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      Fate is one seriously twisted witch! Dread, darker than any of the snow-laden clouds above followed Tierney as she hunkered over her shiny new motorcycle and raced down the highway. Rural Washington brimmed with greenery, but at this time of year, it was dismal. Just like her mood. A faint mist made the road slick and perilous, but Tierney didn’t care, at least not until she sensed life. She eased up on the gas and scanned the forest, then grinned as a deer, startled by the roar of her engine, bounded deeper into the foliage.

      Satisfied there were no other four-footed creatures ready to leap in front of her, Tierney picked up speed until the forest was just a blur once again. The extravagant purchase of her new bike had been a vague attempt to take her mind off recent events. Though sadly, the rush of adrenaline wasn’t doing the trick tonight. No, escape from the haunting fear would never be that easy.

      Nausea churned, unrelenting, as images flashed through her mind on repeat. She’d been waiting so long to find out what other gifts she’d end up with, but her first-ever vision left her terrified. She clenched her teeth and tried to think of something else, anything but what she had seen. Her dad—a fallen angel—surrounded by black-robed figures. Their enemy, the Ilyium, a sect of druid witches bent on annihilating her kind.

      They’d been found.

      Gah! She should be used to the horrors life threw at a person. After all, that’s what brought them through a magical portal to Earth fourteen years ago when she was just seven.

      “Mind on the job, mind on the job.” She’d grown up helping her father who was a private investigator, and at eighteen got her own license. Which was the age for Washington State for unarmed licenses. Well, sometimes she went armed, but she usually used a glamor to hide whatever she was carrying.

      Still, while the job never seemed to have any end to the work, she couldn’t imagine doing anything else. Of course, it might have been different if they weren’t so successful. They didn’t need the money, but working kept them busy and appeased their supernatural drive to help others.

      It was a lot of mundane shit. They investigated cheating wives and husbands, business partners, employees suspected of wrongdoing … But they also tracked missing spouses, runaway teens, and abducted kids. The satisfaction they found in bringing home a child to frantic parents balanced out the more horrific cases that ate at them—the kind that drove sorrow into their souls and filled them with anger.

      Tierney inhaled the scent of pine as she exited the highway to a tree-lined, rutted track. The sight of fresh tire tracks made her grin. Her hunch just might pay off. It’d be good to close another case.

      If Shay’s really here.

      Her grin faded as she rode under a canopy of foliage, which blocked the darkening sky. The eerie forest set her dragon senses crawling with unease.

      Born of a dracones and a fallen, she’d spent her life in her human form, with the dragon inside her itching to get out. Now that she’d finally turned twenty-one, she was due to go through her awakening. Well, sometime in the next twelve months. Hopefully, and if she survived.

      She pushed the fear of her transition aside and thought of shifting into her dragon form at will. “Then I’ll kick ass on a much larger scale.” She chuckled at the pun.

      Plus, she should gain better control of her abilities.

      As she often did, Tierney wondered what she’d be able to do after she survived her dragon. Was the detested vision a one-off, or would foresight become one of her gifts?

      Though after the terrifying glimpse she’d gotten into the future, she was no longer convinced it would be a gift. How had her mother handled it and not gone insane?

      Yeah, some gifts were definitely curses.

      Though not all.

      As far back as she could remember, Tierney possessed enhanced empathy. When she’d been little it had been very confusing, until her mother showed her how to use her ability to calm or soothe others. It had sure come in handy after the attack on their village.

      Memories of that day twisted her insides. Her friend Jaxsaron had been in such a dark place, and thankfully, she’d managed to pull him back into the light. Well, sort of.

      Just the thought of Jax set her on edge, and she wished for the days when they had been kids whose only care had been what to play next.

      Tierney’s senses detected life once again, only this was no wild animal. She slowed and searched both sides of the dense forest. Sure, she was immortal and healed extremely fast, but it didn’t hurt to be cautious. Then she snorted and gave herself a mental shake when no one popped out of the shadows. Enough with the paranoia already.

      She let the rumble of her bike soothe her as the trees thinned out and she entered a spacious clearing. Huh, go figure. The green sedan she’d been looking for, along with an old blue pickup, sat in front of a faded, plank-board hunting shack.

      The door to the derelict building swung open as she stopped beside the two vehicles. Daniel, whom she recognized from the investigation files, stepped out onto the rickety porch. His eyes were wide with panic as he held a gun in shaking hands. Really? He had a gun?

      Then again, who didn’t these days. But still, the last thing she needed was a gun-toting idiot with no clue how to use the thing.

      Tierney set the kickstand and climbed off the bike.

      “Who are you? This is private property, you’re trespassing.” Daniel glared at her.

      Tierney had to resist the urge to rip the weapon away from him. Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to point a gun at someone unless you plan to use it? She shoved her annoyance aside. His short blond hair and sweet baby face made his attempt to appear menacing fail big time. It would have been comical if she’d hadn’t been in such a sour mood.

      The itch to pick a fight was strong, but now really wasn’t the time. With an eye on the nine-millimeter Beretta, Tierney pulled off her helmet, pushed her long black hair out of her face, and strode forward. She stopped a few feet from the shack. “The safety’s on.”

      “Wha—?” Daniel glanced at the gun with dismay, before looking back at her with clueless brown eyes.

      “Shay,” Tierney called, ignoring baby face as she looked toward the door.

      “Leave her alone, go away.” Panic tinged Daniel’s voice.

      “Chill, I just want to talk to her.” Though Tierney usually kept her mental shields up around humans—a precaution to prevent her from going crazy over their haphazard thoughts—she now lowered them and accessed her ability to read minds. How did this woman find us? I love Shay, I can’t lose her. Daniel’s thoughts screamed in her head. Tierney tuned him out and zeroed in on Shay inside the shack. Why can’t my parents leave me alone? “Shay, you need to come out and talk, or I’ll tell your parents where you are.”

      The door creaked open and a slender young woman with brown hair and doe eyes emerged.

      Tierney bit back a smile. The photo Shay’s parents had given her of their daughter depicted a stylish, but shy female.

      Shay looked anything but stylish or shy. She wore a tight pink T-shirt, crisp blue jeans, and rubber mud boots a couple sizes too large. Her long hair had been cut into a shoulder-length bob with blond highlights, and there was an air of stubbornness to her.

      “Go back inside,” Daniel said.

      Shay ignored him. “W-who are you? What do you want?” Her gaze darted around the clearing before coming back to Tierney. Is she alone? Are my parents here? How did she find me? Damn this bra itches.

      Tierney fought the impulse to roll her eyes. “Yes, I’m alone. My name’s Tierney. Your parents hired me to find you.”

      Anger lit Shays face momentarily before a blank mask slid into place.

      Daniel glared at Tierney. Why can’t anyone leave us alone? I won’t let them take Shay. “She’s not going anywhere.”

      “Right,” Shay said. “I … I won’t go back.” I always obey my parents. I do everything they want, but for once I want something they don’t. I’m not doing it, not this time.

      Tierney knew Shay had likely never defied her parents’ wishes, until now. “You need to talk to them.”

      “My dad arranged a marriage for me, and my mother is just going along with it even though she knows this isn’t what I want. Do you have any idea what that’s like, knowing you have no say in what happens to you?” Shay raised her chin. I refuse to marry the arrogant ass they picked out. Geez, the guy thinks he’s God’s gift to women. Besides, I love Daniel.

      Tierney sighed. No, she really didn’t have any idea. Her father would never do such a thing, and her mother had died when she was seven, along with her little brother. But she didn’t say any of that. “Not my business, but, you’re twenty, right?”

      Shay nodded.

      “Aren’t you old enough to decide who you marry?”

      Shay nodded again.

      “So stand up to them, or not.” Tierney shrugged. “I’ll give you until noon tomorrow to contact them before I tell them I’ve found you.”

      “Ah, all right.” Shay blinked in surprise.

      Tierney narrowed her gaze on the couple and chose her words with care, mindful that certain words could bind her to them. “If you run again, I’ll find you, and I won’t be happy.”

      “I won’t,” Shay promised.

      Daniel pursed his lips but nodded as well.

      “Treat her well, Daniel.” Tierney shot the guy a warning look before walking back to her bike.

      “Thank you,” Shay called after her. I can do this.

      Tierney grinned at Shay’s resolve to fight for what she wanted. It may be her job to find people, but she couldn’t stand overbearing parents who ran their children’s lives for no other reason than to be controlling.

      Tierney climbed on her bike, and unable to help herself, checked her phone. No new calls or texts. She put on her helmet and started her new toy, then with a last glance back at the now empty porch, headed back the way she’d come. Damn it, Dad, where are you? It’s been seven days.

      Zander was supposed to be gone only two.

      She drove out of the clearing and absently scanned her surroundings. Her feeling of doom returned, and she gasped when a sudden eerie cold claimed her. Then everything wavered. Chilled to the bone, Tierney braked hard, set her foot down, and looked around. A faint light circled the ground in front of her as if a flashlight were illuminating the way. What the fuck? She looked up at the darkening clouds.

      Tierney blinked.

      Like a picture superimposed over another, a bright-blue sky appeared. Light, fluffy clouds floated past, along with a silhouette of a bird. The more Tierney focused, the clearer it became.

      A large black, ghostlike raven circled above her head once, twice, and a third time. Tierney shivered. Damn thing was watching her. Everything went dark again, then returned to normal—bird gone. Tierney shivered, though she was no longer cold. Fabulous, now I’m imagining things! With a scowl she gave the bike some gas and refocused on the dirt track.

      A male voice filled her head. Sami. “Tierney. Where the hell are you?” One of her best friends, he was like a beloved brother.

      “Sorry, I’m on my way home. You hear anything from Dad or Jax?” She looked both ways before turning onto the highway.

      “Nothing on Dad, and Jax texted. He’s running late.”

      No surprise, wonder if he’ll even show. “All right, thanks, Sami.”

      Tierney cut the telepathic connection, then groaned when she ended up behind an old, rusty pickup truck. A steady stream of oncoming cars came toward her in the other lane. Finally, when the last vehicle went by, she sucked in a breath, exhaled, and gunned the bike.

      She blew past the truck and kept going. Acid churned in her gut as she worried over her dad, Sami, and his brother, Jax.

      If the Ilyium really had found them, and after her vision she had no doubt, then they were all in danger.

      A thousand years their vicious enemy had pursued their kind on Tartaria, killing any and all dracones and fallen they could find, until their numbers had dwindled so substantially, they’d been forced to flee.

      There’d been many other worlds they could have gone to, but Tierney’s dad chose Earth for them.

      A world filled with humans, and a place where they had to guard their secret.

      “Why can’t we tell anyone here about us?” Seven-year-old Tierney had asked when they had exited the portal to Earth.

      “The humans won’t react well if they find out what we are and what we can do. We don’t need any more enemies.”

      “Then why come here?” one of the other fallen had asked, gazing around suspiciously.

      Her dad never answered, but Tierney remembered overhearing a conversation once between her parents. Her mother had said Earth was where they needed to go.

      It had all been good, until last month.

      Tierney silently swore when she thought about the two well-hidden, fallen males who’d been murdered. The count was now down to seventy-five fallen, and fifty-three dracones on earth, at least that her dad knew about. The recent murders stunned them.

      Then they found evidence at the scene that led them to believe either a fallen—or dracones—had betrayed them. He or she might even be helping the Ilyium. Why, they had no clue.

      When her dad said he needed to go to Olympia for a meeting, Tierney didn’t think much of it. It wasn’t far, and he often went on business trips. But when Zander mentioned he was going to meet someone claiming to have information about the traitor, dread filled her. Then everything went black.

      Tierney had found herself in a cave. Heart racing, she turned and spotted her dad. Zander was kneeling in a shiny dark pool of … blood?

      Fear gripped Tierney tight as black-robed figures, wielding swords, emerged from the walls to surround her father. No! No one heard her. Tierney watched, frozen, as their mortal enemy began to dance and sway, chanting their spells.

      As if he sensed her, Zander’s green eyes met Tierney’s. Filled with regret, he stared at her as the leader approached and raised his sharply bladed sword.

      Tierney screamed, and when the vision cleared, she found herself on the floor in her dad’s arms. “Holy demons.” Horrified, she pushed to her feet and faced her dad. “You can’t go!”

      Zander sighed, stood, and pulled her into a hug. “I love you, but until this traitor is caught, you’re not safe.”

      Tierney pulled away, spine stiffening in resolve. “Then I’ll go with you⁠—”

      “No.”

      “At least take one of us,” she insisted.

      “No.” End of discussion. “But I will be careful.”

      “You better,” Tierney said.

      With a last hug, Zander left.

      Filled with a steadily growing dread, Tierney couldn’t eat, and a recurring nightmare of her vision kept her from sleeping. When she did sleep, images of their enemy swinging his sword at her dad’s head would startle Tierney awake.

      So she dove into all their current cases, but it didn’t help.

      The night Zander left, Tierney called his phone. He didn’t answer. Then she called the hotel in Olympia where he was supposed to be staying.

      Her dad never checked in.

      Sami tried to track Zander’s car, but the LoJack was disabled.

      His cell went straight to voicemail.

      They filed a missing person report with the Olympia PD—whom they sometimes worked with, but Tierney wasn’t holding her breath. The Ilyium had her dad, and it wasn’t like she could tell the police that. Then she’d have to explain that the Ilyium were druid witches who hunted them because they were immortal beings with abilities.

      Tierney shoved thoughts of her dad away as her earlier unease, a sense of being spied upon, grew stronger. A quick glance in her side mirror showed a black Escalade hot on her tail. Jackass! Attention back on the road, she gunned the bike and shot forward.

      The black behemoth quickly caught up.

      Tierney growled. What’s this creep’s problem?

      A menacing voice drifted through her head. “Nice ass.”

      A chill shot down Tierney’s spine, quickly followed by fury. “Who the hell are you?” Instincts screaming at her to go, to get away, Tierney flat-out refused. She wasn’t a coward and would rather face any threats.

      “Someone who’s been waiting a long time for you.”
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      Jax clenched his jaw and struggled for control. It was useless. Inky darkness seeped from him—a furious entity bent on vengeance and directed at the six men in the alley. Their fear was palpable as they sought escape, but they brought it on themselves, and now it was too late.

      He’d thwarted their attempt to kidnap a young teen, and they didn’t like that.

      They didn’t know he was a dracones but did recognize him as a supe. With evil grins plastered on their ugly mugs, they had attacked.

      Jax moved, ready for the fight, welcoming it—needing it.

      Fists flew and metal slashed. Jax grinned. Things were going well, but the kid was a problem.

      Intent on protecting the teen who was trying to sidle away, he missed one guy who managed to get close. Jax spun, and as he did so, another hunter got in a lucky hit.

      Then another slipped past him and pressed a knife against the terrified kid’s throat.

      Hell no, he did not just do that! Jax’s anger spiked as the skinny teen began to shake. Eyes wide with fear, a thin line of red trickled down the boy’s throat.

