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      She was late. Again.

      With a sigh, Iliona Graham crossed the road at a run, weaving between other pedestrians on the crossing, and turned left up the street. It was just after five, and the walkways were thronged with people headed to dinner, other evening entertainment, or home. Totally the wrong time of day to count on getting halfway across the city in any sort of reasonable time. She mentally kicked herself in the ass and hurried on. Turning the corner, she smiled as the sign for her destination, Frankie’s Coffee Shop, came into view. Just after a quarter past and she was nearly there. Cool. Evie, the friend she was meeting, was well used to her tardiness. Her cell pinged, and a quick glance confirmed that yes, Evie was aware she would be late.

      Ordered. Hurry or ur coffee will get cold.

      That threat was enough to make Iliona speed up her steps. There were fewer things she hated more than cold coffee. Well, murder and mayhem—both of which she came across daily in her work—but other than that. Cold coffee was just . . . ewwww.

      Movement at the corner of her eye caught her attention, and she turned to see a mother struggling to get a stroller up the deep steps in front of a bank. The poor thing was tiny, the huge stroller laden with shopping bags. Not the fun kind either, Iliona’s eye instantly assessed, but groceries from one of the local budget supermarket chains.

      “Here, let me give you a hand,” she called out as she jogged over. Evie could wait a few seconds longer. She grabbed the foot strap at the front of the stroller and easily lifted it as the mother hauled it backward up the steps. Peeking at the baby—a bundle of winter clothes with two bright silver eyes above a pacifier—Iliona smiled and was rewarded with a gummy grin from behind the pacifier in return.

      “Thank you. Thank you so much!” the young woman said, lines of strain and weariness on her face. But those lines weren’t what caught Iliona’s attention. Instead her gaze flicked to the silver ring around the woman’s pupils and the exotic cast to her features. Fae of some kind for sure. No wonder she’d been struggling alone.

      Paranormals had been out of the closet, so to speak, for well over ten years, but there was still an undercurrent of fear and mistrust. Even though there were all sorts of laws about discrimination, it made little difference. People paid lip service to the laws and kept to themselves, quick to blame the group they hated for all their troubles. Racism . . . sexual discrimination . . . speciesism had just joined the end of the list.

      That was until they needed the help of a paranormal. Then it was all “they wanted to be included in society, so they have an obligation to help.” It made Iliona sick.

      “Really, I don’t know how I’d have gotten it up here by myself,” the girl carried on, offering a small smile.

      “No worries at all.” Iliona flicked a quick glance up at the building facade. “Once you’re done in there, ask for Gregori, the janitor. He’ll help you back down with the stroller.”

      “Really?” The girl’s eyes flared with hope for a second. “Is he . . . like me?”

      “A paranormal?” Iliona went with the safe, generic term for those of the nonhuman persuasion. She had no idea exactly what type of fae the girl was, and to use the wrong term would at best be rude. At worst, the girl could react badly to being mis-labelled. “No, but he’s para-friendly. A werewolf saved his daughter a few years ago.”

      “Oh . . . oh, good. Well, thank you twice then.” Looking incredibly relieved, the girl turned the stroller and waved over her shoulder as she headed into the bank. With a nod and a wave back, Iliona continued down the street toward the coffee shop, feeling all warm and fuzzy inside.

      It took her less than two minutes to reach her destination and fight through the small group of chattering women at the door. Scanning the café quickly, she spotted Evie at one of their normal tables near the window. The big window on one side made the flesh at the back of Iliona’s neck crawl, but knowing her need to see the room at all times, Evie always made sure she had a seat with a good view.

      “I am so sorry.” Iliona started apologizing before she got anywhere near the table.

      At the sound of her voice, Evie looked up from the papers she’d been reading and smiled. A taller than average blonde, she was slender and so beautiful it made Iliona’s teeth ache. Fresh from the office, she wore an immaculate dress suit and heels, her hair perfectly coiffed into a French twist at the back of her head. Small pearl earrings matched understated makeup in a classy sense of style Iliona had always tried but failed to emulate.

      She dropped into the seat opposite, feeling slightly grubby in her plain T-shirt, black jeans, and leather jacket. Hell, thanks to an early callout, she was slightly grubby. Rooting around in abandoned and derelict buildings would do that, and she hadn’t even caught her mark. She’d found his hideaway, complete with sleeping bag, but the man himself—or wolf actually—was long gone. As was any hope of her collecting any of the bounty on his head.

      “Rough day?” Evie slid a large coffee and a muffin over the table.

      “You could say that, yeah.” Iliona groaned as she picked up the mug and buried her nose in it. That first sip as the caffeine wormed its way down to her belly and touched her soul was like . . . heaven. Swallowing a second time, she side-eyed the muffin and then her friend.

      “You know I can’t eat that. It’ll go right to my hips.”

      Evie snorted, an inelegant sound totally at odds with her appearance, and tucked her papers away in her briefcase. “When did you last eat, Illy?” she asked. “Lunch? I’ll bet not . . . more like breakfast.”

      Iliona wrinkled her nose as she thought. After taking another sip of coffee, she put the mug down. “Breakfast, yeah. Didn’t get time for lunch.”

      “Eat the muffin then, or your blood sugar will drop,” her friend ordered firmly, shoving the plate a little nearer as she cast a glance down at Iliona’s figure. “I don’t know what you’re complaining about. You’re stunning. I’d kill for curves like yours. But no matter how much I stuff myself, I still look like a frigging boy.”

      “No, you damn well do not!” Iliona looked longingly at the muffin again, and her stomach growled in approval. Now that she’d been reminded she hadn’t eaten, she was starving.

      “Screw the diet.” She grabbed the plate, broke the top off the muffin, and bit into it. Gooey, chocolaty goodness burst onto her tongue like ambrosia from the gods themselves, and she groaned in appreciation. “The muffins here are always so good.”

      “Why do you think I come here?” Evie winked, quickly looking down at the table when a cell buzzed. But the screen on her phone, next to her coffee, was blank.

      “Mine then,” Iliona said, stuffing the rest of the muffin top into her mouth and flipped her cell over. One look at the name on the screen brought all the guilt about eating the muffin back, and she shoved the cell deeper into her pocket.

      “Was that Kenneth? Don’t you dare,” Evie ordered as Iliona made to push the plate away. “I always said he was no good for you. Is he still bothering you?”

      “Yeah,” Iliona admitted with a sigh as she plucked another section of the muffin free and ate more slowly.

      She and Kenneth had been split up for over six months. They’d broken up after she’d set up her personal protection and security business and he’d decided that the fact she was employing paranormals didn’t jibe with his personal beliefs. Since most of those revolved around him being the center of the universe and a woman’s place being in the home, she’d kicked him out on his ear and gotten on with her life. Or tried to. It was a little difficult when he kept calling and texting.

      “Don’t you dare let him make you feel guilty, for anything,” Evie spat with venom.

      Evie had never liked Kenneth, even before Iliona had started seeing him. They were both lawyers, and she was familiar with him from the court circuit. She had always said he gave her a funny feeling. Iliona had thought she was just being dramatic, that Kenneth was a nice guy when you got to know him. He had been, at first. Then the comments about her appearance and weight had started to creep in. And every argument they’d had, he’d somehow twisted around until it was all her fault.

      It had taken an extended assignment abroad, tracking down a runaway werewolf pack princess with some old army buddies, to make her see sense. She hadn’t missed Kenneth. At all. In fact, she’d been relieved to be away from him and sorry to go home. So within hours of getting back, she’d packed all her stuff from their apartment, told him it was over, and moved out. But still, comments about her figure hurt, and she felt guilty for eating the muffin when she still had a little belly no number of sit-ups would ever eradicate.

      “Not feeling guilty. Promise,” Iliona said, pushing cake crumbs around and then reaching for her coffee again. She didn’t need the rest. Not when she had a delightful meal for one ready to shove in the microwave when she got home. Appealing. Not.

      “Good. You shouldn’t.” Evie took a sip of her coffee and looked at Iliona over the rim. “Don’t let him or anyone else make you feel guilty for anything. Life’s too short. I don’t say it enough, but I’m proud of you . . . you’ve built your business from nothing, and it’s a success even though everyone and his dog said you’d fail.”

      Iliona hid her smile of pleasure behind her mug and then shrugged. “Paranormals are just people like us. There are good ones, and there are bad ones. But in my experience, most are trustworthy and just want a chance. I want to give it to them.”

      Evie nodded. Then her grin turned a tad sly, and she gave a little head jerk toward the back of the shop. “Speaking of paranormals . . . what do we think of hottie over there? I’m thinking wolf or bear . . . something growly with the stamina to keep a lady happy allll night long.”

      “Shhhh! Most paras have great hearing!” Iliona gasped, but her mock outrage didn’t stop her gaze from following the direction of her friend’s. Her eyes widened a little as she caught sight of whom Evie meant. There was a dark-haired man at the back of the shop, sweeping up between the battered but clean little wooden tables. Man only just covered it. Mountain was more like it. He had shoulders as broad as a barn, and the well-washed gray T-shirt with “Frankie’s Coffee Shop” emblazoned on the back clung lovingly to muscles that looked like they’d been carved from stone. Instantly, everything female in her sat up and took notice. Her ovaries may even have whimpered a little.

      “Oh . . . my. He is fine,” she breathed, coffee mug halfway to her lips again. He must be new. She’d never seen him before, and a man like that she would have remembered.

      Evie grinned. “Isn’t he just? Now you know why I go three subway stops out of my way to get coffee every morning . . .”

      Iliona’s eyes widened. “That’s why you come here? You dirty girl you!”

      Evie was still chuckling as her phone rang. “Too right I do. I need to get going . . . catch you next Thursday for lunch?”

      “Looking forward to it! Now go, so I can ogle all by myself!” Iliona chuckled, waving the taller blonde off, her heels clipping on the floor as she spoke into her cell.

      Iliona returned her attention to the back of the shop, but the nameless hottie had disappeared into the back. Her coffee finished, she waited around for a minute or so to see if he’d reappear, but he didn’t.

      Sighing, she cleared the cups and plates back on the tray to make it easier for the staff to clean up and left the coffee shop to head home. Aside from her tasty ding-meal for one, she had some reading and payroll to do. Since some of their operatives had no use for money, other arrangements had to be made.

      Then there was always checking up on what Stone, one of their more . . . colorful . . . operatives, had been up to. There were usually at least a couple of complaints about him each month. If he wasn’t one of the Paranormal Protection Agency’s most successful operatives, she’d have given him the boot a long time ago.

      No rest for the wicked . . . or the boss of a security agency with nonhuman staff on its payroll.

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      Humans were funny creatures.

      No matter how many years had passed since his creation, Calcite was sure he’d never work them out. Like right now. Frankie’s Coffee Shop was filled to bursting, every seat and table taken, yet half of the occupants weren’t even talking to each other. Instead, they stared at their phones, ignoring everything apart from whatever was on their screens. Several had let their lattes go cold as they snapped away, tweaking angles and settings until they had the perfect shot to post to Coffeegram or whatever it was.

      Cal sighed, grabbed the broom from behind the counter, and started to sweep. He’d rather drink the damn stuff while it was hot than take a picture. After all, what good was a photo of a coffee? It didn’t keep a body warm or fill his belly. Plus . . . cold coffee? Totally gross. But it wasn’t the cold coffee that bothered him the most. It was the lack of conversation. Humans didn’t realize how easy they had it. They could just lift their heads and open their mouths to connect with the person opposite. Not like they were locked in stone, longing to say something to someone, anyone, and not able to.

      For years, that had been his existence. A gargoyle, he’d been created to protect his village. Bound in stone, his perch on the side of a tiny little church, he’d been locked in place until the little mountain village had been threatened. Only then did the enchantment that held him relax, allowing him the freedom of movement to deal with whatever threatened those under his protection.

      And deal with it he had. Along with his “brother,” Granite, who had sat on the other side of the church spire, they’d been ruthless in discharging their duty. They’d reveled in being released and being able to walk among the humans, if only for a little while before they were recalled and locked back into place. For years and years . . . waiting for the next threat and their chance at life.

      Shuddering, he tucked away the dark memories and moved between the tables. They’d been free for years, since what had remained of their village, mostly abandoned and derelict, had finally been wiped from existence by a landslide from the rocky slopes above. He and Gran had almost been destroyed with it, but they had managed to claw their way free of the dirt and rocks at the last minute.

      He murmured his apologies as he wielded the brush with expertise, making sure not to miss all the nooks and crannies where the dirt brought in on the customers’ shoes liked to hide. He hated dirt with a passion and waged a one-gargoyle war against it in the café.

      “Excuse me,” he murmured again, making sure to stay out the way of Holly, one of the young waitresses, as she negotiated the crowded café with a tray of empties piled high. The young guy on the end table was unfortunately not so considerate. Attention firmly on the phone in his hand, he stood up abruptly and turned, crashing into Holly and her full tray. She squeaked, trying to stop the descent of every item on the tray to the floor, but it was too late. The crockery hit the floor with a horrendous crash, the cutlery dancing away over the tiles with metallic pings.

      “Oh my God I’m so so sorry.” Holly went as pale as a sheet, backing up as the guy rounded on her.

      “What the hell . . . Watch where you’re going. You almost got shit all over my cell!” he ranted, fury on his face as he scrubbed his all-precious phone screen over his jacket sleeve. “Don’t you know how much these things cost?”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t see you there . . .” the waitress whispered, bending to try to pick everything up all at the same time but getting nowhere. Her distress was palpable, sharp and acrid to Cal’s sensitive sense of smell. After propping his brush in the corner out of the way, he stepped forward quickly, clearing his throat to catch the guy’s attention.

      “Hey, buddy,” he rumbled. “It was an accident, and she apologized.” He managed to keep “and it was your fault anyway” to himself. Just. The customer was always right, even when he was an ignorant dick.

      The guy spun around, sneer already curling his lips, and then stopped dead when he spotted Cal. Looking up, he snapped his mouth shut and nodded. “No problem, man. Just a little accident. No harm done,” he said quickly and then made his escape, skirting the mess on the floor and disappearing out of the door like all the hounds of hell were on his heels.

      Cal ignored him, crouching to help Holly load the broken plates onto the tray.

      “I’m in so much trouble,” she whispered, her skin so pale with fright Cal reached out a hand in case she was about to join the sticky mess on the floor. She flicked a glance up at him, despair in her eyes. “I can’t lose this job, Cal. I can’t.”

      “What happened here?” a voice boomed behind them, and Holly squeaked in fright, somehow managing to go a shade even paler than white. It was Frankie, the coffee shop owner, who really, really disliked breakages.

      “My fault, boss,” Cal rumbled, winking at Holly before looking over his shoulder to catch Frankie’s eyes. “Too many plates and missed a customer standing up. Crashed into him. He was a little one, and you know how I miss the smaller humans . . .”

      Just like that, the annoyed look on the petite woman’s face disappeared, probably because of what Cal had said more than because he’d uttered more words than he usually used in a month. He was a para, and there were rules about how para workers were treated. Antidiscrimination laws and all that.

      “Yeah . . . well, try to be more careful in the future. Holly, finish up there, and then it’s time for your break, I think? Before Cal’s shift ends.”

      “I got this,” he rumbled, knowing she wanted to escape Frankie’s all-too-perceptive gaze as quickly as possible. “You go.”

      “No problem, boss. Thank you,” Holly whispered to him, grabbing the escaped cutlery before she got to her feet and disappeared into the kitchen.

      Cal continued clearing up, moving some chairs to block the messy area before carrying the broken plates into the kitchen. After grabbing a mop and a bucket, he headed back to clean up. The journey took him through the main part of the coffee shop, and that was when he spotted her. Sitting in one of the corners, with her back to the wall, was his pretty little human.

      Deliberately slowing his walk, he checked her out on the way past. Like normal, she was with a friend, but the tall blonde in the fancy clothes didn’t hold his attention at all. Instead, all his focus was on her companion. Small and curvy with dark hair that flowed over her shoulders, she always wore a leather jacket and jeans, usually with a shirt beneath. Combat boots completed the look. It was a casual, no-nonsense look that suited her . . . and the gun she had in a holster under her arm. She was good, moving so it was always concealed, but his sense of smell told him it was there. The smell of gun oil was unmistakable. He had no clue what her name was, or even where she worked, but she fascinated him.

      He took another look at her over his shoulder as he disappeared into the L part of the shop to finish cleaning the floor. He’d gotten away with claiming the broken crockery, but if a customer hurt themselves and decided to sue the shop, Frankie would be more than pissed. And it wasn’t just his job on the line then, but also his brother Gran, who worked the morning shift.

      The area cleaned, he worked his way back through the shop, making sure to stick around by the main counter with his brush while Frankie served. Not for any other reason but it gave him a perfect line of sight to watch the object of his interest. She was talking to her friend, the one Cal had mentally tagged “lawyer lady.” He had no clue whether she really was, but she sure dressed like one, and with a host of legal offices a couple of blocks over, it was a good bet.

      His little human, though . . . she was not a lawyer. The gun said police or something of the like—not many people carried unless they had a reason to—but he didn’t think so. She didn’t move like a cop, and he’d seen plenty in his time. If anything, he could see her as a soldier, rifle in hand. At that thought, the protective side of his nature brought a snarl to his lips, one he quickly squashed. She was so tiny and delicate. She should be protected, not the one doing the protecting.

      “Cal?” Frankie called from the kitchen. “Bins need taking out, hon. Could you handle that for me?”

      “No worries, boss. On it,” he called back, casting another quick glance at the two women. His heart stuttered right there in his chest as he caught his mystery woman looking right at him, speculation and interest in her eyes. She looked away instantly, her lips curving as she brought her mug up to her lips, but he’d caught the look. Pleasure spread through him as he made his way into the kitchen and started to empty the bins.

      She’d looked at him like a woman looks at a man, awareness in her dark eyes, and even the memory sent heat through his blood straight to his cock. Every cell in his body came alive, desire and need surging through him as every instinct he had urged him to turn around, walk through the café, and kiss her like his life depended on it. Closing his eyes, he grabbed the front of his now too-tight jeans and eased his stiff cock into a more comfortable position. It was a good thing he was alone in here. Hiding a boner was hard enough, but when your physiology was stone-based most of the time . . . to say he was as hard as a rock was a damn understatement. Which reminded him that she was human and he wasn’t. What kind of human, especially a pretty lady like that, would want something out of a nightmare like him? As soon as she found out what he was, that interest would disappear faster than he could say the word. It always did.

      Getting his primal urges under control, he easily hefted the two big bags of trash and headed into the back alleyway. Crowded in on all sides by high-rise buildings, it was always dark with shadows back here. He stomped over to the dumpster. Dropping the bags in, he slammed the lid shut and turned to head back. Holly was still sitting on the steps outside, coat on and her arms wrapped around herself.

      After dropping next to her, he nudged her with his shoulder. “Hey, girl . . . you okay? That wasn’t your fault, you know? That guy was a total jerk.”

      “Thanks. And for the cover-up. I really appreciate it.” She smiled up at him, patting his arm. For some reason, Holly was one of the humans he had no trouble talking to, the words not drying up like they did when he was faced with anyone else.

      “No worries. You’d do the same for me.”

      She chuckled. “Yeah, I would. But the guy would’ve just bounced off you and hit the floor instead of the plates.” She pinched his arm. “You’re built like a mountain . . . oh, errr . . .” Suddenly her cheeks flushed as she belatedly remembered that he was, in fact, a gargoyle and sometimes was actually made of rock, the main constituent of mountains.

      He chuckled and patted her hand where it had stilled on his arm. “I am. You’re quite right. Not that I’d let many people say that to my face. But you’re my favorite squishable.”

      “Squishable?” she asked, a half grin on her lips.

      “Humans.” He wagged his eyebrows. “We call you guys squishables.”

      That did it. A giggle burst from her lips, and the worried look faded from her eyes. “No way . . . really? Why?”

      “Because you are?” He winked as he levered himself up and held out a hand to help her to her feet. “Come on. Let’s get you back inside before Frankie yawps about us all going over our breaks again.”
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      The walk back to her apartment wasn’t a long one, so Iliona decided to give herself a break from the mad crush the subway would be this time of day and turned right when she walked out of the café.

      She shoved her hands in her pockets and wove through the crowds with the ease of long practice. She’d lived in the city all her life until her job had taken her elsewhere. Her lips compressed. She wasn’t proud of that period of her life.

      A convoluted career path had somehow ended up with her working with a “paranormal observation and control unit” attached to the military. A hit squad in effect. They’d tracked what they’d been told were dangerous paranormals and put them down. At first, she’d thought they were doing good. Keeping the main population, human and paranormal, safe and all that jazz.

      Until they’d tracked down a mother basilisk in her nest, killing her and capturing her babies. Babies who had been ripped from their dead mother’s scaled body and shipped off to research facilities all over the world. Only . . . they weren’t. Always good at investigation, a half glimpse at an email had named those “research facilities” as buyers instead. In between legitimate missions, her bosses had been targeting innocents for sale on the black market.

      Iliona’s shoulders crept up at the memory of that event and those that had followed it. She’d not only challenged her crooked bosses but brought the whole network down. At the cost of her career. Forced from the service, she’d ended up back home with no job and references that couldn’t be relied on.

      So she’d done the only thing she could. Taking the bull by the horns, she’d set up her own business. Part security service and part private investigations. Tracking down cheating husbands and bail jumpers had kept the money coming in until things had taken a surprising turn. Taking on a case for a witch had gotten her name out among the paranormals in the city, and slowly, they’d started talking to her. Then one day a wolf had turned up looking for work . . . and the Paranormal Protection Agency had truly been born.

      Looking up as she turned the corner, she flicked her hair out of her face and continued walking. Night was coming in thick and fast now, but walking the streets at night had never bothered her. Not with the Glock nestled under her arm.

      Her cell buzzed in her pocket, and she fished it out. The text was short and sweet. Stone was undercover on a surveillance job. As the family dog of the house opposite. Sure did help having a bodyguard who could infiltrate a location so easily. One slipped lead and he was in, sniffing around and making mental notes about everything he saw. Good thing he had a photographic memory. Wasn’t like he could take notes with his paws.

      Ignoring the still unread message from Kenneth, she flicked the screen off and slid the phone away in her pocket. Which was when the skin on the back of her neck prickled. Someone was following her. Making sure to maintain the same pace and rhythm in her walk, she moved to cross to the other side of the street, using a quick glance up and down the street for traffic to spot her little friend.

      The street was still busy, so it took her a second or two to filter through the crowds to try to spot anyone out of place. She’d always had a sixth sense about these things. It was one reason she was so good at what she did.

      Movement a hundred paces or so back caught her eye as a figure in a hoodie and jeans slid into cover behind a doorway, covering his face as though to light a cigarette. Smiling, she continued across the road, that split-second glimpse telling her all she needed to know.

      Gotta get up earlier in the morning than that, handsome, she quipped mentally, taking the next right and ducking into an alleyway. A quick sprint took her to the end and into cover.

      Holding her breath, she waited in the shadows, Glock in her hand like it was an extension of her body. Silently, she counted. She hadn’t reached five before the sound of boots running toward her reached her ears. Male, about five eight but with a lean build, she decided, waiting until he was almost on her.

      Would he be garden-variety human or something a little more exotic? She didn’t care either way. Silver bullets mixed with normal ones in the magazine, and a pocket full of iron shavings would deal with anything fae in nature. She was loaded for bear, boar, and the fairy king himself should he show up.

      She made her move as soon as the male stepped around the corner, blindsiding him and slamming him up against the dirty brickwork. The lamp overhead fizzled and popped into life, casting an erratic strobe onto the face of her tail, one side mushed up against the brickwork as she shoved the muzzle of the Glock behind his ear.

      At the pressure of the cold, hard steel, he froze, hands up. Human, she realized, and let out a slow breath of relief she hadn’t known she’d been holding. Not that going up against anything paranormal bothered her . . . well, actually, most things paranormal scared the shit out of her and would any sensible person. But that didn’t mean she was going to back away from a fight.

      “Wanna tell me what you’re doing following me, sweet cheeks?” she hissed into his ear, pressing a little harder. He whimpered in response, a bead of sweat rolling down the side of his face.

      “I’m sorry, lady. I thought you were . . . were . . .”

      “You thought I was an easy mark, you mean. Didn’t expect to be looking at the business end of some hardware you can’t handle, eh?”

      She grabbed his jacket, spun him around, and slammed his back against the brickwork with enough force to make the air leave his lungs in a rush. She stepped back, gun still aimed.

      “Oh, jeez, kid . . . how old are you?” she exclaimed, looking him up and down.

      Her arm didn’t waver. Finger still curled around the trigger, she could easily put two bullets between his eyes within a heartbeat. But just because it looked like a duck and walked like a duck didn’t always mean it was a duck.

      He still held his hands up in surrender, wriggling against the brickwork like he could slither out of view. Even so, something flashed in his eyes, and male pride reasserted itself as he stuck his jaw out. “Eighteen.”

      She chuckled. He didn’t look old enough to shave properly. The bum-fluff on his cheeks was probably a couple of weeks’ worth of careful growth. “Yeah, right. If your balls have dropped then I’m a monkey’s uncle.”

      Sighing, she slid the Glock away in a smooth move. “It’s your lucky night. I don’t feel like running you down to the local PD. But I never forget a face. Don’t let me catch you out here again, or I’ll make you regret the day you were born. You reading me?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Loud and clear. Thank you!”

      Before she could change her mind, he was gone, the sound of his running footsteps ringing in the air. By the time she emerged from the alleyway, he was nowhere to be seen.

      Shaking her head, she continued her journey. The crowds on the streets thinned out the farther from the city center she got. She turned down a side street to take a shortcut and sighed when the hairs on the back of her neck prickled again.

      “Really?” she muttered to herself. “Again?”

      Turning, she looked around to see if she could spot whoever was following her, expecting a couple of thugs intent on a mugging. Looked like they’d be having a conversation with Mr. Glock, and then she’d be spending the night filling out paperwork at the local police department having hauled them down there. Her patience had run out with the first kid, so this lot were about to get the full force of her wrath.

      But the street behind her was deserted. No, not just deserted . . . empty. Isolated. Devoid of anything. Even the pools of light cast by the streetlights seemed to crowd tighter to their posts as though squeezed in by the darkness all around. A shiver rolled up her spine, and she took a step back before she could stop herself, her eyes widening as she tried to take in every detail of the scene in front of her. Something was wrong, very wrong.

      “Who’s there?” she demanded, fingers itching to go for the pistol under her arm again. Instead, she thrust her left hand into her pocket, closing it around the iron filings loose in the bottom.

      Her breathing rasped loudly in her ears as she withdrew her hand, holding it loosely at her side as she backed up slowly. Half of her brain screamed about looking like an idiot, walking backward as though the darkness were dangerous, while the other half screamed at her not to take her eyes off anything in case a shadow manifested fangs and claws to rip her throat out.

      One step became two, then three and four as beads of sweat joined the cold chills running down her spine. Her heart pounded in her chest, all but drowning out every other sound, and suddenly she wished she were safely behind a barred door like superstitious villagers of old. Hell, right about now, she’d be happy hidden under the bed, an all-protective duvet wrapped around her like a burrito.

      The shadows in front of her moved, and she screamed, throwing the filings from her pocket in a hail of metal in front of her. They hit something, sparking in midair, and she bellowed, gun in her hand as she fired blindly at the . . . whatever it was forming in the blackness in front of her.

      There was a growl, and the gun was slapped out of her hand, flying across the road to skitter across the opposite sidewalk. With a yell, she dove after it, but the blackness was faster, grabbing her around the waist and hurling her the other way. She slammed into the wall, the rough brick scraping her cheek as she slid down its unforgiving surface. A malicious growl kicked her survival instincts into high gear, and she shook off the blackness trying to claim her. If she passed out now, she was a goner, pure and simple.

      Scrabbling backward, she pulled more filings from her pocket and hurled them into the air. They sparked again, and she made out the shape of her attacker. It was big and man shaped. Gathering her strength, she got her legs beneath her and lurched forward, ducking under its “arm” as it swung for her again. Whatever else she did, she needed to make sure it didn’t land another blow and knock her out. Who knew what it would do to her then.

      She darted to the side, trying to sprint across the road to where her Glock was. But less than three steps later, something hard wrapped around her ankle and yanked her off her feet. She hit the asphalt, the impact driving the air from her lungs in a rush.

      “No, no, no!” she heard herself moan as she was flipped over again. Kicking and punching, she tried to break the grip of whatever had her in its hold. Two eyes manifested out of the darkness above her, red pinpricks that grew and spread into rings of flame around pupils blacker than midnight and fixed on her with hatred.

      “Huuuuuuumman,” it growled, the deep voice reverberating through her very bones and bringing stampeding terror up from the depths of her soul. Demon. She’d never seen one before, but she recognized it instantly. Like it was encoded in her very DNA, in the DNA of every human that had ever lived, passed down through the generations in case anyone ever should encounter one again. The only problem with that? Recognition was fine and dandy, but genetic memory didn’t give her any clues on how to fight the damn thing.

      She. Was. Screwed.
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      She was gone.

      Disappointment rolled through Cal at the sight of the empty table by the window. He hadn’t been out in the alley long, just a couple of minutes, but already one of the waitresses had cleared away the mugs and plates and was wiping down.

