probably had a ceiling separating the first and second floors at some point, but it was gone now. Inside, the stench of urine and blood hung heavily in the air. One window high above let in a ray of sunlight, but the lower level, in the back, was dark. The Watchers all had hands on weapons, or poised to summon demonfire.

Five creatures moved along a wall. Elves and fae, easily identified by their general species scent. They bumped against the bricks and knocked into boxes. Obviously not predatory or trained to be stealthy.

“Show yourselves or we’ll drag you out,” Aleksai called.

No one moved.

“We want to talk to you,” Aleksai continued. “We’re looking for an elf named Bach.”

“Bach?” A reedy female voice piped up. “Have you seen him? Where is he? I need him.” The owner of the voice emerged, a wood nymph. Dirty clothes hung on her petite frame, and her eyes were sunken, skin sallow. She darted toward Aleksai, reaching for him. “I need him. Where is he?”

Gabriel intercepted the female, holding her to his side. “We were hoping you could tell us.”

“Damn Bach.” One of the elves stepped forward. Though short in stature and usually peaceful, elves were expert archers and never to be underestimated. “I’m lookin’ for him too. He owes me something.”

“Don’t hurt him. I-I love him,” the nymph whimpered.

“Is he usually here?” Aleksai gestured to the building.

“He lives here. With me. Oh, I’m so worried about him.” The nymph trembled in Gabe’s hold.

“When did you last see him?” Tanner asked.

“Few days ago,” the elf grunted. “Not like him to take off.”

“How about this male?” Aleksai held up his phone. “A Lash, goes by the nickname Snake. Seen him?”

The elf peered closer. “Eh, not sure.” He turned to the three others, still behind him. “Take a look.”

The other elf and two nymphs inched closer. “I’ve seen him,” one nymph said. She wasn’t as strung out as the first nymph, but she was just as filthy. “He came to buy from Bach sometimes. Once he stayed and we all partied together.”

“Seen him lately?” Ian asked.

“No.” She shrugged.

“You find Bach, you tell him to get his ass in here,” the first elf growled.

“If we find Bach, we have our own questions for him,” Aleksai said. He turned to Gabriel. “Let her go. We’re done here.”

Gabe released the female, who turned and flung her arms around his waist. “Please find him.”

Grimacing, Gabriel disengaged himself and stepped back, joining the team near the back door. “Well, that could have gone worse,” he muttered as the Watchers exited the building.

“Snake is missing and so is his dealer. No trace, no clues.” Aleksai scrubbed a hand over his jaw and glanced at Tanner. “And you had no luck either?”

Tanner shook his head. The motion drew his attention to the next building down the street. A shadow moved within. “That building’s occupied.”

A grin tugged Aleksai’s mouth upward. “Then let’s go make our acquaintance.” He gestured for his team to follow.

A breeze gusted down the street, lifting a fine layer of dirt into the air…and something else.

A scent Tanner would never forget.

Jasmine. Saige.

“What the fuck?” Tanner started to run toward the cracked concrete steps of the brick edifice. Why would she be here?

Aleksai’s arm shot out, his hand grabbing Tanner’s bicep and hauling him back. “Get back, Tanner! The fuck is wrong with you?”

“I know the female inside, sir,” Tanner said, and an intense and wholly unfamiliar feeling flowed from his heart out to every cell. Find her, get her out of here. His fists clenched with urgency.

“Female? Who?” Aleksai released Tanner but pinned him with a glare. “You just broke formation—”

“Her name is Saige, I met her last night—”

“Last night?” Anger hardened his superior’s eyes. “Stop thinking with your dick, soldier. This is not the time. We have a fucking job to do. Get back there.”

Tanner blew out a breath as confusion beat a sharp rhythm in his chest. His brain told him Aleksai was right. Mistakes could get them killed and they were supposed to be locating a dozen missing Lash demons. But an insane, breath-stealing sensation in his lungs told him Saige had been here recently, if she wasn’t still inside.

Taking up the rear, he followed Gabriel’s footsteps. Hand out, ready to summon fire, Tanner was the last one in.

“It’s empty now.” Aleksai shot Tanner a glare.

Tanner crossed to the front door, where Saige’s scent was stronger. He stepped outside.

Holy shit.

There she was, at the end of the block. Fifty yards away. Blond hair gleaming in the sun.

And she was standing chest to chest, very much in the personal space of a…Serus demon?

What the fuck? One exhale of its toxic breath and she could die.

“Saige!” Tanner yelled. “Get away from him!” Surely she knew the danger she was in?

She glanced over her shoulder at him. Tanner couldn’t read her expression from this distance. He took off at a jog. “Saige!”

She turned back to the tall gray skinned demon and took his hand, leading him away.

“S—” Tanner stopped short. What in the ever-loving hell had just happened?

“That your princess from last night?” Aleksai drawled in his ear.

“Yeah.” Tanner ground his molars as the rest of his team emerged behind him.

Aleksai’s hand came down on Tanner’s shoulder. “Well, my friend, looks like she has moved on. And we’re still on the job. Let her go.”

“A Serus?” Raul’s mouth twisted in disgust. “I know the solstice makes us all a little crazy, but shit. Fucking a Serus could kill her.”

Ian frowned. “Well, we don’t know that she’s fucking him—”

“Yeah, right. Like hand holding will cut it at this time of year,” Gabriel muttered, and turned to Tanner.  “Sorry, bro. But there’s a hundred other females to pick from. Let her go. She sounds like she’s on the crazy train if she’d hang with a Serus.”

Tanner shook off Aleksai’s hand. Fuck, they were right. He knew nothing about Saige, and maybe it was best not to give her any encouragement. Gods knew, many Watchers had groupies clinging to them, hoping to mate a powerful male. He didn’t need that.

With a grunt, he pushed down the voice that prodded him to go after her. Pushed down the tug in his heart that said things here didn’t add up. Crushed the desire to learn anything more about the beautiful blond Lash female. He had a job to do, and her personal life wasn’t on his agenda.

 







CHAPTER FOUR

 

Saige’s heart pounded as she led the Serus to the compound. Crap, what the hell was Tanner doing in that rundown neighborhood? And yelling her name? She suppressed a shudder. If her captors had shadowed her, as they occasionally did…Gods. Her heart squeezed at the knowledge that if they knew she’d let a Watcher go, they’d beat her and Logan senseless. Throw Logan in the ring; offer her to the males as a plaything.

And swarm Tanner. She wouldn’t be able to stop them. He’d be forced to fight for his life.

No, no, no. That was too close. She couldn’t afford to run into him.

But she hadn’t expected to, on Ash Street. He’d just appeared out of nowhere.

Hand shaking, she pressed the buzzer of the warehouse. After a few seconds, during which she knew the guard was checking her on a security camera, the door swung open.

“A Serus? Nice. Haven’t had one of these in a while.” The guard nodded his approval and stood back to let Saige and the Serus demon in.

Like last night, the new captive was stripped of his weapons and money, then Saige was patted down for contraband. They followed the guard down into the depths of the compound, into the row of cells full of males that were enslaved to fight. Some of them lunged toward her, clutching the bars that held them back, shouting in graphic detail what they’d do to her when they got out.

Saige ignored it. She had to. Thinking about it instilled so much guilt, fear, and loathing in her soul that she couldn’t function. And she needed to use her power. It was the only thing keeping her and Logan safe.

Safe. Ha. Here? With daily threats?

How far she had come from her old normal life.

“Here.” The guard gestured to an open cell. The last available one, it looked like.

“Go inside. This is where you’ll stay,” Saige said to the still-entranced demon.

He entered and sat down on the cot, staring ahead with empty black eyes.

The guard locked the door. Saige turned and hurried back to her room, through the hail of insults and threats. They spat at her. Called her whore, slut, and worse.

The door. My room. She focused on it, getting there in record time and darting inside.

Logan paced the room, but whirled toward her. He made sure the door was shut, as she beelined for her bed. Safe. I made it.

Logan crouched beside her. “You got one?”

She nodded. “A Serus.”

“That’s three in less than twenty-four hours. Hope they let you off the hook tonight.” He shook his head, dark hair falling across his eyes. “I worry about you. Out there, alone, with the worst of the worst.”

“It’s okay,” she whispered, as a wave of dizziness washed over her. She clutched the rough blanket in her fists. “I can handle them. I…”

“I hate this, Saige. I want to get us out.”

“Me too. Just need to wait for…our chance.” Her eyes fluttered closed. Couldn’t keep them open any longer. There would be a chance, a way. Somehow. They Vipers were greedy and bound to make a mistake one day. She just hoped it wouldn’t get her killed.

***

Saige awoke with a raging headache, her norm after blacking out post mind-control episode.

Logan sat on his bed, watching her. Silently he stood and went into the small bathroom, then returned with a glass of water.

She gulped greedily. “Thanks.” Stomping feet and chanting echoed dully through the door, indicating a huge crowd in the building.

Fight night.

She darted her eyes to the door, then back to Logan’s. He nodded, following her thoughts. Which male would die tonight? How much money would the Vipers make? Anger and disgust flickered in his eyes.

Guilt twisted her stomach. She and Logan were just pawns to the Vipers, as much as the guys in the cells.

“I wish I could undo all of this,” she murmured.

“Don’t think that. You can’t. It’ll make you crazy.” He blew out a breath and turned to the door. The movement highlighted new purple bruises on his neck and jaw.

“Logan!” She crossed over to his bed and sat next to him, peering at the angry skin. “Oh no. Why? I brought in males. I did what they asked.”

He dropped his head back. “I told them you brought in enough for a while and they shouldn’t send you out again this week. I may have used a few choice words. They, uh…” He leaned his elbows on his knees. “They didn’t like that.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. Her brother wasn’t usually argumentative. But they’d been locked up here for too long, and now with the urges of the fertile season adding to their current ordeal, Logan radiated raw anger.

“Fuck it.” His tone was clipped. “Like you say, one day they’ll slip up. We just have to be ready.”

“Yeah.” Her eyes unfocused as she remembered how the Vipers had first seen her, and that had landed them in this sick game of manipulation and crime. New to Halice, she and Logan had accidentally wandered into a crummy part of town. She’d only been trying to protect herself and Logan from the Viper who’d tried to rob them at knifepoint.

Neither of them had realized that the Viper had a group of friends who’d been watching the whole thing. Stunned by Saige’s grip on his mind, they’d grabbed her and Logan and hauled them here.

The Vipers had instructed her to go out and find males to fight in their underground club, threatening to throw Logan into the ring if she didn’t succeed. At twenty-one and untrained, he wouldn’t last a minute.

Scared of failing, yet also scared of succeeding and bringing another male to a possible death, she’d gone into the city’s slimy underbelly and brought back a stocky dwarf. She’d been too nervous to walk up to one of the scarier predatory demons.

Her captors had scoffed at the dwarf but forced him to fight. Then they’d beaten her and Logan anyway, threatening harsher treatment if she dared bring home a weaker creature again.

Saige shuddered and pressed the glass to her cheek. This was a living hell and she didn’t know how to escape it. With the Vipers monitoring her, she couldn’t walk up to someone and ask for help. If she dared, they’d kill Logan before help could get anywhere near the building.

“Hey,” Logan said. “You’re doing that again.”

“What?”

“Re-living how this all started.”

“How did you know?”

“You get this look.” Brown eyes that matched her own bored into her. “Don’t. It’s not good for you.”

She frowned. “I have a look, huh?”

“Yeah, but don’t worry about it. Forget I said it.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I was thinking, maybe someday you’ll get more control. Maybe you won’t always pass out afterward.”

“I’d love that. But to get control I’d need to train with someone who knows something about magic or spells or special Lash abilities. And it’s not like the Vipers are going to set that up.”