      A dark rage—one that constantly simmered inside of Jax, finally erupted.

      As a cloying black cloud consumed the alley, the stench of fear permeated the air. Screams pierced his eardrums—reverberated off the walls of the buildings, then cut off. The silence was profound—sickening. Crimson gore was splattered over the walls and ground like a painter had gone nuts.

      No, only me. A vortex of horror-filled memories sucked Jax into the past.

      Screams of terror drifted on the wind, only to be overpowered by the roar of a fiery inferno. With no care for what it destroyed, the fire tore mercilessly through their village. Cold, menacing death grasped anyone left alive with uncaring hands, leaving destruction in its wake.

      Jax tried to shake the memories off, but others invaded. Evil laughter that haunted. A long-ago agony took over and left him bloody, chained, and helpless. Pain. Shame. Jax struggled to free himself.

      But he’d never be free. A bodiless voice, one he detested to the depths of his soul, called him a piece of shit. Weak. Dirty. Pathetic. And he was. He’d never be any good, and no one would ever love him. How could they?

      Jax gripped his head and shoved the ghosts away. The hilts of both his knives pressed into his skull and he had to resist the urge to vomit. With a shudder, he leaned against the filthy wall in the dingy alleyway and fought the darkness that threatened to overtake him. Stop! With a furious growl, he slammed his head back against the bricks once, then again.

      Sweat trickled down his back and finally, after what felt like an eternity, the darkness fled.

      The black fog dissolved, leaving behind the coppery scent of blood, along with an odor of weak magic. Jax grimaced, and with his chest heaving, straightened up and swallowed. Then he turned in a circle, taking in the bodies. Damn. I hate when this shit happens.

      Two weeks ago, he’d been shot in the leg when he caught two of the Ilyium abducting a couple of homeless old men. After a brief fight, he left the Ilyium unconscious, and put in an anonymous call to the authorities. He waited up on the roof for the police to arrive. When they did, they took statements from the homeless men and then carted the attempted kidnappers away.

      Yet two days later, Jax found the same asswipe monsters back on the streets. Gotta love the human system. And what the hell do the Ilyium want with the homeless anyway?

      Jax ignored the shaking within and searched around for the kid. Please, don’t let me have hurt him as well! The thought made him want to hurl.

      Movement. Beside the dumpster.

      Jax let out a breath of relief, then silently swore as the teenager cowered at the sight of him. “I won’t hurt you.” To give the kid a moment, Jax bent over the closest body and used the guy’s shirt to wipe his blades clean.

      It wasn’t long after they arrived in Washington state from Tartaria that they learned the Ilyium lived and hunted on Earth as well. They managed to avoid their enemy.

      But as he, Sami, and Tierney joined Zander in the family business, they noticed a spike in homeless people going missing. When the number continued to rise, Jax started to investigate and soon suspected their enemy. Turned out he was right.

      Still ignoring the kid, Jax peeled his gray hoodie away from his side. He winced at the jagged cut across his ribs, then inspected the tear in his sleeve. The slice across his forearm was neat and clean. He rolled his eyes. He should have healed by now, but he wasn’t so lucky. Instead, he had to rely on protections spells.

      Yeah, and that worked so well—not!

      Two months shy of his twenty-second birthday—when the door would slam shut on any chance of going through his awakening—Jax had mixed feelings. As any dracones, he’d grown up eager for the day of his awakening, when he’d finally be able to shift into the dragon inside of him. But lately, his power had been growing stronger and was extremely unstable. Volatile. What would it be like if he were also a dragon?

      Zander tried to teach them how to use it, but ultimately, they needed to accept and become comfortable with their powers. Not an easy thing to do when you feared it spinning out of control.

      Jax fought the power building inside of him, instead utilizing the few spells he was capable of. Sadly, the one he used for protection had backfired and only shielded him from the blood spatter—big whoop! At least the bleeding had slowed and while he may not heal as quickly as the rest of his kind, it was still faster than a human.

      Jax faced the spooked teen and sighed. He’d have to alter the kid’s memories.

      With a busted lip, greasy, shoulder-length brown hair, the boy appeared to be around sixteen. His thin, long-sleeved shirt had once been green, and that, along with his torn and frayed jeans, told Jax he was likely homeless.

      “You all right?”

      The kid wiped his nose as he regarded Jax.

      “What’s your name?” Jax tried again, using his compulsion to add calm to his words.

      “Rory.” The shaking stopped, though he still appeared freaked.

      Jax amped up the compulsion. “It’s all right, Rory. You’re safe now. When you leave this alley, you won’t remember any of this.” Jax watched, satisfied, as Rory’s fear slipped away.

      Jax sheathed his blades, then walked over and picked up his enemy’s knives and guns from the ground. With one eye on Rory, he stepped around another body and grabbed the tranquilizer gun. What were the Ilyium up to? With no time to waste, since the shots fired in the alley today would surely have been called in, Jax pulled his wallet from his pocket. He withdrew all the money he had and held it out. “Here, get something to eat and find somewhere to sleep. Inside, okay?”

      Rory hesitantly accepted the money.

      “Do you own any warm clothes?” Jax asked.

      “No.”

      Anger—never far from the surface—simmered, and Jax remembered the fear he’d lived with for so long. After the Ilyium attacked their village, his and Sami’s father had grown even meaner. Marcius never really cared about his boys, so it hadn’t been a surprise when he let Zander bring Jax and Sami to Earth with him and Tierney.

      But it was a surprise—and a hellish one—when Marcius showed up a few years later in Washington and dragged Jax and Sami away from their newfound security.

      Even though he shouldn’t think such things, Jax couldn’t help wishing Marcius had died when their enemy massacred everyone in their village. But he hadn’t, and for reasons Jax never understood, Marcius hated him.

      The feelings Rory invoked made Jax grit his teeth. He unzipped his hoodie and pulled it off. Though not a coat, it would keep the kid a little warmer. Besides, there was a duffel bag of clothes in his car. “Here, put this on.”

      Rory blinked. “T-thanks.”

      Jax assessed the skinny teen. Rory wouldn’t survive if the Ilyium came after him again. Taking a knife and sheath from one of the dead men, Jax offered it to Rory. “Here, take this. Use it to protect yourself, and stay out of dark alleys, okay?”

      Rory accepted the weapon and without another word, took off.

      Jax eyeballed the gruesome alley to make sure he wasn’t forgetting anything, then pulled a simple cloaking spell around him.

      His power surged, then waned. He didn’t have much juice left.

      Not wanting anyone to see him carrying a bunch of weapons, Jax quickly limped away.

      He had planned to go home last week, but his leg wound wasn’t healing as fast as he’d hoped. He suspected that his slow healing was due to his inability to get much sleep, a condition he developed after Marcius took him away. Regardless of the why, he couldn’t let Tierney or Sami find out he was hurt. Or fighting the Ilyium. If they saw the wound, they’d figure it out and freak. He so didn’t need that.

      Jax glanced at the time on his phone, swore, and hastened his steps.

      Zander was still missing, and he’d been away long enough. Plus, he still needed to pick up his date. In his mind it seemed like a good idea, bring a date home and keep Tierney at a distance. Easy-peasy. Yet, he knew it wasn’t quite that cut and dried.

      Just thinking of Tierney made his pulse race and other parts of him harden. Not now, dumbass! Jax pushed thoughts of his amethyst-eyed, annoying best friend away and drew on the last of his ebbing power.

      At fifty feet from his car, the spell dissolved.

      Grateful no one was around, Jax hurried the last bit to his pride and joy—an old black Chevy Impala just like the one on his favorite TV show. Teeth gritted at the pain and weakness that threatened to take over, he popped the trunk and stowed the weapons. Then he grabbed a well broken-in brown leather jacket and slid it on.

      He breathed a sigh of relief as warmth encased him, though he wasn’t sure if it was just the jacket, or the lingering scent of Tierney from when she’d worn it not so long ago.

      Jax tried to shut it out as he closed the trunk, then quickly slid into the driver’s seat, locking himself in the car. He clenched his eyes shut as the familiar trembling started, then began to count, taking slow, easy breaths.

      The adrenaline rush wore off and nausea set in.
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      Unease slithered through Tierney. What the hell! Who is this jerk? With an eye on the SUV following her, she tried to read the creep’s mind. She drew a blank. Not a single thought. Though she did discern three minds in the vehicle. Not human.

      “What do you want?” she asked.

      “You of course—what else?”

      Disgust filled her. “Yeah, like that’s gonna happen!” Tierney torqued the throttle and flew past the line of cars in front of her. Adrenaline surged as she narrowly avoided an oncoming car before getting back in her own lane.

      Tierney shifted her focus between the road in front and the creep behind her as he passed the same vehicles and caught up. “Who are you?” she repeated, growing even angrier.

      “I wouldn’t want to spoil the surprise.”

      Tierney seethed at his tone. “Go ahead, spoil it, please.”

      “So feisty. I like a challenge. We’ll have great fun together … with that tight little ass.”

      There was something familiar about the guy, but Tierney couldn’t figure out what. “Yeah, I’ll have great fun when I cut your dick off and shove it down your throat.” She flashed teeth in her mirror, then noticed a gas station up ahead at the next intersection.

      Maybe they’d pull over if she did. Though no longer sure she wanted to confront the creep anymore, Tierney really didn’t want him following her home. “Let’s meet now.” She passed the intersection and eased off the gas.

      “I know you’re dying to meet me, but I’m not alone, and I hate to share. Don’t worry, we’ll be together soon enough.”

      Ugh. Skin now crawling, Tierney shot into the parking lot and spun the bike around in a shower of dirt. She waited, pulse racing. The Escalade slowed. Maybe he changed his mind. After talking to her like that, she wanted to kick his freakin’ ass.

      The black behemoth turned at the intersection instead. “Until we meet again, sweet cheeks.”

      Tierney growled in frustration and had just decided to follow the creep when Sami’s voice stopped her.

      “Tiern, how much longer you going to be?” he asked, sounding grouchy.

      “Sorry, Sami. I’ll be home soon.” Tierney sighed. She’d missed supper. With a scowl, she glared at the SUV’s fading taillights, gunned her bike, and shot back onto the road. What a major dick!

      She felt like kicking herself over her lost chance. And what the hell was up with Sami? He sure was cranky tonight. Short for Samarias, Sami was also twenty-one and shared the same birth date as Tierney’s. Her normally sweet friend had inherited his mother’s golden hair and emerald eyes, though tonight he sounded more like his prickly brother, Jaxsaron.

      Older than her and Sami by ten months, Jax’s dark brows often pulled into a scowl that matched his mood. As a kid, his shiny raven black hair was long and glorious, so incredibly soft to the touch. But when Marcus returned Jax and Sami back to Tierney and her dad, both boys were broken mentally and physically. Jax more so than Sami.

      She’d never forget the sound of Jax screaming in the midst of a nightmare. He then locked himself in the bathroom. By the time they managed to convince him to open the door, Jax had hacked off most of his hair. He’d been eleven years old.

      He never said why he did it, but he’d kept it short ever since.

      Tierney might not know the details, but the haunted look in his blue eyes never failed to pierce her soul. She loved both brothers, but sometimes her fierce feelings terrified her.

      She often wondered how different life would have been if her dad hadn’t gone to that meeting with the other clan leaders on her and Sami’s seventh birthday. Would the Ilyium have still attacked their village?

      Surely with her dad and his guard there they’d have fought them off.

      But they hadn’t been, and no amount of wishing otherwise would change things.

      It had been a brutal massacre that took her mother and little brother, along with Sami and Jax’s mother. In fact, most of the village perished that day. Men, women, and children, young and old, it hadn’t mattered to their enemy.

      What would her little brother have looked like if he still lived?

      The survivors had been devastated, and no matter how hard her dad tried to keep the clan together, it fell apart. Two weeks later, Zander led a group of them to Earth through a dimensional portal.

      Impatient but almost home, Tierney slowed her bike as the turnoff to their driveway approached. She glanced at the little house across the highway. A soft-yellow glow shone through the windows, and a single sad strand of Christmas lights hung on the porch railing. A small, beat-up yellow car sat out front. It appeared that the mom and little girl were home, while the abusive husband wasn’t. After a domestic disturbance there four years ago, they all tried to keep an eye on the family.

      Tierney flicked on her signal and turned off the blacktop and onto a winding gravel road. Trees and foliage blurred past as she roared up the mountain. After a half-mile, she eased off the gas and exited to a large plateau, letting her eyes drink in the breathtaking sight of her home.

      Her dad brought them here after the massacre, and Tierney loved the immense log building that used to be a ritzy resort. Large enough to have housed their entire village, a balcony wrapped around three-quarters of the upper level, while a deck surrounded the main floor. Beneath all that were the underground parking and laundry facilities, while the pool and workout room opened onto a patio overlooking the lake. Two tall windows flanked a massive rock chimney at the front of the building and, to Tierney, always seemed as if they were reaching to the heavens. Mostly, she loved the view to the south.

      Forest surrounded them on three sides and nestled against the mountain were a bunch of small cabins interspersed between the trees. On the other side of their home and down a steep drop was the lake, with the valley stretching to the south and eventually the city of Spokane.

      An out-of-place whiff of something sharp caught Tierney’s attention. Burned ozone? There was no other way to describe the smell. Tierney scrutinized the yard. No one was around and as quickly as the scorching stench came, it disappeared. Weird. I must just be freaked at seeing Jax.

      He’d stolen her heart as a child and still owned it—though he didn’t have a clue. Oh my sweet, tormented man. Her heart ached for him. Jax kept his shields high, guarding his pain.

      But as an empath, Tierney often caught glimpses of his suffering. She never let on—he’d be mortified if he knew.

      Her emotions twisted inside her at the idea of seeing him this evening.

      With a rumble, she rolled past the entrance to the underground parking, and pulled up to the side door. She set the kickstand and pushed “Creepy Asshole” out of her mind when a loud, echoing caw drew her eyes to a towering hemlock tree fifteen feet away.

      Tierney sat on her bike and searched for the bird, but she saw nothing. About to give up and head inside, she shivered when everything blurred and went gray again.

      What the ever-loving hell was going on? She rubbed her eyes, but that didn’t help. Tierney scanned the yard through the dingy tint, then heard another caw. She looked back at the hemlock. Perched a quarter of the way up was a large, shiny raven. It was staring at her.

      Tierney’s skin crawled. Could this be the same bird as earlier?

      Intent on studying her feathered tormentor, she jumped, then chuckled when it dropped to a lower branch. Opening her mind, she tried to connect to the feathered freak and received … nothing. Weirder and weirder! There were none of the basic eat or hunt instincts that she normally got from animals. Maybe I’m not paranoid, maybe I have a tumor.

      Without taking her eyes from the strange creature, Tierney climbed off her bike. She jumped again when an eerie shriek pierced the air.

      The raven toppled to the ground.