      The need to find her filled him, a sharp pang in his chest as he fought back the urge to race out the door and try to spot her out in the street. Quickly, he cut a glance to the clock on the wall.

      Ten past six.

      In other words, past the end of his shift. Usually he hung around a bit, not talking so much as being around the other staff. Interaction kept him more human and stopped him sliding back into the laconic manner of most gargoyles. Not tonight, though.

      He grabbed his coat off the hook behind the kitchen door and was shrugging it on as he passed Frankie at the register.

      “Gotta run tonight, boss lady. Catch you tomorrow.”

      “Whoa! Someone must have a hot date,” she quipped as he headed toward the door. Hand already on the metal handle, he threw her a small smile over his shoulder as he pushed it open.

      He hadn’t missed the small note of wistfulness . . . maybe even jealousy. It was no secret Frankie had a bit of a thing for Gran, his “twin,” but Gran wasn’t fond of humans . . . not even para-friendly ones like Frankie.

      Then the warmth and light of the coffee shop was behind him, the cold air and darkness of the night street wrapping itself around him. He paused, looking up and down the street. Which way had his little human gone?

      Centering himself, he drew a breath in and rolled it over his tongue. He tasted it, filtering through the myriad of scents to isolate the one he was after. His nose wrinkled in distaste. Seriously, half these humans needed to learn about soap. And deodorant. Good thing they had dull senses. They’d disgust themselves.

      Then he caught it. The scent of strawberries and jasmine he always associated with her. Quelling the growl of triumph that wanted to escape the back of his throat, he turned to follow it like some sort of freakish stone bloodhound.

      Her scent was easy to follow now that he was locked on. Hands deep in his pockets, he kept his head down as he walked and allowed himself to indulge in a small fantasy of what being on a date with his mystery lady would be like.

      He’d dress up, wear a suit, and take her to one of those fancy restaurants humans liked. Buy a rose and give it to her when he picked her up. She’d smile and thank him, the rose in her delicate hands as she grabbed a shawl.

      She’d be dressed in something slinky and fitted—a dress that showed off her curves and the breasts he longed to see but had caught only a glimpse of under her jacket and shirt. Heels with delicate little straps around her ankles . . .

      A bolt of lust hit him broadside, and he bit back his groan. Crap. He wasn’t even imagining her in lingerie, and already he was rock-hard. He was a goner, pure and simple.

      Pulling himself back from his little daydream before he embarrassed himself out here on the street, he concentrated on following her scent. Not a moment too soon either. Halfway down the street, she’d turned into one of the dark alleys between buildings . . . with a male.

      Cal’s eyebrows snapped together into a deep glower. Why would she head into the darkness with a man? He’d pegged her as a professional woman . . . just not that sort of pro. Had he read her all wrong? A bad taste in the back of his mouth, he ventured down the alley, wariness rolling through him at what he might find.

      He needn’t have worried. As soon as he turned the corner into a sort of courtyard that serviced the businesses around it, the scent of male fear blossomed on the air along with the scent of gun oil. His sharp gaze easily cut through the darkness and read the signs of a struggle written into the dirt and broken asphalt.

      She’d drawn her gun here, held it on her . . . would-be assailant? That was the only thing that made sense with the clues he was seeing. Cal’s expression cleared. Then the guy had left, followed by his lady.

      He quickly returned to the street with its lights and bustle and picked up her scent going north. Speeding up to a jog, it wasn’t long before he spotted her just ahead of him, her dark hair like a cloak over her shoulders.

      His gaze slid down and pleasure filled him as he appreciated the curve of her ass in the fitted jeans. Then a shadow above her caught his attention, and every cell in his body snapped to attention. Crawling across the front of the buildings above her was a soul-sucker demon, its fiery eyes locked onto her.

      “Shit . . . no, no, no, not happening, asshole,” he hissed and broke into a run. He hit the corner at an all-out sprint, grabbing the rough brickwork to swing himself around. The scene that met his eyes was one that would haunt his nightmares for years to come.

      The demon had the human woman pinned down in the middle of the road, crouched over her with his fanged face hovering mere inches from hers. She kicked and screamed, but the demon held her fast, her blows ineffective against a creature wrought from shadow and malevolence.

      Cal saw red. Fury filled his voice as he roared and charged. The demon looked up, surprise in its red eyes a second before Cal slammed into its side with all the force of a freight train. The human might not have been able to hurt it, but he could. Answering the call to release the feral force within him, he let his real form rip from within the mask of a man he wore day to day.

      Elation and relief exploded through him as his body grew, bones lengthening and skin toughening to living stone. Wings tore through the skin of his back, tail whipping free as he grabbed the demon and hurled it at the nearest building.

      “Mine!” he roared, voice distorted by the heavy fangs that suddenly filled his mouth. There was a reason gargoyles didn’t talk much, and it wasn’t because they’d spent centuries locked into stone. With fangs, a bitten lip or tongue was no laughing matter.

      The demon hit the wall with a crack but flipped bonelessly to glare at him. With a snarl, it launched into an attack again, using the wall as a springboard as it tried to get past Cal to the woman behind him. He met it at a run, taloned feet scoring the asphalt as he clotheslined it and slammed it into the ground. Seriously, didn’t these guys watch any MMA?

      Clawed hand around its throat, Cal spun in place like a discus thrower and hurled it down the road away from the woman. It didn’t land as far away as he’d have liked, using the shadows that made up its form to stop itself and snapping them out like a parachute to halt its progress. With an earsplitting bellow of rage, it threw a fire bolt right toward them.

      Cal yelled a warning, turning and enfolding the human in his arms as he covered them both with his wings. The fireball hit, splashing over his stone skin in a lick of heat that would have seared human skin from the bone.

      “Stay down,” he managed, getting a glimpse of her pale, frightened face. Blood tracked down the side of her temple, making his gut clench. She was hurt and looked terrified, but he didn’t blame her. Not many humans survived a demon attack, even a lower level demon like a soul sucker. As a species, humans had no natural defenses against . . . well, pretty much anything. Even brownies and imps could take down humans if they caught them off guard.

      “Stay down!” he ordered when she tried to get up, spinning around to take on the demon again as it charged them.

      But she didn’t. As the demon slammed into his chest, gnawing on his arm, she danced to the side and threw something. Firecrackers sparked all over its skin, and it screamed in response, pulling its teeth from him and pushing off to go after her.

      He managed to grab it by the scruff of its neck, hauling it back against his chest to wrap his arms tightly around it.

      “Not helping,” he grunted as she kept throwing whatever it was she had in her pocket over the demon. It tracked her every movement, trying to squirm from his hold with screams of fury and frustration. “Really not helping!”

      Finally, he felt something crack within the shadows that made up the creature’s body, and it screamed, dissolving into shadow to stream up and away into the night. Its wails cut through the night sky as it beat a hasty retreat, no doubt worried he’d go after it.

      He breathed a sigh of relief. Battling a demon, even a lower level one, was no mean feat. Every part of his body ached, some more than others, particularly where the damned thing had tried to bite him. All that faded, though, as he turned around to check on the human.

      Quickly, he flicked an assessing glance over her, making sure she was okay before meeting her gaze warily. Not all humans reacted well to the sight of a gargoyle’s real form. His brother had learned that to his cost. Rescuing a young woman years ago had resulted in a lynch mob with sledgehammers and chisels. Cal had almost been too late to save him. Gran’s heavy scarring and dislike of humans were permanent reminders not to trust them.

      But there was nothing more than curiosity and interest in her dark eyes as she stood in front of him.

      “Thank you. You saved my life,” she said softly and then swayed a little on her feet, her skin pale.

      Instantly, he was there, his arms around her to support her weight. She jumped a little, small hands curving around his muscled upper arms as she looked up at him. The spark there, the life, reassured him that the demon hadn’t gotten what he’d been after, and Cal breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Thank you,” she murmured again, her eyelashes fluttering against her cheeks as she leaned into him for a second. “I guess I hit my head harder than I’d thought.”

      “No problem. I got you,” he rumbled in a voice that even to him sounded like a rockslide. But even that reminder of his inhumanity didn’t make him let her go, a sense of rightness so complete it stole his breath away filling him. He’d never felt anything like it before, not for anyone. Twin impulses, to both protect and possess, filled him, battling for supremacy for a moment before calling a truce. He wanted to do both, in equal measure.

      If he were a dragon, he’d have said he’d found his treasure. He wasn’t a dragon, but he knew he’d worship her for the rest of his life. He knew instantly that he’d lay his life down for her in a heartbeat. Worse. He’d kill for her without a second thought, and that scared him more than anything else. The sobering thought had his stone form retreating into his softer human one, and within a few seconds, he was standing in ragged clothing, her still wrapped in his arms.

      “What’s your name?” he asked, tilting her head up so he could check for signs of a concussion. Her pupils were even, though, reacting as he turned her face toward the lights above.

      “Iliona. Iliona Graham.” Her lips quirked. “Are you going to ask me the date next? I don’t have a concussion. Had enough to know what they feel like.”

      He gave her a small smile in return, careful to keep his teeth hidden. His fangs hadn’t receded fully yet—they wouldn’t for another couple of hours—and he didn’t want to scare her.

      “Fair enough. I’m Cal.”

      “Cal what?”

      He shrugged. “Just Cal. Calcite if you want to be formal.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Frowning, she lifted a hand to her head, her fingers coming away smeared with blood. She focused on them for a second, but then her attention shifted to his knuckles, torn and bloody because he’d shifted back to human too quickly.

      “You’re hurt!” Her beautiful eyes, chocolate flecked with caramel, focused on his in concern. “Come with me and let me patch you up. My apartment isn’t far from here.”
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      Cal followed her like a little puppy dog, docile and practically wagging the tail he didn’t have in this form. Her delicate hand in his, he’d have followed her anywhere, but still amped up from the fight, he was hyperaware of any threat to her as they made their way through the city streets. Iliona Graham.

      He’d heard of her—the crazy human lady on a crusade to help his kind. Well, all paranormal kind. The rumors said she was a bit of a tree-hugging soft touch, but the woman in front of him couldn’t be farther from that stereotype. She was less cardigan and bead-wearing hippie and more leather, jeans, and no-nonsense attitude. Once she’d recovered a little from having a demon attack her in the middle of the road, she’d calmly picked up her gun, checked it over, and holstered it before motioning that he should follow her.

      Finally, they reached a tall apartment building, and Cal glanced up over it before she unlocked the front door and led him inside. A quick scan on the brickwork with his enhanced sight revealed no paranormal glyphs. That was both a good and a bad thing. On the one hand, it meant that no vampires had claimed it as a feeding ground nor had any of the local pixie gangs decided it was part of their territory. Not that he cared. Neither scared him, and both would be well advised to stay out of the way of any gargoyle, particularly one that was in protective mode. But no marks also meant the area wasn’t under any sort of paranormal protection. Say what you liked about vamps or werewolves, but both protected their interests from all others.

      He looked around as they walked through the lobby, noting the old-style decor and the flowers, freshly cut, on the small table by the door. No security guard. The place must be maintained by a superintendent instead. Not that either would be any good if someone like him wanted inside. The old cage elevator made him shudder, some of his earliest memories just after his creation swimming to the surface before he beat them down and locked them away at the back of his mind. No need to go down that path. Unlike his brother, he’d dealt with those demons years before.

      Silence reigned between them as they took the elevator to her level, twelve apparently, but he was aware of her interest. She kept stealing glances at him from under her lashes, studying his face and his body revealed by his torn clothing. That was the problem with alternative forms. If the second was much larger than the first, you could go one way, but not the other without something in the way of a wardrobe malfunction.

      “I wanted to say thank you again,” she said as the elevator pinged for their stop, and the doors opened. “I would have been a goner if you hadn’t been there. What was that thing, and why did it spark when I threw iron filings on it?”

      It had been iron she’d thrown at it? Cal blinked, surprised and more than a little impressed despite himself. “It was a demon. Lower level,” he replied, pleased to note his voice was nearly back to normal now. More human and less mountain. “Still more than lethal to humans. Probably some paras as well. The iron . . .” He shrugged. “Normally that doesn’t bother demons, more a fae thing. Whoever summoned it could have used fae blood.”

      Still hyped up from the attack, Cal swung around with a growl when one of the doors they passed cracked open. But it was just an old woman, reduced to a sliver of burgundy housecoat and one wide, frightened eye. The stench of her fear blossomed in the corridor, and Cal was forced to bite back a rueful smile. If she was terrified by the snarl and a hint of fang, she’d probably pass out if she saw his full form.

      “It’s okay, Mrs. Johnson,” Iliona called out, forced cheeriness in her voice and her hand on his arm. At her touch, any anger drained right out of his system like it had never been. The amped-up feeling he always got after a fight was gone. “Just a friend walking me home. Nothing to worry about.”

      “Para-lover!” the old woman hissed and slammed the door.

      Iliona sighed. “She’s a total pain in the ass, terrified of . . .” Her face flared red, but she carried on. “She’s terrified of paranormals. Thinks you’re all out to murder us in our beds. This is me,” she announced, sliding her key into the lock of the apartment two down from the vitriolic Mrs. Johnson.

      “Oh, we have far better things to do with beds, I assure you,” he commented with a chuckle as he followed her through the door. Unlike a vampire, he didn’t need to ask permission, so he ducked through the doorway and then stopped dead.

      Her apartment was small and neat, but the large picture windows gave an unrivaled view of the city laid out beyond. It seemed she appreciated it as well, the whole room arranged not to better view the TV tucked away in a corner, but for the view instead.

      “Pretty.” His rumble was lower than normal as he followed her through to the kitchen, noting the muted but warm tones of the soft furnishings and the different textures. Everything was gray, or shades of. Warm pewter, soft gray, and charcoal cozied up with subtle threads of gold and pink, like veins of precious metals and minerals through rock. The gargoyle in him appreciated the color palette. The man in him wanted to tumble her down to the soft cushions and explore the promise of heaven the curve of her lips hinted at.

      Instead, he followed her through to the kitchen like a good little boy. She’d trusted him enough to invite him into her home. He wasn’t about to do anything to ruin such a precious gift. No way, no how.

      “Right, come here and let’s have a look at those hands.”

      She beckoned him over to the sink, and he did as he was told, leaning his hips back against the countertop as she studied his hands. The skin over his knuckles was all torn and bloody, with the deep bruising across his upper arm and shoulder her eyes kept flitting to in concern.

      “I’ll be fine,” he promised as she dabbed at his knuckles with cotton wool and something . . . his nose wrinkled at the smell of antiseptic. It would make no difference whatsoever to him, but he didn’t tell her that. She might stop touching him, and he found he really liked the feeling of her small hands moving over his skin.

      “We heal quickly. I only got hurt because I shifted back too quickly. Didn’t give myself time to absorb the injuries before becoming flesh again.”

      She nodded, flicking him another glance from under her lashes. “What are you? I mean . . . I know you’re not human, and I kinda think you might be a . . .”

      “Go on.” He smiled, urging her to complete her sentence.

      “Sorry. I didn’t want to offend you if I got it wrong. From what I saw, I think you’re a gargoyle. I could be wrong,” she said quickly, dropping the wet cotton wool into the sink. Placing a dressing over his split knuckles, she taped it into place with quick, efficient movements.

      “You’re not wrong,” he admitted, flexing his hands and smiling. “All better. Now you.”

      Stepping closer, he riffled through her first aid kit and started to clean up the small cut on her temple. It had eaten away at him that she was injured, but his sense of smell had told him that it was only a small cut and it was already scabbing over. Dabbing at it carefully, he held her chin in gentle fingers as he cleaned the dried blood away from her skin. This close, the scent of her perfume wound around him, ensnaring him in her spell, and suddenly he stopped, looking down at her.

      “You’re some kind of witch, aren’t you?” he accused softly, sure he was right. “I thought you were human at first, but humans don’t have this effect on me.”

      She frowned. “What effect? I’m not doing anything.”

      “Draining my anger. Bringing me back from my full form like that. The only people who should be able to do that are my creator or a witch. You’re definitely not the asshole who made me, so you must be a witch.”

      She shook her head, a slight smile quirking the corners of her lips. “Sorry, handsome. I’m as human as they come.”
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      He was the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen, of any persuasion, human or not.

      Bright blue eyes watched her seriously, framed by a face that had to have been carved by a master. Literally. He was like an Adonis or one of the Greek heroes she’d seen statues of. Had he been carved at the same time, or were gargoyles born like humans and then became stone later? She had no idea and bit her lip to stop herself asking. Curiosity killed the cat, but it could be equally dangerous when asking questions about paranormals. Some were secretive and didn’t like questions. It was a case of you were either in the know or you weren’t.

      She watched him as he cleaned the cut on the side of her head with a gentleness she’d never have thought possible, not after seeing his other form. Huge, winged and clawed, made of stone . . . she still couldn’t reconcile the image of the stone warrior who’d saved her from the demon with the man standing in front of her.

      “So me doing that . . . is that a good thing or a bad thing?” she asked, worrying at her lower lip with her teeth. He’d called her a witch, accused her of putting a spell on him. Since at least half witches were of the dark kind, she wasn’t sure how to take that.

      “Oh, definitely a good thing.” He smiled as he looked down at her, fine lines crinkling invitingly at the corners of his eyes.

      It was hard to tell how old he was . . . he looked late twenties, maybe early thirties, but paranormals rarely aged the same as humans, which meant she was probably off by centuries. His gargoyle form certainly looked medieval . . . insomuch as she knew anything about medieval gargoyles or architecture.

      “Why’s that?” she asked breathlessly, totally missing the fact that he’d stopped cleaning her skin but still held her chin in his strong fingers. “Would you have eaten me or something otherwise?”

      His lips quirked at her teasing question, and the need to lean forward and kiss him, find out if they were as soft as they looked or as hard as the stone he’d been before filled her. Grimly, she held the impulse in check. Just because he’d saved her from a demon and walked her home didn’t give her the right to jump his bones because she was curious about him and his kind.

      “Only in the good kind of way,” he rumbled, turning away to drop the bloody cotton wool he’d used to clean her temple into the sink. She blinked, not sure she’d heard right. Was he . . . flirting with her? But his expression was serious when he turned back around to look at her. She must have imagined it.

      “You don’t appear to have a concussion, so you should get some sleep,” he said, deep voice sending shivers along her spine all over again. What the hell was wrong with her? She’d never reacted so strongly to a man before. Ever.

      “Uh-huh.” She nodded in response, following him as he left the kitchen. Quickly he crossed to the window, opening it to look up and around. “What are you doing?”

      He looked over his shoulder and then closed the window, latching it tightly. “Just checking to make sure everything is secure.” He rattled the firmly closed latch as if to prove his point. “Keep these closed tonight, and put salt over your thresholds, just in case. I don’t think that demon will come back . . . my scent will be all over this place anyway, which should ward it off . . . but if I was you, I’d consider getting a witch to put in some magical protections.”

      Iliona nodded. “I can do that. We have a witch on the payroll . . .” After reaching into her pocket, she pulled out one of her cards. “I run a company called the Paranormal Protection Agency. If you’re ever in need of a job, we could really do with someone like you . . .”

      His gaze flicked down to the card and then back up to her face. He took it with a smile and tucked it into his pocket. “Not really looking for a job now, but I’ll keep you in mind. Thank you. Now, sleep . . .” he ordered, crossing to the door.

      She followed him, feeling a bit like a lost little puppy. The need to keep him there with her in the apartment filled her, and for a moment, she considered faking a faint. Instantly, she felt ashamed of herself. What was she? A shrinking violet from a historical bodice ripper who needed saving all the time?

      “Well, thank you again for the rescue. I really appreciate it. And think about the job offer,” she said, holding the door for him as he stepped through. Pausing, he looked down at her, his bright gaze holding her in thrall. It was quizzical, as though he couldn’t work something out, but then he shook his head and stepped through the door with a smile.

      “Think nothing of it. Good night, Iliona.”

      “Night, Calcite.”

      She watched him as he walked down the hall, just in case Mrs. Johnson should burst out her front door and attack him, but the old woman’s door remained firmly closed. He turned the corner, and she closed her own door, leaning against the cool wooden surface to fan herself.

      “Fuck . . . me!” she whispered to the room, seeming all the emptier without her large gargoyle visitor. After rooting in her pocket for her cell, she speed-dialed Evie as she crossed the room. She twitched the curtain aside and looked down. Even this high up, she had an excellent view of the street. A small smile crossed her lips. You could take the girl out of the army, but you could never take the army out of the girl.

      “What did you do, Illy?” Evie demanded as soon as she picked up the call, her voice filling Iliona’s ear as she craned to get a better look at the front of the building. If she angled herself just right, she could look down and almost see the lobby entrance.

      “E! You will not believe what happened tonight.”

      The line went silent for a second. “Okay, do you need bail money? Where are they holding you?”

      “No, no! Nothing like that.” Iliona chuckled. “I didn’t get arrested.”

      “Hmm . . . okay. Then . . . Scott Barratt almost ran you down in his sports car, picked you up, realized you were the most gorgeous thing he’d ever seen, and now you’re eloping to Vegas?” Evie guessed, naming a film star they both had a massive crush on.

      Iliona laughed, standing on tiptoe, her nose almost pressed to the glass. “Nope. Wrong again. I got attacked by a demon.”

      “What?” Evie’s shriek almost burst her eardrums, and Iliona snatched the cell away from her ear. “You what? Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine, honest. Calm down, honey. Seriously . . . remember the hottie from the coffee shop?”

      “Yeah?” Evie’s voice was confused. “He was the demon? Son of a bitch, I’ll sue that place for every cent they have, putting their customers in danger like that!”

      “No, no, no. He wasn’t the demon. He was following me—”

      “Stalker!”

      Iliona frowned. “No, I don’t think it was like that. It must have been on his way home or something. But anyway. This demon jumped me, and I seriously thought I was a goner. But then Calcite—”

      “This is the demon or the hottie?” Evie wanted to know.

      “Calcite is the hottie. Demon didn’t introduce himself. He was too busy trying to eat me. In a bad, totally not good way.”

      “Okay. Calcite is the hottie. What kind of name is Calcite? Sounds like geology or something.”

      “Ding, ding, ding! Got it in one. Give that lady a prize!” Iliona exclaimed. “Calcite showed up and beat the crap out of the demon. Sent it packing. He’s a gargoyle, E, an actual frigging gargoyle. I thought they were a myth!”

      “This is from the woman who has a real-life hag working in reception,” E responded dryly.

      Iliona shrugged. “Marion’s a doll. She’s only in hag form half the time anyway. The rest of the time we have to fight off bloody headhunters from the modeling agencies.”

      “Well . . . there’s gotta be some kind of payoff for the haggishness. So hottie is . . . oh my God.” Evie began to snigger. “Do you think if he got a stiffie, he’d be as hard as a rock? Get it? Hard as a rock?”

      “You should be on the stage,” Iliona deadpanned. “Sweeping it. Oh, hold on, he’s coming down the street now.”

      A familiar broad-shouldered figure emerged onto the street from the door. Everything paused for Iliona as she watched him. He moved with a feral grace she hadn’t noticed before, as if, because she knew there was more under the human mask, she was suddenly seeing it for the first time. Rather than just a very hot guy . . . she was looking at a paranormal warrior, one designed to protect all those weaker than himself.

      “What’s he doing?” E demanded breathlessly. Forget the fancy suits. If she was in the room, Iliona knew she’d have her nose pressed up to the window right next to her.

      “He’s just walking . . .” She sighed, wishing she were closer so she could admire the way his ass filled his jeans again. Crap. His clothes had been all torn up by his shift, and she hadn’t offered him any new ones. But then, the only thing she had that was likely to fit him was a hot pink nightshirt. He would rock hot pink. Totally.

      “Oh, wait . . . he’s turning.”

      Her nose all but pressed against the glass, she was in full view as he turned and looked up. She caught her breath. There was no way he could see her up here, not in the dark. Then he lifted a hand and waved. Heat flared over her cheeks like wildfire.

      “Crap,” she muttered, waving back. “He saw me.”

      “So?” E demanded. “He’s hot. You’re hot. Please tell me you got his number?”

      “I . . .” Oh shit. “I gave him my card?”

      The silence on the line was damning. “You gave him your card? That’s it? Sheesh, girl, we really need to up your siren game. Well, at least we know where he works. We can work with that.”

      “Yeah, we can.”

      Relief and then pleasure rolled through Iliona at the thought. She had a way to contact him. Better . . . she could see him again, even if she had to stake out the damn coffee shop to do it . . .
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      He jerked almost awake, his heart pounding as he looked around.

      Whitewashed walls surrounded him, their smooth surface leading up to high-vaulted ceilings with small windows at the top. The room was rectangular, longer than it was wide. Hand-drawn charts and diagrams covered the walls. He squinted to bring them into view and then wished he hadn’t. Anatomical charts, showing how the human body was put together . . . and taken apart. A human hand lay on a table nearby, the arm severed midforearm and the sharpness of white bone mocking him. The skin was stripped back, the edges held open by clamps to reveal the muscles and structures within.

      He jerked his gaze away, turned, and came face-to-face with a monster.

      His blood froze in his veins, and his eyes widened. Carved in stone, a fanged and clawed beast loomed over him, talons outstretched as if to tear his heart out. Huge wings rose from its shoulders, and a whiplike tail was poised like a scorpion, ready to strike.

      He gasped and tried to scramble back, but the chains around his wrists and ankles stopped him. Panic rolling through him, he looked down at his hand, masculine but slender and delicate. They were the hands of an artist, or a poet, with long fingers that belonged to a pianist or a painter. No good for breaking iron manacles.

      He jerked a look back up at the beast, terror filling him.

      “Well, well, well, it seems our little lab rat is awake.” A harsh male voice accompanied footsteps, and he jerked around again with a rattle of chains. A tall, thin man had entered the room from a door he hadn’t spotted before, hidden behind a bench piled high with beakers and tubes, different substances and liquids bubbling away within them.

      “Start entry,” the tall man snapped at his companion, a shorter . . . He frowned as he looked closer . . . He couldn’t tell if the creature was male or female or even if it was human.

      Small and hunchbacked, tufts of hair grew at odd angles from a bald, misshapen pate. It gripped a notepad in twisted, deformed fingers, blinking myopically through thick spectacles at the page in front of its nose. When it flicked a glance up, Granite jumped. Not only were its eyes different colors, but they were different eyes. One was large and brown, the setting round, whereas the other was pale green, the orbit and bone structure slanted like that of a cat.

      “Subject is male, early twenties, and appears free from disease.” The tall man stepped forward to grip Granite’s chin in strong fingers, forcing his face up so he could look into his eyes. “No obvious mental retardation even though the family indicated subject has the mental aptitude of a child.”

      He frowned, trying to pull his face away as fear rolled through him. He felt like a frog under a microscope, and shivers rolled down his spine.

      “Mental issues should not pose a problem for the experiment,” the tall man continued speaking as he walked away toward another table.

      This table wasn’t like the rest. Whereas the others boasted medical and scientific equipment, this one was covered in black velvet. A heavily carved bowl and knife lay on either side of a large, leather-bound tome. Even looking at the book sent fear down his spine. There was something wrong with that book, a shimmer in the air above it, like the evil within was trying to escape. Make itself solid.

      The man opened the book, the page marked with a bloodred ribbon. “I will begin the incantation. Note all the subject’s responses,” he ordered his assistant, “particularly as the soul transfer occurs. Once we are successful, we can replicate the procedure and build an army!”

      The odd-eyed creature nodded, turning to look at him with focused interest as the tall man began to chant. With each strange word, the tension in his body grew tighter, his breath harder to draw in. Strength fled from him, bled out of his veins by the steady stream of words from the tall man’s lips. He didn’t need the chains to hold him prisoner. His own body did that, becoming leaden and heavy like metal . . .

      No, not like metal. Like stone.

      His eyes fluttered shut, but he forced them open to take one last look at the man beside the table. They closed again before he could stop them, his breath rattling to a halt in his chest as his heart and lungs stopped. Dead.

      But he wasn’t. Snapping his eyes open, he looked at the tall man and his assistant again. He frowned.

      Something was wrong.

      They were much smaller, and the angle was wrong. He was higher up now.

      He looked down, the squeal of moving rock filling his ears, to see the sprawled body of a young man lying dead at his feet.

      His clawed feet . . .

      And he screamed.

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      Granite woke fully with a jerk, throwing back the covers and running his hand through his hair. Sitting up on the single bed shoved to one side of the bare room, he looked around with wild eyes until he’d reassured himself that he was in his own room in the small apartment he shared with his brother. Not somehow transported back in time and locked into the moment of his creation.

      Sagging backward, he closed his eyes as a shudder ran along his spine. His nightmares were just dreams now, but he had been there, in that room, looking down at the body he’d inhabited moments before. The one his creator had stripped the soul from to make him. Shaking his head, he rolled from the bed and padded barefoot from the room. A quick stop in the bathroom for a piss, and he went in search of coffee, the only thing in the world that made life worth living . . . other than certain substances obtained under cover of darkness. But they didn’t make life worth living. They simply stopped the pain for a short while.