“I know, but maybe you’ll meet someone, someday, who can help. Or who’ll know someone who can.”

Saige swallowed. Tanner. But today, after the shock on his face, and the disgust on his friends’ faces, she doubted he would ever think she needed help. She’d publicly turned her back on him. If that wasn’t code for leave me alone, nothing was.

 







CHAPTER FIVE

 

Tanner stalked through the sprawling weight room in the depths of Watcher HQ. Complete with an Olympic-sized swimming pool, free weights, resistance machines, sparring mats and a firing range, the place had everything a warrior needed to train.

All the equipment sat ready and waiting for him. Problem was, he needed to focus.

Frustration had wrapped its scraggly hands around his neck the minute he’d scented Saige and it hadn’t let up all day. He hadn’t seen her again after she took off with the Serus, nor had his team had any luck locating the missing Lash males.

He glanced at a rack of weights and blew out a breath. He could lift until his arms gave out and that wouldn’t be enough. His teammates had gone, scattered in search of sex. But Tanner was way too angry tonight. He needed to wear himself out through punishing exertion.

Ducking into the men’s locker room, he changed into swim trunks and headed for the pool. Humid air and the scent of chlorine washed over him as he entered the immense, empty room. Water lapped gently at the red and white lane dividers floating peacefully atop the blue expanse.

He dove in, relishing the liquid cocoon surrounding him, blocking out sound as he stayed under as long as he could. He powered along the bottom with his legs together in a dolphin kick, arms at his sides, until his lungs burned and he surfaced.

Gulping air, he swam an accelerated freestyle as if a sea serpent nipped at his feet. Only after several passes back and forth could he settle his mind, falling into the rhythm of motion and breathing needed to keep him afloat.

Left, arm, right arm. His body moved on autopilot, allowing the tactical gears of his brain to take over. Saige. Either she was a complete bitch, and dumb as well, or there was something very, very wrong in her life.

Tanner had been on plenty of assignments in his years as a Watcher. He’d seen hundreds of creatures under duress, lying, desperate. But at the club, Saige had just seemed as needy for sex as he was.

And why wouldn’t she be, at the solstice?

Images of her smooth pale skin filled his mind. He hadn’t noticed any scars or marks, though he hadn’t exactly been checking. He hadn’t even gotten all her damn clothes off. Good going, Tanner.

She was young too, probably not far into adulthood. Lash demons, like all supernatural creatures, aged very slowly. It was hard to tell exactly, but her scent gave a clue. And if she were young, she may not be as powerful as an older demoness.

Power? He hadn’t gotten a sense of any special power about her. Not all Lash had extra abilities beyond conjuring fire.

No, Saige pretty much looked like the stereotypical girl next door, adding attitude with that choker tight around her pretty neck. With her leather, he guessed it was part of an image she was trying to pull off. But she didn’t seem like a tough girl. She’d only seemed sweet and needy.

Growling, he turned to one side and gulped air. He never thought about sweetness. What was wrong with him?

Her necklace had flickered with the reflected colored lights of Hades. Slithering like snakes, tiny bars of green had moved along the thorns. Inside the silver strands, a black stone of some kind had nestled.

If she were hiding something, what would it be? Could she be a spy? Had she had any tech devices concealed? He reached the wall and turned under water, racing back down the lane. If she’d worn a surveillance gadget, it would’ve been small and high end. And no one could make spy shit better than HQ’s own gear head, Wolfe.

What would she be looking for in Hades on the summer solstice anyway? Shit. He was thinking in circles and getting nowhere…

Wait. The black stone in her necklace. It just looked like a stone, but sometimes looks were deceiving. He strained to remember any additional details of it, but it was an understatement to say the thing hadn’t been his focus.

He switched to butterfly stroke, forcing his muscles to work in new ways, forcing his mind to find new possibilities. It could be an amulet. Though you usually needed to touch amulets and it didn’t look very accessible, locked down in all that silver.

But there were other things that could be disguised as stone. And it was worth a trip to the spell department to investigate.

Fifteen minutes later, energized and back in street clothes, Tanner jogged up the steps from the workout area and headed down the white marble halls of the Watcher compound. Never mind that it was nighttime. There was always someone working in any given department.

Pushing open the door to the spell hub, he was met with the subtle scent of cedar, the witches’ natural scent. Brown roughhewn wooden panels covered the walls.

He spotted a familiar figure hunched over a table, one fire bulb floating above her dark hair. “Hey, Mel.”

“Hi Tanner.” Melixa didn’t turn or look up. “Hang on one second…there. Done.” She straightened and rolled her shoulders.

He crossed the room to her work table and arched a brow at the tiny funnel that spun itself in a circle before her. “Mortar, pestle, funnel? You sure you’re not cooking?”

She snorted. “No. Just living the glamorous life of a witch, using basic kitchen and science tools.” She carefully set a silver charm into a box next to her. “We’ve been selling a ton of these valerian sleep amulets since the battle.”

Tanner nodded grimly. The battle had consisted of widespread fighting six months ago, where the Lash demons and four very talented females had worked to defeat a vampire who’d wanted to take over every realm.

Many had died that day, and the fallout still lingered. Anxiety in the non-predatory species. Sleep disorders. Families split apart, villages destroyed. But thankfully, no copycat wanna-be villains.

Melixa stood and brought her used equipment to a sink. “What brings you here? I thought you’d be out…you know, hooking up.” She winked. As a witch, she was unaffected by the solstice and seasonal hormones. The fertility of witches was varied and he sure as hell didn’t understand it. Some could conceive at any time, while some could not.

He scowled. He very well might be out getting laid, if not for a certain female who dominated his thoughts “I need information about a black stone.”

“Black stone, huh?” A smile danced in her blue eyes. They’d been friends for years, only friends, and that was fine. She was funny and smart, but not his in any way. She was a colleague he’d be happy to have at his back, and who he’d fight like hell to keep safe.  Now, teasing sarcasm laced her words. “Your level of detail is stunning me, Tanner.”

“Smart ass.” He paced the room. “It was in a necklace. A choker-type thing.” He gestured to his neck as if his fingers could somehow show her what he saw in his mind. “It was set inside a bunch of rigid silver chains that look like tree branches. Thin, sharp ones. Kinda twisted and gnarled looking.” He frowned, wondering if the tiny thorns ever scraped at Saige’s slender neck. The thought pissed him off.

“Okay.” Melixa tapped a finger against her chin. “Did it have any markings, or colors within the surface? How big was it?”

Tanner made a circle with his thumb and forefinger. “About this big. And I didn’t notice anything else. It was dark.”

“Dark.” Melixa quirked an eyebrow. “And a necklace…that was around a female’s neck, I assume?”

“Yes.”

She walked to different table with a computer and sat. Wiggling the mouse, she tapped out a quick series of codes and a screen of different black stones popped up. She looked over her shoulder at Tanner. “You do know that it could simply be a stone, right?”

“Yeah.” He joined her at the desk, leaning closer, examining the screen. “I just think something is going on with her, but I have shit to go on. Just a hunch.”

“Well, hunches are worth looking into, especially in Watcher work.” Melixa scrolled down the page.  “Problem is, a stone can be used for almost anything. We can hide a drop of liquid inside, or crushed herbs, like the valerian I was just working with. We can burn or carve words or symbols into it, adding magical qualities.” She half turned to Tanner. “Was there anything else about the stone, or maybe about the necklace, that you can remember?”

He straightened and put his hands on his hips. “The whole thing looked sort of Goth. I met her at Hades. She had a leather thing going on. It was different, but not so unusual that it drew attention.”

“Jewelry that doesn’t draw attention, on a female wearing leather on the very night of the solstice?” Melixa shook her head as she pulled up a screen of chokers with black stones. “Think harder.”

Not the necklace, but Saige’s sweet smile popped into his head. The soft look in her eyes when she’d said goodbye in the dark hallway of private rooms, just before she’d sauntered back into the throng in the main part of the club. Her blond hair was tousled from their time together, cascading past her neck to the tops of her breasts. The necklace had reflected slivers of green light, sliding along the thin bars…

Wait. That hall had been dark.

No colored flashing lights.

Nothing to reflect.

Shit, had it done that in their room too? He ground his molars in frustration. So many details that he could have picked up on, if he hadn’t been so lost to lust.

But he hadn’t been on a mission. He’d only wanted to get laid and so did she.

“What?” Melixa tossed a wadded up piece of paper at him. “That teeth grinding is about to turn all growly, if I know you.”

“The necklace had green light within it.” He shoved a hand through his hair, remembering. “Small pulses along the various sections of silver.”

“Well, that makes things a hundred percent more interesting,” Melixa said. “Green or blue light can indicate dark magic.”

“I know. Goddamn it, I thought it was just the flashing lights in the club.”

“That would be a very clever ruse. Hiding in plain sight.” Her fingers flew across the keys. “Did it look something like this?”

Tanner peered at the new images on the screen. “Motherfucker. Yeah, that’s a lot like what she had.” On display were several chokers, some with delicate, twisting sections like Saige’s, some with thick chain links. Some silver, some gold, some iron. Different stone options were listed along the side. He scanned the text, and what he read made his blood boil.

Species-specific metals for maximum control, amulets spelled according to your requirements. Servitude, tracking, obedience. What the ever-loving fuck? A growl escaped his lips. “This shit is just out there, online, for sale?”

“Yes and no,” Melixa murmured. “It’s available, but it’s insanely expensive and only done through custom order. And not everyone in the realm can conduct a search like I just did. Wolfe has permanent worms in the worst black magic sites, so we can both keep tabs on what they’re selling. Or pretending to sell.”

He blew out a breath. Logically, he knew this crap existed. He faced assholes on a regular basis who would be all too happy to enslave others and use other weaker creatures for their personal gain.

But he was used to taking them down in a good hard brawl. Not this sneaky manipulative shit. Magic and spells drove him nuts. He’d take a sword fight or bruising hand-to-hand combat session any time. And Saige was wearing one of these?

“Fuck!” He clenched his fists. Words wouldn’t form in his mind, pushed out by worry for her and anger at himself.

“Did she seem wary or nervous, or like she was being watched?” Melixa asked.

“No. She just seemed like a regular Lash female, out at Hades for the same reason everyone else was.”

“Can you call her?”

“I didn’t get her number.” He cast a dark glance at the floor, where a white cat eyed him cautiously before darting across the room. “Can you contact the seller and find out who their clients are?”

“I can try, but the witches and mages who make these have layer upon layer of red tape before you get to them. Then when you find them, they’re notoriously secretive about their clientele. That’s partly why they charge so much.” She swiveled her chair around to face him. “I will try though. I’ll talk to Wolfe, too, see how well he can hack the sites.”

“Thank you.” He managed a small smile for his witchy friend. “I may just need to track her down the old fashioned way. I saw her in a shitty part of Halice this morning.”

“That works too. And it’s probably faster.”

“Agreed.” Because he would find her. And when he did, he wasn’t letting her walk away. Sweet girl or tough chick? Friendly one night, ignoring him the next day?  One and one weren’t adding up to two, and his instincts roared to unravel the mystery of Saige.

 







CHAPTER SIX

 

Tanner and his squad landed on the outskirts of Halice in the morning sun. Thank the gods their mission wasn’t complete and their orders were to continue combing the city. In addition to finding the Lash males, he needed to look for Saige.

And now, armed with the information that she may be in danger, he had reason to break off and pursue her if he saw her. He hoped. He turned to Aleksai as they walked through the city’s arched gate. “Sir, the female I saw yesterday may be in a coercive situation.”

Aleksai turned skeptical eyes on him. “Explain.”