      What in all the universes? The bird lay still, and a sudden wind blew dirt and leaves around. The trees swayed. Again, Tierney searched with her senses, but other than faint magic, she found nothing unusual. Wait, faint magic? So, someone had to be doing this, right?

      Tierney stalked over the crisp ground, slowing as goose bumps rose on her skin. Her breath misted in front of her. This feels wrong. I should get my ass inside. Instead, she studied the trees and surrounding forest. A colorless murky film tinged everything. “This is probably a terrible idea,” she muttered. Tierney crouched down cautiously, and laid her hand on the bird’s chest, hoping for a heartbeat.

      Dread consumed her as ice began to travel up her arm.

      Tierney yanked her hand away.

      Tierney gasped when the raven flickered like a hologram and the face of a young, blond, golden-eyed boy appeared. “Blood Sky approaches. Please, unbind my soul from Val Je—” The whisper cut off as it changed back to a bird.

      “Holy mother. What the—?” Tierney scrambled backward. Frosty mist rose in tendrils from the ground surrounding the raven before it disintegrated into thin air. She shivered and stared at the empty spot. Not even an imprint showed where the feathered freaky shit had lain. Filled with unease, her gaze skittered everywhere. Everything looked normal again.

      Tierney raced into the house. “Sami!” She yanked her helmet off and shook out her tangled hair as she strode through the mudroom and into the kitchen. “Hey, the strangest bloody thing just happened. This raven that wasn’t really a raven—” Her mouth dropped open at the sight of Sami. He looked like he’d crawled up from the bowels of hell.

      Hunched on a stool at the counter with a half-empty bottle of vodka in his hand, Sami’s shaggy, golden hair stuck out everywhere. Which was normal. However, the lack of sparkle in his emerald eyes, now dull and bloodshot, along with his scowl and the booze in his hand, alarmed her.

      “What?” He growled.

      Sami might get annoyed, but he was rarely ever angry with her. In fact, he was the one who they could count on to be calm and mild-mannered. In fact, he was usually the happiest of them all.

      Though now that she thought of it, he had been quiet and withdrawn lately. She just figured it was due to Zander missing and Jax being gone. Now Tierney wondered and decided to shelf her crazy story for the moment. “What’s wrong?” Her heart raced as she took a seat beside him.

      “Nothing.” Sami swigged straight from the bottle.

      Alarmed, Tierney sat down. “I’m sorry I missed supper.”

      Sami stood and shrugged, his brown tee and faded blue jeans showed off every well-defined muscle as he strode over to the oven. He pulled a plate out and set it in front of her along with some cutlery. “Eat.” His six-foot-five body towered over her five-five frame. Tierney obeyed.

      Sami settled back on his stool.

      “What’s the matter?” she asked again, worried.

      With a scowl, Sami averted his eyes. “I told you, nothing. Now eat.”

      Tierney studied him as she shoveled food into her mouth without tasting it. Sami’s mental shields were tight, preventing her from getting into his head. “Right, so anything new on Dad?”

      “No.” Sami took another swig.

      “Shit.” Tierney set her fork down and blew out a breath while acid churned in her gut. It felt like everything was unraveling at sonic speed.

      Sami’s expression softened. “Sorry.”

      “Nothing new from Olympia PD?” she asked, grasping at straws.

      Sami shook his head.

      “And we still can’t track his car?”

      “I told you, I tried—” As their resident techie, Sami always found something on the computer to help in their search. Just not this time.

      “Yeah, I hoped it came back online or something.” Tierney absently pushed a messy strand of hair back behind her ear.

      “No, the LoJack’s been disabled. Now eat.” He indicated her food.

      Scrunching up her face, Tierney picked up her fork and took a couple more bites before putting it down again. “And his phone?” Tierney knew she was testing his patience. She just couldn’t help it.

      “Nothing.”

      Tierney fought her panic. “Shit.”

      “I agree.” Sami grimaced before glancing up at the clock on the wall. “On a different note, Jax should be here soon.”

      “Right.” Tierney ran a hand through her tangled hair, anxiety gnawing at her.

      “I’m sure Zander’s okay. He’s gotten out of tougher situations before,” Sami said, then changed the subject. “Did you find Shay?”

      “I found her and Daniel at his dad’s hunting shack. I gave Shay until noon tomorrow to contact her parents.” Tierney pushed the plate away, unable to eat.

      “Well, good.” Sami ignored her unfinished meal and rubbed the back of his neck.

      “Shit, Sami, you look like utter crap. What’s going on?” Tierney pressed.

      Sami shook his head, and without looking at her, tilted the bottle of vodka to his lips and took a long swallow.

      A car pulled up outside.

      “Jax’s here.” Sami set the vodka on the counter.

      Thanks, Mr. Obvious! Tension radiated through Tierney at the familiar sound of Jax’s Impala. Gah! It had been six weeks since they fought. Six excruciating long weeks since Jax left to work out of their family apartment in Spokane.

      The fight had been so stupid. He’d been pissed at her recklessness, which in turn ticked her off.

      “What do you care?” she had asked.

      “Why would you say that? Of course I care!”

      After the way Jax had been acting for the last six years, that concession from him stunned Tierney. Then she blurted out that it was about time. At his confused look, Tierney had told him they were soul mates. She knew he wasn’t ready and should’ve kept her mouth shut, but she’d been tired of waiting for him to admit how he felt.

      It had been so much simpler as children, but once they became teenagers, Jax grew distant. It hurt. Each and every time she tried to get close, Jax would push her away. The older they got, the worse it became, and while Tierney didn’t mind waiting for him to figure things out, she also feared that he never would if he kept her at arm’s length.

      Besides, she couldn’t wait forever, could she? For them forever was a very long time.

      Jax’s expression of shock followed by terror at her words was one Tierney would never be able to erase from her mind. It pierced her deep inside.

      “No, I’m not your soul mate.” He went to his car, speaking over his shoulder. “You need to forget about me, find someone else.”

      She’d pushed things too far, and now she regretted it. She should never have said what she did, and though she knew it was true, Jax didn’t agree, or wasn’t ready to accept it. Maybe he never would. The thought had sent a lance of staggering pain to the core of her being.

      Now he was back and the bees in her gut were stirring full force. “I need some of that.” She snatched the vodka from Sami’s hand. “You add any Nectar to it?”

      “No.”

      Due to their metabolism, any buzz they got from alcohol lasted mere seconds, but add a few drops of Nectar from Tartaria and wowzer. Getting ripped became super easy. She refrained from thinking of the time the three of them raided her dad’s liquor cabinet. They’d been sixteen and had never laughed so much. It had also been the last time she’d snuggled close to Jax.

      Tierney chugged down the last bit and winced at the fiery burn that trailed down her throat.

      Sami snorted.

      Though desperate to see Jax, Tierney also dreaded it. What if he hated her now?

      As kids, Jax couldn’t sleep unless she was beside him, but that changed when she turned fourteen and Jax fifteen. Tierney had been baffled when he grew distant and evasive.

      One day she touched his arm to tell him something, and he jumped as if scalded. His brilliant-blue eyes flared and after that he made sure they never touched. They became like strangers. His reaction hurt.

      She did her best to hide it until he stopped talking to her.

      Oh sure, he talked to her about work, the weather, that kind of stuff. But unable to handle his rejection, she soon became angry with everyone, and began to act recklessly. She quickly learned that the adrenaline from taking crazy-assed risks, felt freaking amazing. It quickly became her escape.

      Now, she tried not to panic at the thought of seeing Jax.
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      Tierney’s heart skipped a beat at the sight of Jax.

      “Hey.” His husky voice sent a tingle straight to her core.

      She gave him an uncertain smile. Just the sight of him brightened Tierney’s mood, though the bees continued to buzz. Six feet of sexy filled the doorway. Her heart raced even faster, and it was a good thing she wasn’t standing as her knees wouldn’t have held her up.

      Jax raked her with scorching blue eyes, but Tierney could see the pain of his past in their depths.

      She ached to wrap her arms tight around him and feel his warmth and closeness. She wanted to run her hands through his short black hair and pull his sweet sexy lips down to hers. Instead she smirked at the faint stubble on his face. Though he shaved daily, within a few hours the shadow of a beard always appeared, making him even sexier.

      His brown leather jacket hung open, revealing a black tee stretched taut across a well-defined six-pack. Blue jeans hugged lean, muscular legs, which Tierney imagined wrapped around her. Desire swirled low in her belly. A pair of worn hiking boots added an extra inch to his six feet, as he walked into the kitchen.

      “Whose crotch rocket?” His eyes darkened as they traveled over her body, making her shiver. Then his brows pulled into a severe scowl, and his eyes narrowed at the sight of her helmet. “Yours?”

      “About time you came home,” Sami piped up and gave his brother a tight smile, changing the subject.

      “Yes, mine—” Then Tierney caught sight of the well-endowed blonde behind Jax. Pain stabbed her. He brought a date home?

      “Hey, this is Cassandra. Cassie, that’s my brother Sami, and ah … sister, Tierney,” Jax introduced them to the smiling blonde with big blue eyes.

      Sister? What the fuck? Tierney glared at Jax. He did not just say they were siblings! “Really? I’m your sister, now?”

      Cassie rushed forward with a huge smile. “Oh, I love your eyes! Are those contacts?”

      Demons, Blondie makes me want to hurl. Tierney turned and left the room.

      “Tiern!”

      “Fuck off, Jax,” she yelled, striding through the great room to the stairs leading up to their bedroom suites.

      What the hell? Was he that desperate to prove he wasn’t her soul mate, or did he actually care about Blondie? “Suck it up,” she muttered, refusing to let the threatening tears fall as she hurried into her room. She stalked past the cream couch in front of the small fireplace, dropped her phone on the bed, and made her way to her dresser.

      Tierney snatched up her brush with a growl, and pulled it through her mess of curls, yanking harder when the bristles snagged. Beyond frustrated, she tossed the brush down and studied her reflection in the mirror. Her one unique feature—amethyst eyes. Nothing more.

      She may be immortal, and when her dragon awakened she’d be kick-ass, but there was no way to change how plain she appeared in human form. With an unappealing face, average boobs, and more muscles than curves, it was no wonder she didn’t attract Jax. Oh, get a grip. You should be used to seeing him with other girls. In school, Tierney ignored the girls who chased Jax because he never got too involved. That made her happy, though the reason he didn’t saddened her.

      When Marcius returned his boys a year later, and the sight of Sami and Jax brought tears to her eyes. It wasn’t immediately clear what had happened, but they’d obviously been horribly neglected and abused.

      Enraged, Tierney’s father nearly killed Marcius. But instead, Zander let the male go, threatening his life if he ever entered their lives again. Tierney suspected her dad relented because Marcius was the boys’ father and Zander cared for the boys like they were his own. Otherwise, she knew he wouldn’t have hesitated to end the bastard’s life for good.

      Together, Tierney and her dad cared for Sami and Jax. Sami was painfully thin, withdrawn, and obviously worried about Jax, who had hovered on the brink of death. Tierney liked to think it was due to their love that pulled Jax through. With the healing ability of an immortal, dracones weren’t supposed to scar, but not all scars are always visible. For some reason, not only did Jax scar, but he also healed much slower than the rest of them. Over the years his constant nightmares and inability to sleep served as a reminder of the hell he survived. After they came back, Jax allowed no one but her to touch him until he turned fifteen. Now, she wondered if he’d overcome his aversion to touch.
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      Jax caught Sami’s glare as they followed Cassie into the great room. “What?”

      “What the hell, bro?”

      Jax feigned ignorance as Cassie eagerly checked everything out.

      With its high-beamed ceiling, the great room was a mix of high-quality antiques and comfortable furniture. Cassie bounced from one spot to the next, stopping to stare at Zander’s beautiful angel sword resting above the mantel of the large stone fireplace.

      Sami’s gaze followed the blonde as she went over to the pool table, picked up a pool cue, attempted to put a ball into a pocket, then failing, sashayed over to the french doors. “What the hell you doing, bringing her here?”

      “What’s the problem? She’s just a date,” Jax said, though he kept his gaze averted.

      “Either you’re an idiot, or a complete ass. And I don’t believe you’re an idiot.” Sami shook his head. “I hate how you always push us away.”

      Jax didn’t, couldn’t answer and glanced wistfully toward the stairs instead.

      “Go. Talk to Tierney. She’s been waiting for you.”

      “I can’t.”

      Sami stared hard at him. “Of course you can.”

      Jax knew he fucked up big time bringing Cassie home. He’d hoped she would distract him from Tierney, keep him from doing something really stupid. But brilliant idea it was not, and seriously, what the hell did he think would happen? Oh right, he hadn’t thought. Well, not of anything except Tierney. He couldn’t keep his mind off of her. So instead, he ended up hurting the last person he wanted to hurt.

      Tierney’s smile always brightened his day. With her, he felt like he could do anything. But his attraction to her when he turned fifteen was like a blazing hot light bulb being turned on. He already knew he loved Tierney, but when she began to change from a gawky teenager into a sexy woman, his feelings intensified.

      Her appearance, combined with her touch and pure soul, never failed to drive the darkness inside him away. Tierney always filled him with light, making Jax forget his past. His desire grew so strong he started to avoid her, which only made it worse. Like an alcoholic craving the bottle, Jax ached to get close to her but was afraid if he gave in, he wouldn’t be able to tear himself away. And she deserved more than a piece of shit like him who couldn’t even control his emotions.

      Now, over six years later, he still had a hard-on for her, making it near impossible to concentrate on anything else. Tierney’s declaration when they fought weeks ago scared the hell out of him. And, like a piece of crap sissy, he ran away. But the time apart changed nothing.

      He couldn’t get his mind off her, and he’d never be good enough for her. So, as much as it killed him, he needed to let her find someone else.

      If nothing else, Tierney deserved someone who could give her kids. He’d never be able to do that. It didn’t matter that in all their years together she never even so much as looked at anyone else. Granted, there were only humans around. Still, it was for the best, at least with a human, she’d have a chance at a family of her own.

      If Tierney didn’t find a human, then the next best choice would be his brother. Sure, Sami couldn’t have kids, either, but he was good, kind, decent, and smart. He’d protect Tierney, and best of all, Sami wasn’t messed up like he was. Sami would make a decent mate and he deserved happiness after all they’d been through. Besides, as the oldest, it was Jax’s job to look after his little brother, something he’d failed miserably at as kids.

      Jax knew his thinking wasn’t logical, and driven by fear and self-loathing, but it was all he had. So, he hid his desire and kept his distance from the one who meant the world to him.

      Their fight turned into a perfect opportunity to get out of the way and give Tierney and Sami a chance.

      That didn’t mean he didn’t miss her like crazy, even if all they did lately was fight.

      Still, at Sami’s prompting, Jax found himself upstairs and outside of Tierney’s room.