      He walked past the darkened window to grab a mug and scowled as he caught a glimpse of his reflection. He was naked to the waist, and his jeans hung low on lean hips. Tall and broad-shouldered, with heavily defined muscles he didn’t need to maintain in a gym, he knew he was considered handsome in human form. Not that he gave a shit what humans thought. Ever.

      Waiting for the water to boil, he rubbed the heel of his hand over his chest. A vicious scar ran over his skin, just under his collarbone. The result of an angry mob making poor choices and taking a chisel to his chest centuries ago, it still ached at times, even though the wound had been inflicted on his stone skin. Realizing what he was doing, he hissed in annoyance and grabbed a mug from the cupboard. Still grumbling, he made coffee. Stirring viciously, he threw the spoon in the sink. It rattled in the bottom with a metallic clatter.

      Gran leaned his hips back against the countertop and lifted the mug to his lips.

      “You fucking bitch. I’m gonna kill you!”

      “Don’t you dare, you motherfucker!”

      His hand paused midway, the steam from his mug rising to his nose, and closed his eyes. The sounds of screams and violence from next door were nothing new. Not at all. When he and his brother had first moved in, Gran had been alarmed. He didn’t like humans at all, but he was a guardian, created to protect . . . The fact that the guy next door was nearly as big as he and Cal were, beating up on his tiny wife, had triggered all those protective instincts. The first time he’d heard them fight, he’d gone charging out there. Only to have the little witch flip him the bird and tell him to mind his own fucking business. Then she’d hit her brute of a husband with the frying pan, even though he could easily kill her if enraged.

      He would never understand humans. Ever. Weird as fuck.

      After wandering into the living room, he dropped onto the sofa, sprawling as he reached for the remote and clicked the TV on.

      “And in other news, the statue smasher has been at it again. This morning the remains of another statue were discovered in the city center, this time on the steps of the Institute of Art and Design. At first, it was reported that the statue was in fact an art installation authorized by the institute themselves, but they have denied any knowledge or involvement. This is the latest in a string of similar incidents across the city, all involving statues carved in what experts say is an antiquated style, more akin to that used in the Middle Ages in Europe. Such art pieces these days would fetch hundreds of millions of dollars, leading to speculation that these are black-market art deals gone wrong.”

      Gran snorted as he took a swallow of his coffee. Black market deals gone wrong—yeah right. The statues were all in a style he was familiar with, that any gargoyle in the city would instantly recognize.

      The key in the front door preceded his brother’s arrival, and Gran flicked him a glance up as Cal walked into the room. Anyone looking at them would be forgiven for thinking they were twins. Identical in looks and build, the only thing that set them apart was the vicious scar across Gran’s chest. But they weren’t related . . . not in the way humans understood anyway.

      Instead of being brothers in a biological sense, they were something far closer—a matched set. A pair of gargoyles created to be mirror images of each other, carved to adorn the sides of a church in a shitty little village that no longer existed. Thankfully. But even though their church and the village they protected were long gone, the bond between them hadn’t been . . . would never be . . . broken. Cal thought it was luck. Gran knew better. There was a darker truth behind their creation, one he never intended to let his “brother” find out.

      “You’re late,” he grunted and then sniffed the air. Despite the fact their other form was stone-based, all gargoyles had excellent senses of smell. “You have blood and perfume on you. Why?”

      Cal shrugged as he walked through to the kitchenette. “Stopped a woman from getting attacked by a demon on the way back. Had to make sure she got home safely.”

      “You reek of human,” Gran grunted. His brother was a soft touch. No doubt he practically put the woman to bed after making sure she didn’t have any boo-boos. “Make sure you take a shower. I don’t want you stinking up the place.”

      Cal didn’t reply, not in words anyway. After flipping Gran the bird over his shoulder, he poured himself a coffee and downed it in one go. He walked back through the living room, and Gran frowned as he headed for the window. He yanked it open and stepped onto the ledge.

      They were only on the tenth floor, but still, for anyone else, stepping onto the four-inch ledge would be cause for concern. A fall to the unyielding concrete below would be most likely fatal for most species.

      “Where are you going now?” Gran demanded, not bothering to move himself from the couch.

      “None of your business,” Cal growled back, his voice dropping to the rumble of stone on stone as he shifted to his other form. Then, with a last lash of his whiplike tail through the window, he dropped from the ledge into the darkness of the night beyond.

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      She’d been rescued from a demon last night by the hottest guy she’d ever seen. And for once it wasn’t a dream.

      Iliona smiled to herself as she approached the office. The PPA had grown exponentially since she’d opened it as a one-room office above a café in one of the shadier parts of town. Now they had an entire ground-floor suite between a guitar shop and a gym in a much better area. It meant she didn’t constantly need to be on her guard when opening or closing for the night. Requiring one of her own staff on site with her all the time did nothing to inspire confidence that she knew what she was doing in the world of security and personal protection.

      She turned the corner and headed toward the office. The lights were already on, which meant Marion, the agency’s receptionist, was already on duty. Iliona smiled again, feeling the tightness between her shoulders ease. She still couldn’t get used to having staff do all that sort of stuff for her, but Marion was an absolute godsend. Wonderful with the customers and excellent on the phone, she was also an administrative whiz.

      Even better, from Iliona’s point of view, Marion was a hag. A real one. As such, she could speak to those who sought the agency’s services but who weren’t comfortable speaking to a garden-variety human like Iliona. She was the first to admit, she hadn’t believed Marion when she’d come for her interview because a hag was the last thing Iliona had expected the beautiful slender blonde to be. Seeing her expression, Marion had changed then and there. That, along with her résumé and experience, had made Iliona hire her on the spot.

      Sweeping through the door, though, she was met not with Marion’s usual chirpy “good morning” and smile, but a gimlet-eyed stare—which would scare the bejesus out of even the most stalwart—and a sniffle.

      Marion was in hag form, with a look of utter misery on her face.

      “Oh hell, hon, what happened?” Iliona asked, closing the door behind her and heading over to the reception desk. After dumping her purse on the floor, she reached out and enfolded the younger woman in a hug.

      “D . . . d . . . date last night,” Marion hiccupped, pulling back to wipe at her eyes with a gnarled hand. Usually she was her younger self at work, but if she got worked up, she couldn’t control the change, and the hag came out.

      “I thought everything was going well—” She cut off, bursting into tears again. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry . . .” she sobbed.

      Oh shit, she had a bad feeling about where this was going. Iliona reached into her pocket and pulled out a tissue. “It’s okay, hon. Take your time.”

      Marion wiped her eyes and then blew her nose, hiccupping again. There was ugly crying, and there was hag ugly crying, but Iliona didn’t care. Marion was more than just an employee. She was also a friend.

      The other girl took a deep breath and nodded, strawlike white hair scratching over bony shoulders. Her neat shift dress hung off her normally curvy frame. Misery in her eyes, one clouded over with cataracts, she whispered, “I thought it was going well. He was from my gym. Seemed nice. But turns out it was a dare . . . his friends were there. All they wanted to do was see me change and laugh at me.”

      “I’ll kill them,” Iliona declared, fury bursting through her. Men could be fucking assholes at times. “What’s his name? I’ll go break his fucking kneecaps. See him squat in the gym then . . .” she growled. “It’ll be straight-leg deadlifts with his ass in the air all the way.”

      The corner of Marion’s lip quirked and then curled until finally she gave a little cackle of laughter. “He’d be a prime candidate for the president of silly walks,” she added.

      “Exactly!” Iliona grinned back. “He’ll have to resort to putting string on his pants so he can pull them up or wear skirts instead.”

      “Oh my God!” Marion snorted, her tears drying up as amusement filled her eyes. “He was talking all the time about his kilt.”

      “There you go then,” Iliona declared. “He obviously knew what was coming and decided to be prepared. I’ll just go get my bat.”

      “No . . . no need.” Marion reached out to put her hand on Iliona’s arm. “The guy was a complete ass. I see that now—”

      She broke off as someone walked past the window in front of reception. “I can’t let anyone see me like this,” she squeaked, her face paling.

      “Go. Ladies’ room. Now,” Iliona ordered, waving the younger woman off. “Sort yourself out. I’ll deal with the front desk until you’re ready to face the world.”

      “Thank you!” Marion called out over her shoulder as she scuttled off into the back. Iliona smiled at her retreating back and settled herself behind the reception desk. It wasn’t like she wasn’t used to it. Automatically, she reached for the pile of mail on the corner of the desk and started to go through it.

      The bell on the door jangled merrily as it was pushed open. Iliona looked up, a practiced smile already in place, as a large bouquet of flowers walked through it. Her smile fell as she recognized her ex’s signature “screwed up” selection of lilies, pink roses, and baby’s breath. She’d received them as regular as clockwork when she and Kenneth had been together. Pity he’d never understood what he’d done to need to send the damn things in the first place. Instead of trying to figure it out, he’d used flowers as relationship Band-Aid.

      But what was the asshole doing sending her flowers? They’d been split up for months.

      “Can I help you?” she asked, recognizing the uniform of the legs under the bouquet as belonging to a local floral delivery service. Sure enough, a face appeared around the edge of the flowers.

      “Got a delivery for Ms. Graham. Can you take it?” the guy asked, offering a small smile. It was the fake I’m at work so I must be nice smile of those perpetually under time constraints. Knowing he likely had more flowers in his truck than he had time to deliver in his shift, Iliona nodded.

      “Sure thing. Just pop them on the desk. Where do I sign?” she asked, adding a scribble to the pad that was shoved under her nose. The guy was gone almost before her pen left the page.

      Sighing, she looked at the bouquet with a frown and then plucked the card from the cellophane. Sure enough, the small envelope bore her name in Kenneth’s chicken scratch. After opening it, she read quickly.

      Really sorry how things turned out. I’m in town for the weekend. Perhaps we can hook up and chat about old times? Ken.

      She snorted, dropping the note in the bin. Old times indeed. That was Kenneth speech for a booty call. So not happening.

      The door rang again, but this time it wasn’t a delivery or a client. Iliona’s smile grew wider as Cooper James, the operative who managed all their nightclub security teams, walked in. Tall, dark, and handsome, he was also Marion’s man crush. She’d been watching the two of them flirt around the watercooler for weeks.

      “Hey.” He smiled as he spotted Iliona at the front desk, not quite quick enough to hide the flash of disappointment in his eyes. Iliona hid her grin, noting to herself that it was at least fifteen minutes before he was due to start work. Long enough for a quick chat in reception maybe?

      “Hey yourself.” Her smile broadened as she nodded toward the flowers. “Surplus to requirements, but you could be a doll and make Marion’s day if you like . . . some jerk decided it was fun to make fun of her last night, so she’s upset.”

      “Motherfu . . .” The flash of anger in Cooper’s eyes warmed Iliona’s heart, as did the speed with which he strode over to take the flowers. “Where is she?” he demanded. “Is she . . . ?”

      “In hag form? Yeah. She’s upset.”

      He nodded, the tiny muscle at the corner of his square jaw jumping. “I’ll deal with it. Thanks, boss.”

      “No worries . . . cheers, Coop. You’re a darling.”

      The phone rang. She waved Coop off as she answered, watching out of the corner of her eye as he disappeared through the door to the corridor. She could just see the door to the bathroom from where she was sitting, dealing with the caller—a random cold caller looking to sell them brownie insurance—quickly. With dragons on staff, they didn’t need brownie insurance . . . they could just toast the little assholes.

      Through the glass she watched Coop knock on the door to the ladies’ room, saying something to the woman inside. After a moment, the door opened a crack, and Marion peeked out warily. More words from Coop, but Iliona couldn’t hear them from here. Whatever they were, they were good ones. The right ones. Marion’s body language became more relaxed, and she opened the door more. She was nervous, stepping out in front of the handsome man in her crone form, but her eyes remained fixed on his face as he stepped in closer to cup her lined face. As Iliona watched, a small smile curved Marion’s lips and then blossomed.

      The effect was instantaneous. As Marion’s smile widened, her form changed. The stoop in her back disappeared as she stood up straighter, her curves filling out the dress. Her hair went from lank and white to full and bouncy blonde curls as the wrinkles on her face eased and the years fell away.

      Coop said something else, bending his head to claim her lips, and Iliona had to bite back a cheer. She sighed happily. That was magic right there in front of her eyes. The magic of love. Smiling to herself, she handed over control of reception to Mandy, who had just arrived in a flurry of excuses for being late. Iliona just smiled, telling her not to worry as she headed to her office, skirting quickly past the happy couple, who completely ignored her existence.

      Walking into her office, she sat down and cast a glance over her desk. Files were lined up in neat piles, each an active case she was working on. After logging on to her computer, she scrolled through her emails for her operatives’ updates. At the moment, she was dealing with a team of werewolves and a lone wolfwere watching a local warehouse for illegal activities. At first she’d thought they were dealing in contraband magical items, but it was looking more and more likely that they were manufacturing drugs, if not on the premises, then at least somewhere close. Quickly she replied to the team leader, ordering him to continue surveillance to be sure. If it was drugs, though, she’d need to hand it over to the local police department. If it wasn’t magical or paranormal, it wasn’t in their remit. Technically criminal investigations weren’t in their remit, but they were getting more and more cases that required them to step into that area.

      After catching sight of a familiar name on an email, she opened it and read quickly. Jared Stone was one of her main operatives but could be a total pain in the ass. He got out of it by being a complete and utter charmer. He flirted with anything that moved, even Iliona, and had made no pretense he’d happily spend a few nights in her bed. Given the guy had the morals of an alley cat, she’d never taken him up on his offer. It didn’t take her long to check his expense report. Nothing out of the ordinary . . . not for Stone, anyway.

      Her next email took more reading. Zane was another of her wolves, a team leader rather than a solo operative like Stone. His team was running security for a big-name fae rock band on their current tour. Seemed they were having a few issues with some stalkers . . . she almost smiled at that. Zane was a scary-ass SOB . . . she wouldn’t like to run afoul of him.

      Emails done, she sat back and flicked on the news channel, listening idly to the reports as she started to read through her files. A little while later, the words of a news anchor caught her attention.

      “And in other news, the statue smasher has been at it again. This morning the remains of another statue were discovered in the city center, this time on the steps of the Institute of Art and Design. At first, it was reported that the statue was in fact an art installation authorized by the institute themselves, but they have denied any knowledge or involvement. This is the latest in a string of similar incidents across the city, all involving statues carved in what experts say is an antiquated style, more akin to that used in the Middle Ages in Europe. Such art pieces these days would fetch hundreds of millions of dollars, leading to speculation that these are black-market art deals gone wrong.”

      She looked up at the screen. She’d been hearing about the statue incidents for the last couple of days, and it had struck her odd from the get-go. What about it was triggering her interest? She didn’t know, but something was. A frown creased her brow. Gargoyles were originally statues, weren’t they? Perhaps she could ask Calcite what his thoughts on the reports were.

      As soon as the thought hit her, she was already standing, grabbing her purse on the way to the door. It was about time for a coffee anyway, and she really should thank him again for his help with the demon last night.

      Yeah, right.

      She just wanted to see her handsome rescuer again.
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      Gran woke with a bad attitude and a headache.

      Nothing new there. He often woke with a headache. With his nightmares, there was just one way for him to sleep . . . A little gab before bed ensured he didn’t dream. His dealer called it rock, thinking he was being funny. Gran had never let him in on the fact it was actually rock. Gabbro, to be precise. Volcanic rock mixed with copper sulfide for a little extra kick. It would have killed any other creature, but for a being made of living stone? He could probably bathe in raw magma and it would just warm him through to the bones.

      But despite the fact it gave him dreamless sleep, he woke up with a headache equivalent to that after a three-day bender for humans. So he was more than surly as he clattered through the door at the back of Frankie’s for his shift.

      “That amount of noise,” Frankie called from the front of the shop. “It has to be Gran. Be a sweetheart and clean down table four. Would you, darling? Just had a party leave and it’s a bit of a mess.”

      He didn’t need the note in her voice to know she wanted to add “asshole customers who couldn’t keep the food on their damn plates,” to the end of her statement, something she would never say when they were open. Ever. No matter how much she wanted to.

      And he agreed with her, grabbing a cloth and a spray bottle as he passed the front desk. Table four looked like it had had a family of pigs sitting at it rather than a bunch of humans. Scratch that, he decided, surveying the mess. Pigs were cleaner. Anything was cleaner.

      Without batting an eyelid, he piled the mugs and plates onto a tray and set them on an empty table before wiping down. Some particularly stubborn chocolate frosting resisted him but was no match for the power of lemon cleaner and gargoyle elbow grease. He nodded to Frankie, not making eye contact as he passed the front counter on the way to the kitchen. He knew she was interested in him, could smell it in the air, but while pretty and curvy, she was human.

      He didn’t trust humans.

      Loading the dishwasher, he kept half an ear out for the goings on in the main shop. Just because he didn’t like to talk a lot and didn’t trust humans didn’t mean he didn’t like to listen to them talking. It was soothing in a way, the sound of humanity and life . . . a far cry from the church roof he’d spent most of his life perched on. A shudder rocked his shoulders at the memory, and he set the dishwasher off with its load.

      “Just heading out to the wholesalers, chickies!” Frankie called out from the front counter. “Won’t be long. Be good. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do!”

      Gran nodded, hearing Holly answer from within the shop. The sound of the young girl’s voice brought the tiniest curve to his lips as he checked the baked potatoes in the oven to make sure they were well on track for the lunchtime rush.

      Humans he was wary of, apart from Holly. Barely twenty, she’d started working at the shop the same day he and Cal had, and both were protective of her. Small and quiet, she wouldn’t say boo to a goose and often worked as much overtime as he and his brother did. Gran suspected she didn’t get to see much of the extra money, though, her father waiting for her after each late shift.

      “And don’t fucking spill it over me this time, okay?”

      The harsh male voice filled with anger made Gran lift his head sharply, all his instincts going on alert. The smell of burning filled his nostrils, and the acrid smell made him shake his head to get rid of it. They were just memories, nothing more. Holly’s voice reached him as he moved closer to the kitchen door.

      “Of course, sir . . . I’m very sorry.”

      He reached the door that separated the kitchen from the shop as Holly started to load a large coffee onto the tray in front of her. On the other side of the counter was a large male with a scowl on his face as he watched Holly’s every move like a hawk. Gran immediately categorized him as an asshole. It was easy to tell the girl was nervous, and glaring at her like that wasn’t going to change anything.

      Besides, he could see what was going to happen before it did. The guy had ordered a large coffee, and Frankie’s only served coffee in mugs, tankards, or what she affectionately liked to call buckets. The trouble was, when filled, even the regular mugs were difficult for little things like Holly and Frankie to lift. Sure enough, as he watched, she caught the bottom of the huge mug against the edge of the tray and a single dribble trailed down the side.

      “I knew it!” asshole snarled. “Get me a manager! You’re fucking useless!”

      “I’m so sorry,” Holly panicked, the mug clunking down and sloshing more over the side as she grabbed for a towel to clean up. “I’ll get you a new one if you like?”

      “I want to speak to the manager, and I expect my coffee to be free,” the asshole carried on, obviously enjoying himself immensely.

      Gran’s lip curled back as the sound of conversation in the shop morphed in his head to the baying of angry voices. He stepped forward.

      “Just cut her some slack, would you? She’s only human.”

      The guy turned on him, recognition glinting in his eyes before he snarled. “Don’t you understand customer service, asshole? I’m the customer, so that means I’m always right.”

      The gleam in his eye, one of hatred and anger, sparked the ever-present flicker of rage in the center of Gran’s chest into life. An inferno that remembered the looks on the faces of a crowd with pitchforks and murder in their hearts. When the guy stepped forward threateningly, Gran reached over the counter and grabbed him by the throat, lifting him clean off his feet.

      “Ackckckck . . .” he gasped, trying to claw at Gran’s hand to get him to let go. Gran tilted his head to the side as he watched the human go red and then purple. Holly hung off his other arm, shouting something in his ear, but he couldn’t hear her . . . he was too locked in the past where men like this had come after him with hammers and chisels. Perhaps if he squeezed just right, this worthless creature’s flesh would ooze out between his fingers. His hand started to tighten to test the theory when a small hand touched his arm.

      He stopped dead, blinking as a calm voice broke through the fog in his brain.

      “Put him down, Cal. Please?”

      The fact that she’d called him by his brother’s name would normally have flipped his switches in all the wrong ways, but it didn’t. Something about her voice was calming, and he slid a look sideways, the resistance in the movement warning him that he was dangerously close to sliding into his stone form. Beautiful dark eyes met his, concern in their depths.

      Not looking away, he lowered his arm enough for the guy to get his feet on the ground. At her smile and nod of encouragement, he released his grip. The human male staggered back, hands around his throat as he gasped for breath.

      “You . . . you . . . you’ll regret this!” he ranted when he stopped choking. “I’ll have the police on you. I’ll press charges!”

      The woman at Gran’s side snorted, bringing the asshole’s attention to her with a snap. “Look, buddy,” she said, her voice no-nonsense. “I saw the whole thing. You were the asshole who triggered a gargoyle’s protective instinct, so it’s totally on your head.”

      “He assaulted me!” Faced with someone he obviously thought he couldn’t bully, the human started to whine.

      “You were a jerk, and you made a threatening gesture toward the waitress. According to article three seven five of the Paranormal Entities Employment Act, any protector or guardian type paranormal employee may not through direct or indirect action allow another employee to come to harm,” she quoted. “So he was doing his job. Want to argue? I can give you the name of a good lawyer. You’ll need one because Frankie’s Coffee Shop retains Brooks and Bourne.”

      The human went pale and backed off a few steps.

      “Total misunderstanding,” he muttered, avoiding looking at Holly or Gran. “Cultural differences, totally my fault. Won’t happen again.” With that, he turned tail and practically ran from the coffee shop.

      “Oh my God, thank you!” Holly whispered, looking over at their savior. “I had no idea about that statute . . . What was it? Three seven five?”

      The woman shrugged and grinned. “No idea. Made the whole thing up to get rid of him.”

      Holly gasped, and Gran felt a small smile begin to pull at the corner of his lips.

      “Smart,” he rumbled. “He believed it. And the lie about the lawyers.”

      He knew Frankie didn’t have a lawyer on retainer. Even if she did, there was no way she could afford Brooks & Bourne.

      “Lie?” She lifted an eyebrow, amusement shining in her dark eyes, and he was caught. “It wasn’t a lie. Evie, one of the partners, loves the coffee here. She’d be right on board if you guys needed help of a legal nature.”

      She’d surprised him. Again. That didn’t happen often, and he found he couldn’t take his eyes off her. With most humans, he couldn’t wait to get away from them, but with her, all he could think about was getting closer. Stepping in and sliding a hand around the small waist hidden under the leather jacket and pulling her tiny, curvy frame up against his bigger, harder body. Getting up close and personal so he could run his nose along the soft skin of her throat and breathe in her scent.

      “Cool.” He shook his head mentally at his one-word answer, wishing for once he were more conversationally adept. Of the two of them, his “brother” was chattier. “Thank you.”

      “You’re more than welcome.” Her bright smile speared him through to his soul. “I wanted to thank you again for your help with that demon last night. I really appreciate it. Think about my offer, okay? Even if only part-time, the PPA could really do with a gargoyle on the payroll.”

      “Offer? Payroll?” he couldn’t help it, shaking his head. All he wanted to do was keep talking to her, but her scent said she was human through and through.

      Her cell went off, which brought a frown to her beautiful face. A frown that grew deeper as she looked at the screen. “Damn it, I have to go.” She flicked another glance up at him. “Even if you decide against it . . . perhaps we could get coffee sometime instead? Think about it,” she mouthed, lifting her cell to her ear.

      “Hey, Greg, what’s up?” she said, turning away to walk toward the door and leaving Gran to watch her shapely ass and wonder when his dislike of humans had slipped so badly.

      He didn’t do humans . . . but he wanted to do her. All night long.

      Watching her until she was out of sight, he turned, muttering to Holly, “I’ll be right back.”

      He walked through the kitchen without seeing it at all, shouldering the back door to the alley open and stepping out into the darkness. After pulling his cell from his pocket, he dialed from memory, the number not saved in his phone’s memory. He lifted it to his ear and waited impatiently. When it was answered, he spoke.

      “Tell me all you know about Iliona Graham and the PPA.”
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      It was definitely a body.

      Calcite stood in the back alley between the Southern Keys Museum of Paranormal Art & Culture and some Irish-themed bar, looking down at the latest dumped statue. White marble was piled against the brick wall haphazardly, like it had been tipped there unceremoniously from a sack or a wheelbarrow. At first, it just looked like building rubble, but after a second, Cal’s gaze picked out the line of an ankle, a finger, the curve of a shapely hip.

      Bile rose, and he was forced to swallow it back quickly.

      It was a body. A woman’s body. A small, delicate woman. And it had been smashed to smithereens.

      Had it been a human murder, or the murder of pretty much any other creature, the alley would have been awash with blood. But it wasn’t. In stone form, gargoyles didn’t bleed.

      “This what you’re looking for?” Doug, the museum’s janitor, hovered hopefully by Cal’s side.

      A brownie, he took his job seriously, but not so seriously that he wasn’t above making a little extra on the side. It was no secret in the city that Cal was looking for info on the statue “murders” and was willing to pay handsomely for it.

      That information had caused its own problems. A couple of days ago, a troll over on the other side of town had tried to palm him off with a bunch of smashed-up garden gnomes. As if he wouldn’t be able to tell the difference . . . Trolls were not known for their intelligence at the best of times or their sense of smell. Anyone with a nose on their face would be able to tell a real gnome a mile off. Rank was not the word.

      “Yeah.” Cal’s voice emerged rougher than he’d expected. “You did good, Doug. Thanks.”

      Turning, he slipped the brownie a couple of twenties, his eyes still on the body in front of him. Doug wouldn’t call it in until Cal was done, but he had to move fast. This was the first time he’d managed to get to one of the scenes before the local cops had crawled all over it and destroyed any clues. He intended to make the most of it.

      Crouching down, he studied the pile without moving or touching anything. As he’d first thought, it was a young gargoyle female. There was a distinct style of “carving” to his kind’s stone forms, indicative of the spell that gave them life. Which meant the female had lived, but from the looks of it, only for a short time before she was killed.

      Cal sat back on his heels and frowned. But why had she been killed? More to the point, how had she been brought to life in the first place? The spells had all been tracked down and destroyed in the Middle Ages. So the legends said anyway. No one had seen the hero in question, Simeth, for a couple of centuries, so there was no way to check whether the stories were true.

      After pulling his cell from his pocket, he carefully took pictures of the body, making sure to get as many distinctive features as he could. A small frown of concentration between his brows, he took note of the position of the body, both in relation to the alley and layout. He’d always been fascinated by police and forensic dramas, watching every series that came on the television. But it was just an avid interest. No police department would allow a paranormal on the payroll. Ever.

      It was all useful, though. Because of those shows, he knew placement was important. Usually. This wasn’t a human body, though, so it just appeared to have been dumped without any other thought.

      Quickly, he looked up and around. No cameras. He hissed in frustration, sliding his phone away. Either whoever did this was very clever or it was a happy coincidence for the killer. Given that no security footage had emerged from any of the other locations, he was leaning toward whoever it was knowing what they were doing.

      He focused on the body again, aware of Doug peering around back door into the museum and watching him. Time was running out. Soon someone else would happen down this alley, and then he’d be compromised.

      She was the same as the other bodies that had been found, mislabeled as statues by the police, so much so that the news reports had said something about a possible factory putting out counterfeits, or someone trying to make a political statement. Quite how they got from fine art fakes to politics he didn’t know, but both were bullshit.

      He snorted in amusement. Typical humans. They’d only have had to ask the paranormal community. Any nonhuman would have been able to tell them they wouldn’t find a factory making these things. Hell, anyone with a hint of magical blood could practically see the spell clinging to the shards of stone flesh.

      There was no face, he realized. Now that he’d had a chance to look at the remains for a while, his mind had been mentally listing all the body parts he could see. A face was not among them. He looked, picking out the curve of a jaw and part of a temple, but there was nothing for the rest of the face. It must have been completely smashed.

      He stood with a frown. Why though? There would be no reason to conceal the female’s identity. It wasn’t like they could create a gargoyle copy of someone else and replace them. They weren’t like skin-walkers who could literally recreate anyone they saw.

      Something else about the body haunted him, though he couldn’t put his finger on why. Not just because she was a rare female of his kind, but there was a haunting sense of familiarity as well. As though he should know her somehow. He shook his head and put that thought to the back of his mind. He’d heard of but never met a female gargoyle. Their males were highly protective of their mates, not allowing another male anywhere near them. He couldn’t blame them. If he was lucky enough to find a mate, he’d probably go completely cave-gargoyle.

      Iliona Graham’s face formed in his mind’s eye. His lips curved into a smile, and he shook his head. She was beautiful, that went without saying, but she was human. Humans and paranormals didn’t mix . . . humans and gargoyles even less so.

      But stone . . . was she tempting. A rumble of need echoed in the center of Cal’s broad chest as memories of her soft skin under his fingers filled his mind. His blood heated, surging through his veins, and his cock was hard in a heartbeat, throbbing with need. Shit . . . what was it about the woman that could bring him to such a state just thinking about her?