“When I met her she was wearing a necklace that may contain dark magic. I spoke to Melix—”

“How do you know she’s not the one using the dark magic?” Aleksai growled. “You could be walking into a trap.”

Tanner clasped his hands behind his back, fists balled. “After consulting with Melixa about details of the necklace, I have reason to believe it’s a device used to control. I believe she may be in danger. I request permission to pursue her if we see her.”

Aleksai stopped, and the team stopped with him. He stared at Tanner, eyes narrowed, assessing. Tanner knew the male was a strict, toe-the-line type, who relished a completed, successful assignment. He didn’t like to go renegade. But he also wouldn’t stand for a weaker creature, especially a female, being used for nefarious purposes.

“Agreed, Tanner.” Aleksai finally spoke. “But only if we see her, or if you pick up her scent. You will not leave the city without telling me. And you’ll keep me updated of what you find.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you,” Tanner said. Instantly his head cleared, ready to find Saige. 

Raul shot him a quizzical look. “Like a slave collar?”

“A much more subtle one,” Tanner said. “Mel showed me a bunch for sale online. They look like regular jewelry, not a huge-ass rusty metal thing around your neck.”

His teammate nodded. “Never seen you obsess over a female. I want to find her too, just to see who’s got your shorts in a wad.”

Tanner scowled. “She could be in trouble. I’m not obsessed.” No, he’d only thought about her nonstop since he’d met her. And a sudden, unfamiliar anger flared at the thought of Raul checking Saige out. What the hell? Since when did Tanner care who his friend ogled or even slept with?

He pushed the wayward emotion aside. Find her first. Then deal with the rest…whatever that may be. Images of the controlling chokers flipped through his mind, and the urgency to ensure her safety surged in his heart.

The team headed to another decrepit area of the city, having decided to pursue more drug dealers in search of Bach, and hopefully Snake. Crumbling buildings loomed as they approached, and low groans echoed from behind stone walls. The scent of unwashed bodies and the desperation of addiction hung in the air.

Building by dilapidated building they searched, finding only glassy eyed fae creatures. There was no sign of Snake. No one knew where Bach was though, like yesterday, some were eager to get their hands on him.

Aleksai shook his head as they exited the last building. “I fucking hate coming up empty-handed. Let’s go back to the areas where we know these boys frequented. Maybe we missed something yesterday, or maybe there’ll be new faces to question today.”

They walked back toward the nicer part of town. The sidewalks became neater, accented with flowers popping up from the grass instead of scruffy, determined weeds. The green expanse of a park stretched out ahead. Tanner scanned it but didn’t detect any of the scents that accompanied addicts and dealers. No, just college students, some baby sitters—

He inhaled sharply. Saige.

“She’s here.” Feet frozen, he stopped and drew another breath, taking in her scent deeply like he couldn’t live without it. Eyes darting left to right, he scanned the trees.

“You sure?” Aleksai asked.

Tanner nodded. “I’ll get back to you.” He took off at a jog, toward a cluster of assorted demons and fae talking under a big oak.

Saige’s scent grew stronger, but then seemed to dissipate. She’d been here, very recently. She couldn’t be far. He slowed, eyes roving the group. No one paid him any attention.

He rounded the tree and found himself looking down a double row of tall moss draped trees. They lined a lengthy stone path that led to some of the campus buildings. 

And standing in the middle of the path, down a hundred feet, with a Lash male, was Saige. 

Gods, she was beautiful. She looked sleek and tough somehow, but her vulnerability spilled through her scent.

“Saige!” He bellowed.

She whirled, eyes wide with shock. The male turned too, looking wholly unperturbed. He said something to her and she shook her head.

Tanner took off at full speed, determined not to let her slip away. She took the other demon’s hand and started to walk down the path, but Tanner was there in an instant. “Saige.” Fury and concern beat a pounding rhythm in his heart. “Wait.”

“Go away, Tanner,” she hissed, and turned.

What? He laid a hand on her slender shoulder, her smooth skin bared by her black tank top. A bunch of metal bracelets jangled on her arms, and leather pants completed her look. “No. Not without you telling me why.” He shot a dark glance to the other male, who finally looked scared as he stared up at Tanner. “You don’t need to stick around.”

The male had a blank expression on his face, like he wasn’t firing on all cylinders.

“You can’t be around me, Tanner. Go away before this gets ugly.” Her voice was hard, but he could hear her heart racing, could sense her panic.

“Just tell me why. I need to make sure you’re okay.”

“I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be?” She glared at him. “Now, just g—”

A twig snapped behind her and she jumped, turning so fast Tanner thought she’d fall. Two giggling students, a male and female Lash, emerged from the trees.

Saige heaved out a breath. “Just go.”

Tanner eyed her. Her nervousness and her relief were obvious. Who did she think she was fooling? “Think you and I need to have a talk.”

“We can’t talk. We can’t do anything, okay?” she whispered. “We had one night. It was fun, but that’s it. You have to go.”

“No, Saige. Tell your friend goodbye, and then talk to me.”

***

Oh gods. Why wouldn’t he listen? Saige fought panic as Tanner towered over her, muscular and handsome, and definitely not leaving. They’d been standing here too long. If she’d been followed, the Vipers now knew about him. Shit, shit, shit.

How had he found her? She’d avoided the places she’d seen him before. Damn it. Determination radiated from him, green eyes assessing her in an unnerving way. Like he knew more about her than he should, given their virtual lack of conversation the other night.

Her stomach clenched and her options flashed before her eyes. Oh, gods, she was going to have to reveal her ability. There was no way she could walk away from this, and no way she’d use her power on Tanner. But she had to assume the Vipers were watching and if she didn’t do something, Logan would suffer.

Turning to the college-age male she’d been about to take, she laid a hand on his arm. “You’re done giving us directions to the museum. Now you need to get to class.”

Blinking, he nodded his head. “I need to get to class.” He smiled at Saige, then paled as he took in Tanner’s glare. “Uh, yeah, have fun at the museum.” He took off down the path.

Tanner’s big hand surrounded hers, warm, but all-encompassing and not about to let go. “What the fuck was that?”

“Tanner.” She turned to him, ready to drown in his eyes. They flared with palpable emotion. He radiated safety and goodness, and she wanted to melt into his arms. But that could spell his death. Her breath was erratic as her heart stumbled over itself. “You want to talk, fine. But you need to come with me and listen closely.”

He raised a brow. She bet no one told him what to do, ever, except maybe his superior officers.

“Your life depends on doing what I say. Come with me, but don’t speak unless I speak first. Walk a little bit behind me. And don’t take out any weapons. Please.” Her last word was whispered, begging. She didn’t want him to die. She didn’t want anyone to die.

His gorgeous green eyes studied her for a second. “I’ll agree, but if we come under attack, all bets are off. And I expect a full explanation of everything you just said and did.”

“Okay.” A huge sigh of relief escaped her. “Let’s go.” She kept hold of his hand, drawing strength from their connection and somehow filled with the sense that he wanted to help her. Then again, he may be planning to interrogate her. She bit her lip, wondering how in the world he was making her feel reassured and afraid at the same time. But she had already shown what she was capable of, so there was no going back. She just hoped he’d listen to her with an open mind.

She walked quickly down the path under trees hanging with sweet smelling moss, and turned down a side path. It led to the one place in the city she could go to escape vigilance and threats.

The Halice library.

Huge gray stone walls rose from well-kept lawns. Gargoyles were carved into the elaborate façade, and perched on the turrets as well. Rumor was that they were simply stone, but Saige wasn’t so sure. Libraries contained such a wealth of information, and most were so old that the realm was in universal agreement that they were worthy of the strongest wards. After all, the knowledge in the ancient tomes needed to be protected. And even though more and more information was now stored online, the strong library wards remained in place.

Saige walked up the steps and led Tanner through the glass doors. No one with malicious intent could enter. The wards were so strong they identified the deepest wishes of the beating hearts that sought entrance.

“Interesting.” Tanner’s deep voice rumbled at her back.

Saige shot him a glance. Nerves still churned her stomach. Though they were away from prying Viper eyes, they weren’t totally safe yet. Farther back she led him, to the center of the huge building. Another set of doors, these made of beautifully carved wood, loomed before them. Above the entrance, in ancient Demonish, two words were elegantly chiseled into the wall. “Rare Books.”

Saige led him into the room, where they were welcomed by soaring mahogany shelves and the delicious smell of old paper and leather. Skylights high above allowed rays to pierce through tall bookcases and filter onto tables where only a few creatures pored over open volumes. Dust motes floated in the quiet rays of sun, lending a peaceful quality to the venerable space.

Her shoulders sagged in relief. Safe. They were in. On top of the library’s already strong wards, this room contained even more powerful ones. No one with evil in his heart, who sought the destruction of innocents, would be able to enter and glean any knowledge from these special books.

Tanner’s hand slid to the small of her back. “I’m guessing the pretense is over?”

She nodded. “Yes. There’s a spot over there where we won’t bother anyone.” She walked past row upon row of books, to a nook in a corner. The shelves near it essentially walled it off from library patrons, unless someone was searching specifically for a book in this section. Alone at last, she leaned against one wall and dropped her eyes to his boots. “I’m sorry about all this.”

“Hey.” His strong fingers cupped her jaw, lifting her head up. “Look at me.”

She complied, and the softness of his voice, coupled with the concern in his eyes, slayed her. He hadn’t judged her—yet. He didn’t know the full extent of what she could do, what she had already done.

“Tell me what’s going on.”

She bit her lip. Once she spilled her story, told him about her ability, he might be angry. Maybe even bring her in to the Lash Commander for some kind of punishment. But she’d promised him answers. “I’m afraid.”

To her surprise, a low chuckle escaped him. “That’s obvious.” He gave her a small smile that faded quickly as his fingers traced her collar. “This...” He shook his head. “This isn’t what it seems. It’s not just a necklace. Am I right, Saige?”

Oh gods. She had to tell him. Didn’t want to lie to him. “Yes.”

“Who put this on you?” His voice was low and full of coiled anger.

“Tanner,” she whispered. “Promise me you won’t leave until I get a chance to explain everything.”

“Not going anywhere, babe.” Green eyes glittered down at her. “Pretty sure I demanded a full explanation. And I intend to collect.” He dropped his hand from her neck. “Who put that on you?”

“A group of Vipers.”

“A group?” His jaw hardened. “Are they…do they force you t—”

She guessed his question and didn’t want him to have to verbalize it. “No. Not that. They’re holding me and my brother, Logan. They run an underground fight club here in the city.”

“Why are they holding you? Does your brother fight for them?”

“No.” She rubbed her temple. “Logan is younger than me. He’s only twenty-one. Neither of us is trained to fight. They…they use me for my ability. And they hold him as leverage. They threaten to beat him—well, they have beaten him before. Me too. They also say they’ll throw him into the ring, even though they know he’ll die. All if I don’t…” Her voice faded, crushed by the horror of what she’d been doing.

“If you don’t…what?” His voice was gentle, yet insistent.

She swallowed hard. This was it. Guilt and shame tightened her lungs and she could barely get the whispered words out. “Bring in males to fight in the ring.”

 







CHAPTER SEVEN

 

Blood thundered in Tanner’s ears as everything that was wrong with this picture reared its ugly head. Underground fight club. Beautiful Saige and a brother whom she obviously cared about, beaten and held as prisoners. But his tactical mind snagged on her last words. “Bring males in? How?”

Her shoulders hunched. “What you saw in the park. I…” She drew in a shuddering breath. “I have the ability to exert a temporary mind control over others. The Vipers found out and they…make me go out and recruit males for their fights.” Her arms wrapped around her waist and her anguish saturated the air.