      He stood in her open doorway and stared. Desire tore through him painfully and he ached to pull her into his arms. To run his fingers through her long, gleaming, curly black tresses that fell almost to her hips, and never let her go. A frown marred Tierney’s features as she cursed at the phone in her hands, and if he hadn’t known how worried she was, he’d have smiled.

      Damn, whether happy, frustrated, or angry, Tierney was always just so beautiful, both inside and out. It radiated from her. It also didn’t hurt that her toned, willowy body curved in all the right places. Her proximity never failed to make his blood run hot. Jax swallowed deeply as he caught her unique scent of wildflowers, the kind grown on their home world and not Earth.

      He tried to control his breathing as his cock stiffened, straining against his jeans. Fierce need ripped through him like molten lava. Tierney always affected him in this way. Dressed all in black, her tight leather pants defined her hips and shapely legs like a second skin. To peel those off her … Stop, you shithead! Jax reprimanded himself.

      Under her black biker jacket, she wore a tight black tank top, with a scooped neckline, showing off a perfect swell of breasts. Breasts he dreamed of tasting. Jax licked his lips and bit back a groan. He imagined her kicking his ass in her sexy motorcycle boots.

      However, the fear on her face finally drove all sexual thoughts away, making him cringe. Sami was right, he was an ass. “Hey, Tiern, how ya doing?” He entered her room, heart racing as he fought the need to go and offer comfort. Amethyst eyes met his, making his breath catch—paralyzing him.

      “Jax.”

      His name on her tongue heightened his desire, and he stared at her inviting lips. Would they be as delectable and sweet as they seemed? Guilt consumed him at the hurt in her eyes. Then they darkened with anger. Why couldn’t he just pull her into his arms and tell her everything would be okay?

      Because then he wouldn’t be able to stop himself from wanting—taking more.

      Tierney’s anger scorched him. “What do you want?”

      What did he want? Damn, that was a loaded question. You, of course! He wanted to touch—kiss—every inch of her. He wanted to feel her arms around him, forget the darkness that was steadily overtaking his soul. “I just … are you okay?” he asked, suddenly uncomfortable. Her glare stung deep in a part of himself he tried to forget even existed.

      “No, I’m not okay. Dad’s missing and you … you obviously don’t care, or you’d have come home sooner.”

      Jax flinched. Staying away from her damn near killed him, though he couldn’t tell her that. Frustration—then anger—that she’d think otherwise, filled him. “Look, I’m sorry. You know I care. Zander’s like a dad to me.”

      “Jax?” They both fell silent as with the worst timing in the world, or maybe the best, Cassie came up behind him.

      “Jax,” Cassie repeated.

      Jax wanted to cringe. He hadn’t found Cassie’s bubbly voice annoying until now.

      “Show me your room.” The blonde wiggled her eyebrows suggestively.
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        * * *

      

      Tierney wanted to punch Blondie when she reached for Jax. But then he sidestepped away from the other woman and Tierney could sense a fleeting moment of panic before it was gone. So, nothing’s changed, he still doesn’t like anyone touching him. Why did he even bother to bring Cassie home?

      “Please, Jax?” Cassie purred, wiggled her eyebrows, and giggled.

      Tierney ground her teeth together to stop from screaming. How good would it feel to wrap her hands around Blondie’s neck and squeeze?

      As if recognizing the fury glittering in Tierney’s eyes, Jax gently nudged Cassie back.

      Yeah, you’d better get her out of my face! With a quiet snarl, Tierney slipped past them.

      “Where you going?” Jax asked.

      “Anywhere but here.” Tierney shoved her phone into her pocket and hurried down the stairs and outside into the night. She needed distance. Fresh air.

      Tierney pushed Jax and Blondie from her mind and instead thought about her parents. Zander refused to talk about his past, and Tierney didn’t know if he was a descendant of the fallen, or one of the original angels who fell from the heavens. Not that it really mattered. Still, she didn’t even know her own dad’s age. Whenever she asked, he gave his standard reply. “I’m very old.”

      Tierney’s mother, Ahryanna, had been a stunning dracones with shimmering golden copper hair. Her eyes changed from the deepest gold to a silver blue when she foresaw the future. A few weeks before she died, Ahryanna seemed sad and quiet. She hugged Tierney and her brother a lot, repeatedly telling them how much she loved them. Tierney often wondered if her mother had seen her own death. What she wouldn’t give to be able to talk to her now, to see her smile. To be hugged by her once more, while Ahryanna reassured her everything would be okay.

      Although smaller dragons lived in other dimensions, all the larger dracones were descended from two ancient dragons: Skullathorn and his mate, Kiah.

      Unfortunately, they were all cursed.

      A thousand years ago, Skulla helped a sect of druid witches called the Ilyium fight off demons from another world. As they closed the portal into the realm of Kalesia, one rushed through with two of the Ilyium’s children. The druid young were expected to be the Ilyium’s most powerful witches ever born.

      Of course Skulla was blamed for the catastrophe.

      In retaliation, Herasa, the leader of the Ilyium—as well as the children’s grandmother—cursed Skulla and all of his offspring. They would all be hunted by the Ilyium until her grandchildren were returned to Tartaria. The only problem with that was, it would be a thousand years before the portal to Kalesia could be opened again.

      As if that wasn’t enough, the other part of her curse prevented any of Skulla’s male descendants, from his grandchildren onward, from fathering young. So if Tierney mated to a fallen or human, or anyone besides another dracones, she could have children, but her, Sami, and Jax could not. Whenever they talked about it in the past, the boys said they didn’t care, but she was sure that they did in fact care, and very much so.

      After Kiah and seventeen of their thirty-two children were brutally killed, Skulla turned to the fallen to protect his remaining offspring. Most of his fifteen children ended up finding love among the fallen, took mates and even had children of their own, which led to the birth of the dracones. Unlike full-blooded dragons, who could change from dragon to human form at will, dracones were born and lived in human form until their dragons were awakened during their twenty-first year.

      Sometime within that year, as long as the awakening was triggered, they went through a painful change that would last anywhere from twenty-four to forty-eight hours. But after the awakening, they were able shift into their dragon form at will.

      Only once their awakening was triggered, in order to survive it, they needed to be around another dracones or fallen. Alone, the chances were not encouraging. More than a few dracones had died because they tried to transition alone. On the downside, if the awakening wasn’t triggered by the end of their twenty-first year, they lived as an immortal in human form.

      Tierney couldn’t imagine living forever, unable to change into her dragon—another reason she worried about Jax. In two months, he’d be twenty-two. Though he’d shown no signs of his transformation, staying away from them all had been stupid as it could have kicked in at any time.

      Tierney paused on her way toward the trail leading up the mountain. Was that the point? Did Jax have a death wish? And to think he called her reckless.

      Ready to go in and rip him a new one, she remembered Cassie.

      Unable to stomach the thought of sitting alone at the rock where they’d all spent so many hours laughing and talking, dreaming, Tierney turned and circled the house. She shivered as she passed the spot where the raven died, disappeared, or …whatever. What the hell had that cryptic message meant?

      Below her the lake glittered in the moonlight, and without another thought, Tierney raced down the steep cliff on agile feet, then took a worn trail leading west around the lake.

      Years of training had her walking soundlessly along the rocky, needle-and-leaf covered path, something they once didn’t care about.

      Memories of her and Sami’s seventh birthday intruded. It was the day the Ilyium had attacked their village, killing so many. That day the three of them had laughed and played innocently in the forest, not caring how much noise they made. But when sounds of the assault reached them, they all froze. Then Jax shoved her and Sami into a cave and went to find out what was happening. He promised to bring their mothers back.

      After what seemed like forever, a nasty-smelling man with evil in his eyes found her and Sami instead. As Tierney was dragged from the cave, Jax showed up and stabbed the man in the neck. Tierney would never forget Jax’s blank gaze afterward. A dagger that used to hang on the wall of her home dangled from his hand, dripping blood, while Jax stared at the lifeless body on the ground.

      “Where are our mothers? Can we go home now?” Tierney and Sami asked.

      Jax’s lips parted but nothing came out. Then he shook his head and, amid much protesting, herded them back inside the cave.

      “We need to wait for your daddy to find us,” he said as he settled down beside her and pulled his legs to his chest.

      Tierney’s mom explained to her early on that she was an empath and that was why she could sense the emotions of others. Tierney thought she understood, but the dark hole growing inside of Jax scared her. Then he started to tremble. Her own heart aching, Tierney put her arms around him. Jax turned and clung to her. “Tierney … I’m sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “I broke my promise.” He sniffled.

      “What promise?”

      “My promise to bring our mothers back,” he whispered.

      Sami’s arms encircled both of them and they huddled together for the rest of the night.

      Tierney tried to push the memory away and let the night soothe her.
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        Past Ghosts

      

      

      

      As the largest, meanest, and most powerful wolf in the Okami pack, Soroyan, took his job as enforcer and protector with grim seriousness. His job allowed him to release his anger and rage, dealing with the enemy with ruthlessness and deadly skill. He’d stopped being social long ago and now no one expected it of him. It suited him perfectly, enabling him to roam and stand guard from a distance until a threat appeared.

      After five hundred years in a savage world, living with so much loss, Soroyan hated life. The pain of losing his mate, offspring, and way too many friends never went away. Sure, it faded, but each death still haunted him. Often unable to sleep, the nights became his worst time. His younger brother, Kyrian, King of the Okami, tried over the years to get him to take another mate, but none of the females paraded before Soroyan piqued his interest.

      Soroyan silently made his way down to the lake. It hadn’t taken long to learn the lay of the land where they were presently staying, though it still galled him that they were even here. But the latest Ilyium attack six months before had killed many wolves, young and old alike. They lost a lot of good warriors and loved ones, including Kyrian’s mate, Sheraya.

      Then Kyrian had one of his premonitions. “We need to head north and west to Washington.”

      Soroyan normally didn’t care where they went, but anger over their enemy once again finding them, along with the reason for being there, set his hackles on edge. This war to protect their kind was a vicious cycle that never ended and Soroyan was tired of it. So much so, that lately he’d found himself wishing for death to end it all.

      But he made a promise to his dying mate—to keep going and to protect the pack, no matter the cost. That was the only thing that kept him making his wish reality. Though sometimes it took Kyrian to remind him of his oath, especially when sorrow started to drown him, and he wanted to forget.

      Kyrian claimed they’d have allies here, but he failed to mention that they’d be of the human variety until after they arrived. Now, with pregnant females, and a lack of strong warriors to protect them, Soroyan refused to take any chances on the pack’s safety.

      Soroyan caught a sour scent that raised the hair down his spine. Across the highway, a man had killed a female and was busy digging a grave in the woods. Humans. So violent. After skirting the large log building where the four immortals lived, Soroyan padded down to the half-frozen lake. He drank from the frigid water and savored the icy liquid. He lifted his head when a new scent caught his attention. This one was fresh and smelled like flowers. Saroyan bit back a growl. It was the spirited female.

      Immortal or not, Soroyan hated people—didn’t trust them.

      As she wandered close without noticing him, Soroyan picked up her turbulent emotions. Surprised at her lack of attention, his curiosity piqued and he silently followed in her wake. She’d be easy to kill. Well, maybe not easy, but at least satisfying.

      Soroyan had kept a close eye on the four supposed allies for the last six months. The female with the amethyst eyes and the two strong young males often trained with the fallen warrior. They were adept at all types of weapons and a mix of martial arts; although, he doubted any of them had ever experienced real battle, other than maybe the father.

      Kyrian, of course, forbade him to harm them.

      Even though Kyrian was king, and Soroyan had waived his rights to be their leader long ago, he could have disobeyed. He was older and a far stronger wolf after all.

      But that would mean breaking from the pack, and he couldn’t do that to his brother. If there was one thing he still cared about, it was Kyrian. Although if he were completely honest with himself, he didn’t really mind watching this female immortal. Not that he’d ever admit that to anyone.

      Soroyan wondered what upset her so much that she didn’t even sense him. As a supernatural being, awareness meant the difference between life and death. His anger at the thought of anyone hurting her unsettled him. He padded along on silent paws, appreciating her stealth in the woods. At least until she came to a downed, hollowed-out log, sat down, and muttered as she checked her phone.

      He settled on the ground about ten feet away, with his head on his paws and his eyes on this mysterious young woman. There was something soothing about her. She sat still for so long he started to drift to sleep when his ears picked up a sob, shocking him awake. No wait, she can’t be crying. No—yup. Tears glittered on her cheeks. Soroyan almost let out a whimper of alarm. No. I won’t let her tears affect me—no way in hell.

      He shot to his feet and tried to back away—put distance between them. Any female crying made him uncomfortable. I do not care. Yet try as he might, his feet wouldn’t move.

      After wiping her face, the female stilled. Soroyan thought she’d spotted or sensed him, but instead she stood and started back home. Again, not understanding why he didn’t leave, he followed. He just wanted to make sure she got home all right.
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        * * *

      

      Tierney pushed the memories of the day she lost her mother away and stood up when a shiver shot through her. This day continued to get stranger and stranger. Someone was watching her—again—and it wasn’t the freaky raven. No, this was different. Tierney pretended ignorance and let her senses out discretely.

      Whoever lurked close by wielded considerable power, though his heart was filled with hatred. But for some reason, Tierney found she just didn’t care.

      The urge to scream her own anger at the world was strong, and only through sheer force of will did she stuff it back down. Yet as she made her way back down the trail, she kept her mind open. When whoever it was didn’t get any closer, she rechecked her phone—still nothing from her dad. Where are you? Had the Ilyium captured him?

      Tierney hated feeling helpless. This is what they did. They found people. But this time they’d drawn a blank. In most cases, they talked to the family and friends of the missing person. Tierney would read their minds, and Zander got information from touching their belongings. Jax used his ability to get bad guys to confess their crimes, while Sami worked computer magic. He dug into backgrounds, tracked devices, and other techie stuff. The idea of her dad not being around anymore made her ill. She thought back to how overjoyed she had been when her dad found them in that cave so long ago.

      The sun had just risen, and the familiar sound of warriors cursing had made Tierney smile with relief. She had recognized the voices. Five large, fallen males had gathered around the body on the ground. The fiercest one had black, shoulder-length hair, a short beard, and vivid green eyes that often sent fear through the hearts of his enemies. Standing taller than the others, Zander J’arzan, her daddy, called her name in a ragged voice.

      A deadly warrior and lord of their clan, Zander led their people with a firm but gentle hand. He never asked anything he refused to do himself and earned the allegiance and respect of all. A long sword, with an angel hilt embedded with emeralds, hung from his side. Zander said the sword came from the heavens. Tierney grabbed Jax’s hand and scrambled out of the cave with Sami right behind them.

      At the sight of her, Zander fell to his knees and grabbed her up in a tight hug, tearing her from Jax’s. “Tierney. Oh, baby, are you hurt?” Tears ran down his face.

      “No, Daddy, but we were so scared,” she said as she looked around the clearing. “Where’s Mother and Cristoz?”