      Clearing his throat, he made sure to keep his back to Doug as he concentrated on calming down. Brownies were notorious gossips. The fact that he’d popped a boner while looking at a dead female would get him a reputation . . . and not in a good way.

      Hissing through his teeth, he shoved his hands in his pockets to try to readjust himself. As he did, the edge of something caught at his fingers. Pulling it free, he found himself looking at Iliona’s card.

      The Paranormal Protection Agency.

      He’d heard of them, of course. The human woman on a crusade to employ paras. She was seen as a bit of a crackpot, but the woman he’d met was anything but. She seemed as levelheaded and no-nonsense as anyone he’d ever met. Certainly not the cardigan-wearing, tree-hugging, harm-ye-none hippie type the rumors had painted her as. If anything, she was the sort of person he’d want on his team, and not just because his cave-lizard brain wanted to do the dirty with her.

      He tapped the card against his lips as he thought. Going to the police was a no-go. They’d already classified the statue cases as vandalism or property destruction. Even telling them it was a paranormal murder probably wouldn’t do much . . . living statues? Some humans had enough problems trying to figure out when their own embryos became “persons” in their own right. Asking them to figure out when a statue became a living thing would probably fry their brains.

      But . . . the PPA wasn’t the police. Iliona wasn’t the police.

      He smiled.

      Asking for help from a beautiful woman who was para-friendly and that he wanted to get into bed? That sounded like a plan with no drawbacks.
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      It had been a freaking long-ass day.

      Iliona rubbed tiredly at the back of her neck as she switched the lights off in the main office and headed out the front door. Marion had already gone, reception lights off and the desk shut down. All emergency calls would route to the operative on duty or Iliona herself.

      She hoped not. Not tonight. The call at lunch had taken her to the warehouse surveillance job. Drugs had been confirmed at the location but no paranormal involvement whatsoever, so she’d had to head in and sort the handover to the police department. There was no way she was leaving that delightful task to any of her agents, not with the way the PD was about paras.

      Really, it should have been a routine task. The trouble was trying to explain to human cops who didn’t understand that paranormals weren’t routine was like beating her head against a brick wall. It was mind-numbing and gave her a damn headache.

      The detectives on the case couldn’t understand that they’d have to wait for the final member of the surveillance team to make the shift tonight and be in human form before they could take his statement. And that, no, they could not call him Spot and throw a stick for him to chase. Not unless they wanted it where the sun didn’t shine.

      They were only just used to dealing with werewolves, not that they liked them either. Werewolves spent most of their time in human form and had a sense of humor, though, so the switch to dealing with wolfweres—who spent most of their time as animals and, as far as Iliona could work out, wouldn’t know a sense of humor if it bit them on the ass—was painful.

      Added to that, her sexy rescuer from last night had acted very strangely when she’d gone to see him at lunch. She’d really thought he was into her last night, but at lunch . . . not so much. He’d looked at her like he didn’t know her at all. She shook off the hurt that lurked in the back of her mind and wanted to take hold as she set the alarms by the front door and stepped out. A chill wind tried to sneak under her jacket, and she shivered as she turned the key in the lock.

      She’d probably imagined his interest last night, what with the adrenaline after nearly becoming demon food, or bait, or whatever it was that sort of demon did to its victims. Some paras had good reason not to like or trust humans. From what she’d read of gargoyles, they’d been created as a slave race, so she couldn’t really blame Calcite for being hesitant around her.

      “Hi, darling. Missed me?”

      She sighed, closing her eyes for a second as a familiar male voice sounded behind her.

      Kenneth. Great. Just what she needed after a day like today.

      She gave a small, polite smile as she turned around.

      “Hi, Kenneth. I didn’t realize you were back in town.”

      Kenneth Lewis hadn’t changed in the months since they’d split up. He was a little below six feet, and his expensive suit covered the physique of a soft-around-the-edges man who spent all his time behind a desk. The job wasn’t to blame, though. She knew other men who drove desks and didn’t let it make them soft.

      Jai Bourne, Evie’s business partner, was the same . . . spending all his time in his office or in court, but the guy was ripped, with a capital R-I-P. Tall, dark, and handsome. On him, a suit was to every red-blooded woman what lingerie on a woman was to a man. Absolutely panty-wetting hotness. And hardness.

      On paper, they were the same . . . but there was no contest between the two. Jai was one half of Bourne & Brooks, the most successful law firm in the city, while Kenneth was still a very junior partner in an old-money outfit that cared more about bloodlines than actual ability. The difference between them was that of a minnow compared to the shark Jai was often called in court.

      “You didn’t? I got back a few days ago. Been texting you but you didn’t answer.” He gave her his little boy lost pout. Once she’d thought it cute. Now it just pissed her off. “Didn’t you get my flowers either? I sent you flowers . . . a huge bouquet.”

      He stepped forward, an ingratiating smile on his lips she wanted to slap into next week. It was all an act, one designed to get him back into her panties and one she’d fallen for too many times in the past.

      “Possibly?” She shrugged as she answered noncommittally. She didn’t want him to be an asshole to the delivery company, which was very likely with Kenneth. Sometimes he was an ass. Period. “I haven’t been in the office all day.”

      His gaze flicked to the office with distaste, but he recovered well, sliding forward and reaching up to tuck a lock of her stray hair behind her ear. It was so predictable she almost laughed, sidestepping him easily.

      “Let me stop you right there.” She put a hand in the middle of his chest. “We are not catching up, going over old times, or anything of the sort,” she said bluntly. “I am not a booty call, for you or anyone else.”

      She wasn’t hurt anymore over their breakup, just tired. Tired that she’d fallen for his spiel, tired that she hadn’t seen what he was doing . . . altering her perceptions of events and reality . . . twisting things until she hadn’t known which way was up and had seriously started to consider giving up work after their inevitable marriage.

      Until she’d come to her senses and realized he was doing a number on her.

      “Get lost, Kenneth,” she said, sighing. “I don’t want to see you. Not now, not ever.”

      “What’s the matter, Iliona?” he hissed, his expression turning ugly. “A mere human not good enough for you now?”

      She should have expected that one. Kenneth hated paranormals with a passion. So when they’d all “come out of the closet,” ten years ago, his daily life had gotten a hell of a lot more difficult.

      “Kenneth, I’ve had a long day, and it’s late.”

      She didn’t bother to moderate the sharp tone in her voice. An ex-boyfriend showing up on her office doorstep was a problem she didn’t want to have to deal with after a day like today. Or ever. Folding her arms, she gave him her best “I don’t want to have this conversation now” look. Like seriously. She’d rather eat razor blades and gargle bleach than rehash why they’d split up.

      He just stood there, a twisted expression on his face. “So are you going to answer the question?”

      His voice rose in volume as his carefully tanned face took on a hint of red. Kenneth was naturally pale with dark brown hair. He used tanning beds and bleached his hair, terrified someone would mistake him for a vampire. Didn’t matter how many times she told him vampires tanned well and that Rupert, the PPA’s in-house vamp, loved garlic chicken pizza, the idiot insisted on frying himself on a regular basis.

      She massaged the bridge of her nose and fought down the urge to murder him with one of her shoes. Since she didn’t wear stilettos, it would have to be blunt force trauma. Fortunately for Kenneth, she really didn’t have the energy now. “When you ask a sensible question, I might see my way clear to answering it.”

      He chewed on nothing, a vein pulsing in the corner of his eye. Bless him. Little Kenneth Lewis had been brought up to be master of his destiny, a man . . . the be-all and end-all of his little world. A world his parents hadn’t anticipated containing a) werewolves or anything that went bump in the night or b) anyone more intelligent than their son running rings around him.

      She wondered what would happen if someone took a pin and pricked that little vein. Would he deflate like a—

      “Which abomination are you screwing?” he demanded, crowding her into the doorway. “It’s that bloodsucker, isn’t it? Or is it the fucking dog?”

      Forget the pin, he was lucky she didn’t have a meat cleaver. She matched him glare for glare and refused to back down. She’d learned that much, working with the guys she recruited for protection work.

      “You mean Rupert . . . Who’s gay. And Kevin, who’s mated. Twice.”

      Kenneth sneered. “Doesn’t mean he can’t fuck around. I hear that’s all they do.”

      “Says the man whose sole knowledge of anything paranormal can fit on a postage stamp, as long as it’s a small one.” She smiled sweetly and shoved at the center of his chest. Hard. He staggered backward, almost falling on his ass. “A bit like something else we can mention, eh, Kenneth? Now kindly get lost. I’m busy.”

      “You fucking bitch!” he hissed, backing up. “You’ll regret this. Mark my words!”

      “Promises, promises!” she called after him, shaking her head as he flipped her the bird before he turned the corner. “Fucking asshole.”

      After checking the door was locked, she shoved her hands in her pockets and turned to walk the other way. She needed a drink, a tub of ice cream, and a foot massage. Not necessarily in that order.
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      Human men were weak and soft.

      Anger and frustration surged through Cal as he slammed through the front door in his apartment complex and took the steps two at a time. His booted feet thudded into the dank concrete steps, the floors flying by. He’d dropped by the PPA offices to see if he could catch Iliona before she left, only to find her all up close and personal with some human guy in the doorway.

      A growl escaped his lips. The guy had been weak-jawed and bed-tanned with a pudgy physique that said he was way too fond of food and didn’t get enough exercise. Just looking at him, Cal could hear the cholesterol making his heart begin to struggle.

      He’d been frozen in place for a moment, unable to believe that she’d prefer a guy like that . . . right up until the human had stepped in, hand raised to cup her cheek. Disgust filling him, he’d bailed right there and then. There was no way he was hanging around to watch them kissing. He might do something he’d regret. Or worse, enjoy. Like smooshing the guy over the wall like human jam.

      He smiled grimly, imagining the feel of the asshole’s flesh and bone oozing between his fingers like jelly, and then sighed. If he did that to Iliona’s lover, there was no way she would help him with the murdered women. Anything between them . . . well, that would just have to remain a fantasy best kept in the back of his mind.

      After reaching the level for his apartment, he shouldered his way through the door. It slammed into the wall behind him, drawing a shouted complaint from apartment 10 C. Cal flicked the wall the bird as he stalked down the hall. The walls in the block were paper-thin, and since his bedroom was just on the other side of theirs, he had to put up with them arguing and fucking at all hours of the day and night. And she was a screamer.

      The carpet clung to his boots as he walked down the hall, the paper peeling off the walls on either side of him. Coughing from 10 G made him frown. The damp and mold didn’t bother him. He wasn’t human, so his lungs didn’t work quite the same way theirs did, but Mrs. Rogers was getting worse. The old lady had lived here all her life. Had seen the block when it was new and the epitome of luxury. It must break her heart to see it as it was, home to the dregs of society and the hopeless. And paranormals. Most humans didn’t like his kind or others like him. Despite the antidiscrimination laws, it was still difficult to get employment . . . which was why both he and Gran worked at Frankie’s. She was one of the rare few who didn’t care what a person was, as long as they showed up on time and put the effort in.

      The PPA employed paranormals as well.

      He ignored the little voice as he shoved his key into the lock and turned it to let himself in. The apartment was dark, and he breathed a sigh of relief. Gran wasn’t in. After what he’d witnessed at the PPA, he wasn’t in the right frame of mind to deal with his brother’s issues as well. Gran had always been the more intense and dark of the two of them, and Cal ignored his little gabbro habit most of the time.

      He’d always known Gran had . . . issues. Created first, he’d mentioned suffering before Cal had been created, but had never gone into detail. Whatever it was, he often woke from nightmares screaming. And Cal looked after him. They weren’t brothers in the biological, human sense of the word, but they were just as close, if not closer.

      Right now, though, Cal didn’t want to be the sensible one. He wanted to snarl and rage, put his fist through concrete blocks, and stomp in fury. He wanted . . .

      He sighed, closing his eyes for a second as he ran his hand through his hair. He wanted something he couldn’t have, could never have . . .

      But it didn’t stop the yearning in his stone heart.

      He stalked through to the kitchen and yanked open the refrigerator, staring inside blankly. He had no idea what he wanted. Even the lure of cake, a human treat neither he nor Gran could resist, didn’t hold his attention.

      “Wanna tell me about your little girlfriend?”

      Cal yelped at the growl behind him, slamming the fridge door shut as he whirled to find Gran leaning in the doorway behind him, a dark look on his face.

      “Would you bloody well quit doing that?” he demanded, his heart rate spiking. There weren’t many creatures who could sneak up on him, not even other gargoyles. Some species of fae, deities, and Gran . . . it was a short list. “And what girlfriend? I don’t have a girlfriend.”

      Gran looked unrepentant, his gaze level. “Iliona Graham.”

      Shit.

      “Who?”

      Gran snorted. “Don’t try the innocent act with me. I was a protector before you were created.”

      “Yeah, yeah . . . for all of a few days,” Cal threw back. This was an old argument, rehashed over the years. Gran wasn’t that much older than he was, but he acted like Methuselah at times. “Practically no time at all, Gramps.”

      Gran grumbled in the center of his chest. “Well? Do you know what Iliona Graham was?”

      “Other than a hot as hell chick?” Cal tried flippantly.

      “She was on a paranormal hunting team with the military,” Gran growled. “She hunted people like us, killed us. Your girlfriend is a murderer.”

      “No way. She’s not like that.” Cal shook his head, backing up. He couldn’t . . . wouldn’t . . . believe that. “She runs the PPA . . . they help paras.”

      “Guilty conscience,” Gran said, his expression focused and an intent look in his eyes that said he wasn’t going to be derailed.

      “No. I don’t believe that.” Cal folded his arms, mirroring his brother’s movements. Seemed Gran wanted to get into a fight tonight, which suited him just fine. He had some excess energy to work off anyway.

      Gran leaned forward and sniffed. Then his expression changed. Became fiercer. “Stone dust . . . you’ve been tracking down those damn statues, haven’t you? How many times have I told you they’re just freaking ornaments? There’s no way they’re our kind.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” Cal hissed, his anger flaring to match that in Gran’s eyes as he stepped forward, squaring up to the other gargoyle. “They are our kind. I saw the magic over the remains.”

      “Don’t be fucking stupid,” Gran scoffed, his lip curling. “That magic was destroyed centuries ago. You’re losing it, an addle-brained child clutching at straws. You’ll be believing in human myths next. Shall we invite the Easter Bunny to dinner as well?”

      “Fuck you, asshole.” Cal shoved his brother out of the way, storming across to the window. He almost broke the latch as he pushed it open and swung out onto the ledge. “Don’t wait up.”

      “Wasn’t going to!” his brother called after him as he fell from the ledge, letting the stone flow over his skin and changing his form as he caught the fire-escape opposite and swung himself onto the roof and then into the city beyond.
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      K turned up at work. Was an a-hole, Iliona tapped out on her cell, texting Evie as she shouldered open her front door, hooking a foot around it to shut it behind her. Need pizza n vodka.

      Screw the diet. She jabbed the screen to send the text and flicked to the home delivery app. A few flicks later and a large Hawaiian was ordered and on its way. Half-hour delivery time. Not too bad, she decided, crossing over to the freezer and yanking a bottle of vodka from its depths. After pouring herself a large measure, she dropped lime and ice in it before walking into her living room.

      Screw the pizza, what she needed was her very own gargoyle boyfri . . . bodyguard, she amended quickly. She’d meant bodyguard. Of course she had. After what had happened at Frankies, the fledgling idea that Cal had any interest in her had been shattered.

      After dropping into the soft embrace of her sofa, she took a deep swallow from her glass. A hiss whistled through her teeth as the fiery liquid burned all the way down to her stomach. She closed her eyes and exhaled, trying to let all the tension of the day out at the same time. The altercation with Kenneth had rocked her. She hadn’t expected him to show up at the office like that. Sheesh, she’d known he was dense, but sometimes the asshat didn’t know when to leave it alone.

      Her cell dinged. A message from Evie.

      Pour one for me. Stuck at work.

      You work too hard, girl.

      Tell me about it. B in court, so nice view.

      Iliona chuckled. She had to agree with Evie. If she had to work late, there were worse things to look at than the sexy lawyer. She leaned forward to put her glass on the coffee table and grabbed a couple of files from her purse she’d brought home to read through. She’d read them all before, of course, but sometimes it took reading through them with a drink when she was relaxed to spot a little detail that would make all the difference.

      Even though she had more pressing cases, she kicked off her boots and picked the file at the bottom. She’d had Mandy in the office pull all the information she could find on the statues being found all over the city. There was a wealth of information, even photos that hadn’t been shown on the news. She smiled in approval. If Mandy kept this up, she’d have to look into giving her a raise or moving her from admin to Coop’s team if that’s what she wanted.

      Glass on the edge of the coffee table, she spread everything she had over its large surface and sat back with a frown on her face as she looked it over. There was something bugging her about the whole thing, but what was it?

      Taking another drink, she reached out and put all the photos together. Then she realized she had them all mixed up. The one in the top left was the same location as the ones on the middle row. Leaning forward, she made to move them into the right order and froze.

      They were all the same statue. Not just the same style, but the same actual design. That had been what was bugging her—the similarity between each statue that had been dumped. They were all female, all with the same build . . . all identical even down to the fact the face in each case was gone.

      “Shit . . .”

      Iliona knew her . . . the woman the statue was based on. At least, she thought she did. She got a haunting sense of familiarity from each of the pictures. She’d seen this woman somewhere, in the flesh. But where? Who was she?

      Movement flickered in the corner of her eye, out the window. Jerking her head up, she looked out. Was someone outside her window? It was open, the curtains fluttering slightly in the breeze, but that hadn’t been what she’d seen. Something big had moved across it.

      Ignoring her purse and the gun hidden within it, she slid her hand under the table for the gun clipped there. On the twelfth floor, it was unlikely anyone outside her window was human. The Glock under the table was loaded with silver, which would put a serious crimp in the day of most paranormals. There were other weapons concealed around the apartment. In her line of work, one could never be too careful.

      The gun came from its holster silently, the well-worn grip comforting in her palm as she rose slowly, padding toward the window. Her sock-covered feet made no sound, the window firmly in her sights. Reaching the wall, she plastered herself against it, gun held up against her left shoulder as she reached out to tweak the curtain out of the way. The ledge outside was empty. Exploding into movement, she moved across the window, her gun hand moving in an arc as she checked above and below the window, then the ledge on the other side.

      “Huh.” They were all empty. Even the fire escape two windows across. That had been the reason she’d picked this apartment. High enough to stop all but the most determined from reaching her windows, and with an escape route. Of course, it was one that needed the escapee to be fit as hell and have a head for heights, both of which she was and had, and would slow down most pursuers. Unless they were as batshit crazy as she was anyway.

      After watching for a few more moments, she sighed and padded back to the coffee table, sliding the gun away into the concealed holster. She was actually going crazy, obviously. Hearing and seeing things. Grabbing her tumbler, she drained the rest of the contents and was on her way back to get a refill when the doorbell sounded.

      Great. The pizza was here. Her stomach rumbling in anticipation, she put her tumbler down on the phone table in the hall as she passed and opened the door. But it wasn’t the pizza delivery boy she was expecting. Instead, Kenneth stood on the other side, his face twisted with anger.

      “Bitch.”

      Given her past employment history, Iliona was used to being called names, and given the emotional state Kenneth had worked himself up into, she expected it from him. What she didn’t expect, though, was the fist winging its way toward her face. She tried to duck, the move instinctive, but he was surprisingly quick, and pain exploded across her face.

      He shoved forward, winding his fist back to hit her again, but the blow didn’t land. Instead, the door slammed open, and a solid male body shoved into the gap between her and it. Kenneth’s punch was caught in a hard hand. His mouth dropped open in shock. She stumbled backward, catching herself on the doorframe as her unexpected rescuer shoved his face into Kenneth’s.

      “I think you should leave, meat sack.”

      His voice was low, but it had an indefinable rumble, as if most of it was below the human hearing threshold. A gargoyle.

      She gasped. “Cal? What the hell are you doing here?” She flicked a look back toward the open window. He’d pushed past her from the apartment, so he had to have come in that way.

      “M-meat sack?”

      The blood drained from Kenneth’s face as he glared up at nearly seven feet of pissed off gargoyle. At least, she assumed Cal was pissed off since he was almost fully in his stone form.

      “Uh-huh,” she supplied helpfully, trying and failing to step around Cal’s bulk in the doorway. The guy was built like a bloody mountain.

      “Move your arm down a little, Cal . . . thanks, hon. Yeah,” she addressed Kenneth through the gap between a rocky arm and the doorframe. “Gargoyles tend to view us humans as rather squishy. Just meat tied up in a little skin bag. Just last week, Marb managed to crush a guy . . .” she said, making it up as she went. The PPA had no gargoyle employees yet. “Mind you, he was trying to enter the building Grav guarded. Which is a bit of a no-no where gargoyles are concerned.”

      “Gargoyles . . . guard,” Cal ground out, his voice like a landslide as he played up the stereotype to the max. His knuckles cracked as his free hand snaked out to grab Kenneth around the throat.

      “They do indeed.” A little worried about the shade of purple Kenneth had turned, she reached out to pat Cal’s arm. “You want to ease up on the death grip, hon? I’d hate for you to get any of his pulverized flesh under your fingernails.”

      His head turned on his neck with the squeal of rock across more rock to look at her quizzically. She had to give him credit. She’d have bought the dumb rock act as well if she hadn’t seen the light of amusement buried deep in his eyes.

      “You want I should—” He paused. Every paranormal species was different. Vampires tended toward verbal diarrhea, werewolves were vain, incubi . . . yeah, that one went without saying. Gargoyles were usually careful with their words and actions. “You want I should blow him?”

      Kenneth passed out, sprawled full length on the floor of the corridor.

      “Ohmyfreakinglordalive,” she gasped, hardly able to get the words out as she collapsed with laughter. Tears rolled down her cheeks. “Did you see his face?”

      Cal grinned, the stone rolling back from his skin as he resumed his former size and build. He’d still put any human, even wrestlers or pro body builders, to shame, but at least he would fit through the door now. “He really is scared of us. Isn’t he?”

      She nodded, managing to stand upright and look down at the unconscious body of her ex. “He’s speciesist, racist, sexist . . . every type of ‘ist’ you can imagine. I feel sorry for him. Life’s going to be so hard for him until he finally realizes he’s not the center of the universe.”

      “Poor little human. Sorrynotsorry.” Cal shrugged. “What do you want me to do with him?”

      Iliona sighed, already heading into her apartment for her cell. “Take him down to the lobby, hon. I’ll call a car around to take him home,” she said, speed-dialing a local firm that would drop him off no questions asked, even help him back to his apartment if he was still groggy. “Probably best he come around anywhere but here. I can’t believe you threatened to blow him.”

      Cal grinned again, reaching down to grab the unconscious man and slinging him over a broad shoulder like a sack of potatoes.

      “If they’re phobic, their reactions are hilarious, as you saw. Right, down to the lobby with him. I’ll be back . . .”

      He winked and disappeared off down the hall with Kenneth over his shoulder, whistling a jaunty tune.
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      “This is getting to be a habit,” Cal rumbled, his strong fingers gentle as he tilted her chin up to look at the cut on her lip.

      “Tell me about it. A painful one.” She probed the inside of her cheek and winced. “Never knew he had such a good right hook. Asshole spends most of his time behind a damn desk.”

      “Looked that way.” He looked at her directly. “I stopped by your office earlier. Looked like you and he . . . had history?”

      She sighed, the sound turning into a small groan. “He’s my ex and won’t take no for an answer. I thought he had when I sent him packing earlier. But . . . obviously, he didn’t get the message. I think he has now, though.”

      Cal tilted his head to the side as he dabbed carefully at the blood on her lip. She hissed when she saw he hadn’t put any gloves on, reaching around him to the first aid kit and searching through it. “Wait. I’m bleeding. You need gloves.”

      “Stay still,” he ordered brusquely. “Not human. A little blood isn’t gonna hurt me.”

      A big hand dropped onto her shoulder to hold her into place, and she grunted. It felt like he’d dropped a ton weight on her. He flicked her a glance and moved it quickly, an odd look in his eyes.

      “Sorry, don’t know my own strength sometimes.”

      His comment was soft, and he wouldn’t meet her eyes. She frowned as she looked up at him. Was he ashamed of his strength? Of being different? But why? He was awesome. No human could take on a demon like he had and live. She nearly hadn’t. But no, when she caught his eye by accident, she realized it wasn’t embarrassment of what he was. He was annoyed. With her.

      “Have I done something wrong?” she asked, not entirely sure of the reason for his anger. Quickly, she thought back. He’d been off at lunch and now this. If he wanted nothing to do with her, though, why had he come crashing through her window to the rescue? “If I’ve offended you in some way, I apologize. It certainly wasn’t intentional.”

      He sighed, pausing to look at her finally. “You haven’t offended me. Someone said something to me earlier, though, and I need to ask . . . were you part of a paranormal hunting team?”

      Shit. Her face blanched. How had he found out about that?

      Meeting his gaze levelly, she nodded. “I was, but it wasn’t a hunting team at first. We were assigned to track down dangerous creatures of both paranormal and ordinary origin. Dogs with rabies, man-eating lions . . . werewolves with moon fever and all that. We did our best to capture first… we only killed those that couldn’t be dealt with any other way. I promise, killing was a very, very last resort.”

      A sigh escaped her, the frustration still as sharp as it had been back then.

      “But then the management changed, and we started getting odd orders. At first it was a phoenix shifter we tracked down for a medical research program in Brazil. The orders said it had dementia, so we had to use force… for it’s own good. But rapidly it escalated. The higher-ups authorized more and more force to apprehend our targets, citing research all the time. It wasn’t until I was somewhere I shouldn’t have been that I realized they were sliding extra targets in and selling them on the black market. I blew the whistle, ruined my career, and had to watch my back for a long time afterward . . .”

      She trailed off, watching his expression carefully. Did he believe her? For some reason, even though she’d known him only a few days, it was important to her that he think the best of her.

      He carried on with her lip, studiously not looking at her as though engrossed in his task, so she took the opportunity to study him. Even though he’d all but returned to his human form, his shoulders seemed a bit wider and he was an inch or so taller. His skin looked craggy still, not quite smooth like it was when he appeared fully human. Fascinated, she couldn’t stop looking. What would it feel like against hers . . .

      Heat swamped her system as an image of them naked in bed formed in her mind, skin against skin, moving together. Quickly she damped the thought down. There was no way she should be thinking about him like that, not after what she’d just admitted . . . that she used to hunt others of his kind. Well, other paranormals. Not gargoyles. She’d never been sent after one of his kin. A shiver hit her. Having seen him in action, she was really glad about that. The team would never have survived.

      “Cal? Are you okay?” Belatedly, she realized the danger she could be in, shut in her kitchen with a creature who could take on a demon and win. Even if she could get to any of the weapons hidden around the apartment, she was still no match for him. Some of her nervousness must have shown on her face, or maybe in the slight hitch in her breathing, because he looked at her suddenly.

      “I thought it might be something like that. Something explainable.” He offered a small smile. “Couldn’t see you as the bloodthirsty type.”

      “I’m not. I promise. I tried to track down where they’d all gone, the ones we captured, but the net closed around me, and I couldn’t find them,” she whispered. She still had nightmares of those little basilisk babies, all alone without their mama. Sure, they were snakes, but they were baby snakes, and she knew fear when she saw it.

      “What goes around comes around. Can’t keep us locked up for long. All it takes is a moment’s lapse in concentration.” He gave a small shrug. “We’re not defenseless. One on one with most of us, humans come off the loser.”

      She nodded, her worries eased a little by his words, and then got sidetracked looking at him again. His skin was even a little gray still. Unable to stop herself, she reached out to touch it, and then jumped at the slight roughness against her fingers. Once she’d started, though, she couldn’t stop, smoothing her hand over his arm and totally forgetting about personal space as the need to touch him overwhelmed her. More fantasies filled her mind. Him braced on those strong arms over her, claiming her lips as he parted her thighs and slid into her. She bit back a moan, liquid heat dampening her panties at the idea of them together.

      He cleared his throat, and she looked up, her cheeks going flame red.

      “Gargoyles aren’t telepathic, are they?”

      Please, please, don’t let them be telepathic, she begged mentally. If they were, she was so screwed. He’d probably already labeled her a pervert. And she was, lusting after him, especially after he’d made it clear this afternoon he really wasn’t interested.

      “Sorry . . .” She lifted her hand like his skin had burned her. “That was inappropriate and unprofessional.”

      He flicked a glance from her to his arm and back again.

      “Don’t be. I liked it,” he admitted, his voice low and deep in the intimate silence of the kitchen. It felt like there was only the two of them in the whole world, never mind just in the little room. “And we’re not. Well, we are between ourselves, but not with other species. Don’t need to be, though.” His lip quirked up at the corner. “Predator’s sense of smell.”

      OhmyGodpleasekillmenow. She managed not to squeak in distress. “So you can . . .”

      He held her gaze levelly, his blue eyes so warm with emotion she felt like she was floating in a tropical sea. His grip changed, his thumb stroking over her full lower lip. “Smell your need? Yeah . . .”

      “Fuck.”

      The quirk of his lips became a slow, lazy smile that had her ovaries whimpering with need. “Is that a threat or a promise?”