Tanner’s chest tightened at the mix of rage and protectiveness that tore through him. She was terrified, and he knew part of it was worry about what he’d do with the knowledge she’d just shared. “Saige.” He skated his hands along her biceps. “What you’re describing is coercion. They put this collar on you. They beat you. You’re a victim as much as the males who they force to fight.” He took a deep breath, trying to keep his voice calm. “I will go in there and skin every one of those fucking Vipers.”

Brown doe eyes met his, brimming with fear. “No. You can’t. Logan—”

“We’ll get him out first.”

She shook her head. “No, it’s worse than that. Sometimes they follow me, sneaking around, hiding, spying, to make sure I’m doing what they want. If they followed me today, and saw me with you, but then if I show up without you…th-the beating will be worse.” Her voice broke on the last word.

Fucking hell. She’d been scared for him back at the park. He pulled her close, forcing down the new rush of rage at the Vipers’ manipulation. “No one will beat you or your brother again. I’ll kill them first.”

“Tanner, they’re horrible.” She buried her face in his chest. “The fights are to the death. They love it.”

“I’ve dealt with my share of Vipers.” He stroked her hair. “The necklace, it doesn’t show them your activity?”

“No. It just has a tracker, so they’ll know if I leave the city. If I set one foot outside, they’ll take it out on Logan.”

He muttered a curse but he didn’t let her go, sensing she needed him close. “Your ability…why can’t you just mind control the Vipers and get out?”

She sniffed. “It only works for fifteen minutes, twenty tops, and then I black out. Also, I can only use it one predatory creature at a time. On fae, I can manage to control two. But that’s it. There’s no way I could control the whole Viper gang.”

Well, shit. Of course she couldn’t overpower the group. Doing so could be dangerous and they might come after her once they recovered. “And the individual you use your talent on? When do they come out of it? The trance?”

“Usually shortly after I pass out, or so I’m told. I’ve only been conscious for one or two.”

“Does the person suffer any ill effects?”

“Only that they’re furious with me. They get pretty creative with the ways they say they want to kill me.”

A growl started low in his chest. No way was he letting this shit continue. He tucked a lock of hair behind her ear and softened his voice. “Your ability—that’s incredible. And one that needs to be protected and developed. I bet your control of the power and its after-effects will get better over time. How old are you?”

“Twenty-five.”

“Gods.” She was practically a baby. He tilted her chin so he could look into her eyes. “I know people who can help you get stronger.”

Her breath caught. “At Watcher Headquarters? W-with the Commander and all his top fighters? No, I’ll be in trouble.”

“You mean Arawn?” Tanner shook his head. “Yeah, he’s not exactly Mr. Congeniality, but he is fair. He won’t stand to see a creature used and abused, especially not one of his own people. The inner circle lieutenants are the same way.”

“But.” Tiny, ragged pants of air slipped from her parted lips. “What if…”

He waited, watching the racing pulse in her neck, wishing he could ease her fear by sheer force of will. “You can tell me.”

“What…what if I was the one doing the using on his people?” Her voice was small and broken.

He searched her face, trying to read her. “But you just said the Vipers forced you to use your talent to…” Bring in males. Holy shit. The Lash demon in the park. He held her gaze for a beat as understanding surged around his heart. All of the missing Lash demons.

She moved to pull away. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t want to, I—”

“Saige.” He held her hands, not letting her separate completely. “You’re being coerced.”

“This…what I’ve done… is so bad,” she whispered.

“You didn’t have a choice.” He stroked a finger along her jaw. “You won’t be in trouble. Arawn will be glad to know where the missing Lash are.”

“He knows they’re missing?” Her voice rose and she clapped a hand over her mouth. “Oh my gods. I’m dead.”

“Of course he knows. That’s why my team and I are in Halice. We’re trying to track them.”

Her breaths came so fast he thought she’d hyperventilate. “Oh my gods, he knows. You all know. I’ve brought the attention of—”

In one fluid move he picked her up, cradling her to his chest, taking a selfish second to savor the softness of her body against his, then lowered them both to the floor. He leaned back against the wall and held her close. “Shh. No one is going to punish you. I promise.”

“How can you be sure?” Slender fingers clutched a handful of his T-shirt.

“I’m three hundred years old and I’ve been a Watcher for over two hundred. All of my life, Arawn has led our race. And I know his leadership style might involve a lot of yelling and hard-ass training, but it’s all geared to help the Lash stay strong, and help the realms stay peaceful. And one thing he won’t stand for, above anything else, is a powerful creature using a less powerful one. Manipulation, beating, spells, torture, anything like that, he’ll send us out to stop it immediately.”

She peeked up at him through long eyelashes. “Really?”

He nodded. “And he listens to his soldiers. I may not be in his inner circle, but on details of missions, my word counts as much as anyone else’s.” He twined his fingers through hers. “I know you have no malice in your heart. I can sense it. And I’ll make damn sure he knows that.”

Her soft thumb rubbed across his knuckle as she stared at their joined hands, then looked back up at him. “Thank you.”

He gazed at her, absorbing the trust and relief that rolled off her. But also fear. Her nightmare wouldn’t be over until they got her brother out. And why had no one reported the two of them missing? “What about your family? Parents?”

“They’re gone.” Her eyes dropped to a point beyond his shoulder, unfocused. “They were killed when Elegia’s forces swamped our village six months ago.”

Tanner cursed. That goddamn bitch. Even in death, her maniacal quest for power still carried fallout for the innocent. Her armies had risen up and attacked multiple areas of the realm, all at the same time. Arawn’s forces had been able to help some regions, but hadn’t been able to avoid destruction completely. “I’m so sorry.”

“Me too.” She took a deep breath and her slender shoulders sagged further. “The village was destroyed. Logan and I had gone to another town for the day, to sell some of our family’s baked goods in a big market. When word hit that the realm was under attack, we got home as fast as we could, but we were too late. Everything was gone. Burned. We’ve been on our own ever since.”

He squeezed her closer to him. “I wish I had been there that day to fight for your family. No one deserves to go through that.”

She released a shaky sigh. “I miss them.”

“Of course you do. But you don’t have to be on your own anymore. With your ability, you’d be welcome to live at Watcher HQ. Your brother too.  You can train with the Elders or witches, whomever can help you control it.” And be with me.

What the hell? Stay with me. His brain was stuck on an insistent repeat that made no sense. The need to keep her close, know she was safe, and learn everything about her, roared to brilliant, primal life.

Tanner stared at the cluster of bangles on her wrist. He’d never felt this way about a female before. What was going on? A hero complex? No, he’d helped dozens of creatures in less than fortunate situations, and hadn’t felt the pull to protect. Not like this.

“Live there?” Her voice cut into his thoughts. “I don’t know.”

“That’s okay.” He shook his head, remembering her trepidation over her actions, coerced or not. Her emotion was real and palpable to him. “You don’t have to decide anything right now. All we need to do is get your brother out of there.”

“Oh no. What time is it?” Panic infused her voice as she glanced at her watch. “I have to get back.” She scooted off him and got to her feet.

He leaped up beside her. “You’re not going back into that hellhole.”

“I have to.” Brown eyes went wide with certainty. “They’ll hurt Logan if I’m late. Or if I don’t have someone with me when I return.” Her breathing sped up. ”They may be waiting outside right now.” She gestured to the library wall.

“Let me call my team.” He pulled out his phone. 

“You can’t make that call in here. The wards?” She flicked a glance to the ceiling. “No intent to harm, even if it’s to harm bad guys.”

“Shit. I’ll call as soon as we get outside.”

She took his hand and pulled him toward the door of the rare book room, then through the rest of the beautiful old library. Reaching the front, they stepped out onto the stone…and she froze.

Tanner’s skin prickled. He drew a breath, scenting what she’d already seen. Three Vipers lurked in the trees along the stone path.

“They’re here. It’s them.” She turned to him. “”I’m in huge trouble.”

“Time for Plan B,” he muttered, and started dialing.

“What are you doing?” she hissed through clenched teeth.

“All the missing Lash males made a phone call saying they had something to do and they’d be back.” Tanner dropped his voice to a barely audible level, aware of both Saige’s hearing ability and that of the predators thirty feet away. That should be far enough to keep their conversation private, but he wasn’t taking chances. “I’m making that call.”

Confusion furrowed her brows and she opened her mouth as if to speak.

He gave a slight shake of his head. “No talking. I’m going to ask you questions and I want you to whisper or mouth your answers. I’ll read your lips. What’s the Vipers’ location?”

“You—” she gaped at him, but followed his instructions. “You can’t. They’ll put you in the ring as soo—”

“I can and I will. You’re out of time, and there’s no way I’m letting you go back in there alone.”

***

Saige stared at Tanner, dread building in her belly. She didn’t want him anywhere near the Vipers. But he was calm, he projected safety and, right now, he was in some kind of warrior mode. Yeah, he was still sweet, but a new determination poured from him.

“Saige. Location.” His urgent, hushed words jarred her from her internal debate. His gaze was fixed on her, though she heard a male voice speaking through his phone.

She rattled off the location of the warehouse and he repeated it to the other male.

Tanner’s green eyes locked on her. “Saige, how many Vipers and how many prisoners?”

“Um.” She’d never counted the prisoners, torn by guilt that would accompany the knowledge of just how many lives she’d destroyed. And she honestly had a hard time telling the green-skinned Vipers apart. Nerves swept through her at the knowledge they were being watched and every second counted. She needed to guess, fast. “I think…at least twenty of each. But I’m not positive. There could be more.”

He relayed the information and ended the call. “Let’s do this.”

“I don’t want to use my power on you,” she whispered. “Can you, um, pretend?”

“I can do anything.” His words weren’t cocky, just all-business. “What are the rules?”

“Okay, like I said in the park, don’t ask questions. Don’t speak unless spoken to. Act kind of zoned out. Follow me as if you don’t know where we’re going. Don’t use your weapons. You have to go along with it, like you’re just another male I brought in.”

“What happens when we get there?”

“They’ll take your weapons, phone, any amulets, and put you in a cell. I’ll have to walk you there with a guard, but then, I have to try to make it back to my room before I black out.”

“Except you won’t black out today.”

“I don’t want you to go in there, Tanner.” The words formed silently on her lips as hope and apprehension collided in her chest. A strange need bloomed, to keep him away from harm. Him. A big bad Watcher. What the heck?

“I know. But there’s no way in hell I’ll let you be alone with those assholes again. Let me fight for you, Saige.”

Warmth shone through the tactical calculations in his eyes, and she realized she trusted him. For the first time in months, a flicker of light glimmered in her heart. “Okay.” She squared her shoulders. “Follow me.”

They descended the library steps and walked onto the path. The Vipers flowed out from the trees, two moving behind Tanner but keeping a distance of ten feet. The third Viper walked beside her. “Took you long enough, you dumb bitch. And you let that other Lash get away? We’ll see how you like being whipped for your insubordination.”

Fear flared, but she tried to tamp it down. How could she spin this? “I was going to take the first male, but then this one showed up. A Watcher.” She dared a glance at the angry Viper. “He’s so much stronger than the other one. And you know I can only control one predator at a time.”

“Hmm, true. You lucked out. This time. I don’t want to see you let Lash demons get away again. And I don’t like you sneaking into the library. Effective now, it’s off limits.”

Saige gulped. “What if I need to go in to get a male?”

“Find another. We need to keep eyes on you.”

Through her fear, a frisson of anger bloomed. “Doesn’t it count for something that I’m bringing in a Watcher? The strongest of the strong? He’ll draw huge crowds.”

The Viper cast her a slit-eyed glance. “You’re not in a position to bargain or advocate for yourself, female. I suggest you stop talking.”