      Zander hugged her tighter and didn’t answer.

      But sensing Jax’s panic, Tierney pushed free and grabbed Jax’s hand. He immediately began to calm.

      Zander eyed the dagger clutched in Jax’s other fist. “Jaxsaron, did you do that?” He nodded toward the dead man on the ground. Jax didn’t respond.

      “He did, Daddy. That man tried to hurt me.” Tierney shivered.

      Zander wiped the tears from his face and gently eased the weapon away from Jax before pulling them both into his arms. One of his guard picked up Sami, and they all started out of the clearing.

      Zander and his men took them to Darkwell Pass, a sanctuary protected by magic, where the loved ones of the deceased gathered. For a week, Tierney stayed by Jax’s side while Zander held meetings with his warriors and others of their kind.

      Somehow, the wards protecting their village and outlying area had failed. After taking out the remaining guards, the Ilyium attacked, killing everyone in their path. Zander tried his best to hold the rest of the clan together, but in the end, the anger and pain sent everyone scattering in separate directions.

      Devastated at the loss of his mate and baby boy—and weighed down with guilt at failing to keep his people safe—Zander had decided it was time to leave their world.

      They came to Earth and ended up in Washington state.
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        * * *

      

      Jax leaned back in his seat on the balcony outside his room and took a swig of Jack. With a scowl, he eyed the half ounce of Nectar-infused amber liquid in the bottom of the bottle. Damn, didn’t think I drank that much.

      He made a huge mistake bringing Cassie home and, unable to bear her incessant chatter any longer, sent her to another room for the night. He’d been worried about Tierney ever since she took off, but knew she wasn’t far. Her car sat cold in the underground garage and her bike was still in the same spot as earlier. He’d checked.

      A familiar scent of wildflowers drifted to him on the air, filling him with desire. Jax groaned, then anger simmered. Tierney shouldn’t be out wandering alone at night. He finished off the bottle in his hand and set it on the ground. Deep within, his dragon stirred, along with the hated darkness.

      Like a separate entity—a bottomless black rage—the darkness grew inside him and constantly wanted out. So far it only escaped when he fought their enemy, but each time it became harder to rein back in. Jax agonized over losing himself completely. What would he do then?

      The thought of being a dragon, of flying and being invincible, excited him. Yet as his birthday loomed closer each day, and his awakening failed to arrive, he alternated between worry and relief.

      The existence of the darkness within scared the shit out of him. It, combined with his power, made him wonder if it would be better not to go through his awakening. What if he hurt Tierney, or Sami, or Zander, or someone innocent? He already had a hard time living with his past. If he hurt someone, he’d never be able to live with himself.

      Tierney should have someone who’d love her, protect her, and treat her well. Someone whole, not broken. And the men Marcius sold him to more than broke him, they destroyed his soul.

      The year Marcius took him and Sami away burned furiously in Jax’s mind. Why had their father even bothered? Marcius had no use for Sami and for some reason, hated Jax with a passion, something he never let Jax forget.

      At least Marcius only went after Sami a few times.

      Still, determined to protect his brother, Jax always jumped in the way, and while he only deflected Marcius’s fists from Sami to himself, he didn’t care. As long as Sami was safe. Though one time, Jax was too slow, and to this day, he still blamed himself for what happened to his brother.

      Marcius had arrived home early and immediately had lain into Sami. Jax jumped in the way and ended up thrown into the glass coffee table. Unable to move, Jax struggled just to breathe.

      “Stop it! Why are you doing this?” Sami screamed at their father.

      “No,” Jax tried to shout, struggling to climb to his feet before Marcius went at Sami. He was too late.

      Face red and eyes filled with fury, Marcius wrapped his meaty fists in Sami’s shirt and pulled him close. “You ungrateful little brat.”

      Jax would never forget the sound of Sami’s nose breaking, or the blood afterward. It still made him see red. When he was done, Marcius growled at Jax. “Clean this mess up.” Then he stomped out, leaving the boys alone.

      Jax ignored his pain and pulled himself over to Sami. Then he dragged his unconscious brother, whose face had swollen up like a bloody balloon, to their ratty mattress in the corner of the room. He wet a cloth and gently wiped the blood away. While he waited for Sami to wake up, Jax picked pieces of glass out of himself, leaving the ones he couldn’t reach.

      As soon as Sami opened his eyes, Jax couldn’t help it. The tears started to flow.

      “Jax, don’t cry.”

      “I’m sorry, Sami. I should’ve stopped him.”

      “No.” Sami shook his head and winced. “He’s always hurting you. I … I can’t stand it.”

      Jax lowered his gaze.

      “You need to stop.”

      “Stop what?” Jax asked without looking at his brother.

      “Stop getting hit for me,” Sami said, his face wet. “You can’t stop him, and I hate it when you get hurt because of me.”

      “I’m your big brother, Sami. I’m supposed to protect you.” Ashamed, Jax turned away.

      “No,” Sami whispered. “You’re wrong. He’s our father. He’s supposed to protect us—not hurt us.”

      But Jax was the oldest and should have protected his little brother better.

      A new nightmare began the day Marcius came home whistling under his breath, and though it happened a long time ago, it never went away. Two tall, bald men with eerie eyes showed up and handed Marcius some money. With a grin, Marcius held Sami back while the two creeps tried to drag Jax away.

      He fought them, and although he was only a skinny ten-year-old, he was still dracones—with more strength than a human kid would have.

      “Stop, Jax, or I’ll hurt Sami.” Marcius growled.

      Jax froze.

      Marcius grinned.

      Jax had looked at Sami’s tear-filled face. “I’m sorry.” Jax had winced as his brother’s cries tore at his heart while the men had dragged him out the door.

      Jax flinched as memories of what those men did intruded. Shame and humiliation, combined with the feelings of being lost, alone, and powerless cut straight to his soul. He tried not to think about that time in his life, though late at night, reminders tended to slither in and tear him open once again.

      Now, his anger fed the darkness within and he only managed to push it away when he heard what sounded like a sniffle. He knew by her scent that it was Tierney making her way up from the lake.

      Jax tensed up as she strode toward the house and he caught sight of the tears on her face. What the hell? With his heart pounding, he started to get up and go to her, then sat back. Was he the cause of her crying? Self-hatred coursed through him.

      As the door down below opened and closed, Jax reached for the Old No. 7 and put it to his lips. It was empty. He dropped the bottle and stared out into the night. After a few minutes, he got up. Tierney should be in her room by now and he couldn’t put it off any longer. He needed to check on her, apologize for Cassie and for staying away, and … so much more.
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        Dream-Vision

      

      

      

      Tierney paused at Sami’s door when she heard a cry of distress. Sami tended to keep his feelings hidden, but with her empathy, the depth of his anguish stunned her. She knocked on his door.

      No answer.

      “Sami?” Tierney slipped inside and closed the door, pushing her own feelings and worry aside as she made her way over to his bed.

      Sami thrashed about, tangled in his sheets.

      Tierney climbed onto his bed and shook his shoulder. “Sami?” She waited until his eyes opened. “Hey, you’re having a nightmare.”

      “Tiern? What—?” Sami’s gaze swept the room, before looking back at her.

      “You’re having a nightmare.”

      Sami covered his eyes with an arm. He was trembling, and the pulse in his neck raced. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry, it’s not your fault,” she said.

      “I didn’t mean to bother you.”

      Tierney fought not to roll her eyes. “You’re not bothering me, but I am worried about you.”

      “I’m okay.”

      “No, you’re not.” She waited for him to say something. “Sami?”

      “I had a dream, that’s all.” Sami lowered his arm but didn’t look at her, though, his breathing had returned to normal.

      “What did you dream about?” Tierney swiped his hair back from his brow.

      Sami pursed his lips and focused on her. “Tiern.”

      She knew he wanted her to drop it. “I’m not leaving, so you might as well tell me.” She grinned when he glared at her.

      “Fine. I keep having these dreams about⁠—”

      “About?” she prompted.

      Sami took a deep breath and exhaled. “Well, it’s more like a vision.”

      Tierney waited.

      “Fine. Okay, it’s just that—” He closed his mouth.

      “What?”

      “This dream terrifies me.”

      Tierney lay down next to him knowing he had to be freaked to admit such a thing. Sami turned to her and it reminded Tierney of how the three of them used to sleep cuddled up together as children. “Tell me about this dream.”

      “There’s this female, and I feel this deep connection to her.”

      “Who is she?” Tierney rubbed his arm.

      “I’m not sure, I’ve never seen her before, but, she’s important to me,” he whispered.

      “Important how?”

      “Ah …”

      “Sami?”

      He didn’t answer.

      Tierney gaped at him. “Like soul mate important?”

      He nodded, a haunted look in his green eyes.

      “Oh. Wow.” Tierney stared, waiting for him to say more.

      After a few seconds, he said in a quiet voice, “It’s bad.” At her confusion, he explained, “The dream I mean, and it leaves me with this well of devastation when I wake up.”

      “Oh, Sami.” Heart aching, Tierney hugged him. “How can I help?”

      “I need to find her.”

      “What does she look like?”

      “She’s around our age, with short black hair sticking out all over and …” The more Sami talked, the calmer he became. Tierney smiled. This woman sounded like Sami’s kind of girl. “She has beautiful silver eyes, pale skin. She’s slender. Around five six.”

      So much detail. “What happens in your dream?” she asked, almost afraid of the answer.

      Sami swallowed. “It starts off in this building with rows of cages. Then it shifts and I find myself outside somewhere, staring at these huge pits in the ground.” Sami paused. “They’re filled with burning bodies. Suddenly I hear someone cussing and see two men dragging her by the arms. She’s fighting them, but they take her over to the edge of the pit and—” Because his shields were lowered, Sami’s pain thrust like a sharp dagger into Tierney. She squeezed him, unable to stop the tears falling from her eyes.

      “I try to get to her, but I’m not fast enough. They throw her on the fire.”

      “No—” Tierney felt everything Sami always hid from them and his emotions overwhelmed her. Left her speechless. At least now she understood his attitude earlier. “I’m sorry, Sami. I was so wrapped up in my own problems that I didn’t know what you were going through.”

      “No, Tiern. With Zander missing and Jax being—well, Jax—you didn’t need this on your plate too.”

      “You should have told me.”

      “I hate feeling like this, like a wuss! It’s like I’m falling apart.”

      Still hugging him, Tierney ran her hand over his hair. “Yeah, you’re such a giant wuss!” She gave him a playful swat, making him snort. “Sami, really. I’ve seen you in action, and know how fierce you can be. But I really am sorry for not being here for you.” Sorry for being a shitty friend and for how much he hurt over this woman.

      Sami closed his eyes. “Thanks, Tiern.”

      “For what? I didn’t do anything other than wake you up.”

      “You listen. Besides, being near you always helps.”

      Tierney wished she had some words of wisdom. Instead, she began to rub his back, wondering when this dream of his would happen.

      “She feels like she’s my other half,” he finally whispered.

      Yeah, Tierney understood that all too well. Different memories of Jax entered her mind before she pushed them away. “So, you dream this often?”

      “Five times.”

      “What the hell? You’ve had this dream five times, and this is the first you’re telling me?” She faked indignation and Sami chuckled. “Does the dream ever change?”

      “No.”

      Crap. “I love you, Sami.”

      “Love you, too, Tiern.”
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        * * *

      

      On his way down the hall, Jax paused by Sami’s suite when he heard Tierney telling Sami she loved him. He grasped the door handle to steady himself.

      Though this was what he’d wanted, it still felt like a kick in the gut.

      The fire in Tierney’s eyes, her smile, her touch, her whispered words, they’d never be for him again.

      Jax staggered away as a black fog started to invade his brain, then a sharp pain lanced his skull.

      Back in his room, Jax dragged a hand through his short hair, then stalked over to the small bar in the corner. He snatched up the two largest bottles and headed out the french doors to the balcony.

      A damp, woodsy scent hit him, but Jax ignored the light rain and found himself staring down over the wooden railing. He started to shake. He made this happen. Tierney told him she wasn’t going to wait forever.

      Like a scared idiot, he told her to find someone, now he had no one to blame but himself. He never imagined it would hurt so much.

      Bile rose in his throat as he gripped the railing and considered the jagged rocks far below. Sometimes being immortal sucked. Except, they weren’t really immortal, were they?

      Jax avoided the scars on his wrists, but the past was always there no matter how he tried to escape. He’d been ten and a captive. It had gotten so bad that he didn’t think he could take any more. But fate got the last laugh that day. His normally slow-ass, healing self pulled a switcheroo. Though now he was glad. It would have hurt the only three people he cared about, and that was the last thing he wanted.

      As the past merged with the present, a crushing agony built inside.

      He may be older and somewhat wiser, but it didn’t matter. Inside he still felt like that ten-year-old boy who ached for someone to love him. Someone who could draw him from his tortured memories and soothe the torment inside.

      But he was unclean, disgusting. Even if he wasn’t, an evil lived inside of him, one born of the deeds of three greedy men. One his own father. Jax thought of how he’d tried to purge it, to shake it off. But it refused to. It was a powerful black rage, and it lived inside of him, and he’d rather die than let anyone see it. For if they saw it, it would most likely be the last thing they’d see.

      No, he didn’t dare get close to Tierney. He didn’t deserve her love—or anyone’s.

      Desolate, Jax slid down and leaned back against the railing.

      He ripped the top off a bottle as soul-deep pain choked him. Then he tilted it to his lips and downed half the contents in one swallow, ignoring the burn. He took another swig, and another.

      Night shadows filled with the past wrapped chilly arms around Jax, dragging him back to when he was but a child. His tormentors liked his screams. Even more, they loved his tears.

      His mind and soul shattered, Jax found a place where no one hurt him.

      A place of beauty, warmth, and best of all, the comfort of his dearest friend. In Tierney’s arms everything would be okay.

      When rescued and yanked back to reality, he’d been so angry. But a voice told him to hang on. “It will get better.” It was a promise made by his rescuer, and for a while, things did get better. Then the evil rose inside of him, along with his powers.

      Now, whenever he tried to retreat to that paradise in his head, it was cold, desolate, and dark, like the rest of him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tierney left Sami sleeping and went to her room where she changed into her sleep shirt.

      She sat on the edge of her bed, worried about her dad. Where are you? Then she considered Sami’s nightmare. What did it mean? From there her thoughts turned to the weird raven, then the ass in the SUV.

      Anger surged, and she clenched her fists, well aware part of it was due to thoughts of Jax with Cassie.

      “Why?” Why did he bring the blonde home?

      Inside her, Tierney’s dragon stirred, stronger than ever before. When would her awakening arrive? “I know, I know,” she murmured, impatient to get it done and over. Restless, she wandered over to the french doors and pulled them open.

      She stood for a long moment, contemplating the dreary night.

      With a shiver, Tierney started to close the door when her dragon growled. Help him.