      “I didn’t . . .” Her thoughts scattered like fall leaves on the wind, and she looked up at him blankly, her gaze latching onto his lips. Would they be as soft as they looked, or rough, like the rest of his skin? He moved in closer, sliding a hand around the back of her waist to pull her up against him.

      She fit perfectly, as though she were made to be there. Her hands smoothed over his solid upper arms, sliding up across the front of his broad shoulders. He bent his head but didn’t kiss her. Instead, he brushed the side of her nose with his, a sexy little gesture that made her ache with need.

      “I didn’t think you were interested in me.” She finally managed to get the words out. “Not after the way you were at lunch, anyway.”

      He paused, looking down at her. There was a slightly confused expression in his eyes, just for a second, but it was gone so quickly she figured she must have imagined it.

      “I’m sorry. I wasn’t quite myself.”

      He nuzzled her nose again, and the thought fled. His lips grazed hers, an electric spark leaping between them, and her lips parted on a small gasp. A deep growl filled his broad chest, reverberating through her where her breasts were pressed up against the solidly muscled expanse, and he deepened the kiss.

      It was a hot, torrid kiss. Passion exploded between them as their mouths met in a furious mating. He growled again, his tongue parting her lips ruthlessly as he backed her up against the countertop. A whimper escaped her as he stroked her tongue with his, enticing her to come play with him. She didn’t need any encouragement, wrapping herself around him to kiss him back. Hot. Wet. Openmouthed. She couldn’t get enough of him, her hands touching him wherever she could reach. His odd attitude earlier forgotten, she pressed against him, needing more.

      The shrill demand of a cell made them both freeze. He lifted his head a little, his breath mingling with hers.

      “Crap,” she hissed, pushing his chest to put space between them, and twisted to reach for her cell. As soon as she spotted the caller ID, the arousal in her body damped right down.

      “Stone? What’s the problem?” she asked when she picked it up, her voice level and firm. Stone was an asshat a lot of the time, but he was a damn good operative. If he was calling at this time of night, the shit had hit the fan.

      “Sorry to interrupt anything interesting, boss lady, but this job went sideways fast,” Stone’s deep voice filled her ear. “Gonna need you to come and spring me from the pound.”

      “The pound? What the hell are you doing at the pound . . . no, don’t tell me.” She sighed. “I’ll be right there.”

      Ending the call, she looked up at Cal with a wince. “Sorry, I’m going to have to cut this short. If I don’t get him out of there quickly, I’ll probably have owners suing us for childcare for all the damn puppies he fathers.”
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      Kissing Iliona had been like something out of a dream. A fantasy. The feel of her lips parting under his and her soft body pressing against him were the stuff wet dreams were made of. The snatched moments of bliss in her arms would haunt his dreams for years to come.

      Automatically he stacked the big dishwasher in the back of the kitchen, hosing the plates and mugs down before he loaded them. It was a good thing the menial task didn’t take much brainpower. He’d tried to load the scourers at least three times but his mind kept wandering. Hissing at himself as he turned a mug the right way up, he called himself seven types of idiot.

      But . . . just the memory of her in his arms got him hot. Hot and hard, which was why he was hiding out back here. He had no clue what human men did, but when a gargoyle got a boner? It was freaking obvious. He might as well paint a neon sign and hang it on his crotch for all to see. Since the last thing he wanted was to be accused of sexual harassment or something, he’d taken the path of least resistance and offered to do all the shitty jobs in here that everyone hated.

      Carrying another tray over to the counter, he allowed himself to think back to last night and Iliona’s kitchen. As soon as she’d touched him, his body had flared to life, his cock hard in his pants and his control totally compromised. He’d been hard-pressed not to tear her clothes off there and then, boosting her onto the counter to bury himself balls deep in her hot, curvy body.

      Frankie popped her head around the door and whistled to get his attention. “Hey, hunk . . . whatcha doing hiding out in here?”

      He froze, making sure to keep his back to her as he looked down to check the state of his body. Crap. There was hard, and there was . . . mountainous.

      “Errrr . . . not feeling well,” he rumbled, thinking quickly. “Thought I’d stay back here. Not spread my germs.”

      “You’re made of rock half the time, hon . . . what germs could you possibly spread?” Frankie laughed, walking into the kitchen. He edged around, trying to keep his back to her, but she frowned and then dodged quickly to the side.

      “What you got there? What are you trying to hi . . . oooohh—” She broke off and looked up at him wide-eyed. Color painted bright banners on her cheeks. “Err, yeah . . . I’d rather you didn’t spread, um . . . that. Or anything from it.” She tilted her head, indecision and curiosity written all over her face.

      He sighed, turning. No sense in hiding the state of him now she’d seen it. “Out with it. What do you want to ask?” he added at her confused look. “You obviously want to know something.”

      “Ummm . . .” She went even brighter red. “Is that like some kind of paranormal medical condition or something? It’s maybe . . . swollen up a lot?”

      Thankfully, a conversation with his boss about his erection had exactly the effect he needed. His cock went limp, and he shook his head. “Nope, that’s normal for us.”

      Her eyes widened a little. “Oh my. Yeah, that’s a nope. I am so nope-ing out of that one. You’d rip a gal in two with equipment like that.”

      “Sheesh, Frankie.” He laughed. “Thanks for that vote of confidence there.”

      “No, no!” She looked mortified, the tray she carried clunking down on the counter. “I didn’t mean it like that. I’m sure some would . . . well, yeah . . . but, I think I might stick to human guys, maybe nothing above a yeti.”

      He chuckled, moving to unload the tray she’d brought in. “You know they’re a myth, right?”

      “What? No! They are?” she asked, her expression falling. “They were my favorite stories.”

      His cell buzzed in his pocket. Reaching for a towel, he wiped his hands and dug in his pocket as he continued speaking, “Yeah. Sorry, some things are just stories. The yeti and the Easter Bunny, for example.”

      He looked down at his cell and smiled as he read the text. Iliona. He’d scrawled his number on the pad in her kitchen before he’d left last night. She’d obviously found it.

      New case. Could do with your eye on it. Might be para. Il xx.

      “Boss lady, can I head out early? Like now?” he asked, sliding the cell back in his pocket. “Something’s come up and I need to deal with it.”
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      “It’s all getting ridiculous now.”

      Iliona nodded as she followed the detective across the rubble of a demolition site. Jack Price was an old friend with a similar history that ensured they were on the same wavelength when it came to cases they had contact on. He looked over his shoulder at her as they entered the remains of a tower block. Most of the exterior was gone, and only the concrete skeleton remained, its ribs exposed to the sky.

      “At first, I thought it was just some asshole busting up statues for kicks and giggles. Watch your step here. It’s slippery,” he commented, holding out his hand to help her over the remains of a wall. She didn’t argue about being able to do it herself. If help was offered, she’d take it. Better than making a point and then falling flat on her face.

      “I mean, who knows why the assholes do what they do? The shrinks certainly have enough theories,” he groused, letting go of her hand as soon as she was over the rubble. They headed across to one of the few stairwells left.

      “It’s all we should ‘be more understanding.’” He threw in air quotes and growled in frustration. “All because some asshole’s mommy didn’t hug him enough growing up. What happened to criminals just being assholes we locked up?”

      She shook her head, not wanting to get into a debate. Jack was a good friend, but he was very old-school. A spade was a spade. End of.

      “But this . . .” He sighed and ran his hand over his shaved head, shooting her a concerned look as he rounded the corner by the stairwell. “What if it’s not? What if these are murders, and I’m missing them because they don’t look like human murders?” he asked, nodding toward something out of her sight. “I don’t know squat about paras, so I figured it couldn’t hurt to have you look.”

      “Totally feel you on that. There’re a lot of them out there. Even I struggle with some of the weirder ones.”

      Unlike gargoyles. She didn’t struggle with them. She’d like to, preferably one example. Preferably naked. Quickly she shut that thought off as she stepped around the corner. The scene she found stopped her in her tracks.

      White statues were piled all up on top of each other haphazardly. Unlike the other scenes, they weren’t all smashed to pieces. More . . . thrown together and discarded. Three were missing their heads, others arms or legs. One was broken totally in half, the blank face looking at its own feet.

      “So you can’t tell?” Jack’s voice was filled with disappointment as Iliona studied the scene. “I’ll have to let it go as vandalism then. I ain’t got the resources to investigate what could just be someone smashing up garden freaking gnomes.”

      “I didn’t say that. I’ve called in an expert. He should be here soon.” Iliona frowned, kneeling to look at one of the broken statues. They weren’t the same as the others she’d seen. These weren’t as polished or as elegant. Almost like they were unfinished . . . or practice pieces. Only one, the one at the end, was anything like the others.

      It was nearly complete, with all its arms and legs, and if she caught sight of it out the corner of her eye, it almost seemed as though it was ready to step off the small stone plinth under its feet. There was a haunting elegance about the final statue. The floaty dress that wrapped her slender figure almost seemed to flutter in the breeze. Iliona blinked. It couldn’t be moving. It was made of stone. Stone didn’t move in the breeze, except maybe in a tornado. Certainly not the light breeze washing through the concrete remains of the tower block. But still, her brain wanted to insist that it was fabric, and more . . . that there was pale, creamy skin over the shoulders and arms. That the still chest was about to expand to take a breath.

      “Huh. Looks like you.”

      Iliona cut a glance at Jack. The detective stood a few steps away, a frown on his face as his gaze moved between her and the statue. She frowned. “What?”

      “Same height,” he explained, gesturing to the stone figurine. “Same build. Even the same hair.”

      Looking back at it, she drew in a quick breath, the smell of the recent rain and the mold from the damp concrete filling her lungs. Shit. He was right. It was like somebody had created a stone body double of her. She didn’t know whether to be flattered or freaked the hell out.

      That question was decided when she stepped in front of it and gasped. It was missing its face, the features smashed away neatly in the center. Something inside her wept at the destruction while chills chased up and down her spine. They would never know if it was her face on the statue, and somehow that was even worse.

      “Iliona?” The deep rumble of a familiar male voice made her turn.

      “Through here, Cal,” she called out, a burst of pleasure filling her as the big gargoyle turned the corner, ducking under the turn of the concrete stairwell.

      The light caught him from overhead, spearing through the carcass of the building and highlighting the close-cropped blond hair and the blue of his eyes. He smiled as soon as he saw her, the expression turning his harshly masculine features into something devastating. She sucked a breath in, heat rolling through her. The memory of his kisses had haunted her all night. Their embrace had gotten pretty heated, and if she hadn’t had to disappear to spring that idiot Stone from the pound, who knew where they would have ended up.

      No, she corrected herself mentally. She knew exactly where they would have ended up. In bed. Naked. Locked in the throes of passion. Quickly she snapped herself out of it. Gargoyles weren’t telepathic, but as he’d proved the night before, his sense of smell was excellent. He might not have been human, but he was still male, and she didn’t need to add any more fuel to the fires of his male ego. A girl had to keep her secrets.

      “Jack, I’d like you to meet the PPA’s gargoyle expert, Cal. Cal . . . this is detective Jack Price with the city police department. He found these.” She indicated the statues behind her. “And called us in. Thinks they might be possible paranormal murders?”

      Although Jack had been open about his thoughts with her, the arrival of the other man seemed to put him on the defensive. He kicked slightly at the dirt and rubble on the concrete underfoot, his shoulders bowed as he frowned. “Yeah. Well, it was probably stupid. Just some kids—”

      “No.” Cal stepped past him, an intent look on his face as he approached the statues. “You made the right call. Those . . .” He indicated the rougher-looking remains. “They’re just stone. But this one . . .”

      He turned to the one in front of Iliona, studying it for a second. “She was killed.”

      Jack blinked, a look of surprise on his face. “I knew it,” he hissed, aborting a fist pump as he spotted them watching.

      Iliona hid her grin at the triumphant gesture. It wasn’t the right time and place, not when there was a body in front of them, but she could totally understand his reaction.

      Jack’s gaze sharpened as he considered Cal, hunkered down on his haunches to study the other remains.

      “How do you know?” Jack asked, curiosity in his voice. She easily read the unspoken question as he exchanged a glance with her. He wanted to know what type of paranormal Cal was. “Iliona said you were a gargoyle expert? Did you study them or something?”

      Cal rose to his feet, turning to look at the human detective. As he did, he dropped a little of the human mask, a wash of gray sweeping over his skin, and his features becoming more carved.

      “Not exactly,” he rumbled. “It’s more ingrained lifelong experience.”

      “Oh fuck me,” Jack breathed. “You’re one of them, aren’t you? Did you know her? What’s her name?”

      Iliona closed her eyes, mentally face-palming. It was like asking a British person if they knew the queen. Fortunately Cal took the comment in good humor. “No. I didn’t know her. I don’t know every gargoyle in the world, and females are rare. If there was one in the city, I would have known about it.”

      He looked back to study the faceless gargoyle. “Besides . . . I don’t think she was alive for very long. The magic is, I don’t know, almost unformed . . . Unfinished, if that makes sense?”

      The big gargoyle moved around the tiny statue, checking it out from all angles, a frown on his now human face. “From the looks of this . . . I think she’d only just been born when they killed her.”

      Jack was lapping it up, his expression eager and full of curiosity. “You guys are born? What . . . fully grown?”

      She didn’t interrupt, waiting for Cal to answer. She was as curious as Jack was about gargoyles, and not just in a professional capacity. There were a lot of myths about paranormals, but most of them weren’t true. Vampires ate garlic, werewolves weren’t always susceptible to silver bullets, and fairies definitely weren’t always nice.

      Cal shook his head, folding his arms over his massive chest. She caught herself glancing . . . no, ogling . . . his well-defined biceps and looked away quickly. Her cheeks heated up at the quirk of his lips, and she realized he had caught her looking. So what . . . he was the sexiest thing she’d ever seen.

      “Full gargoyles aren’t born in the sense that humans are,” he explained. “We are carved, and we are enchanted . . . then we come to life. There are some second-generation gargoyles, but they’re not that common.”

      “Wow . . . that actually sounds kind of cool,” Jack commented, but Cal immediately shook his head.

      “Not really. The only sorcerer capable of creating gargoyles is a necromancer. A living soul has to be used and bound to stone to create us.” He looked from Jack to Iliona and back. “Without a soul, new gargoyles can’t survive long. Probably what happened with this female here.”

      Iliona gasped as she caught on to what he was getting at. “So you mean . . .”

      Cal nodded. “Yeah. If the sorcerer hasn’t killed yet, he soon will. This will turn into a human murder case as well.”
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      “Outta my way, fairy,” Gran snarled, startling a pixie who was lounging in the doorway, one booted foot against the battered doorjamb as he tried to chat the bouncer up.

      The pixie turned with a snarl, obviously ready for a fight, but took one look at Gran and shut the hell up fast. His skin blanched, and if he could have gone up his own asshole, he probably would have. For most people, calling a pixie a fairy was tantamount to leaping in front of a train. Both were likely to result in a swift and rather messy death.

      For a gargoyle, though, pixies were little more threat than the average ant. A pain in the ass but easily crushed underfoot.

      Gran flicked a glance at the bouncer and nodded. They went way back, since before either of them had come across from the old countries.

      “Herja.” He nodded. “Please tell me you’re not considering sleeping with a snot like this?”

      “Odin’s tits, no.” She chuckled. Like most who claimed to be of Valkyrie blood, she was tall, Amazonian in build, and stunningly beautiful. Gran had no idea if she was actually one of the legendary battle maidens, but whatever she was, human definitely wasn’t it. “He’s just pretty to look at. And his chat-up lines make me laugh.”

      “Oi . . . fucking bi—” The pixie started to explode, fury ringing in his voice. He was obviously pissed that his charm offensive wasn’t going anywhere and, in the best traditions of pixie kind, readily replied with violence.

      Somewhere between the f-bomb and the next word, both Gran and Herja turned to look at him. He stopped talking, choking like his air had suddenly been cut off. Or his balls had been shoved in a vise.

      Gran’s gaze slid sideways to Herja, who hadn’t moved from her position propped against the wall by the door. She was completely relaxed, apart from one hand, which was clenched into a fist.

      “Niiiiice.” Gran whistled, amusement pushing aside his bad mood. “I’ll leave you two lovebirds to it then.”

      “Catch you on the flip side.” Herja smiled, her expression darkening as she looked back at the silent pixie. “Tell Dave to turn the music up, would ya? Wouldn’t want to upset people, what with all the screaming and that . . .”

      “You got it, babe,” Gran rumbled and stepped through the door.

      The Blood Moon was one of the seedier of the paranormal dives in the city and had a strictly neutral ground policy. Here you were just as likely to find werewolves cozying it up with vampires, and warlocks trading stories with dryads. It wasn’t unknown to see a dragon or two, or even a sidhe warrior in here.

      The place was already half packed, a low hum of conversation audible over the music. Most of the tables were occupied, but that didn’t bother him. Gran ambled toward his usual booth. It was empty. It was always empty. No one wanted to risk the ire of its usual occupants. Gran and his companions weren’t the nicest of people, even for paranormals.

      He nodded to Dave, the DJ, as he passed, jerking his thumb to the low-beamed ceiling in a silent signal to ramp the tunes up. Instantly, the volume rose, a power ballad drowning out whatever noises might make their way in from the alley outside.

      He slid into the booth, lounging on the ratty cushions as he lifted a hand to catch the barmaid Mila’s attention. She nodded to indicate she’d seen him, bustling around behind the bar like an army of waitstaff. He’d once asked her how she managed without any help. The hint of black tentacles from beneath the long gypsy skirt had both given him his answer and forestalled any further questions.

      He leaned his head against the padded seat back and tapped his foot on the floor. The carpet stuck to the bottom of his boot like a jealous lover.

      Why the fuck had he followed Cal today? With a growl, Gran rubbed a hand over his face. He’d tried to warn his brother that Iliona Graham was bad news, but would Cal listen? No. Of course he wouldn’t. Instead, he’d gone haring off to meet her in some ruined building.

      Gran closed his eyes, the memories as sharp as if he was back there in the flesh. He’d hidden himself on the front of the building opposite, invisible against the stonework. It wasn’t something most gargoyles could do, but the magic that had created him and Cal was unique.

      They’d been looking at more of the statues his brother was obsessed with. He’d told Cal there was no way they were their kind. He’d lied. They were.

      The magic was weak and ill focused, but whoever it was had access to the right spells to bring a gargoyle to life. However, they obviously didn’t have the last piece in the puzzle, and the creations died within days. As long as they didn’t figure the last part out, he didn’t see a need to go wading in.

      The real problem wasn’t the newborn gargoyles, though. It was the woman.

      He’d watched, his lip curled back into a tiny snarl, as the male human had left, leaving Cal and Iliona together. It hadn’t taken his brother long to pull the pretty little human into his arms. The sight of them kissing had sent a bolt of jealousy through Gran so complete and fierce that even thinking about it now brought a growl back to his lips.

      He didn’t trust humans, but he wanted that one. Bad.

      Not just for sex either. He’d liked the smile on her lips and had wondered if her hair was as soft as it looked. He’d wanted to pull her against him and see if her curves would fit as perfectly against the hardness of his body as he thought they would.

      “And Kulot offered him more fairy dust than he could snort in a year if he’d set the thing on her.”

      Gran’s attention was caught by a conversation behind him. The half-hidden table behind his booth was occupied. He hadn’t paid it much mind as he’d walked over, just enough to note that a pooka and a werewolf occupied it.

      “I didn’t realize Phil could even raise a wraith. Aren’t they difficult to control?”

      His eyes snapped open. Wraiths were serious shit. If that thing broke its captor’s control, the emergency room would be busy tonight, shortly followed by the morgue.

      “Yeah. Things are total motherfuckers. Just as likely to eat your face off as do as they’re told. But all he had to do was raise it, and drop it in her office with a little teleport spell. Job done. Pain in the ass PPA woman gone.”

      Shit. They were after Iliona.

      Launching himself to his feet, he almost trampled Mila as she headed toward the table with his drink.

      “Sorry, doll,” he apologized, spinning her around in a quick two-step move that would have done any dancer credit. “I gotta go. Put it on my tab, would ya?”

      Not waiting for her answer, he sped toward the door, dragging his cell out of his pocket and hitting the speed dial for Cal. One of them had to get to the PPA offices . . .

      Or Iliona Graham was a dead woman walking.
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      “Yeah, I really need to secure some funding for the expansion. We’re getting busier and busier. I just don’t have the space here for the extra staff we need.” Iliona had her cell tucked under her chin as she tapped away on her keyboard, scanning through emails at the same time.

      “Any luck with the different funding options?” Evie asked on the other end of the line. The rustle of paper and the slight echo of her voice told Iliona that her friend was also multitasking.

      “Nu-uh.” She shook her head, frowning as a subject line of an email caught her eye. More spam. Some days it seemed her in-box was crammed with the stuff, making important emails difficult to find. “Most were a bust. Waiting to hear back from one or two more . . .” She sighed. “I’m not expecting much, to be honest. Despite everyone saying they’re happy to help paranormals and the drive for paranormal rights . . . when it comes down to it . . . to actually doing something that will help.” She chuckled bitterly. “Yeah . . . they’re not interested.”

      Evie snorted on the other end of the phone. “Unless there’s some publicity, and they get their pictures online of course.”

      “I know, right?”

      A sound outside Iliona’s office caught her attention, and she frowned. It was late . . . The other staff had gone. Or should have anyway. She pulled the cell away from her ear and listened. There was definitely somebody moving around out there. Perhaps one of the office staff had come back? Probably forgotten something.

      “Evie,” she said. “I’m gonna call you back. Think someone came back into the office. I want to make sure everything’s okay.”

      “Sure thing, hon. Talk to you later.”

      Iliona slipped her cell into her back pocket as she rose from her seat. The door to her office was open, giving her a truncated view of the corridor. It turned left into the main office, and during the day, she could hear the hum of conversation. Now it was silent, apart from a small rustling that sounded like somebody going through drawers.

      “Hello?” she called out, moving toward the door. There was no answer. A chill meandered up her spine.

      “Is anybody there?” she called out again, pausing at the doorway to her office.

      As soon as the words were out of her mouth, echoing around the emptiness of the deserted office, she kicked herself. She’d seen more than her fair share of horror films. She usually screamed at the too-stupid-to-live heroines that of course someone was there. The question itself was a circular prophecy—the very act of asking ensured that there would be.

      The chill down her spine grew roots, reaching fingers around her rib cage to shorten her breath and kick her heart rate up. Silently, she reached for the emergency kit by the door. Her fingers wrapped around the iron-banded baton as she pulled the Glock from her shoulder. The days where someone could just wave a gun and frighten an intruder off were long gone. Ten years ago, everything that went bump in the night had not only come out of the closet, but out from under the bed, grave, and nightmares too. These days, anti-intruder kits contained silver for weres, iron for the fae, and garlic and stakes for the vamps, among other things.

      The Glock in one hand, she gripped the baton in the other, pointed down along her forearm. The entire staff had gone through Hand-to-Hand Training 101 with the elite of the armed forces. That had been before the real combat training had started. “How to Kill a Werewolf in Ten Gruesome and Violent Ways” had gone down as a treat in the office, while “Staking for Success” had been a laugh, despite the obvious marketing speak in the title.

      It was just a pity the instructor had known fuck-all about staking vamps. Given his impressive waistline, she’d suspected he was far more familiar with steaks of a different type. After they’d done the stuff the government recommended, they’d gotten the big boys in. No one could teach someone how to kill a vampire better than a vamp, and combat training with the were they’d brought in had given her a healthy dose of respect for the furries.

      She kicked her heels off before padding toward the front of the office—all the while aware that if Marion had forgotten to lock the front door again and it was a member of the public, she was going to look stupid as hell. The last thing she wanted was to end up with a charge of assault and battery, or at the very least, scaring the crap out of a poor, unsuspecting criminal . . . she shook her head at that. Be still her bleeding heart.

      The office was L-shaped with the offices hidden away in the corner. She liked it that way. It meant she could plaster her PC desktop with pictures of scantily clad men without anyone whining at her. Nothing worse than an office do-gooder preaching about sexual discrimination, or harassment, or whatever posting half-naked pictures of hunky men on a PC desktop was called. Sandra, one of the admin staff, called it scandalous. After the third lecture she’d gotten on the disintegrating morals of the younger generation, she’d learned how to trigger her screensaver with one key.

      There was a sound from around the corner. The scuff of a boot, papers being shuffled, drawers yanked open, and then slammed shut.

      Thieves looking for a cashbox? Iliona’s lips curled back from her teeth. Some little asshole was trying to rob them. Sure, it was just a cashbox, but it didn’t matter. Theft was theft. Theft hit the bottom line of the company. And if the company got into trouble, they’d have to let some of the staff go . . . most of whom were paranormals who couldn’t get another job. Anger ripped through her like wildfire. She’d always laughed at that expression in books before, but now she understood it. Starting small, a mere spark, it grew as realization dawned and tore through her with explosive force.

      “Stop right there, you fucking asshole!”

      She stepped around the corner and leveled the Glock, sure she was facing a human. Paranormals had bigger fish to fry than trying to rob an office for its cashbox. Most of them, like vampires, were old enough to have amassed fortunes of their own, or like the wolves, simply didn’t care about money unless it could buy them land to escape from humanity. Brownies didn’t steal. They sat there to count the stuff, which, since they had a fetish about double-entry bookkeeping, could be a help. You just had to leave them some paper.

      “Stop right there. Oh, fuck—”

      She got a quick impression of a hulking figure before it turned. There was a flash of green where its eyes should have been. It grew, shoulders filling out to the size of a barn as it turned toward her. Her heart hammered, body registering the danger even if her mind refused to.

      “You stay where you are, mister.” She waved the useless Glock as if to warn it off. What the fuck was it? She’d heard of the green-eyed monster, but this was ridiculous. “These are silver—”

      It moved quicker than her brain said was possible. No surprise. There was no way it could be human. Backing up, she stumbled over her own feet, firing rapidly as she went down on her ass. Hard. The bullets had no effect, the creature looming over her. Its fetid breath, like rotten meat and sulfur, made her skin crawl. It roared, and she flinched. Her ears rang. Any moment she expected claws and teeth to rip through her skin like rice paper. Then a sound came from behind the creature dry humping her legs.

      A second later there was the meaty sound of flesh tearing. She tensed, waiting for the pain to kick in. A whimper escaped her lips, like the sound of a wounded animal with no place left to go. There was no pain. No pain meant it was bad. Very bad. Something warm, wet, and icky dripped onto her shoulder a second before the creature was torn from her.

      Flung across the room, it thudded against the wall and slid down into a small heap on the floor. The landscape that’d been mounted there dropped with it, crashing down over its head to dangle around its shoulders like a fancy necklace. Iliona blinked as she recognized the signs.

      “Oh shit. Wraith.”

      Lurching to her feet, she reacquired her aim, her hands shaking. Its eyes blinked and closed as it slid sideways. A second later, it disappeared in a puff of magic and smoke. She staggered a little, relief surging through her. There was no way she could win against a wraith, and she knew it. Before she could hit the floor, though, a pair of strong arms closed around her from behind and hauled her up against a broad chest. Harder than human, encased in skin like warmed marble . . . she breathed a sigh of relief as she recognized the touch of a gargoyle.

      “Cal,” she breathed, wrapping her arms around his neck and holding on for dear life.

      Breathing a deep sigh of relief, she nestled closer and tried to forget whatever flavor of nastiness had just tried to get his jollies with her and not in a good way. More in a way that would leave her a bloody smear on the floor. As always, Cal was warm and solid, and his arms around her felt like a haven from the rest of the world. A surge of heat hit her broadside, and suddenly the only thing in the world that mattered were his kisses.

      He jumped as she ran her lips across his neck, and she smiled. No doubt he was a little surprised at her getting amorous after she’d almost become wraith-chow. But didn’t people who’d been through a life-threatening situation often want to eat everything in sight or have sex? Something about primal drives. She didn’t know, didn’t care. All she cared about was getting his lips on hers.

      Nibbling lightly, she worked her way down and smiled against his skin as the thick length of his cock hardened and pressed against her. Chuckling against his neck, she slid her hand between them to stroke along the solid length of his cock. Despite herself, her eyes widened. Damn if he didn’t feel bigger every time she touched him. Could they change the proportions of their bodies? Because, hot damn, his cock felt huge. Definitely bigger than when he’d pressed against her the other night.

      “Didn’t realize offices did it for you,” she murmured against his neck, fumbling with his belt buckle. Screw slow seduction, she needed him now. Sooner. Yeah, so there had been a dead para a few feet away, but screw that. She needed some life-affirming sex right there with her gargoyle man.

      “Iliona? Are you okay?” Cal asked, which brought another smile to his lips. Her hand and lips paused. There was one problem with the picture . . . The guy she was touching wasn’t the one who’d spoken.

      “Fuck!”

      Heart pounding, she shoved away as though she’d been burned. Three rapid steps backward and she was stopped by the edge of Sandra’s desk, knocking into it so hard the plant on the corner did a crazy two-step. She ignored it in favor of looking up at the guy whose cock she’d been getting up close and personal with. The guy she’d thought was Cal.

      “Fuck. Me.”

      Her eyes must’ve been as wide as dinner plates as she stared up at him, widening farther when Cal came to stand level. They were freaking twins. The only difference she could see—other than the dress sense—was that the new guy was slightly broader in the shoulders.