Tanner’s boots scuffed the path behind her, kicking a stray pebble forward to roll between her feet. She wasn’t alone. She had no idea how he thought he’d get them all out, but she trusted him. He had a team. He had a plan.

Gods, he had the entire Watcher army at his back, probably, if needed.

Trust him. She took a deep breath and walked silently in step with the Viper, not talking until they reached the compound.

It was only when they stepped inside, and two Vipers grabbed Tanner’s arms while two others removed his weapons, that her resolve faltered. And gods, he had a lot of weapons, most hidden in places she didn’t know you could hide them. He remained staring straight ahead as if this were something he went through every day, but somehow she detected the undercurrent of his anger.

How? She had no clue, other than to chalk it up to common sense. He was letting an enemy make him vulnerable. Of course he’d be pissed. 

But the tension in the air thickened to sword-slicing levels when the guards moved to pat her down. Saige did her best to look bored and unconcerned, praying that Tanner wouldn’t react to the Vipers touching her. She caught his eyes which flared with a low, menacing light. He clenched his teeth. Please, she willed her thoughts to him, as if that would somehow help. Act like you don’t care.

Eyes locked, she endured the frisking while he stared, frozen, as if any little move would make him explode.

Finally the guards finished and directed them down the dank stairs to the cells. Entering the corridor, she was met with the usual barrage of threats to choke, dismember, or violate her. She steeled herself, praying this would be the last time she made this walk.

But a low growl escaped Tanner’s throat. Oh no. Please keep up the charade. She hunched her shoulders, embarrassed that he had to hear this. Just going into the cell, having his fire power and strength sapped, would be bad enough.

They reached an empty cell. Yeah, the Serus demon she’d brought in yesterday had occupied the last available cell—but that was yesterday. Someone else had died in the ring last night, freeing up a spot for a new prisoner.

The guard slid open the bars.

“You need to go in there,” Saige told Tanner calmly, though her every nerve was screaming for him not to.

Tanner obeyed, walking in and turning to face her. The bars slammed shut. He lunged forward, clutching the metal, staring at her, eyes on fire with an expression she couldn’t name.

Saige held his gaze and backed away, full of mixed feelings. Trust him.

He was her only hope.

And if he hadn’t calculated right, he could die here.

Tears pricked her eyes and she hurried away. She focused on getting to her room, on the gray door with no lock, and ignored the heinous words lobbed at her from the men.

She flung the door open and ducked inside, slamming it behind her. “Logan.”

He dropped the book he’d been reading and got off his bed, meeting her in two steps. “Are you okay? Let’s get you sitting down.”

“No, I’ll be okay. I won’t black out. Logan, oh my gods.” She led him into the tiny bathroom. They’d searched the room for bugs and hadn’t found any, but still, she didn’t want to have this conversation right by the door. “I met a Watcher today.”

“Whoa.” Logan’s eyes widened. “And you brought him here?”

She nodded.

“So he’s locked up like all the rest? How…wait. You didn’t use your power to get him here?”

“No. He’s going to help us.” She recounted all of the day’s events as Logan studied her, hope in his eyes. “I don’t know what they have planned, but…I trust him.”

“You smell like him,” Logan said, not judging her but also not letting her off the hook. “You smelled the same way after you brought in the dark elves too, the other night.”

She ran a hand through her hair. ‘I met him at Hades that night. He remembered me, recognized me today.” She glanced up at him. He was four years younger than she but had passed her in height years ago. He was also an adult, and being imprisoned during the solstice was agony. “I…had to. You know how things get. Are you mad?”

“No, I get it,” he gritted. “You have to do what you need to, to follow their fucking orders. Play their fucked up game.”

“I hate it as much as you do.”

“I know.” He rubbed a hand over his eyebrows. “This sucks. I’m ready to kill those assholes. But all this shit we’re going through? We need to stick together. We’re all we have left.”

She reached up to give him a quick hug. “I hope we’re at the end of our nightmare.”

“Me too, sis.”

“Look, I don’t know what’ll happen. If a hundred warriors will blast in here with spells and fire or something.”

His brown eyes flared with gold and his fists clenched. “Bring it.”

She frowned. “I just want us to get out alive. And the Watchers, and any males I brought in who are innocent.” A sudden thought hit her. “And don’t you dare jump into the fray. I know you want to get back at them, but I don’t want anything to happen to you. If we see a door, we head for it, okay?”

He shot her a sideways look. “Got it. But if I can get my hands on a weapon and a Viper walks into my path, I can’t promise I won’t take a shot.”

“Fine.” They walked back to the main room and plunked on their respective beds. “Now we sit and wait.”

 







CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Saige had counted the pockmarks in the stone walls fifty times. Logan alternated between pushups and pacing. Three hours had passed, and she was antsy, torn between anticipation and worry.

Did the Watchers need to organize a hundred soldiers? Did they need to prepare a bunch of special spells? They had a group of staff who did that, she recalled. What about anti-venom to protect against the Vipers’ fangs? Had the Lash healers and scientists created anything like that?

Or had Tanner’s superiors nixed the rescue? 

No. Not possible. Innocent Lash males, plus now one of their own were held captive. They had to come.

But only the normal banging and shouting reached through the door, accompanied by the guards’ footsteps. No one came to talk to her and Logan, and they had long ago learned that was a best case scenario.

She glanced around the room, not planning on missing this tiny pocket of hell. All she had were a few changes of clothes, stolen by the Vipers. She’d insisted she’d have more luck getting close enough to males if she didn’t stink to high heaven or look like a homeless demoness.

She sighed as Logan started a set of jump squats. His agitation filled the room as he pushed himself into as many exercises as a person could do without equipment and in a small space. “Save some energy for when we get out,” she murmured.

“Saige, I have enough energy for a goddamn decade.” He huffed out a harsh breath. “I gotta do something.”

Boom!

The building shook and an explosion echoed through the concrete walls. “They’re here!” Saige’s eyes locked with Logan’s. “And it doesn’t sound like they’re taking the subtle approach.”

More shouting, more footsteps running outside the door. Saige darted to the door and cracked it open as another blast shook the walls. Vipers tore up the stairs. The males in the cells all clutched at their bars, yelling.

Tanner. His cell was too far down the corridor for her to see him. Could she unlock his cell? The keys were carried by two Viper guards. She’d never seen either one of them without the huge keyrings jangling at their hips. Crap.

“You!” A guard bellowed, looming in the doorway, and seized her wrist. “You brought in that Watcher today. If you and he have anything to do with this, you’re gonna regret it.”

“I—” Saige let out a yelp as a ball of fire flew past in the air beyond the guard. It smacked into the wall, leaving a blackened mark. Demonfire.

The guard barked a command to a comrade, then yanked Saige out into the hall. His friend grabbed Logan. “You’re coming with us.”

The guard’s fingers crushed tightly around her forearm. “If you planned this, we’ll kill your goddamn precious brother. Bitch!” Rough hands jerked her down another concrete corridor, different from the one that housed the males.

This one she’d glimpsed once or twice, as a male was led down its length.

This one led to the fighting arena.

***

Tanner gritted his teeth as explosive spell charges rocked the building. Every nerve itched for him to get Saige and her brother out of here and far away. But the Vipers’ dampening spell made that impossible.

He willed his team to get down here faster. Vipers were vicious predators, dipping arrows in the venom that dripped from their fangs. A strong dose was one of the few things that could incapacitate a Lash demon. The Watchers knew that and prepared for it.

Hurry. He flexed his fingers around the bars. Across the corridor a young Lash male paced, eyes wide with panic. He caught Tanner’s eyes.

“Can you help get me out? I don’t even know how I ended up in here. Fuck.”

“Help is on the way. Hear that noise? That’s the good guys,” Tanner said. The captives would need to be freed, then the innocent ones sorted from the criminals, all hopefully before the building collapsed from the blasts. He was a fan of the spell charges, but shit. That should be enough, guys.

A familiar face loomed on the other side of his bars. Raul.

“Took you long enough,” Tanner muttered.

“Shut it. Your estimate on the number of Vipers here was a little on the…” Raul grunted as he grabbed the bars and wrenched them off their hinges. “…on the low side.”

“Sorry.” Tanner stepped into the corridor, taking a breath of fresh, unspelled air, and instinctively searched for Saige’s scent. “I gotta find Saige.”

He bolted down the passageway, to the door he’d glimpsed when they’d brought him in. It hung wide open, revealing a small room with two beds. Her scent was thick in the air, along with a male Lash—but neither was there. Fuck.

Ian and Gabriel charged down the stairs, each tackling a Viper to the ground. Ian managed to stab his opponent in the belly while Gabe was forced into a roll, deftly avoiding dripping fangs. Aleksai vaulted from the top step, landing next to Ian, and cutting a thick ring of metal keys loose from the Viper’s belt.

“Nice to see you’re still in one piece. We’re on prisoner duty,” Aleksai said.

Tanner forced his mind to think logically. “They’ve taken Saige and her brother, but I’m betting they haven’t gotten far.”

“There’s a brother?” Aleksai flung a ball of demonfire at an approaching Viper. “Ian! Go with Tanner. Find the civilians.”

Ian handed Tanner a dagger and joined him in following the sweet jasmine scent down a different corridor.

This one was lined with rough concrete, but had no cells or distinguishing features. A few widely spaced fire bulbs hovered along the ceiling. He ran, drawn by her scent and creeping dread of where this might lead. Up ahead, an arched opening gaped.

Shouting and thudding, the scrape of metal and the thick sound of flesh on wet flesh met his ears. Tanner barreled to the doorway and into a huge high-ceilinged open space.

The ring.

New and old blood covered the dirt surface. The place was filled with Vipers and Watchers, battling. Fireballs shot through the air, along with arrows that had to be tipped with venom.

He scanned the arena. Clusters of fire bulbs were suspended overhead, giving a brilliant glow to the macabre spectacle. Blood sprayed and bodies swerved. Where the hell was Saige? 

A huge Viper went down, courtesy of a Watcher named Caine, and then he saw a group of Vipers in a circle, with something hidden and moving in the center.

He stalked closer, drawn with unexplainable knowledge that something sick was going on. Behind thick Viper legs, he caught a flash of blond on the ground.

“They have her.” A roar burst from his throat as he hurled a fire ball at the nearest Viper. The male laughed—and ducked. Tanner’s fire shot into the protected circular space.

Shit!

A clump of dirt kicked up, but that was all. No scent of singed Lash flesh.

An arrow shot toward him and he darted to the side, but not in time. The tip sliced through the skin above his bicep, unleashing a flare of burning pain. Tanner growled. It was a surface wound, but it would hurt like a bitch for a while. And fuck. They were going to need a coordinated attack to get Saige out of that circle.

“We need to—” Ian’s words died at a sudden flurry of activity. The circle broke up, giving Tanner his first glimpse of Saige and her brother.

Bloody, bruised, barely able to walk. Rage ignited every cell in his body. “No!” Lethal fury exploded at seeing her forcibly taken into a predatory male’s grip and dragged away from him. “They’re taking them!”

“Go. I’ll cover you and catch up.” Ian grinned as he flung fireballs left and right, no longer impeded by the chance of hitting an innocent.

Four Vipers dragged their captives back toward a door in the wall opposite where Tanner had come into the ring. The fuckers probably wouldn’t hesitate to use Saige and Logan as shields. Tanner ground his molars. Ian needed to hurry.

The doorway led to a dark passage, and Tanner’s night vision had no trouble making out the details. A few rats. Crumbling concrete. The scent of death. Dried blood streaked the floor. Was this the passage used to remove those who had died in the ring?

“Stop!” Tanner yelled at the group ahead.

Surprisingly, they did. And that meant trouble.