      Tierney froze for only a split second before she shot out into the night.

      Power permeated the air.

      The fine hairs on her arms rose straight up, almost as if she’d been electrocuted. What the⁠—?

      Tierney drew on her own senses, eyes widening at the dark cloud curling and twisting along the balcony.

      An inky blackness hovered in front of Jax’s room.

      With no regard for her own safety, Tierney went toward the writhing mass, then frowned when she spotted something near the railing. Jax?

      “Shit!” As she dove into the volcanic cloud of pure rage, pain—stinging blades bit deep, inside and out—vicious teeth meant to slice, to destroy. Tierney shoved at it, but it had no effect. So she gave in. A furious entity, it lashed and whipped at her. Tierney didn’t care, her only thought was getting to Jax.

      The way he sat curled up, as if trying to protect himself, reminded her of the little boy who’d come home broken after a year of being away.

      “Jax,” Tierney shouted. She kicked an empty bourbon bottle away and crouched down, noting his fingers were frozen white around the tequila bottle. “Jax?”

      He didn’t respond.

      Afraid of where he might be, Tierney laid her hand on his back.

      She was immediately sucked into a nightmare.

      “Stop! No more, please!” Jax screamed.

      With a cry, Tierney pulled from his mind and yanked her hand away.

      She glanced around, the angry raw power still moved, but it no longer attacked her.

      Tierney drew in a deep breath, strengthened her shields and then wrapped her arms around Jax.

      A bolt of white lightning rocked her, trying to force her away. Tierney hung on, refusing to let go. “Jax, come back. I’m here. Come back to me.” Tierney chanted the words, over and over.

      Through his wet T-shirt, she rubbed his back, fingers brushing the numerous raised scars. A past he tried to hide from her.

      Eleven the day Marcius brought the boys back, Jax lay unconscious and near death. Tierney and her dad tended him, crying over what had been done.

      As Tierney dragged Jax back to the present, the deadly power faded. “T-Tiern?”

      “I’m here.”

      “Why you out here?” He started to shake.

      “I should ask you the same thing, but you’re drunk and freezing. We need to get you inside.” She tried to urge him to get up.

      Jax looked away “Jus’ leave me.”

      Tierney wiped her eyes. “Not happening.” She pried the tequila from his fingers and finished it off, tasting the added Nectar. She dropped the empty bottle to the ground. Oh, Jax, why? “Come on, let’s get you inside.”

      He didn’t move. “L-leave me.”

      “Nope.” Tierney put more strength into her efforts and pulled him to his feet.

      “Why, Tiern?”

      As Tierney met his pain-filled eyes, she remembered Jax asking her why his father hated him. Tierney bit her lip to keep from crying. “’Cause I’m not leaving you out here to freeze.”

      Jax blinked, then groaned. “I don’t feel good.”

      Tierney snorted. “I can imagine. Come on, let’s get you into your room where it’s warm.” She pulled the doors closed, dreading the moment when she’d see Cassie.

      “So c-cold. You, you’re warm. Tiern—you feel really good,” he mumbled as they made their way over to his empty bed.

      “Where’s Blon—Cassie?” she asked.

      “Room downstairs.”

      Relived, Tierney eased him onto the edge of his bed. “Sit down. We need to get you into some dry clothes.” Tierney started to pull his shirt off.

      Jax yanked it back down. “N-no.” He wrapped his arms around himself and shook his head.

      The shame he tried to hide bit her soul deep. Tierney ached to hold him and never let go.

      “How can you s-stand to be ’round me?” he whispered.

      Tierney stared into twin pools filled with unspeakable pain—a scared boy who woke up after a week thinking he was still in hell. “Jax.” Heart breaking, Tierney pulled him against her. “Because I love you.”

      Jax shook his head in denial.

      Tierney’s heart twisted as Jax’s emotions and thoughts invaded unbidden.

      No one can love me, I’m unlovable.

      “That’s not true, we all love you,” she whispered.

      But she could tell Jax refused to believe.

      Tierney held on and while most of the thoughts flitting through his mind didn’t make much sense to her, she did catch his self-recriminations. They made her soul weep.

      But as he began to relax, strong arms wrapped around her. Tierney couldn’t speak, especially when she caught his next thought.

      My home.

      Tierney almost melted into a weeping puddle. Then she caught his masculine scent, and a deep yearning arose.

      Jax nuzzled her neck. “Hmm.”

      Tierney closed her eyes and fought not to wrap herself around him. Get a grip, he’s drunk! She inched away. “Okay, let’s get you dry.” Before he could react, she slipped his shirt over his head.

      She ignored the scars and riffled through his duffel bag, aware the moment Jax’s shame turned to something else, something that sent a quiver through her whole body. “We’ll put this one on.” She slipped a black T-shirt over his head. “Can you stand?”

      He didn’t respond, though the heat of his gaze warmed her thoroughly.

      Tierney jumped when Jax attempted to draw her close again. Flustered, she fumbled with the button to his jeans. “These are soaking, they need to come off.” She finally pushed the sodden clothing down, then realized he wasn’t wearing any underwear.

      Heat rushed to her face.

      As Jax kicked free of his jeans, Tierney caught sight of a raw wound on his thigh. “How—” She started to reach out, drawn to try and make it better, then paused.

      Jax’s breathing was ragged in her ears, but her eyes were riveted on his tightly corded six-pack. How had she never noticed that he’d become so ripped?

      Tierney tore her gaze away and met brilliant, blazing pools of the deepest blue. They were filled with a scorching heat that set her pulse racing even faster.

      Desire engulfed her and Tierney could only stare at the finely chiseled masterpiece in front of her. Then strong arms pulled her up against a solid chest. Her breath caught in her throat at the contact of his skin. She waited in anticipation as Jax lowered his lips to hers.

      His kiss melted her and revved her up at the same time. Tierney couldn’t imagine anything better. His scent and flavor, all man. Sweet and spicy with a hint of danger. A moan slipped from her lips and the fire spread, tightening things deep inside.

      “Want you so bad.” His husky voice tickled her mouth and his hands roamed all over her body.

      “Jax.”

      His lips locked on hers again, intoxicating. Tierney ached to have him fill her in every way possible.

      “Need you.” His tongue tantalized and savored while his hands sent tingles shooting through her like firecrackers. His erection, pressed firmly against her belly, started her knees trembling. She almost cried out when his sensuous lips drifted away, but then they whispered across her jaw and around her neck, making her shiver. “Tiern.”

      His desperation tore through Tierney, and she ached to give them both what they desired. Just the thought of him pressed naked against her, sinking his thick length deep within her core. Oh gods.

      But she couldn’t—wouldn’t—lose her virginity to Jax when he was vulnerable and piss-ass drunk.

      Hell, he might not even remember what happened the next day, or worse, regret them being together. He did tell her to find someone else, after all. Yeah, bad idea, very bad. If only she didn’t crave him with the intensity of an inferno.

      “Jax.” She twisted away regretfully and reached around him, pulling the blankets back. “Sit.” She pushed him down on the bed.

      “Tiern?” The need in his eyes almost sank her reservations.

      “Lie back,” she insisted instead, feeling bad when the hope in his gaze turned to disappointment. She covered him with the blankets.

      “Tiern?”

      “I can’t Jax, not while you’re like this. I’m sorry.”

      Jax nodded his understanding. “Don’t go, please.”

      Tierney’s heart melted. Though a big, handsome man, not much had changed. When he was younger Jax would only go to sleep if she was there with him. “Okay, make room.”

      Jax did and Tierney climbed on top of the blankets and lay facing him. “Go to sleep now.” She ran her hand over his forehead and down his face in a gentle caress, the brush of whiskers tickled her palm.

      Please, don’t leave me. Then his blue eyes closed and he slept.

      Tierney stayed for a long time, replaying the last few moments, and how much Jax turned her on. He had such raw masculine beauty, and in sleep, his long angelic lashes rested above his cheeks. Just thinking of his heated gaze on her gave her shivers and sent desire crashing through her all over again. Oh, how she wanted him.

      The reminder of his kisses burned bittersweet. Tears trickled down her cheeks as she thought of him on the balcony. There was no doubt that the angry, pain-filled darkness came from within him. Oh, my love, my sweet Jax. What is going on with you? She wished he’d talk to her. Really talk, but that seemed to be wishful thinking. “Sleep well. I love you.” She kissed him softly on the lips.

      Back in her own bed, Tierney fell into a fitful sleep, dreaming of Jax, kisses, ravens, and creepy men who wanted to hurt everyone she loved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 7


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Talking Wolf

      

      

      

      Tierney woke late the next morning thoroughly exhausted. After dragging herself from bed, she showered, dressed, and checked the landline for messages. Nothing. With a growl, she picked up her cell. Again nothing. She grabbed her jacket and stalked out of her room.

      The aroma of coffee and bacon wafted through the house, making her stomach rumble. She found Sami cooking breakfast, while a cute, curly dark-haired guy set a box of groceries on the counter. “Hey, Damien.”

      “Hi, Tierney.” Damien smiled as he headed through the mudroom and back outside for another box.

      “Coffee.” Tierney groaned as she poured some into a mug. “Hey, anything more on Dad?”

      “No, sorry,” Sami said, face pale and grim.

      Tierney eyed him “How are you feeling?”

      Sami shrugged, and even with his shields up, so she couldn’t sense his feelings, but his body language told her everything she needed to know. Tierney slipped an arm around his waist and gave him a hug as Jax dragged himself into the room.

      Tierney let Sami go and did a double take. Jax looked like shit. “You okay?” She pushed the memory of his kisses from the night before away.

      “Fine.” Jax growled, glaring at her.

      What the hell is his problem now?

      “Some friends and I are going to Jezzaray’s tonight. You all want to join us?” Damien asked as he walked back in and set the second box of groceries down.

      “Who the fuck are you?”

      Damien’s smile disappeared as he faced Jax. “Uh, Damien.”

      Jax turned to her and Sami. “Where’s Mo?”

      “Dude. Mo retired four weeks ago, you’d know that if you’d been here, so chill. Damen delivers our groceries now.” Sami slid a couple eggs on a plate with toast and bacon, then handed it to Jax. “Sit, eat.”

      “Oh. Fine.” Jax dug into the food as Cassie waltzed in looking perfect.

      Tierney’s eyes narrowed as the blonde wiggled her way over to Jax.

      “Hi.” Cassie smiled.

      “Hey, Cass, you sleep okay?” Jax asked and the way he looked at the other woman made Tierney want to puke.

      “I did, thanks.” Cassie’s smile grew even bigger.

      Tierney’s anger flared.

      “Here.” Sami handed Cassie some food.

      “Thank you, Sami, you’re so sweet,” Cassie gushed.

      Tierney poured more coffee and turned to Damien. “I’m in for going to Jezzaray’s tonight.”

      Damien shot a glance at Jax as he set the receipt down on the counter and beamed at her. “Great, I’ll see ya tonight, then.”

      “See you tonight,” Tierney replied as Damien left.

      “Jezzaray’s! Let’s go, too, Jax. It’ll be so much fun.” Cassie squealed.

      With a burning need to get away, Tierney placed her nearly full mug in the sink and rushed out to the mudroom before she did or said something they’d all regret. Like murder a blond human.
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        * * *

      

      Head pounding and mouth dry as sandpaper, Jax swigged his coffee. Like a knife twisting in his gut, he fumed as Tierney shared glances with his brother. The sight of her hugging Sami when he walked in made his foul mood even worse and reminded him why he drank so much the night before.

      He couldn’t remember going to bed, but now, as he thought about last night, he seemed to remember something … about Tierney. Did she put him to bed? And, he what? … kissed her? Jax groaned as flashes of Tierney removing his shirt and unbuttoning his jeans, pushing them down his legs drifted through his mind. Did last night happen, or could his imagination be messing with him as well?

      Why didn’t Sami say anything when Tierney made Damien’s day by agreeing to go to the club? Jax’s mood darkened at the thought of her with that human male. With a glare as she walked past, Tierney went into the mudroom.

      “Be right back,” Jax murmured to Cassie and got to his feet. Though aware confronting Tierney was a bad idea, he couldn’t stop himself.

      In the mudroom, Jax bit back a groan. Tierney’s shapely back end was facing him as she bent over to pull on her boots.

      He cleared his throat and tried to ignore the painful throbbing of his cock. “When did you get the bike?” His voice came out sounding strained, awkward. He felt like an idiot.

      Tierney straightened up. “Why?”

      “Ah, it’s nice.” Jax wanted to kick himself at the stupid reply. He took a step forward, then gave a mental shake. No matter how much he desired Tierney, he needed to keep his distance.

      “Nice? It’s fucking awesome.” Tierney shook her head in exasperation.

      Yeah, and I’m sure you look hot as hell on it. Jax kept the thought to himself. “What did Zander say about it?”

      “He’s not here.”

      Then Tierney leaned into him.

      Jax sucked in a breath, not sure what she was doing.

      She grabbed her jacket off a hook.

      The scent of wildflowers filled his senses, making his blood heat and his mind fuzzy. His heartbeat picked up.

      Tierney moved away and slipped her jacket on—amethyst eyes held him enthralled.

      “Look, Tiern, I’m—” Jax lost his train of thought as her gaze darkened with anger.

      “You’re what, Jax?”

      “I—” He ached to hold her close, to lower his mouth to her sweet lips once again. Shit, he had kissed her last night. And she’d hit him like a freight train. She’d been utterly decadent, better than he could have ever dreamed.

      More of last night invaded. Tierney undressed him.

      That thought was horrifying, but what was worse was how she refrained from looking at his scars. After that she refused to be with him. He’d finally gotten up the nerve to admit he wanted her, and she turned him down. Flat.

      She’s with Sami, dumbass! That reminder was painful.

      Besides, even if she wasn’t, he had rejected her six weeks ago. Pain twisted his insides into hard knots.

      “Well?” she asked.

      “I just wanted to talk to you.”

      Cassie walked in. “Jax, your breakfast is getting cold.”

      “I have a client to meet,” Tierney answered.

      “What about later?” Jax asked just as a lightning bolt shot through his aching head. It was all he could do not to wince.

      Tierney started to say something, then searched his face. “You’ll be here?”

      Jax stared at her lips, yearning to taste her. Another shot of lightning blasted his skull. “Ah.” What had she asked?

      “That’s what I thought.” She turned away.

      “Tiern,” Jax called, but the door had already closed behind her.

      Frustrated, he glanced at Cassie. “C’mon, I’ll take you home.” He’d go search for some hated Ilyium to blow off steam. If he found any—providing the darkness inside him didn’t kill them—maybe he could wring some info out of one regarding Zander’s whereabouts.

      Jax rubbed his aching temple as sweat trickled down his back. Why did he drink so much last night?
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        * * *

      

      Tierney returned home with mixed feelings. She was glad to see Cassie gone, but would Jax be back or not? It was painful knowing she couldn’t have him. Tierney checked the phones for messages, then called her dad. As usual lately, his cell went straight to voicemail.