      “I’m Gran.” The new guy cocked an eyebrow, the heat disappearing from the blue eyes she was used to seeing on his . . . brother? Cal had said gargoyles weren’t born, so could they have siblings? Whether they could or couldn’t, being watched by two sets of identical eyes was disconcerting as fuck. She didn’t get time to frame a reply before Cal turned to glower at the newcomer. She waited, but neither spoke.

      Belatedly, she remembered that between themselves, they were telepathic. Which made sense. When someone spent most of their time unmoving on a building, it stood to reason they would develop some way of communicating. Being stuck in your own head for that long . . . you’d go stir crazy. She’d never seen a gargoyle freak out before, but she could imagine it wasn’t a pretty sight.

      Finally, she got bored with them staring into each other’s baby blues.

      “Hey, stone guys! How about a little explanation for the freaky doppelganger thing you got going on here?”
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      Cal turned back to Iliona, forced to hide his smile. She stood there, her hands planted on her hips and a mulish expression on her face as she looked from him to Gran and back again.

      “Well?” she demanded, her voice firm, but he could hear the waver in it. See the tremor in her lip. When he’d received his brother’s voice mail message saying that she was in danger, his blood had turned to ice. He and Gran had run into wraiths in the past. While they didn’t pose a danger to gargoyles, no human stood a chance against them. They’d lost many villagers during a bad winter in the 1750s, all wraith victims. Tracking the creature had been made harder by the vicious weather that year, the few tracks such a creature left destroyed by the ice.

      All the way across the city he’d been terrified that he’d be too late. That he’d arrive to a scene of horror . . . to Iliona already locked in the embrace of the wraith, her skin and eyes draining of color as it buried its sharpened finger bones through her rib cage and into her heart. Crashing through the door, he’d pulled up sharply, staggering in relief as he spotted her, alive and well, wrapped in his brother’s arms.

      Gran cut him off with a glare. “You can explain it. And for God’s sake, get your girlfriend somewhere safe before something else comes after her, would you?”

      With that, he was gone, leaving the two of them looking after him as the door crashed shut. Cal turned toward Iliona, to find her looking at him.

      “Oh my God . . . I touched his dick,” she whispered, her expression shocked.

      He braced himself for the rush of jealousy at the reminder that she’d been kissing and touching another man. But it didn’t arrive. Instead, heat rolled through him, his cock semihard in his pants. The thought of her and Gran together turned him on more than he could have imagined. Quickly, he shoved the thought down and locked it away. They might have shared women in the past, but he doubted Iliona was into anything like that.

      She looked at him, and the carefully constructed mask broke, shattered apart as she ran a shaking hand through her hair. “I kissed him, but he wasn’t you.”

      Shit. He reached out and pulled her into his arms.

      “Shhh . . . it’s okay,” he murmured, giving in to the temptation to drop a kiss onto the top of her head. “There was no way you’d have known.”

      “But . . .” She shook her head, tension and distress in her voice. “I should have known. I’m good with people. I’m used to paranormals. I should have been able to tell. My God, you must think I’m—”

      He stopped her with a finger over her lips. “Honestly, it’s okay. There’s no way you could have known. We’re identical.” His lips quirked at the corner. “With our clothes on anyway.”

      She paused at that, a little frown appearing as a furrow between her brows. “Why? Does he have an extra nipple or something?”

      Cal rejoiced at the return of a smile in her eyes, banishing the panic and worry that had been there. He didn’t blame her. From what he knew of humans, most men would have reacted badly to finding his woman in his brother’s arms.

      Was she his . . . Could he count one heated incident in her kitchen, albeit interrupted, and a kiss on a demolition site as the start of a relationship? More, the start of the relationship between a paranormal man and a human woman. The pro-human elitists would have a fucking field day if they got hold of it.

      Yes, he decided as he lifted a hand and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. Yes, she was definitely his. Every primal male instinct within him insisted on it, wanted to roar their defiance to the sky and to any other who thought they could claim her.

      “No,” he said, chuckling. “No third nipple. Nothing so exciting. He has a scar, from here to here.” He drew a line across his pec. “Some villagers with pitchforks . . . That sort of shit happens. Or did back then. Thankfully not so much now. And that”—he smiled and tapped her on the end of the nose gently—“is down to people like you. The ones who are trying to make a change for people like me.”

      She nodded, a pleased look in her eyes, and finally smiled softly. “I do try . . . You know, because of what I did before?”

      “I know, love.” He pulled her against him tightly again and dropped a kiss on the top of her head. “I know. Now let’s get you home, shall we?”
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      He didn’t have to twist Iliona’s arm on that one. She was all for getting out of there as quickly as possible. She called Cooper and informed him of the attack in the office. Warlock born and bred, he’d assured her that he would deal with it and ramp up the wards that were already in place. Reassured that nobody else would be attacked, she let Cal take her home.

      He didn’t let go of her hand all the way back to her apartment building. And to be honest, she didn’t even think of arguing. It felt nice. The strength in his fingers, the warmth of his touch, and the soft calluses on his palm . . . all screamed safety and security.

      Their relationship seemed to have reached a crux point, every moment alive with possibility. And tension. Awareness arced between them as he held the elevator door open for her.

      She murmured her thanks, pressing far closer as she squeezed through the gap than she needed to. His breathing caught, the soft hitch doing things to her that should have been illegal. Hell . . . he only had to stand there to trigger reactions deep within. Men like him should come with a warning label.

      This was the second time she’d been saved from something nonhuman, and though it hadn’t been Cal who had saved her, it had been his brother. Who was identical . . .

      Guilt rolled through her. She should have been able to tell the two apart. She’d been kissing his brother for heaven’s sake. He’d smelled so damn good, felt so good . . . She pushed the thought away again. She’d only come on to him because of his resemblance to Cal. If he’d looked different there was no way she would have made that mistake. No way she would have been all over him like a bad rash. No way at all.

      “Para slut.”

      The hissed whisper came from Mrs. Johnson’s door, a single eye visible through the open crack, glaring at them with hatred. When she spotted them looking, she slammed the door shut. It rattled in the frame, and a few flakes of plaster fluttered down from the wall above it.

      Iliona gritted her teeth, opening her mouth to apologize to Cal—again—for her para-phobic neighbor. Before she could get a word out, though, anger welled up like a rush of fire in her throat. No, she wouldn’t apologize. Not again.

      “At least I’m getting some,” she lifted her voice to call out, making sure it would carry through the thick wood of the door. No doubt the vitriolic old woman had her ear pressed against the other side anyway. “Lots. All night long. With him and his brother.”

      At Cal’s look, she shrugged. “She already thinks the worst of me. Even before I had anything to do with paranormals, she told everyone who would listen about the orgies in my apartment. Might as well give her something to gossip about . . . Maybe she’ll leave poor old Mr. Warren at the end of the hall alone.”

      Cal grinned as they reached her door, hustling her through it as soon as she’d opened it. His bigger body corralled hers, a large hand shutting the door behind them as he turned her around.

      “All night, huh?” He breathed against her lips, pressing her back against the cool wood. “We’d better get some practice in then, eh?”

      “Oh God, yes,” she murmured, expecting him to kiss her, but he didn’t. Instead, he stroked a finger down the side of her neck, flirting with the edge of her collarbone before sliding down farther to the top button of her shirt. Holding her gaze, he flicked the top button open, then the next and the next, until her shirt fell open. Not looking down, he traced the line of the collar down, parting it over the generous mound of her breast.

      Her breath caught in her throat as he slid his finger into the cup of her bra, pulling the soft lace away to expose her to his hungry gaze. Only then did he look down at her, and the near-savage needy expression on his face was the hottest thing she’d ever seen.

      “Beautiful,” he murmured, bending his head to claim her lips. His big hand, skin warm and slightly rough, closed around her naked breast at the same time as he palmed her. She murmured in pleasure and arched into his touch. She wanted more . . . no, she needed more.

      And more he gave her. His tongue swept against her lower lip, and she gasped. Moving closer, he rolled his thumb against her erect nipple and deepened the kiss. His tongue stroked along hers. Hot. Wet. Wanton. The kiss turned from slow to frantic. Torrid and openmouthed. Claiming her mouth as she wanted him to claim her body. She kissed him back with equal fervor, her hand sliding between them as he teased her nipple between his thumb and forefinger.

      She cupped him through his jeans. He was huge. The thick bar of his cock pressed insistently against her hand as she stroked him, and a shiver of heat washed through her veins. Fumbling with his belt buckle, she managed to get it open and slid a hand down inside his jeans. The thick, steely length of his cock filled her hand, and she moaned in pleasure. His free hand slid down her curves, over her hip, to press between her legs. Her clit throbbed in response as he rubbed her through her pants.

      “More,” she broke away from the kiss to demand.

      He chuckled, but the dark heat in his eyes swamped any amusement. His eyelids half closed as she worked his cock in the open fly of his jeans, and he reached down to unzip her pants. She shivered again, anticipation drawing her out onto a knife’s edge as he dealt with her zipper and slid his hand into her panties.

      He lifted one hand to brace against the door as the fingers of the other stroked between her pussy lips. She bit her lip as his fingertips skated through the slickness there. He didn’t speak, the small catch in his breath enough as he began to stroke her. Touching and teasing, circling and rubbing over the small pearl of her clit, he drove her arousal higher and higher. She wasn’t idle either, stroking him from root to tip, and then alternating with sweeping her finger over the thick, bulbous head of his cock. It was a game of one-upmanship, to see who could take the most without cracking.

      She moved, altering her position against the wood and parting her thighs a little more as her hips got in on the action, rocking against him subconsciously. Anything to get more of the delicious sensations he was causing. Her strokes over his cock became more erratic, slower, as her own tension increased. She couldn’t think, couldn’t do anything other than react to his clever fingers.

      Her climax hit her like a bullet, out of the blue. One moment she’d thought she had a handle on it and the next moment it crashed over and through her, robbing her of breath as she gasped and shattered apart. Clinging to his strong wrist as he worked her clit, she rode the waves, her face buried against the strong curve of his neck and her hands curled around his arms. He continued his attentions, claiming her lips as he eased her through it. He dragged her release out until she started to rise again, the tension recoiling in her body and her hips moving restlessly against his hand.

      She broke the kiss to leave a trail of them across the stubble on his jaw and down his neck. “Shall we take this to the bedroom?” she whispered the suggestion and then yelped as something hard and heavy hit the door behind her.

      The blow was so hard it jolted her forward, shoving her into his arms.

      “What the hell?” She looked at him in shock, and then they both looked at the door as it was hit again, accompanied by the sound of splintering wood as the frame gave a little.

      Cal’s face drained of the sexy look, becoming harder and more feral as he drew a deep breath in.

      “Redcaps,” he snarled, yanking his hand from her pants and doing up his with lightning speed. “Fuck knows how many . . . smells like a lot. We’ve got to get out of here. Now!”
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      She stumbled backward as Cal pushed her away from the door. It lurched again, the wood of the frame splintering more, and a manic cackle from the other side made her blood freeze.

      Redcaps were some of the nastiest paranormals out there. Murderous and malevolent, the caps they wore were supposedly soaked in the blood of their victims. She wasn’t quite sure that was the case, but there was no way she wanted to test the theory.

      “Is there another way out?” Cal grabbed her by the upper arms, forcing her to look at him instead of at the door in horrified fascination. His expression was tight. He was more concerned than she’d ever seen him, even after he’d faced down the demon the other night. But a demon was just one enemy, and redcaps ran in packs.

      She nodded. “The window.”

      Pulling from his grasp, she dashed down the short hallway toward the main room. Not a moment too soon. There was a splintering of wood behind them, a panel of the door giving in. She cast a glance over her shoulder. Thick, muscled arms with taloned fingers shoved through the gap, clawing and scrabbling at whatever they could reach.

      She slid to her knees on the carpet beside the coffee table, reaching beneath it to grab for the SIG underneath.

      “Come on!” Cal’s hard hand around her upper arm hauled her to her feet almost before her fingers had a purchase on the weapon. His jaw tightened as he spotted it in her hand, already half dragging her to the window. “That won’t help. There are too many of them.”

      “Way to go, Captain Obvious,” she hissed back, undeterred as she took aim at the front door, visible from the window down the short corridor.

      The gargoyle hissed in frustration and jacked the window open, indicating with a jerk of his head for her to go first. Before she could move, though, the front door burst open and redcaps spilled into the apartment with bloodthirsty cries of triumph.

      They were small, wizened old men with more muscles than a room full of gym bunnies. No one could mistake them for human, though. Their eyes were too large and glowed red. The fingers wrapped around the handles of the vicious-looking pikestaffs they carried were topped with eaglelike talons. Long hair flowed over their shoulders from under the red caps that gave them their names, and the iron boots they wore were already trashing her expensive wooden floor.

      “Assholes,” she hissed, lifting the SIG and firing into the mass as they streamed into the room. Most glared at her, big red eyes already fixed on her and Cal as they lunged forward to attack. She fired at their knees, hoping to shatter joints and at least disable them or slow them down a little. The weapons stashed in the apartment were loaded one in six. In every six bullets, five were normal and one was silver just in case she had to face down a werewolf. She didn’t know what kind of bullet would take out a red. Maybe a 50 cal . . . but that would put a serious crimp in the day of pretty much anything, even a dragon.

      She hit three, their legs buckling beneath them. They went down with screams of fury, trying to crawl toward her with murder in their eyes.

      “We don’t have time for this,” Cal yelled and grabbed her around the waist, climbing through the window while she was still shooting. She kept her aim on the window as he clambered along the narrow ledge toward the fire escape on the side of the building, firing a couple of rounds off each time a redcap poked his head around the corner. The frustrated screaming was music to her ears, and she grinned. Then she made the mistake of turning her head to look at Cal. He tilted her just at that moment, twisting around to jump onto the fire escape, and she found herself dangling over the drop looking at the ground twelve stories below.

      Shit. It was a long way down. Made of living stone, he’d survive such a fall, but she wouldn’t. She clenched her teeth and squeezed her eyes shut, holding in the scream of terror that wanted to escape. A second later, he swung her around, and she felt the metal of the fire escape beneath her feet.

      “Move, move, move!” he ordered, pushing her ahead of him toward the ladders. Battle cries and bloodthirsty screams told her that the redcaps were making their way out of the window. She didn’t bother looking. The SIG was almost out now so it would be useless. Shoving it in the back of her waistband, she grabbed the ladder, clambering down as quickly as she could.

      Spots of rust on the metal ripped at the palms of her hands. More than once, her feet slipped on the wet rungs, but she daren’t slow down. Not with so many redcaps on their tail. Their screams were increasing in volume, and she frowned, looking down.

      “Shit,” she breathed, stopping so quickly Cal nearly trod on her fingers.

      The fire escape below them was crowded with more redcaps, malevolent cackles rising as they climbed steadily upward. She looked up, beyond Cal, and sure enough the metal structure above them was filled with the evil little creatures as well.

      “Fucking hell, we’re trapped.” Arm wrapped through a rung of the ladder, she looked around. The windows nearest to them on this building were shuttered, security measures it would take Cal time to break through. And even if he did, and they could escape, they’d likely put other people in danger from the redcaps. No, they had to lead them away . . .

      Her gaze fell on the building opposite. An office block, it was deserted now, the windows blank and dark . . . But more importantly, this high up they didn’t have security grills. Letting go, she jumped onto the next landing, the metal shaking slightly under her feet.

      “What are you playing at?” Cal asked, landing next to her with a heavier thump.

      She backed right up, hands flat against the brick wall of the building, and gauged the distance between them. “We can make it,” she told him, nodding toward the other window. After lifting the SIG, she fired at the window opposite, shattering the glass, and started to run.

      She didn’t make three steps before a hard arm grabbed her around the waist, and then they were airborne.
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      She was nuts. Absolutely freaking nuts.

      Cal was frozen in place as it registered what she was about to do. Leaping off the fire escape through the shattered window was a good plan, if a little crazy for a human. She didn’t have the senses he did. In the moment between her firing and the window shattering, he spotted movement in the darkness beyond the window. Only a creature with excellent night sight would have been able to spot swirling shadows and displaced air of a teleportation spell.

      He didn’t wait for it to complete. With redcaps above and below them, it was a good chance that whoever had sent them had also supplied them with magic. Taking two steps, he grabbed Iliona around the waist and launched himself off the fire escape. As soon as his feet left the metal structure, he shifted, his stone form exploding from his human one. Bones popped and cracked, and liquid stone spread over his skin, hardening it and giving it the rough texture that made his hide virtually impenetrable.

      Grabbing the support strut of the fire escape with his free hand, he used gravity and momentum to swing them both up and out. They flew through the air, Iliona’s soft gasp ringing in his ears as she clutched his arm. He didn’t blame her being scared. Most humans didn’t swing between buildings like some kind of comic book hero. That tended to be reserved for his kind.

      They landed on the corner of the building opposite, his claws gaining purchase on the brickwork and then he started to climb upward. Once on the roof, they could make their escape across the city. Jabbering and cackles behind them warned him, and he ducked to the side as arrows punched into the stone by his head. He snarled, whipping his head around. The redcaps had archers among them. Shit. He doubled his speed, leaping whole floors at a time to try to outrun them. Another volley of arrows punched into the brickwork narrowly missing his precious cargo.

      Iliona screamed, trying to cover her head with one arm and hold on to him with the other. Her legs bicycled wildly in the air, and for a second, he felt guilty, knowing his arm around her stomach had to be uncomfortable.

      He put it from his mind. Nothing he could do about it now, except just hold on and move as fast as he could.

      More arrows flew, grazing his stone-armored shoulder. He hissed, recoiling from the burning fire that drew a line across his skin. That volley hadn’t come from behind. It had come from above. His lips curled back from his teeth in a hiss as he looked up. Redcap faces scowled down at him from the roof.

      Fuck. Somehow, the little assholes had gotten ahead of them.

      A growl rumbled up from the center of his chest, spilling from the corners of his lips as he looked all around. But everywhere he looked, leering faces stared back at him. There was no way out. They were trapped. A sinking feeling in his chest, he looked down toward the ground. He could make it, but the jolt as they landed would break Iliona’s spine or crush her ribs. Neither was acceptable.

      Think . . . think, he told himself firmly. They weren’t dead yet, which meant they had a chance. Gripping the brickwork with one hand, he shifted Iliona in his arms so she was cradled against his chest and protected by his stone body.

      “Don’t worry,” he managed, speech mangled by his heavy fangs. “I’ll get you out of this. I promise.”

      The trouble was he had no idea how he was going to keep that promise . . .
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      He was falling in love with Iliona Graham.

      “Fuck!” Gran swore and punched the wall. The rough brickwork cut into his knuckles, splitting the skin. Divorced from his own body, he looked at the wound dispassionately. Blood flowed from the split human skin, the white of bone visible in the tattered flesh. There was no pain, not from his hand anyway. The ragged hole in the center of his chest overwhelmed all else.

      He watched without blinking as his body reacted to the injury. The skin hardened and became liquid stone, flowing over his knuckles and sealing the wound. For their kind, self-harm wasn’t an option. Suicide even less so. Even if he threw himself under a bus or a high-speed train, his body would attempt to heal him. Eventually it would manage it. It might take years . . . But he would heal. Whether he wanted to was an entirely different matter.

      Turning, he leaned back against the wall and slid down it, burying his face in his hands in despair. He was only a few streets away from the PPA offices, anger and fear driving him away, guiding his feet until he’d found an empty alleyway. He was falling in love with Iliona . . . and it was all wrong.

      She’d felt so right in his arms. So soft and curvy, pressing up against him and fitting against him perfectly. He closed his eyes, a shiver running down his spine and his cock jerking to attention at the memory of her soft lips on his skin. He’d responded then as well, his cock so hard he’d practically burst out of his jeans. Then she’d touched him, and every primal male instinct within him had roared for him to claim her. Tear her jeans down, bend her over the desk, and fill her sweet pussy with the thick length of his cock. He gasped at the thought, already able to feel the silken walls gripping him tightly.

      “Fuck!” he growled again, his vocabulary restricted to just one word.

      He wasn’t in love with Iliona Graham. His brother was. But that didn’t mean anything because he didn’t have a choice in the matter. Had never had a choice in the matter. His deepest, darkest secret had come back to haunt him.

      He and Cal shared a soul.

      He’d never told Cal, never intended to. Even for gargoyles they were freaks. Unable to find a second victim for his experiments, their creator had used what he had. Granite. Or rather, what was within him. He’d split the soul in Gran again to create Calcite.

      It had been excruciating. Like having hot knives pare his internal organs away from his spine or his skin flayed in a thousand tiny bites.

      Thankfully, Cal remembered nothing of it. Gran had always told him he’d been slow to wake, which was why he’d never seen his soul’s previous body.

      He had because the first thing he’d seen had been Gran.

      How, after hundreds of years, could he tell his brother the truth? That they were linked, one soul residing in two different bodies? That whatever Gran felt, so too would Cal. Whoever Cal fell in love with . . .

      He would leave the city. Tonight.

      He’d head up to the Arctic. It was a long journey, but a traditional retreat for those of the paranormal persuasion sick of the human world. Unlike humans, most of them could handle the cold and knew enough to realize that anyone up there wasn’t looking for company.

      Pushing himself to his feet with renewed purpose, he turned to leave the alley. He had made three steps before a bellow of fury and challenge echoed across the city.

      It was the roar of a gargoyle. A male. He’d know it anywhere. It was his brother. Cal was in trouble, lots of trouble by the sound of it.

      Gran froze in place, turning his head to listen for where the sound came from. It came again, and he spun on his heel, isolating the direction. Then he began to run.

      It didn’t take him long to find them. Although made of stone, gargoyles were fast and agile, particularly over rooftops and buildings, the domain they’d been created to inhabit. It was their natural habitat, and they ruled it like a lion did his pride. And they were just as ferocious, something their creators had failed to consider. If they hadn’t bound their creations with magic, gargoyle kind would have hunted them to the ends of the earth.

      Perched high on a building a block over, Gran easily spotted his brother and Iliona. They’d been penned in by redcaps. Cal clung to the side of the building, doing his best to shield the small human woman with his bigger stone body.

      They had no way out.

      Fear almost held Gran immobile. Fear up through his veins at the threat to Iliona. Redcaps were small in stature but vicious and nasty. They couldn’t be reasoned with and were just as likely to turn on a friend as a foe, all for the joy of the kill.

      He had to save her. The thought broke him from his frozen spell, and he roared, bellowing his fury to the sky. These assholes were threatening the woman he loved. She might belong to his brother, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t love her until the day he died.
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      Her life was over. Done. She was either going to become a red, bloody smear over the wall behind her or fall to her death, her body shattered and broken on the concrete many stories down. Option three was even less appealing—filled with redcap arrows until she resembled a grisly porcupine.

      She hadn’t even known they had archers, but they were devastatingly accurate, keeping Cal pinned in place easily. With the positions they’d taken, if he moved, even slightly, it would leave her exposed. One of them took a potshot at her.

      “Let me go,” she begged Cal. “Save yourself.”

      She stroked her fingers over his stone jaw, and he looked down at her. His eyes were filled with worry as she sheltered in his protective embrace.

      “No,” he growled, jaw jutting out stubbornly.

      His face in this form seemed strange to her at first, but the more she saw it, the more she liked it. Unlike other paranormals, whose alternative forms often looked nothing like their human one, Cal in his gargoyle form still looked like Cal. The same features but more pronounced. Stronger cheekbones, a heavy jaw, and a clifflike brow bone were joined by small horns on his head. His former muscular build was dwarfed by his stone one, and she was endlessly fascinated by his wings and tail.

      Pity she’d never get a chance to check them out more.

      “I’m going to let go,” he warned her. “If we can make it to the ground.”

      She wasn’t an idiot. By “we,” he meant her.

      A roar split the air behind them, and she flinched, convinced that some new enemy had joined the fight. As if the redcaps weren’t enough. But Cal’s head whipped up and around, hope in his eyes. He opened his mouth and bellowed back, the wordless sound obviously some kind of communication.

      To whom, though, she had no idea.

      “Cal?” she asked, but his attention was elsewhere. Before she could take another breath, he swung from the brickwork on one hand, hefting her in the other, and then, unbelievably, threw her into the air.

      She screamed, a sound of pure terror from the very depths of her soul as she fell. The air around her became thick with flying arrows, the redcaps screaming in triumph. She closed her eyes, squeezing them tightly so as not to see the ground rushing up to dash the life from her.

      She hit something hard and screamed again, trying to grab on to it. Unbelievably, a strong arm wrapped around her waist, and she opened her eyes to find herself held against a broad, stony chest.

      “Oh my God, Gran,” she gasped, wrapping her arms around his neck as he leaped through the air. His taloned feet touched down on a window ledge of the building across the way from her apartment, but then he pushed off again. She closed her eyes as they flew, feeling every jolt as Gran landed on a building or swung from a parapet onto another rooftop. She daren’t look. The speed they were traveling at was dizzying, and the last thing she wanted was to throw up down her rescuer’s back.

      It seemed like an eternity before, finally, he stopped. She heard the squeal of a window being raised, and then he adjusted his hold on her to climb through it.

      Opening her eyes, she found a small apartment. Two ratty couches were set in front of the old TV. Open doors of the room revealed a small kitchenette and a couple of bedrooms. But they didn’t hold her attention. Instead, she turned to look at Gran.

      “Where are we?” she demanded.

      He straightened up, watching her all the time as his stone form folded back into his human one. She gasped, hand over her mouth, fascinated by the display.

      “At my place. Are you hurt?” he asked, surging forward to grab her by the upper arms. His keen gaze swept over her, obviously looking for injuries.

      “No, no . . . I’m good, thanks to you,” she managed with a small smile, trying to make the events of the last ten minutes make sense in her head.

      “Good,” he bit out, yanking her against him and covering her mouth with his.
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      She froze in his arms, hands clawed against his strong biceps. She knew she should resist. It was Gran, not Cal. She knew that. Even though he looked like his brother, he wasn’t. His lips moved over hers, hard and demanding . . . the kiss raw in its intensity.

      She whimpered, the tiny sound lost under the onslaught. She should resist, but he felt so good. His hand slid down the curve of her back, cupping her ass, and he yanked her up hard against him. She gasped at the thick evidence of his desire for her against her soft stomach, and he took the opportunity to slide his tongue deep into her mouth.

      Her hands clawed, her body still rigid as she tried to push him away. This was wrong. She should resist, but it was hard to remember why when his tongue stroked against hers. Tangled with it. Demanded a response. She should say no. They looked so similar that no one would blame her if she said she couldn’t tell which brother it was.

      But she could tell the difference. Despite the fact they were identical, she could tell. It was there in the way that they kissed and in the way they held her close to their harder than human bodies. Cal was heat and need, tempered with a sweet gentleness even when desire rode him hard—a slow burn that was smooth and intense. Whereas Gran was just as hot, but more demanding—spiky, edgy heat that exploded like an inferno through her veins.

      She whimpered again as he rocked his hips against her, his hand buried in the hair at the nape of her neck. He tilted her head for better access to her lips, demanded she respond to him. His growl of pleasure and need broke her control. Every cell in her body clamored to respond to him, demanded that she did. Before she realized what she was doing, her hands had slid up his broad shoulders, tangling in the short hair at the back of his head.

      The kiss was hot, scorching hot . . . openmouthed and erotic as she pressed closer, parting her legs as he thrust a hard thigh between them. He lifted her slightly so she was forced to ride his thigh, a whimper in the back of her throat as the friction rubbed her needy clit, sending spirals of pleasure through her body.

      She lost all sense of time and place. All that mattered was him, his lips on hers, and his hands on her body.

      Then the sound of the window opening behind them brought her to her senses like a dash of cold water had been dumped all over her. She gasped, tearing herself away so quickly and violently she tumbled backward. With a horrified look, she saw Cal climbing through the window, his hard gaze flicking between the two of them. There was no hiding it. No hiding what they’d been doing. So she didn’t even try.

      “Cal . . . I’m so sorry,” she whispered, reaching a hand out toward him. She didn’t know what else to say. There was no excuse. None. She knew the difference between the brothers, and she’d wanted, no, needed to kiss Gran.

      Cal ignored her hand, and she swallowed the tiny sound of distress at the small hurt as he squared up to his brother.

      “Granite?” Cal’s voice had dropped from the near human timbre she usually heard to something so deep that it almost hurt her ears. Like a grating so far inside no amount of cotton buds would reach and itch it.

      The two gargoyles faced each other, locking gazes. She watched as they grew taller and their shoulders broadened, stone flowing over their skin and hardening it. Tension mounted between them, the potential for violence hanging in the air like the crackle of static electricity.

      “Please, no. Don’t do this,” she begged, getting in between them.

      A hand on each clifflike chest, she tried to push them apart. Or at the very least, stop them from attacking each other. Either one of them could have snapped her in two like a twig without breaking a sweat. Her heart ached, bleeding, that she was the cause of anger between them. She didn’t want that. Had never wanted that.

      “Why?” Cal asked.

      To her surprise, he sounded more curious than angry. His big hand closed around her wrist, but not to push it away as she expected. Instead, he held it in place, his thumb gently stroking the skin on the inside. Her gaze flickered up to his stony face, and she was forced to bite back a gasp as tension of a different kind flowed between them.