The tiny scratch of wood against wood was Tanner’s only warning. He ducked the arrow that flew over his head. The Vipers could see as well at night as he could. “Let them go.”

“Or what, Watcher?” one Viper sneered. “You’re outnumbered.”

“You can fight for us. We’ll start up somewhere else, since we have our little star recruiter. Don’t we?” another one hissed. He gestured to Saige, whose arms were gripped tightly by a Viper behind her. Her eyes, wild with fear and pain, latched on to Tanner.

“She’s done enough for you. Time to let her go home. Both of them.” Tanner stepped closer.

“Female,” the first Viper said to Saige. “Use your power on him. Now! Make him fight for us.”

Saige’s eyes hardened. “Never,” she gritted.

Crack!

The Viper’s clawed hand connected with her jaw and her head swung to the side. A yelp of agony escaped her lips. Fresh blood trickled down her chin.

“No!” Tanner roared. The last of his restraint snapped. He threw his one and only dagger at the Viper, hitting him squarely in the huge artery that ran down his neck. Tanner raced forward as the male stumbled, clutching his throat. Tanner grabbed the Viper’s green scaly head between his hands and wrenched hard, twisting his neck.

“Ah, you’d be so good in our arena,” another Viper went on, as if Tanner hadn’t just killed one of their own for the same suggestion. “We’ll make you a partner. The money is good, very good.”

“Never, asshole.” Tanner shook with anger at the sight of Saige’s head hanging down. He couldn’t tell if she was still conscious. A Viper held her tightly, and another held Logan. Both males could drip venom on them at any second. Hurry up, Ian.

The Viper shrugged. “Forcing you will be easy. She’ll do it the same way she got you here. You, female.” He gripped Saige’s hair, pulling her head up. The whole left side of her face was swollen and turning purple. “Use your power on this Watcher. I’m ordering you. Or else, we’ll take it out on your brother. One organ at a time.”

Saige blinked, eyes glazed. “Please don’t hurt him.”

Tanner couldn’t tell if she truly was close to losing consciousness or not. His fists clenched. “Stop this.” His voice was low with menace. “Fight me, not someone half your goddam size.”

The Viper threw back his head and laughed. “How noble of y—”

Thunk! An arrow sailed through the dark passage and sunk into his neck, followed by another into his heart.

Ian. Thank fuck.

The other two Vipers shrank back, dragging Saige and Logan farther down the corridor. But Ian, plus Gabe and Raul, charged forward. Watcher training involved all kind of hostage situations, including ones like this. With several rapid and well-thrown daggers, plus another arrow, the Vipers went down.

Tanner sprinted forward to catch Saige before she collapsed. He gathered her in his arms, cradling her to his chest. “Saige. It’s over. You’re safe.”

Soft brown eyes gazed up at him, shining with relief and something else he couldn’t name. But hell, he didn’t care, as long as she was out of danger. “Tanner,” she whispered, digging her fingers into his shirt like she’d done in the library. “You did it.” She nuzzled his chest, and the tiny gesture sent his heart into overdrive. It was familiar and possessive, and he liked it.

“We all did. Things are still kinda chaotic.”

Her head jerked up and she looked around. “Logan?”

“I’m okay, sis.” Her brother’s voice rumbled from the other side of the corridor. He stepped forward to grab her hand. “I’m okay. We’re getting out of this.”

“You’re hurt!” She reached up, hand hovering but not touching the massive bruising around his eye.

Black eyes would heal quickly, but Tanner wasn’t taking any chances. “You both need to see a healer. I want to take you back to Watcher HQ.”

Saige turned back to him and nodded. “Whatever you think is best.”

I think it’s best if you stay with me. Tanner looked down at her sweet, marred face and wanted to kill the Vipers, over and over again. But the noise from the arena had died down. He had no clue how many teams Arawn had sent, but it had been a lot. “You were so brave today,” he murmured.

“I don’t feel brave,” she whispered. “What about the Lash males I lured in here?”

“We’re getting all the captives out. The innocent ones, like them, will go back home tonight. The rest, if they’re known criminals…” he shrugged. “Depends. We’ll deal with them on a case-by-case basis.”

Logan stalked back over to the wall and sat down. Saige flicked a glance to him, then turned those doe eyes on Tanner. She didn’t speak, just looked at him like he made the sun come up every morning. “Thank you,” she whispered.

He moved to set her down, but she shook her head. “Can you…just hold on to me for a bit?”

Hell. He had the sudden feeling he needed to hold her for eternity, but that feeling was out of the blue and too soon. They barely knew each other. She’d been through a living nightmare. But he grinned, loving the feel of her against him. “Might be a little longer than a bit.”

“That’s okay,” she said shyly.

Shy. His heart melted a bit more. After they’d fucked against a wall at Hades, of all things, she had the sweetness to be shy. But she was so young. An adult, but so damn young. Another reason not to rush her.

Ian paced the hall, talking on his phone. Actually doing more listening than talking, so Tanner guessed he was talking to Aleksai. Ian shot a glance at him, then Saige and Logan. “Any broken bones?”

Saige and Logan both shook their heads. 

“Good.” Ian went back to his call.

If bones had been broken in the scuffle, getting home sooner was essential.  Lash demons healed so quickly, if their bones started to set incorrectly, the healers needed to re-break them in order to allow correct restoration of motion. Not fun for any of them.

Ian returned, shoving his phone in a pocket. “Okay, Aleksai needs us to help transport the missing Lash back to HQ. They match up with the names and photos of the ones we’ve been looking for. Families are being called now.” He gave a chin lift to Tanner. “Can you take both of them?”

“Yeah, but I need an amulet.” The Vipers had taken that, along with his weapons.

Ian handed him one. “I’m sure someone has extras. Take mine.”

Tanner took it and the rest of his team departed back toward the arena. He shifted Saige higher in his arms and glanced at Logan. “You two travel much by portal?”

“No,” they said in unison.

He hadn’t thought so. “Logan, stand next to me and hold my arm. I’ll hold Saige. It can be disorienting, and you may feel sick for a minute afterward. It’s all totally normal.”

Logan nodded and stood close. “Let’s get out of here.”

Saige wrapped her arms around his neck. Tanner recited the Demonish words to a spell that would open a portal, and in seconds the shimmering ring appeared. Logan grabbed on, Tanner counted down from three, and they all stepped in.

 







CHAPTER NINE 

 

Tanner stalked down the unmated demons’ quarters in the middle of the night, unable to sleep. In the three days since he’d brought Saige and Logan here, he had shown them around the place, but also tried to give them space. The healers had examined them and, luckily, had released them that same night.

Now they slept in the guest quarters. Hopefully that would change soon. Logan relentlessly asked about starting Watcher training, and when he did, he’d be living on the same floor as Tanner.

And if that happened, he’d bet that Saige would stay too. Their sibling bond was tight and precious, and he was glad they had each other to lean on.

He wandered down the stairs, drawn by a need he couldn’t explain. Emerging one floor below, the guest floor, he drew a deep breath. There were usually several guests staying at HQ at any given time, and tonight several scents mingled together, including Saige’s.

The sweet jasmine lingering in the air wasn’t recent. He knew she’d met Melixa and another witch, Whysper, today. They planned to start working with her on honing her incredible skill and achieving enough control to not black out after using it.

His boots thudded on the smooth marble floor. He wouldn’t go into her room—it had a lock and he was sure she used it. But he’d just walk by. Just to hear her breathing steadily, hopefully sleeping peacefully.

He passed Logan’s room first. Right next to Saige’s, the carved wooden doors matched and gleaming silver doorknobs reflected the fire bulbs along the ceiling. Taking a deep breath, he continued to her door…and frowned.

His acute hearing allowed him to detect her breathing even through the door, and it wasn’t steady. Punctuated by loud sighs and grunts, her choppy breaths were anything but peaceful.

A nightmare? Shit, he wouldn’t be surprised, after her ordeal.

She cried out, and he instantly laid his hands against the carved wood. “Saige?”

A gasp carried to his ears and he detected the rustle of cotton sheets. A deep sigh echoed through the door, as if she were catching her breath.

“Saige? Are you okay?”

Rapid, light footsteps padded across the room, getting louder as she neared the door. The lock clicked as she yanked it open. The light from the hall made her blink, scrunching her beautiful face and stepping back. “Tanner? What are you doing here? Is something wrong?”

“I wanted to check on you.” It might sound lame, but it was the truth. “Are you okay? I heard you cry out.”

“I had a nightmare.” She shoved a hand through her sleep-mussed hair and gazed up at him, looking weary but vulnerable. A soft pink tank top clung to her slender torso, and white gauzy wide-legged pajama pants swallowed up her legs. Only her bare toes peeked out, decorated with a coat of bright yellow polish that he didn’t remember seeing earlier in the day.  She leaned her head against the doorframe as her eyes roamed his shoulders. “Can you come in?”

“Of course.” He followed her into the dark room and closed the door behind him. Wrapping her in his arms, he allowed her scent, her nearness, her touch, to saturate his senses. Gods, it felt good to hold her. “Want to talk about it?”

“Actually, no,” she murmured into his chest. “It was about being back at the Vipers’ place.” She shuddered. “I can never thank you enough for getting us out of there.”

“Like I’d leave you to those assholes. I’d kill them again if I could.” His grip tightened. “Have you had many nightmares?”

“Not really. I’ve had dreams the last two nights but not bad enough to wake me up.” She yawned against his T-shirt. “One of the healers told me this might happen; that it’s normal after a trauma.”

“True.” He rubbed her back. “I’m glad you talked to them about this stuff. Is there anything I can do?”

She pulled back to look up at him, brown eyes soft and sweet. “Could you…stay?”

Primal pride flared in his chest. He knew in that moment that he could never say no to her. “You got it.”

She climbed into the king size bed and scooted over, making room for him. She looked so small in it. He kicked off his shoes and socks and got in beside her, pulling her against him, his chest to her back. Her hair was silk against his cheek and her jasmine scent surrounded him.

Lying next to her, feeling her soft curves, stirred his cock. But that’s not why he was there. He sensed the trust she had in him, and it roused something powerful in his heart. “You have a good day?”

“Yeah.” Her voice was quiet and drowsy. “I like it here. There’s so much going on, and everyone has been nice. I just hope...”

Her voice hitched on the last words and he guessed the reason why. “No one will hold what happened against you.”

“I just feel so guilty,” she whispered.

“Everyone here understands why you had to play along with the Vipers’ sick game,” he murmured. “We deal with kidnappings and coercive situations often, unfortunately.”

“Yeah?”

“Yep. The realms can be brutal, as you know.” He stroked lightly up and down her thigh, feeling smooth muscles through the thin cotton of her pants. “And by the way, the staff and Watchers are kinda blown away by your power. Mind control is rare but so damn amazing. You’ll get better at it.”

“I hope so. I’d like to stay here and so would Logan.”

“You can.” He smiled into the dark, vowing to make that happen as seamlessly as possible. He slid his arm across her waist to grip her hand. “Arawn is wrapping up meetings with the families and will give an official statement tomorrow. And he believes in you.”

“I still can’t believe he knows who I am. That’s surreal.”

Tanner nuzzled her hair. “Have you met him yet?”

“No! I’m too scared.”

He gave a low chuckle. “He doesn’t bite. Well, only Ria.”

“Good for them. I’ll just, you know, hang out in the background, trying not to pass out.”

He released her hand only to brush her hair away from her ear. Unable to resist, he dropped a quick kiss to her cheek. “If you work with Melixa and Whysper, you’ll be fine. They’ll come up with a plan and a pace that works for you.”

“I hope so.” Her delicate fingers tugged his arm, and he slid it beneath her head, pillow-style. She held his hand between both of hers. “I’m glad you’re here.” Her voice was barely a whisper.