      She found Sami in the great room, staring out a window. “Hey.” She dropped onto the couch beside him.

      “Hi, you talk to our client?”

      “Yes. Shay and Daniel are at home negotiating with her parents right now. They seem to be getting along.”

      “Good.”

      “Yeah.” Tierney leaned her head against him as they both gazed at the fluffy billowing clouds outside. “We’re a pair, aren’t we?”

      He snorted but didn’t say a word.

      “I think I’m going to go for a hike, wanna come?” They often used hiking, or racing over the twisty mountain trails, as an excellent way to burn off energy. Of course, soaking up the peace nature offered helped as well.

      “Nah,” Sami said, despondent.

      “C’mon, you need to get out of the house, and I need a distraction.” Tierney tugged on his arm.

      “Great, I’m a distraction now, am I?”

      Tierney grinned. “Of course, none better.”

      Sami rolled his eyes. “Okay, only for a bit. Wouldn’t want to distract you too much.”

      Tierney groaned, then grinned and pulled him to his feet.

      Outside, she glanced at the raven spot, shivered, and began to tell Sami about the bird.

      “Maybe you’re losing your mind?” He raised his eyebrows.

      Tierney punched him. “Shut up, asshole.”

      “Really, you couldn’t come up with anything better than a dumb raven?”

      When Tierney attempted to punch him again, Sami ducked and began to run. Tierney took off after him. She quickly caught up, pushed him out of the way, and took the lead.

      They raced for a couple miles and the ground rushed by until finally they slowed to a walk. The smile on Sami’s face warmed Tierney’s heart, and made her glad she’d dragged his ass outside.

      After a couple hours of wandering, they turned toward home.

      “Guess I needed this, thank you,” Sami said.

      “Don’t you know by now that I’m always right?”

      Sami snorted.

      “But you are welcome. I needed this as well.” Tierney’s teasing grin dropped away as she sensed they weren’t alone. It wasn’t human, but a presence similar to the one she’d felt the night before down by the lake. Only this time, there was no deep dark hatred. “Sami, stop.”

      He didn’t ask why, instead he tensed up, ready to fight.

      “It’s okay, it’s just … we’re not alone.” Tierney opened her senses and searched around, stunned at what she found. A wolf.

      As soon as she realized what the other being was, a connection opened up.

      Yup, it was definitely a wolf, and not an ordinary one. In fact, it seemed more human than animal.

      “What’s happening?” Sami asked.

      Tierney’s lips curved into a smile as a strong vibe of friendship passed through the new connection.

      “It’s a wolf. I’m communicating with a wolf,” she said aloud, unable to hold in the excitement.

      “Tierney.” Sami glanced around uneasily.

      “I mean you no harm,” the wolf spoke through their connection.

      “Holy shit, you talk.”

      “Yes.”

      “Who—what are you?” Maybe he was a were-wolf.

      The wolf chuckled. “I’m not were-wolf.”

      Tierney stared at Sami, then she spoke her side of the conversation aloud for his benefit. “If you’re not a were-wolf, what are you?”

      “Tiern.”

      Tierney knew he was worried about this being a threat, and despite the vibe of friendliness she got from the wolf, she could be mistaken. When Sami indicated they keep moving, she nodded in agreement. It didn’t hurt to be cautious.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to alarm either of you. We can talk another time.” The wolf left her mind.

      “He’s gone.”

      “What the hell?” Sami kept his eyes trained on their surroundings.

      Tierney shrugged. “It was really weird. Although, considering all the strange shit that’s happened in the last couple days, maybe this is the new normal.”

      “Tiern?”

      “Just ignore me.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A few hours later, Tierney descended the stairs in a new black dress and felt her face flush when Sami whistled. “You like?” She wasn’t used to wearing skimpy, little dresses. She’d bought this one a while back but had no reason to wear it until tonight.

      “Yes. Superhot.”

      Tierney turned to run back up to her room and put on something more comfortable. Something she could fight in if need be.

      “Don’t do it.”

      She glanced back. “But⁠—”

      “Seriously, that dress will knock Jax’s socks off.”

      Tierney blinked.

      “Ready?” Sami offered her his arm.

      Tierney drew in a deep breath. “I … guess.” Jax planned to meet them at the club, and Tierney couldn’t help but wonder what his reaction would be when he laid eyes on her.
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        Jezzaray’s

      

      

      

      Jax entered Jezzaray’s and paused to get his bearings. He scanned the shiny bustling club, looking for a familiar face. He found Sami with Damien at a booth in the far corner, then his gaze was drawn like a beacon to the dance floor. Rage, dark and vicious, consumed Jax at the sight of Tierney dancing with a strange man. He wanted to punch the guy, toss Tierney over his shoulder, and carry her out of the place.

      Aware his reaction was over the top, Jax rubbed his pounding head and forced himself to turn away. He made his way over to his brother, unable to comprehend why the hell Sami wasn’t dancing with Tierney. Damn, if she were his, he wouldn’t leave her alone.

      The song ended and Tierney came back to the table sending Jax’s emotions into a tailspin. He yearned for her, wanted her smile to be only for him. He ached to feel her wrap her arms around him. Overwhelmed, Jax blinked at her dress and sudden hunger to slowly peel it off her consumed him.

      “Where’s Cassie?” Tierney slipped into the booth beside him, amethyst eyes sparkling.

      Sweat trickled down his back. “She, ah, couldn’t make it.”

      “Oh, too bad.” A faint smile tilted Tierney’s lips.

      Jax couldn’t take his eyes off her. “You look hot, ah, great. Nice dress.”

      Fingers lightly swept his thigh, making him jump.

      “New jeans?”

      Jax couldn’t speak. Tierney’s touch seared him, and he watched as her tongue darted out to wet her glossy bottom lip. I want to lick that lip.

      Tierney turned to Sami and all around him people talked, laughed, and joked.

      Jax tried to listen in, to join the conversation, but instead he felt as if he were outside of himself. Minutes ticked by, and the longer he sat, the more unsettled he became. Tired and achy all day, a strange vibration began to build, and it didn’t have anything to do with Tierney. His pulse raced faster as he tried not to freak out.

      “You okay?” Tierney’s hand landed on his leg again.

      Jax’s heart leaped into his throat and he glanced at his brother. Why isn’t she sitting beside Sami? His brother wasn’t even paying Tierney any attention. In fact, he seemed oblivious to what was going on, and Jax didn’t know how much longer he’d be able to control himself.

      “Yeah, fine. A little hung over.”
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        * * *

      

      Serena knew she looked like a million bucks as she swept through the blingy new nightclub. The place was filled with men and woman, and as she passed them by, many turned to stare at her, lust bright in their gazes.

      A couple males and one female attempted to stop her. Serena waved her fingers and mumbled an incantation, saddened by the fact she was on a job and unable to take some of them up on what they were clearly offering. Still, she couldn’t help but put a little extra sway into her hips as she sashayed over to the bar. She loved how her five-inch, fuck-me heels showed off her legs while her short, bloodred dress defined her curves. She plastered a seductive pout on her lips and ordered a martini.

      Drink in hand, she turned to find her target.

      It didn’t take her long.

      Serena grinned at her latest assignment. “This won’t be a hardship after all.”
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        * * *

      

      A little thrill zipped through Tierney when she walked up to their booth. Jax’s brilliant-blue eyes devoured her, making her suddenly glad she heeded Sami’s advice and hadn’t changed out of her new dress.

      Tierney ignored the heat warming her blood and slipped into the booth next to Jax, admiring how well he filled out his new jeans. Yummy!

      But as she sat next to him, hyperaware of every move he made, Tierney sensed something not quite right. Of course, Jax denied that anything was wrong, and before she could press the issue, Damien turned to her. “Tierney, you promised me a dance.”

      Beside her, Jax tensed.

      “I didn’t exactly promise,” she said.

      “Dance with whoever you like.”

      Unable to tell if Jax was angry or not, Tierney let it go. “Okay, well, are you sure you’re all right?” She wished he’d say she was dancing with him, but it didn’t happen.

      “Yeah, I’m fine, go ahead.”

      As Tierney turned away in disappointment, she caught a strange woman staring at them.

      A shiver rushed through her, but she pushed it away and let Damien lead her onto the dance floor.
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        * * *

      

      Jax fought the urge to go after Tierney. What the heck was wrong with him? Besides the possessiveness, his heart wouldn’t stop racing, and the weird vibration was really messing with him. He felt overheated, and his brain was a pounding mass of fog. Teach me for getting so wasted last night!

      Jax watched Tierney dance with Damien. Why do I want her so badly? He tore his eyes away and slid out of the booth, unable to sit still any longer. He started for the men’s room, sweat trickling down his brow.

      Someone grabbed his arm.

      Jax turned with a snarl, then blinked at the curvy, voluptuous woman standing before him. He shut his mouth.

      “Hey, good looking. I’ve been waiting to get you alone.” A pink tongue darted out and licked a set of bloodred lips. “Let’s dance.” The female oozed sex from every pore in her body. Her long, dark, wavy hair reminded Jax of Tierney’s, but that was where the resemblance ended. Her dark-brown eyes stared at him hungrily.

      “No.” Jax could feel the heat of Tierney’s gaze on his back.

      “Come on, I’ll take your mind off her.” The woman ran her fingernails down Jax’s arm to his hand. He shivered as she pulled him closer. Then she started to dance seductively, getting way too close.

      Her closeness should have been unbearable, but as she rubbed up against him, a wild frenzy swept through Jax and the fog continued to grow.

      “Like that, don’t you?” The woman, maybe twenty-four, gyrated against him.

      “Who are you?”

      “I’m Serena.” She trailed her fingers down his chest.
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        * * *

      

      Tierney fumed silently. Jax wouldn’t dance with her, but he didn’t seem to have a problem dancing with some slutty brunette. One who seemed to think he was her own personal Slip’N Slide! The woman acted like she was ready to fuck Jax right there on the dance floor. What the hell? Possessive anger screamed that he belonged to her, and Tierney wanted to go and rip the woman’s arms off. She stopped herself. Jax didn’t belong to her.

      Tierney closed her eyes, determined to have a good time with Damien. Yet no matter how she tried, these weren’t the arms she wanted around her.

      When the dance ended, she thanked Damien and moved off the dance floor, only to find Jax waiting for her. She glared at him. “Where’s your—” She wanted to say fuck-buddy but refrained. “Dance partner?” The brunette was nowhere in sight.

      With a snarl, Jax pulled her back onto the dance floor.

      “What the hell?”

      “Shut up.” Jax growled, smoldering with an anger so palpable she could feel it.

      A slow song came on, and Tierney gasped when Jax yanked her against him. He groaned, and she expected him to push her away, but instead, like a man drowning, he clutched her even tighter. Oh, holy mother! She started to melt as his body snuggled up against hers perfectly. She’d dreamed of being pressed up against him ever since the night before.

      “Tierney.” Jax held her as if his life depended on it.

      As her reservations slipped away, Tierney opened her mental shields. All of Jax’s anger, despair, and need consumed her. He wants me that much? Last night she thought the booze made him react like he had. Was it possible he’d changed his mind about them being together?

      She trembled at the solid body holding her so tenderly. His arousal, pressed against her, sent a shot of need so deep, so wanton, it took all her control not to rip his clothes off on the dance floor. Tierney’s breathing turned ragged, as her mind went through everything she wanted to do to him—with him.

      Heart thundering, she met his gaze and sucked in a breath at the fire in his scorching blue eyes. The feelings passing between them were electric, and something inside her shattered, leaving her bare as her mental shields dissolved into nothingness. She sensed Jax deep in her soul, searching, wanting … his hunger matched her.

      They moved in a dreamlike state, even after the song changed. Both of them ached for more. Midnight blue eyes stared inside her, and their connection left little doubt in Tierney’s mind that they belonged together.

      “This feels good, but we shouldn’t be doing this,” he finally said, gaze full of regret as he doused her in a shower of reality.

      “What? Why?” she asked, confused and annoyed that he just had to ruin the moment.

      “Because you’re with Sami.”

      “What? I’m not with Sami. Whatever gave you that crazy-ass idea?”

      “Last night. I heard you in his room.” He tried to sound nonchalant, but she sensed his quiet desperation.

      “Yeah, I—” Then she understood. “Oh. You think Sami and I—? Shit, Jax! He was having a nightmare.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah.” She smiled as a whole pile of emotions flitted across his face, the last being relief.

      “Good. Well, not good he had a nightmare, but⁠—”

      Tierney chuckled. “It’s okay, I get it.”

      Jax pulled her close once again and Tierney reveled in the moment until her thoughts drifted to Cassie. “But what about Blondie—I mean Cassie?”

      “What about her?”

      “Isn’t she your girlfriend?” She hated to ask, but she had to know what was between them.

      “No, I made a mistake.”

      “A mistake?”

      “I’m sorry for what I said six weeks ago, and for bringing Cassie home.”

      Tierney’s heart soared. “Apology accepted. But, you honestly thought Sami and me were a thing?”

      Jax nodded.

      She grinned at him.

      Jax blinked, his features softening as his gaze landed on her lips.

      Anticipation raced through Tierney and she breathed in his familiar masculine scent. Then his mouth captured hers with such passion her knees grew weak. He tasted woodsy and every bit as intoxicating as the night before. Her senses melted as Jax hungrily devoured her.

      When he pulled away, Tierney stared into his eyes and licked the taste of him off her lips.

      “I want you so bad.”

      Jax’s raspy voice was a bit off, but his words sent her heart into overdrive.

      Then he winced.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked, clutching him tight.

      “Nothing. I must not have eaten enough today, and after last night—” He tucked his head into her neck, his hot breath on her skin making her shiver with longing.
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        * * *

      

      Jax fought the urge to pace as he waited for Tierney to come out of the ladies’ room. He was feeling like shit, but also hopeful. Despite his reservations, he’d take her home and finally be alone with her. Even if all they did was snuggle and talk.

      Someone bumped him, then staggered away, and all of a sudden Jax found it hard to breathe. The crowd closed in, suffocating him. He tugged at the neck of his shirt and willed Tierney to hurry up.

      Serena appeared again. “Hey, sexy, let’s dance.” She eyed him seductively.

      “I’m waiting for someone.” He looked back toward the ladies’ room watching for the woman who held his heart. Where are you?

      Serena began to dance close to him once again. “Pretend I’m her. Close your eyes.”

      Jax started to push her away, but she grabbed his hands, leaned close, and whispered something in his ear. Sudden cold filled his veins as his muddled mind tried to make sense of what she’d said. His instincts screamed that this was wrong, bad, then his eyes shut and relaxed.

      “Pretend I’m her,” she repeated. “Let me touch you. Good, isn’t it?”

      Mind foggy, Jax couldn’t respond.