      She was a slut. How the hell could she be getting turned on when two men were about to fight over her?

      “Why do you think?” Gran snapped back, his voice full of anger and something else.

      Pain. Loneliness. Frustration.

      Her heart ached for him as she recognized each, and all she wanted to do was wrap him up in her arms. Comfort him. The pull to touch him, to stroke her fingers over his skin was as strong as her need to touch Cal. This time the small sound she made was one of distress. The need for both of them, at the same time, was wrong. Wasn’t it?

      “I don’t know.” Cal’s voice was filled with the same confusion that rolled through Iliona. She had no idea why Gran had kissed her, especially when he called her Cal’s girlfriend. Most paranormals were highly possessive, so it didn’t make sense. She’d assumed gargoyles were the same. Cal and Gran were the only two examples that she’d had anything to do with, though, so . . . perhaps they were different?

      “Because you’re in love with her, that’s why!”

      Gran broke away with a cry of frustration, his gargoyle form receding until he was just a man. Shoving his hand through his short hair, he paced the room like a tiger on the prowl. Iliona was caught by the predatory grace of his movements, the way the heavy muscles slid over his frame and the potential for violence in every line of his body.

      “So because I am, you have to try to steal her away?”

      This time she couldn’t just hear the hurt in Cal’s voice, she could feel it. It radiated from his pores and vibrated through his skin. She moved her fingers to gently rub his chest, trying to comfort him.

      “No! You don’t get it!” Gran’s expression was anguished as he whipped around to face them, his voice a cry. “Because you are, I am! I can’t help it. We share the same soul . . . When you love, I love. There’s nothing I can do about it, and it’s tearing me apart.”

      “What?” Cal still sounded confused, his expression matching. “That’s not possible . . . We were created at the same time, yes, but you can’t make two gargoyles from one soul.”

      Iliona looked at Gran. He locked gazes with her, his expression open, and she could see directly down to his soul. There was pain, anguish, and something else. Something within her own heart clicked and shifted, as though it were locking into place.

      “Yes. Yes . . . You can,” she breathed as she realized the truth. “Somehow you can.”

      She took a step toward Gran.

      He watched her warily as she grew closer, a wretched hope in his eyes that almost broke her heart. Like he wanted to believe but expected to be rejected and turned away anyway.

      She didn’t let go of Cal, though. Her hand slid through the grasp of his until their fingers entwined. She came to a standstill in front of Gran and looked up into his handsome face.

      “He feels the same,” she said aloud. To him, to Cal, to herself . . . She wasn’t quite sure whom the words were for, but they hung in the air between them all. “You kiss differently, but here inside.” She tapped the center of her chest, right over where her heart beat erratically. “Here . . . you feel the same.”

      She reached for Gran, her fingertips whispering over his jaw. The stubble there rasped against the soft skin of her fingers. He hadn’t shaved for a few days, and she shivered, wondering how that would feel against the skin elsewhere on her body.

      His hands snapped out to capture hers in an iron grip.

      “Don’t play games with me,” he begged, his voice little more than a growl. “Don’t touch me if . . .”

      “If what?” she challenged, turning her hand and easily breaking his grip.

      For all his snarling, she knew it was all bluster. He wouldn’t hurt her. She’d seen inside his soul and glimpsed his deepest secret. He wanted to be loved and was scared that nobody ever would.

      “If . . .” His Adam’s apple worked as he swallowed. “Don’t touch me if you don’t mean it.”

      His gaze flicked over her head to Cal behind her, and this time she could almost hear the communication between them.

      “I never knew . . .” Cal breathed, an edge of anguish in his voice. Iliona stepped aside as he reached for his brother, bringing the other man in for a bear hug. “Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

      Gran closed his eyes, a shudder rolling through his big body as he held on as though Cal was his only lifeline in a stormy sea. “I felt it. When he tore the soul inside me apart,” he whispered, his voice hoarse. “The worst pain you’ve ever felt right inside you, when you can’t get away from it. I screamed and screamed, but it made no difference. He tore . . . me down the center, and then half of me was you.”

      “I’m sorry . . .” Cal breathed, cupping Gran’s face and making him look up to meet his eyes. “I never knew. I thought . . . The body my soul had come from had just been moved before I woke.”

      Gran shook his head. “I didn’t want you to feel guilty for my suffering, so I told you that you were slow to wake.”

      “I wasn’t, was I?” Realization rang in Cal’s voice, and Gran shook his head again.

      “No. You were awake instantly, as soon as he put the soul . . . the half of the soul . . . in your stone form.”

      Iliona kept quiet, aware that this was a very intimate moment and not wanting to intrude. Her heart wept for the two gargoyles, not brothers but something closer, as she realized the horrors that had been inflicted on them. The need to step forward and wrap them both in her arms to comfort them almost overwhelmed her.

      She must have made some movement, some tiny noise, because they both turned to look at her as they broke their embrace.

      She stood in front of them, unsure how to proceed. Cal reached out, and gratefully, she slid her hand into his.

      Gran didn’t move, his eyes dark. Then, slowly, he extended his hand too, a silent question in his eyes.

      “Don’t touch him unless you’re prepared to accept both of us,” Cal said softly. “I’m sorry to have to ask you this, because I know humans are different, but there’s no me without him. I can’t . . . I won’t leave him to suffer alone.” His voice grew in strength and determination. “If you want me, you have to accept both of us.”

      There was no question. There was no debate about whether she was saying yes or no. It was a yes. Unequivocally, unrepentantly, yes. Her heart ached for both of them, needed both of them, and there was no way she could separate the two.

      Slowly, she nodded and slid her hand into Gran’s as well. She gasped as electricity arced between the two of them, the soft sound echoed by a deep growl from his throat as he drew her toward him.

      She went easily, finding herself pulled up against his hard-as-stone body. Her breathing hitched when she felt the thick bar of his cock pressing against her soft stomach. His arms slid around her, holding her close, and his breath whispered over her lips as he bent his head to claim them.

      Cal moved in behind her, his hands sliding up her the curve of her waist and around to cup her breasts. His lips left a trail on the side of her throat even as Gran parted hers with a hard sweep of his tongue.

      She moaned as he thrust deep, sliding his tongue against hers. Cal moved closer, the rigid thickness of his cock pressing between the grooves of her ass. Heat washed over her, rolling through her veins, as she realized that she would have to take the two of them at the same time. Not have to, wanted to . . .

      The thought of the three of them, naked in bed together, the two men claiming her one after the other, and then together, made her whimper in need and desire. Her pussy clenched, liquid heat escaping her to dampen her panties.

      Behind her, Cal groaned in response, one hand abandoning her breasts to slide down and around. With an ease that spoke of experience, he undid her pants and slid his hand beneath.

      She kissed Gran back with every ounce of passion she had, her hips rocking as Cal’s clever fingers slid into her panties and between the lips of her pussy. She was hot, slick, and wet. He growled again, collecting the juices of her arousal and smoothing them up around her clit.

      Tearing her lips from Gran’s, she cried out in pleasure, almost on the verge of climax, and her heart thundered in her ears. Then Cal snarled, yanking her away from Gran abruptly as he turned, his stone form exploding from his human one as werewolves burst into the room and surrounded them.

      She didn’t have time to go for her gun or do anything as the wolf in the lead lifted a wand, and a burst of green light was the last thing Iliona knew.
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      Iliona didn’t want to wake up, but she knew she had to. A sense of dread pervaded every cell as she clawed her way back to consciousness. Her body fought her every step of the way, and it was only with supreme effort that she managed to lift her eyelids.

      To look directly into the face of the most beautiful woman she’d ever seen.

      Hauntingly beautiful, she took Iliona’s breath away, a sense of worthlessness rolling through her. She didn’t look like that, not even half like that, and she felt unworthy to be in this woman’s presence. To breathe the same air that she . . .

      A frown creased Iliona’s brow. The woman wasn’t breathing. She couldn’t.

      She was a statue?

      “Holy shit,” she breathed, realizing what she was looking at. It was the woman, the statue, they’d been finding smashed to pieces all over the city. Or earlier versions of her, anyway.

      Now she could see the whole statue, face and all, Iliona kicked herself for mistaking the woman for anything other than a living, breathing being. She was so hauntingly beautiful and lifelike that Iliona expected her to take a breath and open her eyes at any moment. Which she would . . . soon . . . because she was a gargoyle, not a statue.

      Entranced, she lifted a hand to touch the woman’s cheek, but found she couldn’t. “What the fuck?”

      Snapped out of her fascination with the almost gargoyle, she looked down to find herself tied to a table, thick ropes around her wrists and ankles. Hissing, she struggled against her bonds, the table beneath her creaking as she threw her weight side to side. But they were tied securely, the rough surface abrading the thin skin on the inside of her wrists.

      Turning her head, she found herself eyeball to cheap wood with a folding table. It was the type used in canteens and dinner halls the country over. Foldable, stackable, and completely untraceable. She grunted, throwing her weight to the side again. Perhaps she could overturn it and slide out of her ropes that way. But the table just creaked and held. Fucking thing—where was the cheap, mass-imported shit when she needed it?

      Muttering caught her attention, and she turned her head the opposite way. A man stood a couple of feet away, his attention on a sheaf of papers in his hands. He was tall and thin with a mop of sandy hair that looked like it hadn’t seen a brush for a week and glasses perched lopsidedly on his nose. He was dressed like a librarian in a rumpled pullover shirt and khaki slacks, and there was a pentagram on a chain around his neck.

      It was a cheap trinket, that much was obvious even from this distance . . . silver, with a bright pink crystal in the center. He looked like a rent-a-sorcerer, the sort that should have been playing tabletop role-play in his mom’s basement. Iliona fought the urge to roll her eyes. She knew the sort. They were a nightmare, usually all over any case that had even a hint of the paranormal with their internet downloaded spells and conspiracy theories.

      “Hey! What the hell are you playing at?” she demanded, making him jump and look up over the sheaf of papers. “Untie me,” she ordered. “Now. Before you get yourself into more trouble.”

      “Oh no,” he said, his tone quite level and reasonable, as though they were talking over afternoon tea. “I can’t possibly do that. The transfer hasn’t taken place . . . and our lady here isn’t awake yet.”

      “Lady?” It took Iliona a second to catch up and realize he was talking about the gargoyle suspended over her. A second beyond that, his words sank in, and comprehension hit her like a truck at Mach one.

      He planned to use her soul to animate the gargoyle female.

      “You have got to be fucking kidding me . . .” Her words were little more than a whisper as she looked around the room, scanning for some way to escape. There had to be something in here that she could use. Something that she could levera—

      Her gaze fell to the tall figures at the foot of the table. She hadn’t noticed them before, mostly hidden behind the female statue. Cal and Gran, in their stone forms, stood at attention like statues. For a second, she had a glimpse of what they would have looked like through all the years locked into slavery, guarding the building they’d been created for.

      “Cal! Gran!” she gasped, struggling in her bonds once more. “Help me! Get me out of here!”

      Neither moved, both watching her every move. Cal did so with a small smile on his face, and the sight of it chilled her to the bone. It was the same handsome face she was used to seeing, the same smile . . . but his eyes were utterly empty. Devoid of personality or feeling. Lacking everything that made Cal . . . Cal.

      Gran, though, was the total opposite. Emotion shone in his eyes, his still form almost vibrating with the need to move. At first, she thought he was trying to break the spell or whatever held him and his brother motionless, but then she looked into his eyes and realized the emotion that shone there was feral. Totally animal. There was nothing of the man left within him.

      “What did you do to them?” she breathed in horror.

      Rent-a-sorcerer looked up for a second, flicking a glance at the two gargoyles. “Them?” He shrugged. “I made a few improvements. My predecessors’ work was very . . . sloppy, shall we say?”

      “What the hell do you mean, sloppy?” She threw herself against the ropes again, trying to flip the table over. It was flimsy and complained loudly with her every movement. If she could get it to flip and crash onto its side, her weight against the ropes would probably break the legs, or crack the top, and she would be free. Then sorcerer boy here was freaking done for.

      “Cal!” she called his name again. “Cal, wake up! You have to wake up!”

      This time, she got his attention. His gaze transferred to her, and a small smile played with the corners of his lips. Her heart leaped. He’d heard her. He’d finally heard her. But his next words crushed the tiny kernel of hope in the center of her chest.

      “Just lie still, Iliona. It doesn’t hurt. It’ll all be over quickly, and then you can be the same as us.” He smiled, but the expression was empty, like a puppeteer was pulling invisible strings to yank the corners of his lips up in a grotesque parody of a smile. “You’ll be the same as us,” he repeated, his voice stilted and formal, like he was reading from a teleprompter. “And we can live forever.”

      “No!”

      Her denial was little more than a howl, spat with fury. Gran’s head jerked up, his black-on-black eyes focusing on hers, and he snarled in response. Her heart thudded against her rib cage as he stalked forward. She’d seen him in his stone form before, but then he’d been in control of his actions. He’d walked like the man he was, not like the feral beast he appeared to be now, his shoulders hunched and his knuckles almost dragging along the floor. The flickering candles dotted around the room glimmered against the razor-sharp talons that topped his fingers.

      Fire. She focused on the candle near her foot. If she had enough play in the rope, she could kick it over, off onto the floor, and start a fire. But it wasn’t a real candle.

      “Battery-operated candles, really?” She sighed, closing her eyes for a second and then opening them to glare at the would-be sorcerer. “Have you no freaking class?”

      He looked a little discomfited at that, color riding high on his cheeks. “The candles have no bearing on any of the spells,” he informed her haughtily. “It’s just for the ambience, actually. These are safer. Real candles are a fire hazard.”

      “No shit . . . Bet your mommy still wipes your nose as well, doesn’t she?” she taunted, keeping an eye on Gran as he prowled closer and closer. The darkness in his eyes worried her, nothing left of the man within that she could reach.

      “What the hell did you do to him?” she asked again, twisting her wrists to try to loosen the rope. It didn’t work. The knots tightened, and she was forced to bite back a small cry of pain.

      “Hmmm?” Sorcerer boy didn’t look impressed to be interrupted again, shooting her an irritated glance over the top of his glasses. “As I said, my predecessors were sloppy. There were unintended side effects with trying to bind one soul to two bodies, but they served their purpose. Once I had them both, I could see how the split had been done. I’ve improved the ritual so we shouldn’t have any issues today.”

      Iliona’s gaze sharpened as Gran got closer.

      “Improved? How?”

      She spared her captor a quick glance, focusing on the papers in his hand and then on the laptop she could see behind him. “Please tell me you didn’t research this on the internet? What the hell? How do you know you aren’t summoning Satan or something?”

      He looked at her directly, like a scientist would a bug. “Oh no, I wouldn’t have done that. I mastered demon summoning months ago. It’s all in the blood, you see. Fae blood is the best for that.”

      Chills ran up and down her spine at his words. “Fae blood? Shit . . . It was you, wasn’t it? You sent the demon after me . . . Why?”

      Sorcerer boy glared at her, all defiance and anger. “You don’t remember me, do you?” he demanded, his voice harsh. “Your kind never do. You’re just like her . . . You strut around like you own the place, all plastered in makeup. Short skirts with your tits out. Taunting people like me. Never noticing guys who try to be nice to you.”

      Oh hell, she’d really tripped his bitch switch. Halfway through the rant, he’d stopped focusing on her and seemed to be addressing the statue suspended over her. The penny dropped . . . She represented somebody from his past. Hence the smashed up statues with the faces gone. Defacing something in that way . . . It was personal. Very personal.

      Gran edged toward her, but he wasn’t snarling anymore. His gaze flicked between her and the ranting sorcerer.

      “No,” he carried on. “Women like you are never interested in normal men. Just assholes who want to treat you badly, and you lap it up. Won’t accept a drink from me, would you? Ignored me at the bar that night, just like she used to. Never mind the fact that I was her friend, looked after her, did her shopping . . . took her places. Got her home when she was drunk. That should have meant something,” he spat. “I deserved something more. I’d waited long enough. She owed me. You owed me. And now you’ll pay. You’ll never say no again.”

      Crap. He really was insane. Iliona had to bite her tongue and let him keep ranting as Gran got closer. Cal stared into space, his eyes vacant and a bland smile on his lips.

      She gasped as Gran appeared suddenly above her, the table squealing in protest as he landed on it. His lips were curled back in a growl, but something lurking in the back of his eyes gave her hope. Lifting her head up as far as she could, she planted a kiss on his stone lips.

      The gargoyle froze in place at the touch, and Iliona sent a quick prayer up to anyone who might be listening that he didn’t eat her face off.

      “Oi! Get the hell off her,” the sorcerer shouted. “She’s not yours.”

      Yes, yes, she was. Iliona saw the tiny flicker in Gran’s eyes and the quirk of his lips as he jumped off the table and prowled away behind Cal. Had she imagined it? Or had she gotten through to him? A whimper of fear managed to escape her throat as the sorcerer began to chant. They weren’t words she knew. Weren’t words she recognized as any modern language. But her body knew them, feared them, every muscle locking up as it tried to reject the sounds pouring into her ears.

      The whimper became a cry, which became a scream of pain as agony sliced through her body. No, not her body. Something deeper than skin and blood or flesh and bone. Deeper than the heart pounding a rapid tattoo against her ribs. It was something else, like her very being was being torn asunder . . .

      Or . . . her soul being stripped from her body.
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      A scream filled the air, the sound one of pain and terror. It filtered through the fuzz in Gran’s brain, pushing aside the red mist and anger that stopped him from thinking properly. Ever since he’d woken up in this place, he’d felt odd. Wrong. Not himself. All he wanted to do was rip and tear, snarl and destroy. Like something had tapped right into the rage at his core and opened the door wide.

      It was a woman screaming.

      His head turned, and he looked at the woman strapped to the cheap table. Her face was contorted with pain as she struggled against both the bonds that held her immobile and the spell wrapping itself around her like the coils of an anaconda. For saying the spell was just words in the air, itching at his eardrums, it was no less deadly.

      His heart picked up pace as he focused on the words. He knew them. The first time he’d heard them had been through different ears than the ones he currently used, but his soul, that eternal part of him, remembered them well. The second time . . . that soul had been ripped in two, a part gone from him forever.

      Iliona. He looked at the woman again, and a sense of recognition filled him. Lifting his hand to his lips, he replayed the soft kiss. It wasn’t the first they’d shared. Memories tumbled through his brain, scattered and disjoined as the rage tried to reassert itself. Growling under his breath, he shoved its insidious coils away to concentrate. He remembered kissing her, holding her in his arms . . . more. She was Iliona Graham, the woman who’d treated him as more than just a monster. The woman he . . . loved?

      The realization sent a bolt of heat through his chest, one that burned away the chains of whatever spell had been holding him. It fell away, his rage receding to its proper place, and he took a deep breath, like he was breathing clean air for the first time in months.

      His head snapped around again, noting the statue suspended above Iliona, and the glowing lines that crawled over its skin. They pulsed and brightened in time to the chanting that filled the air.

      His eyes widened. He’d seen that before . . . just once. Those lines meant that a soul transfer was taking place, one that would result in the “birth” of a new gargoyle.

      But those lines also meant the woman he loved would die.

      A low snarl trickled from his lips as he turned toward the sound of the chanting. A thin, weedy-looking human stood behind him, peering down at some papers in his hand. Gran dragged in a breath, easily picking up the scent of printer ink and cheap paper. His snarl of anger deepened. This little asshole wasn’t even a proper sorcerer . . . where were the spell books, the mysticism? Where was the pride in his work?

      He didn’t make it more than a step before Cal stepped in front of him. But this wasn’t his brother as Gran knew him. Sure, it looked like Cal, walked like Cal, but there was an emptiness behind his eyes that made Gran shiver. He tried to reach out to him using the mental pathway they’d always had, but his query slid off something that felt almost glassy.

      “Oh, I can’t let you do that,” Cal rumbled, nothing human left in his voice as he blocked Gran’s sideways step. He was protecting the human sorcerer.

      “He’s killing Iliona!” Gran hissed, sweeping an arm toward the screaming woman. Her spine was bent into a hard arc, her heels drumming on the cheap wood. “Look!”

      Cal shrugged, no emotion on his face for Iliona’s suffering even though Gran knew how he felt about her. “The transfer has to complete and then we’ll have the perfect bride.”

      “You . . . what? . . . No!” Gran gasped as he took a step back, looking at his brother in horror. No, not his brother . . . whatever this was, it was just Cal-shaped. It wasn’t Calcite. Cal would never look at someone’s suffering with such indifference. Particularly not a woman he—they both loved.

      And he did love her. In one perfect moment, Gran realized that yes, he loved Iliona. Not because Cal did, but totally separately. He’d thought they would have to love the same woman because they had the same soul, but in that moment of epiphany, he realized that a soul was infinite. It could be split, separated in many ways, but not be any the less for it. His soul was part of Cal’s, but the part that resided in him was his own.

      He could love—separately and distinctly from his brother. But that made no difference because they had fallen for the same woman anyway, one who’d accepted them both.

      And now she was about to die.

      Launching himself into motion, Gran slammed into his brother without warning. Cal, though, was just as fast, his expression glassy and smooth as he blocked Gran’s move, leaving the two of them grappling to get a grip on each other’s shoulders.

      Stone squealed against stone, both fully in their gargoyle forms. It was like a sumo bout but with mountains as wrestlers. They locked eyes, Gran battering at the mirror behind his brother’s eyes as he fought for millimeters on the floor, willing him to see what was going on.

      The screams behind him subsided to pain-filled sobs, and panic filled his veins. “Cal, wake up!” he roared, pulling back and slamming massive hands into the front of Cal’s shoulders. The other gargoyle snarled back, stabbing hard fingers into the long ragged furrow across Gran’s chest . . . the wound left there by a chisel, never healed properly.

      He screamed as Cal tore it open. Pain drove him to his knees as Cal dug deeper. Only a gargoyle would have been able to do it. Cal’s fingers were as hard as the stone he dug into, trying to reach Gran’s heart.

      “Noooooarrrrrhhhhhh!” he bellowed, whipping his tail around and surging upward. With Cal’s hand half buried in his chest, he locked a powerful arm around his brother’s throat.

      His heart tore in two as he cut Cal’s air off. To save the woman they loved, he would have to kill his brother.

      “Please, Cal . . . wake up,” he begged as tears coursed down his cheeks, dropping from his cheeks as small crystals to ping against the floor.

      Cal struggled against him, the chanting behind them getting stronger. Iliona’s moans had subsided to whimpers. Gran cast a glance over at her. The female statue was almost alive, a glow surrounding her and making her look like an angel as she hung above the table.

      He was out of time.

      Shoving his brother’s nearly limp body away, Gran ignored the flare of agony across his chest as the fingers buried in his chest were torn free. Whipping around, he advanced on the sorcerer with murder in his heart.

      “Hold there!” he ordered and then continued chanting. “Aanal-athanari, oran septal, gorian en-thak.”

      Gran just snarled, covering the space between him and the sorcerer in a heartbeat. The human looked up with a gasp, surprise in his eyes to see Gran there.

      “B-but . . . you . . . you should be spelled,” he gasped, trying to back up. Gran’s hand snapped out with the speed of a striking snake and closed around his puny neck. Just one little squeeze, that’s all it would take . . .

      “Guess what, asshole?” he yanked the guy off his feet and snarled right into his face. The scent of fear filled the air, rolling right out of the human’s pores. “I’m not, and I’m going to enjoy every second of killing you.”

      The human went gray, his lips soundlessly moving as he tried to beg for his life, but no words came out.

      “Stop . . . don’t . . . please.”

      Gran frowned, looking at the human in surprise. He was terrified out of his mind, still yammering and clutching at Gran’s hand clamped around his neck. The fact he was going purple probably meant the plea hadn’t come from him.

      Easing up the pressure, he turned to look over his shoulder to find Iliona watching him.

      She lay motionless on the table, her skin as pale as the stone of the statue glowing above her, but her dark eyes were fixed on him. “Please . . .” she said again. “You’re not a killer. Don’t let him make you one.”

      He was a killer, but that was beside the point. His female had asked something of him, and everything in Gran wanted to grant her wish. He’d give her anything she wanted, the world if he could.

      “He tried to kill you,” he snarled, dragging the semiconscious human toward the table. Sparks flew from the gargoyle female above the table, and the look of pain stopped him in his tracks.

      “It’s nearly done,” Iliona said. Her voice didn’t issue from her lips, but from the lips of the gargoyle. Gran’s eyes widened as he looked from one to the other. The statue’s face had changed to a mirror image of Iliona’s. “The transfer is almost complete.”

      “No!” The howl of protest came from behind Gran. He half turned to see Cal stagger to his feet, the glassy emptiness in his eyes replaced by horror as he looked at the scene in front of him. “What has he done? Fuck . . . I’ll kill him. Rip him apart with my bare hands!”

      “No, no, no, it’s okay. I can fix it!” the sorcerer gabbled, gasping as Gran barely allowed him enough air to breathe. “The spell isn’t complete. I can fix it.”

      Cal and Gran both growled as they turned their attention to the human. “Talk,” Gran advised. “Fast. Or you and your spine are parting company.”

      “Yes . . . yes, of course.” The human looked crumpled and defeated. Like this turn of events hadn’t occurred to him. He looked like he’d been given a wake-up call and was now seeing the world anew. One where his continued living and breathing was very much in debate. “Just let me have my notes. The spell is a hybrid of my own . . .”

      “Here.” Cal picked up the scattered papers the human had dropped when Gran had grabbed him and shoved them into his hands. “Work fast. If she dies, we’ll see how easily humans bounce from twenty stories. Hint,” he added with a growl and a look that would terrify most paranormals, never mind humans, “they fucking don’t.”

      “She won’t die. I promise.” The human almost tumbled over his words trying to get them out, his hands shaking as he reordered the papers. He looked at them, his expression blank, and jumped when Cal growled again. Quickly, he turned them the right way up. “I got it. Just a moment.”

      The air filled with the sound of chanting again, both Gran and Cal bracketing the human as they closely watched his movements and for any sign of change from Iliona. Gran’s fingers flexed. One wrong movement or word, and he’d snap this asshole’s neck like a twig. He might still do that after Iliona was okay.

      “Israth terravis anoth torakeen . . . Ferran othal oten verison!”

      The human stopped chanting, the last word ringing in the air like a bell clap. The three of them watched the scene in front of them as magic swirled in the air, wrapping delicate chains of what looked like golden sparks around the woman and the statue above her. They got faster, brighter, and then with a pop, flared like a star going supernova.

      Gran covered his eyes, blinking away spots from his vision, and straightened up. The sorcerer did likewise, his movements hampered by Gran’s hand tight on his shoulder. To the other side Cal blinked as well.

      His gaze immediately cut to Iliona, and he gasped. She lay on the table, the statue above her just . . . gone. Blinking, she tried to sit up, but he was there in a heartbeat to slide his arm around her and help her.

      “How do you feel?” he rumbled, checking her for signs of . . . anything. Her color was a lot better, not the grayish pallor of death it had been, and she managed a small smile.

      “Like I’m whole again, not like I’m being ripped in two.” She looked up at him and lifted a hand to stroke his cheek, tears in her eyes. “It was agony. You must have been in so much pain . . .” she whispered.

      He cut a glance at Cal, holding the defeated sorcerer by the scruff of the neck. “It was worth it. Without him, I wouldn’t be here today. I would have gone mad locked in stone on the roof of that church years ago.”

      He pulled her tighter into his embrace, closing his eyes in relief as he rested his lips against the top of her head in a gentle kiss. “But let’s just concentrate on you, eh?”

      

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      The police kept them at the station for hours. Endless rounds of questioning about the statues, the attacks on Iliona by all manner of paranormal creatures, and how exactly she knew David Wigginstein, the internet-self-trained sorcerer. Apparently, he’d lost touch with reality after his girlfriend had left him because of his online role-playing obsession, so he’d decided to turn his online wizard character into reality. Unfortunately, he’d stumbled onto a web archive of actual spells. From there, it was a short hop to bumping into Iliona in a crowded bar and fixating on her as a replacement for the girlfriend who had run off to Europe to escape him.

      “And then, it seems,” Jack said, sitting catty-corner to Iliona with what she’d instantly named his “supportive father figure” face on. “He decided to make a stone girlfriend instead, enlisting the aid of all manner of nasties to get hold of you. Sheesh . . .”

      He ran his hand over his head. His hair was receding at the front, but he hadn’t resorted to the usual “grow and sweep forward” style to cover it. That was what she liked about Jack. What you saw was what you got.

      “I miss the days when the assholes just got blow-up sex dolls or amassed a porn collection. Trawling the internet for a spell to make yourself a girlfriend? That’s just sick . . . especially when it needs a soul to power it.”

      She sighed, leaning her head back against the wall, her hands wrapped gratefully around a mug of coffee. She wasn’t drinking it. Instead, she was absorbing all the heat she could as she tried not to let her mind flitter back to being on that table. The pain had been so intense, but the cold as her soul leached out of her body had been even worse. There was no way to describe it.

      A growl from Cal, sitting next to her, brought Jack’s head up with a snap. Gran lurked on the other side of the room, a hard expression on his face as both gargoyle men looked at the detective.