Hell. There’s nowhere he’d rather be. “I’m all yours, Saige.”

Her breathing evened out, and in minutes she was asleep. Peacefully.

Had she heard those last words from his mouth? If she had, then fine. He didn’t feel like trying to hide anything from her. And lying beside her felt more perfect than anything he could imagine. He didn’t remember the last time he’d lain with a female and not fucked her. But Saige wasn’t any female. He’d do anything she needed, whether it was busting her out of a hellhole, or simply tucking her against his body.

It went beyond the need to protect. This was deeper and he didn’t understand where it was coming from, but this female filled every inch of him with her sweetness, and he wasn’t about to let it go.

***

Early morning light tried to force its way into the room, pulling Saige from a warm and blissful sleep. As her sluggish mind roused itself toward conscious thought, three things registered with clarity and made her grin and want to stretch out like a contented cat.

First, the light told her she was in a room with a window. No more Viper basement, surrounded by concrete and angry shouts. A real room. Even on this third morning of freedom, she still wanted to pinch herself.

And one with a bed that felt like a cloud, with sheets so soft she wanted to keep brushing her hand across them. Anything this soft had to be no more substantial than a butterfly wing or a gossamer web, right?

She grabbed a fistful of exquisite cotton and started to bring her hand up to her chin—and bumped into the third, and best, thing. Another hand, draped across her waist.

Tanner.

Her body heated and she was glad no one could see the huge smile that had to be pulling her mouth upward. He’d stayed with her all night. He hadn’t snuck out. She hadn’t been sure if he would try to or not, but now all she wanted was to savor this wonderfully private time with him. She took a steady breath and thought about every inch of his legs, which were entwined with hers. Her mind conjured his broad chest and narrow hips, pressed up against her backside. She glanced down at his strong fingers, relaxed against the white cotton sheet. He stayed with me.

Gods, could there be a better way to wake up?

Not that she could imagine.

Joy bloomed in her heart, and in the glow of dawn, she didn’t fight it. Being close to him warmed her inside and out, and it wasn’t just physical. She’d been here three days and couldn’t seem to get enough time with him, though she knew he was busy. The last thing she wanted was to be needy.

But in this moment, she’d take advantage of every second.

She lay still for several seconds more, then impatience took over. Slowly, she turned in his arms, needing to visually devour him without anyone else watching her.

But he was awake. Sexy green eyes opened lazily and his lips pulled up into a grin. “Hey.” His sleep-roughened voice rumbled through her bones, awakening every cell with delicious promise.

“Hey,” she whispered. “I’m so glad you stayed.” She lay on her side, facing him while he traced a slow pattern on her hip.

“Wouldn’t want to be anywhere else.” His hand dropped to capture hers. He simply held it, eyes roaming her as if memorizing her.

She’d wanted to drown in those eyes before—now, she gave in to their endless depths. She let all thought slip away and just breathed him in. His warmth, his scent with a hint of spice, and the tactile pleasure of his hand encompassing hers.

Minutes passed, and a sensation unlike any she’d known washed over her. Security, devotion, forever. What was this? Her parents would have loved her forever, had they been here. Logan—she loved him with all her heart.

But this was profoundly different. Her mind struggled to understand, while her soul was telling her to stop thinking so hard and to lose herself in this male. Her face must have given her away.

“What are you thinking?” His deep voice broke the room’s quiet.

“Um.” How could she put words to this odd new vibe that she couldn’t explain? She needed to say something believable, because there was no way she could lie to him. “Um, I’ve never slept with a guy before.”

He arched a brow and his lips twitched as if he was trying to hold in a laugh.

“I mean—” She scrunched her nose. “That came out wrong. Obviously.”

“Obviously,” he repeated with a chuckle.

“I mean, I’ve never stayed all night in bed with someone.” Shit, that didn’t sound right either. It sounded like she had casual sex and took off right after. “I haven’t had many relationships, or whatever, you know? I lived with my parents, and then they were gone, and then Logan and I were on our own.”

He reached over to toy with a lock of her hair. “So I’m your first sleepover?”

She giggled. “Yeah.”

“Did I snore?”

Her giggle morphed into a laugh. She couldn’t imagine him snoring. “No! I mean, I don’t know. I slept like a baby. Actually...” She stretched one arm over her head. “That’s the best I’ve slept in months.”

“Anytime you have a bad dream, just call me,” he murmured.

What if I just want you here? Even if I have good dreams? She gazed across the few inches between them and dared to stroke a hand down his thick biceps. Would she sound clingy if she said that?

He would probably be too polite to tell her. Then where would that leave her? Clingy and alone in a new home? Shaking off the thought, a new one popped into her head. Half joking, she said, “Or I could compel you to come here.”

“Oh, really?” He propped up on one elbow and flashed her a devilish grin. “Compel me to your bed? Then what would you do with me?”

“Ah, well…” She was hit with images of exactly what they could do. Their time at Hades reigned as her best sexual experience ever. But the recent reasons why she’d used her power on males had her regretting that she’d brought it up. “That was a dumb thing to say. Never mind.”

“No, it’s okay. I’m curious. Try it.”

“To get you in my bed?” She took a shot at lighthearted. Anything to push away the negative aspects of her power and recapture the security-plus-butterflies feeling that his presence brought. “You’re already here.”

“I’m very aware of that.” His voice was a husked breath that had her biting her lip. “I want you to try your power on me. See what happens.”

She blinked up at him. “Why?”

He shrugged. “Why not? Just for two minutes. Ask me to do something small. Get you a glass of water, recite the alphabet, something like that.”

“Um…” If it were just for a minute or two, she’d probably be okay. And if she blacked out, she was already in bed. “If I…”

“If you pass out, I’ll call Logan and a healer right away.”

“Okay.” Her power was part of her, and she may as well learn to control it. Plus, she trusted him implicitly. She scooted up to a cross-legged position.

He sat up as well, looking relaxed and ready for anything.

She took a deep breath and focused on Tanner’s mind, pushing her energy toward him just as she had done with everyone else.

He quirked a brow. “I feel your power. It makes this static buzz in the air, like some types of magic.”

She frowned. “Why are you talking?”

“I’m not allowed to talk while I’m waiting?”

“Waiting?” She shook her head. “It’s done. I did it. You should be just sitting there, waiting for me to command you.”

His full lips twitched again and his eyes sparkled. Her cheeks heated as she realized her double-entendre. “Saige.” His low voice saturated her senses. “You don’t have to compel me for that.”

Oh my gods. Her stomach clenched. Why could she not string words together this morning? She shook her head to clear it. “You should be, like, zoned out. Not acting on your own. Or speaking unless spoken to.”

“You did it the same way as you’ve always done?”

“Yeah.” She tried again, this time thinking harder about his mind, willing it to submit to her. She’d never had to do that before, even with the other Lash males.

Tanner sat there, close enough to touch, looking as sexy and alert as ever. “You did it again?”

“Yes.” She could only stare at him in wonder. “Oh my gosh. It doesn’t work on you.”

Green eyes widened. “How is that possible?”

“I don’t know. That’s never happened before.”

He took her hand, turning it over to skim circles on her palm. “Interesting. Definitely mention it to Melixa and Whysper.”

“I will.” His touch took the edge off her confusion and soothed her. None of this made sense, but did it need to? So what if there was one person who was immune to her power?

And that person just happened to be a male who affected her like no other? Were her own emotions getting in the way of her ability?

And if so, would that be a bad thing?

“I have to go.” He set her hand gently on the bed. “I don’t want to. But I have a training session with my team.”

“Oh. Okay.” Of course, he had demands on his time. She took a last lingering look at his mesmerizing eyes and the stubble dusting his jaw.

“I’ll come and find you at lunchtime.” He leaned forward to place a quick kiss on her cheek, then he was off the bed and pulling on his shoes.

She nodded, already missing him. But he had a job to do, and she needed to find her place now that she was free.

With him. A quiet voice pulsed with absolute certainty, deep in her heart.

Watching him leave with a wave, she wished she could compel that thought into reality.

 







CHAPTER TEN 

Two weeks later

 

“That’s good, Saige. Release her now.” The melodic voice of the oldest creature Saige had ever met filled the dark quiet room in the depths of Watcher HQ’s spell department. Whysper’s gray hair swished around her tiny shoulders as she nodded at Saige.

Saige blew out a breath and focused on removing the mental hold she had on Melixa’s mind. She was finally getting used to this, as opposed to leaving someone under her spell and walking away, letting it wear off on its own.

Melixa’s bright blue eyes blinked and she focused with a new clarity on Saige. “I’m back.” She gave Saige a huge smile.

“Good. How do you feel?” Saige asked.

“Great! You?” The young witch studied her with innate perception.

Saige paused. “Fine. I think I’m fine.” The witches had insisted on keeping her practice sessions brief, at least in the beginning.

“Whew.” Melixa grinned. “That’s a relief. We don’t want you to pass out, and I’m pretty sure Tanner would blow a gasket if you did.” The witch tilted her head. “I still don’t know why your ability didn’t work on him, though.” She flicked a glance to Whysper, who shrugged.

“We will know in time. Tanner is still young. As is Saige.”

Tanner. Saige’s skin warmed at his name. He’d made time to see her every day, showing her around, taking meals with her, and just hanging out. But no more affection than his hand at the small of her back.

Well, other than holding her after her nightmare. Gods, she’d slept like a baby in his arms. And the next morning had been as wonderful as it had been mystifying.

He consumed her thoughts and dreams, and she couldn’t deny the amazing sensation that settled over her when he was near. It was like a blanket, warm and secure. A feeling of being protected and cherished. But was it all in her head?

He hadn’t made a move for more with her. Was that night at Hades just about sex, for the sake of scratching a mutual itch? She was confused—too shy to pull him into a dark corner and kiss him senseless, but unable to resist sneaking glances at him whenever he was around.

Sighing, she focused on the room full of soft couches and throw blankets. “Why did I black out in the first place, and not anyone I used my skill on?” Saige muttered.

“A check and balance,” Whysper said. “With power this great, the potential for abuse is enormous. As you are well aware.”

Saige nodded. The weeks there had only started to wash away the horror of the Viper’s club. All the Lash males, save one, had returned home to their families. None of them harbored any ill feelings toward Saige, thanks to Arawn’s officially released summary of the events. He hadn’t revealed her identity or her power, just that the Vipers had kidnapped and forcibly coerced a creature to use mind control on their sons.

The one family whose son had died in the ring bitterly mourned their child, wanting retribution. According to Tanner, Arawn and his diplomatic mate, Ria, had spent time with the family, explaining as best they could that justice had been done and the situation was not going to change. Saige only hoped they would one day find peace.

And she hoped she would as well. Melixa and Whysper had helped her with relaxation and meditation techniques, for when the grief over the loss of her parents or her actions with the Vipers got to be too much. Saige treasured the fledgling friendship she shared with Melixa.

But it was one sexy tall green-eyed warrior who owned her attention.

“Well, child, if you’re feeling fine, then I’m going to work on a new project that one of the boys thought up. Spelled bullets.” Whysper sighed and pushed up from her spot on the comfy couch. “Interesting concept…tricky in reality. Boys.”

Saige bit back a smile. Boys was how the ancient witch referred to the Watchers, though many of them were centuries old.

Melixa twirled her thick black ponytail as she and Saige followed Whysper out of the quiet room and into the main spell area workspace. Desks and tables were scattered around, and rough wood planks lined the walls. It was earthy and efficient. “You’re getting better. Each day we go for a minute longer, and so far no side effects.”

Saige nodded. “Yeah. That’s great, but I don’t even know how I ended up with this gift.”