      Serena rubbed against him, and Jax groaned as he imagined it was Tierney touching him. Her hand cupped him through his jeans, making him throb with need. “Tierney.” The room spun, and Jax no longer recognized that it wasn’t Tierney with him.

      “Come on, hon, I know what you want.” Serena breathed.

      “No.” This wasn’t right. Something—the voice—wasn’t Tierney.

      More words whispered in his ear. “Yes. Let’s go outside.”

      Jax tried to fight the desire and fog, but the loud music sent pain shooting through his throbbing skull. His heart raced and the weird vibration from earlier came back, only now it was a hundred times stronger. Sweat beaded on his brow as Jax fought the growing urge to go with her.

      “Imagine I’m her,” Serena said, and whatever he needed to remember just slipped away.

      Cold seeped through Jax, making him shiver. He was a puppet that Serena now controlled.

      “I’m so wet for you, Jaxsaron.”

      Her words made him burn with unnatural need. Jax groaned.

      “I want you to come inside me.” Serena led him out of the club.
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        * * *

      

      Tierney scanned the crowd for Jax, ready to go home and have some fun. He was nowhere to be seen. She ran into Damien on the way back to their table. “Did you see where Jax went?”

      Damien indicated the main doors. “He just left.”

      He left? “Oh. Thanks.”

      At their table, she caught Sami’s attention. “Jax went for some air? Damien said he left.”

      Sami glanced around. “No idea, I haven’t seen him in a while.”

      “Weird. Guess I’ll go see if he’s outside.” Tierney turned away and pulled her phone from her tiny purse. She glared at the screen. Damn it, Dad, where the hell are you? Guilt ate at her for enjoying herself while he was still missing.

      As she wove through the bodies, Tierney called her dad. Zander’s voicemail answered—again. “Where are you? Call me. Please,” she said, leaving a message. If the Ilyium have him …

      Once outside, she inhaled the crisp air, and almost choked as smoke filled her lungs. A group of people stood puffing on cigarettes and Jax was nowhere in sight.

      “Wanna smoke?” A greasy-haired man of indeterminable age—cigarette hanging from the corner his mouth—leered at her and sidled closer. “Or maybe you want something stronger?”

      Tierney shot him a glare and slipped her phone away before heading toward the parking lot. Why had Jax left? Had he changed his mind about them again?

      “Tierney.”

      She paused as Jax’s husky voice filled her head, but the way he said her name sounded seductive, full of need and almost wrong. What the hell? “Jax, where are you?”

      He moaned.

      Oh hell no! She’d been so lost in her own problems she’d forgotten about their enemies.

      Tierney rushed around the building and into the parking lot, then slowed and looked around. There was no sign of Jax. Then she searched for his car. There. His shiny black Impala was parked one row over and three cars down from her newer Challenger.

      Heart in her throat, Tierney hurried between a small car and larger truck, rage surging when she spotted movement in the back of his car. I will seriously mess up anyone who hurts a single hair on his head!

      Tierney yanked the back door of the Impala open and reached inside, ready to pull Jax’s attacker out, and froze.

      Jax blinked up at her in shock.

      What the fuck?

      The brunette from earlier reclined on the back seat, naked from the waist up.

      Jax stared at Tierney in confusion before he turned his eyes back to Serena. “What? You!”

      Hand over her mouth, Tierney made her way to the back of Jax’s car and could go no farther as she fought not to throw up. She was a fool to have fallen for his seduction.

      “T-Tierney.” Jax scrambled out of the car.

      “Come on back, honey cakes. Don’t worry about her. I have what you need right here,” the woman said with a purr.

      “No,” Jax whispered, then turned to Tierney. “Tiern, please. It’s not what you think, I don’t know what she or how⁠—”

      “Leave me alone, Jax.” It hurt so bad Tierney began to tremble.

      “I’m sorry, Tiern. I thought she was you.”

      “You what?” How could she have been so stupid as to have fallen for his words earlier? She had believed everything Jax said on the dance floor. No way would she fall for his excuses again.

      “Please, Tiern.” Jax reached for her.

      “Don’t you dare touch me!”

      “I’m sorry, I never meant⁠—”

      As Tierney’s fury grew, the wind started to howl. Debris flew about the parking lot and into the street. Tierney surveyed the mini tornados dispassionately. Power flowed through and over her, building into a frenzy at the pain of betrayal.

      Jax gasped, telling Tierney that her eyes were probably glowing. She didn’t care.

      She wanted to wail at him, and their ancestors, for the unfairness of it all. Is it my destiny to love someone who doesn’t love me back?

      “Tiern, please, I’m sorry, just … calm down.”

      Tierney’s control slipped, then she took a deep breath. Moisture pricked her eyes. Tierney drew on her anger. “You’re sorry for what, exactly?” She took a menacing step forward, the urge to hurt Jax like he’d hurt her was overwhelming.

      Jax stood as if ready to shoulder whatever punishment she might dish out.

      That killed her. Tierney halted before she got too close to him, but couldn’t prevent the words coming from her mouth. “Are you sorry for putting your hands all over that slut? Or for the fact that you planned to fuck her minutes after you and me—” Tierney stopped speaking.

      Jax still didn’t move.

      Hurt, and disgust at her own outburst fueled Tierney’s power until it sizzled inside of her. “I heard you call my name, Jaxsaron—my name.”

      Power, sharp and furious seeped from her.

      Sheets of newspaper flew by and soda cans rattled across the ground. A little distance away, a bin fell over, spilling the trash inside. A Styrofoam cup just missed Jax’s head. As more garbage started to swirl around in the street, the branches of the trees nearby whipped and snapped.

      Jax glanced around.

      “What the hell, Jax? I thought you were being attacked. I was worried—about you.” She poked him in the chest. “Instead, I find you in the back of the car making out with … some stranger.” Then Tierney thought about it. Was the woman a stranger? “Or do you know her?”

      “Never met her before in my life,” Jax said, defeat heavy in his posture.

      Tierney’s anger fled and her power died out. Exhaustion settled in. “So, it’s okay to fuck some slut you met ten minutes ago, but I’m not good enough for you?” She stifled a sob.

      Jax shook his head. “No, Tiern, that’s not it⁠—”

      “Don’t, Jax. Just, don’t,” she said unable to hold back the tears any longer.

      “Wait. Please, Tiern—” Jax’s hand brushed her arm, then it fell to his side.

      The anguish in his gaze told her he meant it, but his apology didn’t take away the pain and betrayal.

      “You know, I truly believed it would be you and me together. I was convinced you were my soul mate. Stupid, huh?” Tierney swiped at the wetness trailing down her face, but it was the despair in his eyes that almost undid her.

      “No, it’s not stupid.”

      “I can’t mean much to you if I leave for five minutes and you can’t wait to get in someone else’s pants.” Tierney glanced at the other female who was watching them gleefully from the back seat. She looked back at Jax. “I’m sorry I interrupted you. I’m sure it isn’t too late. Maybe you can still get lucky tonight.”
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      As Tierney rushed to her car, she pulled her keys from her purse. “Sami!” She fumbled to unlock the driver’s door, but her hands shook so badly it took a couple tries. “I’m leaving. If you want a ride home, come now or … go with your asshole brother.”

      “What happened?”

      Tierney didn’t answer.

      “Shit. I’ll come with you, wait for me. Are you all right?” Sami asked.

      Tierney couldn’t answer. She wasn’t all right and may never be again.

      “Tiern, I’ll be right there.” A few seconds later Sami climbed into the passenger seat. “Tell me what happened.”

      His concern almost undid her. “I don’t want to talk about it,” she said, hating the tremble in her voice.

      “Fine. Do you want me to drive?”

      “No.” Tierney fought back her tears as he laid his hand on her arm.

      “Tierney, let me drive.”

      Tierney got out and without looking in Jax’s direction, switched places with Sami.

      “What’d he do now?” Sami asked as he started the car.

      Tierney couldn’t answer without bawling like a baby.

      “Right. Forget I asked.”

      Tierney knew Sami would give Jax an earful later, but didn’t care.

      At home Tierney started for the door, only to find herself unable to step inside. I can’t just go to bed and sleep. She went over to her bike instead.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I can’t go to bed. I need to ride.” Though she hated worrying Sami, she really needed to be alone—to fly super fast, and since she couldn’t actually fly yet, her motorcycle was the next best thing.

      “Please don’t, Tiern, it’s late and you’re upset.”

      “It’s okay, I’ll be fine.”

      “But you don’t have your helmet, and you’re not dressed to ride,” Sami protested.

      Tierney hiked up her dress and threw a leg over her bike.

      Sami stared at her, horror etched on his face.

      “I’ll be fine.” She repeated the lie.

      Guilt at upsetting Sami filled Tierney as she rode off. He didn’t deserve it, but she needed the biting winter air to numb her. Her anger was like kindling and set her power blazing. She knew it caused the violent windstorm back at the club, and if she hadn’t been so devastated, she’d have enjoyed the rush a little more.

      Tierney gunned the engine and raced down the gravel drive, then turned onto the empty highway. She sped into the night with reckless abandon, daring fate to challenge her.

      Demon spawn, the mixed signals Jax sent drove her nuts. She actually thought he wanted her. What an idiot! Tears melted into the tangled hair whipping out behind her.
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        * * *

      

      Sami watched Tierney roar off into the night and tried not to panic. There were times that he really wanted to kick his brother’s ass. He tried calling Jax telepathically but all he got was a white fuzz.

      Sami pulled his phone from his pocket. Damn it, Jax. Where the hell are you, and what the fuck did you do? He wanted to scream at the heavens, but instead, he sat down on the step by the door and hit Jax’s number in her cell. No answer.

      The angels knew he loved his messed-up brother, but Tierney was like a sister to him. He couldn’t stand to watch Jax hurt her. She and Jax shared such an obvious bond. One Sami had always envied. Why did Jax fight it so hard? He’d never understand, especially since that was the kind of love he ached for more than anything in life.

      A few times he tried to talk sense to Jax, but the stubborn ass always refused to listen. Still, as hard as he fought it, Sami knew Jax would never be happy with anyone but Tierney.

      He sighed with relief when thirty minutes later, Jax’s car creeped up the driveway. He knows he fucked up. Sami shook his head at how slowly Jax was driving. He pushed to his feet, ready to tear a strip off his brother, and waited until the car came to a stop. Sami counted to ten until Jax cut the engine. Five long strides later, he wrenched the driver’s door open. “What the hell did you do?”

      “Sam-mi.”

      “Seriously, man, what the hell? You’re drunk?” Sami started to give him shit, then frowned. He leaned into the car and drew in a deep breath. Nope, he didn’t detect the slightest scent of alcohol or Nectar. Jax wasn’t drunk.

      Sweat poured off Jax as he attempted to climb out of the car.

      “Jax?” A warning tickled Sami’s mind as he helped his brother out, then supported him before he could collapse.

      “W-where’s … Tiern-ey?” Jax shivered, then groaned and doubled over.

      “What the hell is going on?” Sami scowled and a sudden understanding, followed quickly by fear, filled him.

      “I … don’t feel … good.” Jax coughed.

      “Shit, Jax. You’re going through your awakening.” Panic flooded Sami as he helped Jax over to the door. “Tierney!” He wasn’t the least bit surprised when she didn’t answer.

      “Wh-where is she?” Jax asked again.

      Sami clenched his jaw. “Gone, asshole.”

      “What?” Jax’s teeth started to chatter.

      “Yeah, bro. This has gotta be one of your biggest fuck-ups to date.” Sami helped Jax into the house, kicked the door shut, then practically carried Jax through the kitchen and the great room.

      “P-put me down.” Jax panted when they got to the stairs. “W-what do you m-mean, gone?”

      Sami eased him onto the bottom step. “She took off on her bike.”

      “What? No! Oh shit.” Jax lowered his head into his hands.

      Sami sank down beside him. “Wearing her dress and no helmet.” Sami’s gut churned at what they were facing. “What the hell did you do to her?”

      Jax remained silent.

      Sami pulled his phone from his pocket and called Tierney’s number. The call went to voicemail. Bloody hell. He left a message, then stood up. “C’mon.” He put an arm around Jax’s waist and helped him up to the middle landing.

      Jax started to convulse.

      Sami eased him to the floor. “I got ya.”

      The convulsing stopped a few seconds later. “T-Tiern⁠—”

      “I know, bro, I know.”

      “I’m sorry, Sami.”

      “It’s not me you need to apologize to. C’mon.” He helped Jax up the rest of the stairs.

      “I fucked up.”

      “Yeah, you did, you dick, and you’re gonna make it right with her.” Sami sighed. “Come on, we need to get you to your room.”

      They made it to Jax’s room before he doubled over in pain again.

      Sami tried not to worry, but their kind often died during their awakening, and the thought of losing his brother terrified him.

      “I’m no good for her.”

      Sami pulled back the blankets and helped Jax into bed. “You’re a complete idiot. Stop talking shit. You need to get over yourself, man. Quit chasing her away. You know Tierney is the one for you. I wish I could find someone as right for me.”

      “I love you, S-Sami. I never meant—” Jax mumbled.

      “You’re such an asshole.” Sami wiped his eyes. “I love you, too, but you damn well better fight this.” He pulled the blankets up, then wiped his eyes again as he turned away. “I’m going to get you some water.” Sami barely made it to the door before Jax growled and tossed the blankets off himself. Sami rushed back over as Jax’s eyes rolled back in his head. He was burning up.
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        * * *

      

      Tierney rode long after her tears dried up, then emotionally drained, pulled over and fished her phone out of the purse strapped across her chest. She’d felt it vibrate a few times and knew it had to be Sami. There were numerous messages waiting.

      What Jax did or didn’t do wasn’t a reason to worry Sami. Ignoring the messages, Tierney called him back. Maybe her dad came home, or called, or⁠—

      Sami answered. “Tierney.”

      “I’m sorry, Sami⁠—”

      “You need to come home right away.”

      Dread rushed up her spine. “Why? What’s happened?” Had her dad’s body been found?

      “Jax is going through his awakening.”

      Sami’s panic became hers. “What? No, he can’t be.”

      “He is.”

      “But … how? Oh.” No. The whole evening flashed through her mind and Tierney wanted to kick herself. She had sensed something was wrong with Jax earlier, but she never thought that could be it.

      “Please.” Sami’s voice shook. “He’s not doing well.”

      “I’ll be home ASAP.” Fear flooded Tierney’s system with adrenaline.

      “‘Okay.”

      “Sami?”

      “Yeah?” He sounded so scared.

      Her voice broke. “I’m really sorry.”

      “I know. Just, be quick. Please?”

      “I will, and, Sami?”

      “What?”

      “Tell Jax I’m on my way?”

      “Yeah, I … I will.”

      Tierney flew down the highway faster than before and recalled everything her dad told them about the awakening. It lasted from twenty-four to forty-eight hours. There’d be chills, burning fever, possible shakes, and intense agonizing pain. The degree differed with each person, but the weaker ones didn’t survive.
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