      “Yeah, right . . . sorry, that was insensitive,” he apologized quickly. “Anyway, the upshot of it is, it looks like Mr. Wigginstein will spend the rest of his days in a secure facility for the mentally unstable where they can look after him.”

      She nodded, a wave of tiredness washing over her. “At least he won’t be able to do it again.”

      “Ohhh no. He’ll be lucky to get first-grade books to read, let alone be allowed anywhere near the internet. If he can do what he did with a simple search . . . well, we can’t have him breaking out using magic. Can we? The powers that be have allocated funding for more para . . . hmm, officers of the nonhuman persuasion to deal with threats like this.” He smiled. “Looks like you did it, Iliona. Finally got them all to realize that we need these guys.”

      “Well, you can’t have these two. They’re mine.” She chuckled, leaning against Cal, his very presence comforting as he wrapped an arm around her. Warm, solid. Reassuring. Safe.

      “Oh?” Jack’s look was sharp. Curious. “You’ve already signed them up to your agency?”

      She shrugged. “Maybe, but I didn’t mean like that.” Meeting his eyes levelly, she added. “They’re mine as in romantically. They’re my partners.”

      There was a tense silence in the small interview room, both gargoyles looking at her in surprise, but she didn’t take her eyes off Jack. What did they expect her to do? Shy away and be ashamed of what they had? If so, they had the wrong girl for sure.

      The look of surprise on Jack’s face was replaced with a small smile. “Not what I expected, but whatever floats your boat I guess. Congratulations . . . I think?” he said, offering his hand to Cal.

      “Definitely, and thank you,” Cal rumbled, shaking it before Jack offered the same to Gran. “Now, if you wouldn’t mind, I think it’s about time we took Iliona home. Don’t you?”

      “Of course, of course.” The human detective nodded, taking a step toward the door as Cal eased Iliona to her feet. She was tired, but the thought of home . . . somewhere safe that didn’t involve her being tied to a table . . . sounded like bliss. “Although, we may need to ask you to come back for more questions. Before you go, though, any idea what happened to the last statue? The one he was going to . . .”

      She shook her head as Cal led her to the door. “Sorry, Jack. I haven’t. She disappeared into thin air.”
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      It didn’t take long for Cal and Gran to take her back to her apartment, Gran murmuring that they’d called ahead and had Coop already secure it with heavy duty wards. She didn’t ask how they’d known to contact him, but she was glad they had. A shiver from the new magical protections washed over her skin as she stepped through the door, and she looked at the doorframe in surprise. Odd, that was the first time she’d felt protective wards.

      “I’ll just get chan—” she started, but then got a good look at the room.

      Candles were dotted on every available surface, a flickering display of light that would have your average health and safety inspector foaming at the mouth—and any romantic weak at the knees. Her gaze found Cal’s and then Gran’s.

      “After everything you’ve been through . . .” one started.

      “We wanted to make it pretty for you,” the other finished, the two working in unison as they pulled her into their arms. Their gazes, and the love in them, were perfectly matched.

      “You’re ours,” Cal whispered, leaning down to brush a kiss over her lips. “We almost lost you tonight, and it nearly killed us both.”

      Her heart filled with love for the two of them, her exhaustion forgotten as the need to touch them, to claim them as her own filled her.

      “You got it wrong,” she whispered with a smile, reaching up on her tiptoes to kiss first Cal and then twisting to reach Gran’s lips. “I’m not yours. You’re mine. We belong to each other. Unless . . . you guys intend to make me wait.”

      “Hell no!”

      She wasn’t sure which one of them spoke. It didn’t matter. The sentiment was shared by them all. A pair of lips claimed hers in a hard kiss as she was walked across the room to the couch. Strong fingers massaged the skin of her neck, and she sighed, giving herself over to the delicious sensation of a tongue sliding against hers.

      A hand weaved through her hair, stroked down her body, and cupped a breast on its way down to pull her shirt out of her pants. She gasped, the sound lost in his mouth as he thrust his tongue deep again, mimicking what she sure as hell hoped was going to happen next. She needed this, needed the thick cocks she could feel pressed against her stomach and ass, filling her. Gargoyles were built bigger than human men.

      Heat filled her, cream slipping from her pussy at the thought. Deep rumbles of male pride filled her ears.

      “You’re wet already, aren’t you?” Gran asked, his lips against the skin of her shoulder as he shoved her pants down her legs, movements slightly rough with impatience as Cal dealt with her shirt the same way. She didn’t care. She needed to be naked as much as they wanted her to be.

      She couldn’t answer—her ability to form a coherent thought gone as he spread her feet with a hard foot, parting her thighs wider and leaving her totally open to whatever he wanted to do. Heat filled Cal’s eyes as his brother’s free hand trailed up her inner thigh, seeking the treasures that lay at the apex. His broad fingers parted her pussy lips, and they both moaned at the slick wetness he found there.

      “Fuck yeah, you’re hot and wet.”

      His voice was low, the rumble just on the edge of her hearing. Most gargoyles’ voices were too low for the human hearing range, but she felt it, an added sensation that wrapped around her body and teased her clit as he slid two thick fingers into her.

      “Beautiful as well,” Cal murmured, moving into place to take one stiffened nipple into his mouth. She keened as he suckled her, shimmers of pleasure joining the dual assault down below as Gran added the pressure of his thumb over her clit to the fingers he had curled inside her, seeking her G-spot.

      Cal moved to her other breast, paying them both equal attention as Gran’s clever fingers worked her toward what she was sure would be an earth-shattering orgasm. Then he stopped. “Lie down. I want to taste you.”

      She whimpered as liquid heat surged through her body, letting them ease her down onto the couch. Somehow, both were already naked. Seconds later, she was flat on her back on the couch, two sets of strong hands parting her thighs wide for her gargoyle lovers. Gran slid to his knees between hers, his eyes darkened as he took in the sight she presented, thighs parted wide.

      A shiver hit her broadside as Gran settled himself between her thighs with a groan of anticipation. What would it be like to have the two of them here, both touching her? Four large, warm hands, smoothing over her body. Two tongues playing . . . one on a nipple as the other curled around her clit. Two cocks . . .

      Gran swept his tongue along her exposed pussy lips, a warm, wet swipe of pure sensation before he zeroed in on her clit. Sucking the small bundle of nerves into his mouth, he flicked his tongue over it in a rapid tattoo that had her gasping his name and clawing for purchase on the leather above her head. His hands closed around her hips in a warm embrace, holding her still as he feasted on her clit and pussy as though he were a starving man with an all-you-can-eat buffet laid out before him.

      She shuddered and gasped as he nibbled and sucked, thrusting his tongue deep to collect the juices of her arousal with a male growl of approval. God, he was good with his tongue. The tension in the pit of her stomach expanded in waves, her pussy clenching around his fingers as he thrust them back inside her.

      Arching her back, she thrust her hips upward, desperate for the caress of his tongue against her clit. She just needed a little bit more to tip her over the edge. She wanted to come, needed to come . . . needed it more than she needed air in her lungs, every fiber of her being focused on that next swipe of wet heat.

      He licked the crease between her groin and thigh. She growled, the sound deep with her need. He had to know how close she was, and now he wanted to tease?

      He stroked inside her again, gentle pressure over that spot inside her channel that caused hard pleasure to spiral through her body. She wriggled, arched her back, and rolled her hips to entice him.

      “I want to watch you and Cal.”

      His words were uttered against her clit, surprise jolting through her as he sucked her hard and fast. The thought of being claimed by Cal while Gran watched filled her head as she tumbled over the edge and into shattering pleasure. She shuddered, gasping his name as he carried on, lips and tongue rasping against her in an overload of sensation that drew out the waves rolling through her body. Finally, he sat back, wiping his mouth and watching her with a heated expression.

      She looked back at him, still spread wantonly on the couch and not stopping him as he ran a hand up her body to pinch and roll her nipple between his fingers. Keeping her hot, catching the pleasure from the release he’d just given her, and turning it into something hotter, deeper.

      But no matter how blinding her orgasm had been, she couldn’t forget the words he spoke.

      “You do?” Dark excitement swirled through her. She’d wondered how this was going to work. Whether . . . how they’d all share. Would she be with one of them one night, then the other the night after? Or would they really share?

      Cal knelt on the other side of her, leaning forward to flick his tongue over her nipple. His hand slid down her hip, across her thigh to slide between her wet pussy lips.

      “Yeah.” Great, after multisentence conversations, now Gran decided to revert to one word answers.

      “And?”

      Cal slid his fingers along the groove of her pussy and tweaked her clit, making her moan. Wet heat flooded her again, slipping from her pussy to run down the groove of her ass.

      “I want to watch him eat you out while you suck my cock. I want to take you while you suck his cock. I want to watch him fuck you deep and hard.”

      Whoa—three sentences this time. All uttered with the deep, dark fire of pure desire in his blue eyes. She groaned, her body clenching hard and signaling her approval of the idea.

      “Okay,” she agreed breathlessly. What woman wouldn’t, faced with such an offer?

      Cal slid two fingers inside her again, scissoring them. Stretching her, preparing her for his . . . their cocks. She moaned as Cal rubbed his thumb over her hypersensitive clit. Although she’d just come, within a few strokes, she was primed and ready to go again.

      Floating on a sea of pleasure, she groaned, watching her two men. How did she get so lucky? Need and longing wrote a story in their features as two hot gazes swept the length of her body, pausing on her breasts before heading down to where Cal played with her pussy.

      “Iliona?” Cal’s voice was soft, bringing her gaze back to his. Concern and a question showed in the deep color. Soundlessly, she nodded.

      “But no telepathy. You guys talk out loud so I can hear.”

      They both nodded, heads bobbing in unison. A fact that would’ve amused her if she weren’t so turned on. Cal stroked his thumb over her clit again. Need and hot pleasure hummed through her body until she was as taut as a violin string just waiting for a master musician—two in her case—to play a symphony. Anticipation crowded into the room, grabbing a ringside seat as Gran yielded his place to Cal.

      The leather dipped beneath Cal’s weight, and then he was there, leaning over her. She felt no embarrassment at her open thighs, her pussy on full display. Instead, a sense of shimmering excitement ran over her skin, raising goose bumps. Gran’s gaze darkened as it swept down her body, pausing on her puckered nipples as if in promise, then continuing its journey down to her crotch.

      She bit her lip as he shouldered her thighs farther apart. His touch was gentle as he stroked a big, roughened hand up the outside of her thigh. She whimpered and arched her back, begging for more. Approval and demand all rolled into one silent movement.

      He chuckled in the back of his throat and leaned in. Every cell in her body stood up and took notice as he rubbed a cheek along her inner thigh. Her breath caught as stubble rasped against her delicate skin like the kiss of fine sandpaper, too much and not enough, all at the same time. He kept on, holding her hips still with big hands as he nuzzled her skin like some sort of sexy-as-hell humanoid feline.

      The question lost importance as he kissed the tender skin at the juncture of her thighs. Her clit ached, throbbing as though annoyed at missing out on the attention as he ran his tongue along the crease of her thigh, almost up to the hip, and back again. She didn’t have to wait long—a second later, warm breath washed over her, bringing the small bud smartly to attention as if it were a soldier on parade. Her brain skittered off on a tangent, presenting her with an image of both her guys in combat uniforms, playing soldiers as they took her.

      A groan slipped from her throat, and she reached up to cup her breasts, tweaking and rolling her nipples until hard shards of pleasure zipped through her. She needed more. Needed a warm tongue on her clit, lapping at her pussy.

      Then, Gran’s long, strong fingers pinched and pulled lightly at her nipples with just the right amount of pressure as a warm tongue stabbed into her pussy. She swore, hips bucking and grinding her pussy up against Cal’s mouth in silent demand. He rumbled in amusement and slid his hands under her hips to angle her just right for his attention. A shuddering sigh rolled through her as he ran his tongue from slit up to her clit.

      His tongue was ridged and hell, did he know how to use it. She moaned and thrashed her head from side to side on the leather as he alternated long, slow licks that flicked every ridge against her clit, while circling it with the tip of his tongue. He lapped, nipped, and sucked, Gran playing with her nipples, until she thought she was going to lose it all at the sheer pleasure rolling through her.

      “You’re beautiful. I love watching you with Cal,” Gran whispered, abandoning her breasts to claim her lips with his. No preamble, he parted them with a swift swipe of his tongue and drove inside to sample the softness. At the same moment, Cal thrust his tongue deep into her pussy again.

      She whimpered, but the sound was lost in Gran’s mouth. Reaching out, she wrapped her fingers around his thick cock and stroked him. He groaned and broke away from the kiss to look down her naked body and at Cal, busy between her thighs. His eyes shone with feral intensity.

      “Let him make you come.” He dragged his lips along her neck, breath panting hot against her skin in arousal, and then nipped her earlobe. Pleasure-pain rippled through her, but eased as he sucked the abused flesh into his mouth to soothe it. Then he pinched her nipple hard. She mewled in need, hips bucking and driving Cal’s tongue deeper into her pussy.

      “That’s it, baby. Come all over his tongue and we’ll fill you so full of cock you’ll never look at a human again.”

      Deep shudders raked her. She hadn’t looked at a human as a lover since she’d first met Cal, but with what he was promising, there was no way she was going to argue. Besides, his dirty talk was getting her so hot it was unreal.

      Still, she couldn’t let a claim like that go unchallenged.

      “Really?” Despite her aroused state, she managed to pull a doubtful expression out of somewhere. “Big words. Think I’m going to need some proof of that, lover boy.”

      His growl was instantaneous. She hid her grin as his thick cock was shoved against her lips. Gran was a delightful mixture of rough and gentle as the two sides of his nature fought each other, but his gentleness obviously had limits. Push too hard . . . and feral male need took over.

      She moaned and opened for him. A second later, her mouth was filled with cock. She sucked. He groaned. A visceral, soul-deep sound, which rumbled up from the depths of his big body. Hips pumping, he fucked her mouth with small, jerky strokes as if he feared hurting her but couldn’t help himself.

      Cal’s tongue fluttered against her clit in a rhythm that brooked no argument. The sort that reached deep inside, took hold of the spiraling tension within her body, and wound it tighter and tighter. Soft, feminine moans joined masculine grunts and the wet noises of sex in the room.

      She cried out as her clit was pulled into the warm cavern of Cal’s mouth. He sucked and nibbled, and her ability to breathe hightailed it over the horizon. Her attention to Gran wandered as anticipation rode her hard and the tension in her body rose to fever pitch, swelling like storm water behind a dam. All it needed was one crack and she would be washed away in a deluge of chaotic pleasure.

      Without warning, Cal sucked her clit hard, the sensation almost too much to bear, and thrust two thick fingers into her greedy pussy. She screamed as she came, body clamping down hard on the digits stroking her G-spot. Wave after wave of pleasure assaulted her as she moaned and bucked under two sets of large, warm hands. One pair playing with her clit and pussy as the other tweaked and pinched her nipples. She didn’t care if that made her a slut or a para-whore as she’d been called before. She loved them both, and they loved her. As far as she was concerned, love was never wrong.

      “That’s it, baby. God, you look gorgeous.”

      Gran drew his cock from her mouth and stroked the hair back from her temples as she rode on a sea of postorgasmic bliss. The men, her men, moved around her, moved her. From lying on the couch she found herself on her hands and knees with Cal’s cock now waving enticingly in front of her face.

      Familiar hands wrapped around her hips as she swiped her tongue over the bulbous head. It was thick and broad, flushed purple with his arousal. Moaning in pleasure, she bobbed her head and took him deep, sucking as she did so. A growl of approval reached her ears, and a large hand wrapped around her hair, holding her in place as she sucked and nibbled along his length.

      Behind her, Gran ran the head of his cock along the groove of her pussy, pressing against her sensitive and well-worked clit. Her pussy lips felt slightly swollen from the attention they’d already received from both men, but her body ached, grasping around nothing. She needed to be filled. To feel Gran slide into her, thrust into her hard or slow, she didn’t care which. She wiggled her hips, and he didn’t disappoint. Within a heartbeat, he pressed against her and started to push in.

      He eased into her slowly, rocking his hips to work each thick inch into the tight embrace of her body. She moaned around Cal’s cock with each little thrust, feeling the burn as she took the largest cock she’d ever had. But it didn’t hurt. It felt right. Everything about this felt right, and she wanted more. Finally, with one hard little thrust, Gran was seated to the hilt. Her body ached as it stretched around his thick shaft, accepting him. She mewled in need and sucked hard on the cock between her lips.

      Gran pulled back and slid into her again. One long, hard thrust that sent spirals of pleasure rolling through her. She spread her legs wider for him, knees sticking and then sliding across the warm leather of the couch, running her tongue down the underside of Cal’s shaft. She wanted to touch him, but couldn’t, not with Gran speeding up his thrusts behind, pushing her onto his cock. Instead, she gripped the edge of the cushion and reveled in their dual assault. A familiar tension wrapped her in its seductive coils. Her pussy clenched, clit throbbing in unison, as each heavy thrust and withdrawal had her yearning for the peak again.

      “That’s it,” Gran murmured, his deep voice reassuring and sexy as hell, words punctuated by the hard pump of his hips and the slap of skin against skin. “Take us both, babe. Let us make you come again.”

      She didn’t answer. Couldn’t answer. His low words pushed her up and over the edge faster than a jet-propelled lemming. Stars exploded behind her eyes as the tension peaked—snapped—and her body went up in flames. Pulse after pulse of sensation rolled through her, starting deep within and radiating outward, pure pleasure tightening around her clit like an iron band.

      Dimly, she was aware of Cal pulling away as she moaned, a male voice behind her swearing. Her pussy tensed and contracted in rhythmic waves as it milked his cock relentlessly, tempting him to follow her into bliss.

      “No, not just yet,” he whispered and pulled out. She pouted at the loss of the delightful fullness as he turned her over. His eyes were warm with passion and something else—something deeper. A knee between her thighs, he leaned down and claimed her lips with a torrid kiss. Hard and demanding, it spoke of possession and ownership. As though he were branding her, claiming her as Cal watched.

      By the time he lifted his head, her breathing was ragged, and she was on the verge of yanking him down onto the couch to start all over again.

      “Let Cal look after you.” He dropped another brief, firm kiss on her lips and stood, cock still proud and erect. He hadn’t come yet. Her eyes widened. Gargoyles must have more stamina than a commando or a marathon runner. More than both put together.

      A quick, hot look and he was gone, his brother settling into the rapidly cooling place on the leather next to her. He reached a large hand up to cup her cheek.

      “So pretty and soft,” he rasped, awe on his face as he stroked her skin. That kind of adoration and the sheer loneliness echoing in his eyes was hard to resist. From what he’d told her, these guys had been locked in stone for centuries. Aware and desperately longing to join the world around them, but unable to.

      “I love you.”

      Her heart melted, and she nodded, unable to answer past the thickness in her throat, but it didn’t matter. Words weren’t needed. As carefully as though she were made of the finest china, he lifted her body to straddle his hips. She bit her lip, mangling the soft flesh as his fingers slid between her legs again. With a confident sweep, he found her clit and rubbed in small, maddening circles. Her hips bucked, small stars bursting in her veins like the fizz in expensive champagne.

      “Hot and wet.”

      He slid a thick finger deep into her pussy and then added a second easily as the fire in his eyes blazed. Nerves assailed her as she looked down at his rigid cock. Either Cal was built bigger than Gran was, or he’d decided to ramp his cock up to inhuman proportions to outdo him.

      Opening her mouth to caution him that it wouldn’t fit, she didn’t get a chance to speak. Cal surged up against her, claiming her lips with an insistent kiss. She opened at the first brush of his tongue, nibbling and sucking on it as he pushed into her mouth to taste her. As they kissed, he shifted his hips and fitted his cock against her.

      The thick head felt huge. She stiffened, a whimper escaping only to be smothered against his lips. He rocked against her, his cock testing and stretching the entrance to her pussy. She was wet, channel slick with the juices of her earlier releases. A gasp hissed from her as he slipped half an inch in, the intrusion burning as her delicate sheath was forced wide open.

      “Shh . . . slow . . .” he promised, snaking a hand between them to caress her clit. Excitement and deep, dark need welled up as he continued kissing her, gently rubbing her clit. As the ache within grew and expanded again, he started to rock. Gentle little movements of his hips as he worked his way inside her. A large hand in the small of her back helped, easing her down and impaling her on his thick shaft. The burning abated, leaving behind a feeling of being filled, stretched so wide she didn’t know where she stopped and he began.

      He broke away and looked deep into her eyes. “Feel good?”

      She nodded, releasing the breath she’d held and rolled her hips. They both groaned at the pleasure as his cock shifted and stroked within her, pressing against nerve endings she didn’t know she had. His fingers at her clit pulled away, but it didn’t matter. Once they started to move, she didn’t need the extra stimulation. Eager for more, she lifted off his cock until he almost slipped free of her.

      Big hands closed over her hips and shoved her back down. She closed her eyes, head dropped back, as a guttural moan escaped. Cal shifted under her, his warm lips closing around one of her nipples as she rode him, his rigid cock spearing her again and again. The slick, wet sounds of sex filled the room as he drove up into her pussy, claiming her hard and fast until she never wanted him to stop.

      “Fuck . . . I love seeing you like this.” The leather dipped beside them as Gran’s hand stroked the length of her back. “Lean forward, babe. I want to watch . . . see his cock sliding in and out of your sweet little pussy. How’s she feel, Cal? Good?”

      The man beneath her nodded, bright color across his cheeks as he shifted sideways on the couch and away from Gran, pulling her with him. Cal’s large hand at the nape of her neck pulled her down and across his hard body, breasts squashed against his chest, so he could take her lips again. He nibbled and teased until she was writhing against him, her sensitive nipples abraded in the most delightful way by his sparse chest hair. His tongue thrust into her mouth as he spread her legs wider, forcing them apart to afford Gran a better view.

      A harsh intake of breath from behind her said Gran liked what he saw.

      “Fuck . . . yeah, that’s good. You like that, Iliona? Like being fucked like that? By a thick gargoyle cock?”

      His voice wrapped around her, a low rumble of temptation as he uttered not sweet nothings, but dirty nothings. Cal didn’t stop moving, his cock pistoning in and out as he kissed her. She broke away from his lips, everything too much for her to handle as Gran’s hands joined the fray, smoothing up and down her back, cupping her hips before moving on to draw little circles on the rounded globes of her ass.

      “You like cock, don’t you? More than one cock . . . taking both of us earlier really got you going, didn’t it?”

      It was dirty talk worthy of the most sluttish porn film, the kind of stuff she’d normally laugh at, but it was as if time and reality had been put on hold. Not only did she not laugh, but the words, uttered in Gran’s sexy-as-sin voice, added an edge of heat to her blood that threatened to scorch her from the inside out.

      The couch dipped again, and Gran’s chest brushed against her back as he leaned in to kiss the top of her shoulder. His cock fitted against the groove of her ass, sending a spike of dark, forbidden need spiraling through her. She knew where this was going. They were both going to claim her, at the same time.

      And she wanted it. Wanted Gran to spread her wide and press his hard length up against her ass. Chills hit her, the ache deep within, the need to be totally filled by two hard dicks warring with that last bastion of “good behavior.” Sure, she liked fucking, but that was normal, healthy, even when the guy in question was more than human. But two guys, at the same time? That was leaping feet first into “bad girl” territory.

      Who was she kidding? If wanting two men as hot as her guys was bad, she was a total slut and proud of it.

      Arching her back as Gran’s lips trailed down it, she managed to wriggle against his thick cock. The movement had her rocking in whole new and interesting ways around Cal’s. He groaned and thrust up harder, the broad head of his cock kissing her cervix. She broke away from his lips to turn and kiss Gran.

      His familiar taste exploded on her tongue as he rubbed his erection against her, the thick length parting her ass and turning her on even more. Nipping her bottom lip with a chuckle, he pulled back and swept a finger down her spine, shivers following the gentle stroke. That was what got her about these two. They could easily break her in half, use her so hard she wouldn’t survive the onslaught, but they didn’t. They were gentle and kind, in a way that human men, so full of their own egos, just weren’t.

      Gran moved away, and she shivered, feeling the loss of his heat against her back. Less than three breaths later, he was back. Gentle fingers parted her ass, opening her up totally. There was a squirt, and cool gel dropped into the groove of her ass. Lube. They’d set this up all right. Down to recovering the stuff from her bedside drawer where it lived with the now defunct Mr. Buzzy. She groaned, pussy clenching around Cal’s cock as Gran smoothed lube down between her cheeks, fingering her ass with a thick digit. Excitement coursed through her as he circled, working the lube into her.

      He pressed in gently. She stopped breathing, latching on to her bottom lip with her teeth as he circled again. Stretching her, opening and lubing her up for what was to come. She’d played this way before . . . a little. Never all the way. Talk about running before you could walk. Instead of bursting that cherry slowly, with one cock, and perhaps the aid of fingers, they were going straight for two-up. But it really felt too good not to.

      He slid in to the second knuckle, and dimly, she was aware that Cal had slowed almost to a stop. Tiny movements of his hips, and his cock seated deep within her kept her on the edge as Gran worked the lube into her ass. It felt good. Dark and forbidden, but fuck-me-harder good, and she wanted more.

      Arching her spine, she thrust back in invitation. Both men growled, an auditory feedback that said her eagerness was turning them both on.

      “That’s it, baby. We’re gonna fuck you, long and hard. Fill you with cock until you scream.”

      Gran’s words were rasped now, the sound of stone on stone as he lost the ability to “sound” human. Her breathing came in ragged pants, sweat sliding down the curve of her back as he circled once more and pulled out in a slither of sensation. Sharp disappointment at the loss made her pout, but already, he was moving.

      His thighs pressed against the back of hers, hands on her ass again as he parted her. She stopped breathing altogether as the thick head of his cock pressed against her ass. He’d lubed her up well, too well as he slipped off target. She hissed a little, but they were both there instantly, large hands smoothing her skin in reassurance as Gran repositioned himself.

      Underneath, Cal moved and slid a hand between them, the tip of one large finger finding and flickering over her clit. Feeling neglected, it blossomed with sensation, and she moaned as the hard tension within her ramped up another notch. He grinned, his eyes dark with desire as he circled the small bundle of flesh and started to drive her insane.

      Pleasure and need coiled within her, twisting with each circle of the finger on her clit, sending her into a tailspin as Gran pressed into her ass again. He didn’t miss this time. The thick, bulbous head of his prick breeched her easily, slipping past the initial tightness with a slight sting and burn.

      She froze. Sucked a breath in as her world narrowed down to the cocks in her pussy and ass. She throbbed in unison with Cal’s finger on her clit. Cal was too big, and with Gran in her as well, it felt as if they’d split her in two. She shifted, trying to pull away, but that just made the cock in her ass slide half an inch deeper. Half inch of burning and absolute pleasure.

      “Oh God . . . more.” The groan was dragged from the depths of her soul, a primal demand she couldn’t control. She moved, driving herself down on Cal’s cock as Gran pulled back. Mindlessly she sought more sensation and knew they could provide it for her. Then they switched, taking over. Cal pulled back as Gran surged into her ass. Alternating—sliding in as the other slid out.

      She urged them on, pressing her ass back into Gran before grinding her pelvis against Cal. The sensation of being filled full, two thick cocks stuffing her body to capacity, rendered her incapable of thought. All she wanted was more as they picked the pace up, fucking her hard as skin slapped against skin. Soft moans became demands. Deep male groans became grunts.

      The tension within her built tighter and higher, climbing and climbing until she couldn’t take any more. She gasped and stiffened, her body hovering on the very peak of earth-shattering pleasure. Gran leaned forward, his lips gentle on the side of her neck. Then he thrust, filling her ass with his thick erection and tumbling her over the edge into pure ecstasy.

      She screamed, nails digging into Cal’s muscled arms as her body convulsed around them both, pussy gripping and milking Cal’s cock as Gran roared and pounded her ass. Three heavy strokes and he slammed in and stiffened, his white-hot seed coating the inside of her ass. Cal was half a second behind, his blue eyes wide and unseeing as he groaned, cords standing out in his neck as he thrust one last time. His cock jerked and pulsed deep within her, bathing her cervix in heat.

      Boneless, she collapsed onto his chest to ride out the waves of pure bliss rolling through her. Wrung out, she moaned softly as Cal stroked her back for long moments. Wrapped in the arms of her gargoyle lovers, she felt safe, at home.

      Gently, they slipped from her, Gran cleaning himself up as Cal turned to sit up and tucked her gently into his side. Within a heartbeat, Gran was on the other side, claiming her lips in a tender kiss that almost brought her to tears.

      “I love you,” he whispered against her lips as Cal dropped a kiss on her bare shoulder. She caught the wicked quirk of his lips as he sat back to look into her eyes. “We love you.”

      “I love you too . . . both of you.” She sighed in happiness, cuddled between them and her body awash with bliss.

      They rumbled, the sound as happy as she felt. Then Cal spoke again, his deep voice rough with desire and a little amusement. “And we want to love you again. Five minutes be enough rest?”

      She arched her eyebrow.

      “Depends. How long will it take you guys to recoup?” She trailed a finger down his broad chest and reached out with the other hand to circle Gran’s reawakening cock. “Because now that I have you both, I have a few more ideas I want to try out.”
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