“It happens. A lot of people here have unusual gifts.”

“I’ve heard. I just don’t feel special. What am I going to do with this?” Saige shook her head, glancing around the room. Her eyes settled on Melixa’s desk, where Saige’s collar sat.

Whysper had taken the thing off shortly after Saige arrived, and Melixa had been eager to dig into it, as she put it. Now Melixa followed her gaze. “You can do a lot. Gain information that will help the Watchers track and catch bad guys. And they will never, ever throw you into a situation alone, or one that you’re not ready for.”

“I know, and I’m grateful. But for right now I’m happy to stay here, practicing mind control for two or three minutes at a time.”

Melixa grinned. “Sure. There’s no rush that I know of.” She walked to her desk and jiggled the mouse next to her computer. “I’m still tracking who might have created this. What about you?” Her blue eyes took on a sly gleam. “Going to see Tanner today?”

“Um, I hope so.” Saige couldn’t suppress a smile. “He manages to stop by every day.”

“I have never seen him make time to see a girl every day. Just so you know.” The witch winked. “He’s a good guy.”

“Yeah.”

“And he likes to swim. You know we have a pool downstairs right?”

“I remember hearing that,” Saige said. “I don’t have a swimsuit though.”

“I can fix that. Come on.” Melixa got up and tugged Saige to the door.

“Wait, you’re not going to conjure me a suit are you?” After what she’d seen of the witch’s skills, she’d believe it.

“No, silly.” Melixa laughed. “I’m taking you to my room. I have extra, and they’re cuter than the suits that we stock in the pool area.”

***

Tanner wrapped up his second run on the outdoor obstacle course with Raul. They’d each won once, and this new configuration was a bitch. Caine, who designed the layouts, was getting more devious.

“Shit, man, I am done.” Raul grunted and took a big gulp of water. “I could sleep for three days.”

“Yeah, I’m gonna head down to the gym for bit.” Tanner said.

“Dude, you’ve been working out like around the clock lately. What gives?”

What gives? Oh, just the memory of Saige’s pliant, willing body. Just her jasmine scent that hung in the air like a promise. Just her sweet laugh and brown eyes that held a look of adoration for him that she gave to no one else.

Then there were the cold facts. Her parents had been killed. She’d been kidnapped, beaten, forced to aid and abet criminals, unwittingly causing death of innocent men. She’d been manipulated, taunted, and repeatedly made to lose consciousness.

And she was only twenty-five. So damn young. Most Lash lived for centuries.

He couldn’t rush her into more than she was ready for. Yeah, the night at Hades had been so hot, the memory made him regularly wake up hard and wanting her. But she’d had her seasonal lust to deal with, just like him. What if that’s all it was? And sure, he’d orchestrated her rescue and she might see him as her savior—now. Didn’t mean it would last. Soon, she’d find her own place here at HQ and adjust to her new life.

Tanner shook his head and caught the water bottle Raul tossed him. “Just feel like I’m not done burning my muscles yet.”

“Or is it a certain blonde you’re not done with?” Raul’s dark eyes sparked with mirth. “She’s cute, and some of the guys have been asking what’s going on between her and you. If you’re not with her, then…” he shrugged, “they’re definitely interested.”

A rumble of possessiveness started low in Tanner’s chest. “Still figuring that out. She’s been through hell, man.”

Raul threw up his hands. “I know. I saw it. I’m just sayin’.”

“Yeah, yeah. Whatever. I’m going downstairs.” Tanner stalked into the building and jogged down the steps to the lower level.

The ever present scent of chlorine hit him as soon as he pulled open the heavy metal door. The pool was in its own room, off to one side, with a concrete and glass block wall separating it from the rest of the space. And hanging in the air, potent like a shot to his groin, was Saige’s scent.

She was here? He stepped close to the glass blocks, but their thick waves only revealed that one person swam inside. He couldn’t see who. He pulled open the door and entered but didn’t walk far in, sticking close to the wall.

He was met with the sight of long legs and a bikini clad ass as she cruised down the lane in a strong freestyle. The pale, nearly naked skin of her back tempted him. No one else was here. His cock hardened.

Tanner reached over and locked the door. He stripped off his T-shirt and shoes, leaving only his track pants. He wasn’t taking one extra second to change into his board shorts.

Then he slipped into the water at the end opposite her, sinking low. She hadn’t noticed him, and he admired her from below the surface as she churned back toward him. Her lithe body rotated slightly side to side as her arms and shoulders pulled her forward. Gods, she was beautiful.

He shifted to her lane and stood against the wall, loving the surprise in her eyes as she glanced up and saw him. She was going too fast to stop, so he caught her against him.

“Tanner!” She rested her hands on his biceps as she caught her breath. “I didn’t know you were here.”

“Ditto.” He tracked the rosy flush that spread from her throat, down to breasts cradled in a black bikini top. Those sexy curves filled his dreams.

She dipped her head back without letting go of him. Good, because he needed to touch her.

“I actually hoped to run into you,” she said.

“What? Here?” He frowned, remembering Raul’s comment about other males. “You could have run into anyone in here.”

“Yeah, why not?” She tilted her head.

Because I don’t want any other males to see this much of your skin. Shit, the last thing he should do was act all Neanderthal on her. “Uh, well, you don’t know exactly when I’ll be here. And I see you every day.”

She kicked her legs gently under the water, brushing against his. “I know, and I like it.” Her brown eyes swirled with amber. Lust and temptation. Gods she was killing him.

Tanner’s heart rate doubled. “Saige, I like it too. A hell of a lot.” He pulled her an inch closer. “But I don’t want to monopolize you.”

“You’re not. Everyone says I’m doing well. The healers, the witches. And Logan’s loving Watcher boot camp. He’s happy.” She bit her lip. “But I want more time with you.”

Holy hell. He pulled her flush against him, cupping her ass. His cock strained in his pants. “I want that too, Saige. One time with you wasn’t enough.”

She whimpered and rubbed her center against him. “I was afraid you didn’t want me like that. Now that the season is over.”

Didn’t want her? “Hell, Saige, I want you all the damn time. You feel that?” He flexed against the juncture of her thighs.

She nodded. “Mmm.”

“But you’ve been through so much. More than a lot of people could handle. I don’t want to take advantage of you. And I don’t know how much longer I can stay away.” On a deeper level, he recognized the connection that had hovered around the edges of his mind but that he couldn’t rationally explain. “I want you. I want to protect you, to keep you close. All the time. Are you ready for that, Saige?”

“Yes,” she whispered, lips inches from his. “I want to be with you, all the time. I love it here, but it feels incomplete, somehow. I love the times you visit me, but I wish it was more. I know you’re busy, your team has missions and stuff, but…” she dropped her gaze to his lips. “When you’re here, I don’t feel like sharing,”

The last thread of his restraint snapped. His mouth covered hers and he kissed her with all the force of his longing. She melted into him, winding her arms around his neck.

Her scent invaded his nose, her wet body slicking against him. With the water’s buoyancy supporting her, he slid his hands up her back and then down to her hips, caressing over the tiny scrap of fabric. Every inch of her was perfect.  He set her up on the deck. “Chair.” He grunted, and hoisted himself up from the water.

“But the door—”

“I locked it.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her to the nearest chaise lounge. He sat sideways on it, and stood her in front of him. Leaning forward, he placed a kiss to her smooth belly.

She ran her hands through his hair and sighed. “I want you, Tanner.”

Flicking a glance to her eyes, the glow of lust they held banished any reason to hold back. “Good.” He yanked her swim bottom down, drawing in a breath at her bare, soft skin. “You are so beautiful.” He couldn’t resist. Leaning close, he kissed her mound, licking down lower, teasing her.

Her hands clenched fistfuls of his hair, sending sharp pleasure-pain through him. She propped one foot on the lounger, further exposing herself to him. The spicy sweet fragrance of her arousal pierced the air and a primal force ripped through him at her obvious need. A need only he could fill. Only he would ever fill.

He couldn’t stop to process where that thought came from. Not when she rocked against his mouth, seeking more. A flash of black hit the floor, and he recognized her top. Hell. His cock throbbed.

“Tanner, I need more.”

Her breathy words drew his attention up to her pert breasts, gleaming with water. Pink nipples stood taut as liquid coursed down in a path he wanted to mimic with his tongue. He slid his hands up to cup her and her whole body jerked.

He scooted back on the lounger, giving her room, and freed his aching cock from his soaked track pants. She licked her lips, licked those sweet, kissable, fuckable lips, and reached for him.

Stopping her, he guided her hand to his shoulder. “Baby, if you touch me, this’ll be over too soon.”

She nodded and centered herself above him, brushing her heat along his swollen tip, coating him with her desire.

He groaned, loving the sweet torture, but he couldn’t help rocking up into her. He knew what her body felt like, how it welcomed him. And gods, he couldn’t wait another second.

Grabbing her hips, he pulled her down. She let out a sexy, adorable purr as she took all of him, leaning back to accommodate him to the hilt.

Mine. The thought pulsed in his heart just like his cock pulsed in her heat. She responded with a squeeze of her inner muscles, then began moving her body in a perfect undulating rhythm.

“That’s it, Saige,” he whispered, skating his hands up her torso. The firm tips of her breasts begged for his touch and he rolled her nipples gently. “So hard for me.”

She moaned and her pace quickened. And through it all, her voice echoed in his head. Gods, yes. I need him. I love him.

What the hell? But her tight walls gripped him, making him forget everything. Almost. She felt too good, he wasn’t going to last. He drew one pebbled tip into his mouth and swirled, and she came with a soft cry. Her hips rocked frantically, seeking more, pulling him over into his orgasm.

She wrapped her arms around him, trembling and out of breath. “Oh my gods, Tanner.” She dotted kisses along his shoulder. “I missed that.”

Mine. You’re mine. If he had his way, she’d never miss that again.

She straightened to look at him, brown eyes wide. “Did you say something?”

“Hell,” he murmured in wonder, caressing her jaw. Impossible pieces clicked into place. It couldn’t be. “Only in my mind.”

“But I heard it. You said ‘You’re mine.’ I mean, you thought it. Right?”

“I did. And I also heard your voice in my head. Saige.” He kissed her lips. “Do you know what this means?”

Her jaw dropped. “Oh, wow. We’re…”

“You’re my mate.” He kissed her again, barely believing the miracle.

“How can it happen this fast?” A small, curious smile played across her face.

“It’s been known to happen. One couple from my home town completed the bond in an hour.”

“No way!”

“Yeah.” He rubbed circles on her back. “They just knew, at first sight, that they belonged together.”

“That’s amazing.” She looped her arms around his neck and gave him a smile that rivaled the sun. “Is that why my power doesn’t work on you?”

He studied the glow of her skin and the curiosity in her eyes. “I bet it is. The bond wouldn’t allow you to take over my mind, even though it hadn’t fully formed then.”

“I won’t need to do that anyway. I can just project my thoughts to you.” She leaned close to his ear. “I can tell you exactly what I want you to do.”

“And I’ll commit every dirty little command to memory.” He squeezed her hips.

A giggle escaped her, the sensual sound full of joy, belonging, and promise. “I love you.”

Her sweet words made him want to pound his chest with pride. “And I love you.” He pushed a strand of wet hair off her shoulder. “Can’t believe I let you walk away at Hades.”

“Good thing you came after me.” Her brown eyes swirled with an amber glow as love poured through their brand new bond.

“You never have to be alone, without a protector, again. I’ve got you.”

Her lips met his in a tender kiss as their souls surged, binding them in a whirl of bliss and devotion. The mate bond enveloped them, an everlasting connection that he never expected to find, but now, couldn’t imagine living without.

 

THE END
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