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          AZRAEL

        

      

    

    
      Romania: Nine hundred years ago

      

      The stench of rotting flesh and corrupted humanity turned Azrael’s stomach as he slashed through the vacant-eyed half-bloods guarding the castle’s foul master. Hidden deep in the tangled forest, with only pale slivers of the crescent moon as illumination, the castle loomed black and foreboding. Exuding an evil that caused his skin to crawl with revulsion.

      The vision of death that had haunted him for more than one hundred years was finally unfolding.

      The vampires had fled beneath Azrael’s blade, leaving behind their ill-equipped offspring to defend what remained of their domain.

      Dhampirs.

      Cursed creatures created from the union between vampire and human. Hair matted, skin filthy, they didn’t stand a chance as he decapitated them with sickening efficiency. They didn’t deserve this death, but they should never have existed in the first place.

      Their destruction was a mercy, a release from their pitiful existence.

      He strode through the dark, echoing halls. Torches flickered in wall sconces, enhancing the shadows that clung like monstrous spiders from the soaring vault, but he didn’t hesitate.

      The same unnatural vibration that he’d detected in the astral planes during the last few decades grew stronger with every second. Whatever it was, the source was here. And whatever it was, he had vowed to destroy it.

      If he didn’t, devastation would fall across the Earth as vampires and their spawn spread their evil. His vision had foretold it.

      He’d been plagued only once before, millennia ago, by recurring visions of Earth-wide devastation. He hadn’t understood the magnitude of what he was being shown, because he’d been blind to the truth. That the great Alpha goddess herself, who had created all the archangels, was the one his visions warned him of. The results had been catastrophic.

      That would never happen again.

      He followed the corrupt energy and surveyed the massive double doors ahead. The unidentified vibration soaked through the timber, permeated the ancient stone walls, and sank into his blood like an ethereal heartbeat. Whatever existed behind those doors had existed for countless centuries.

      He tightened his grip on his katana and kicked open the doors. For a second the heavy fog of incense blurred his vision.

      But only for a second.

      What the hell?

      His gut knotted as he stared at the creature imprisoned in the center of the chamber.

      Bedraggled, dull, and clearly sick, the great bird huddled within its iron cage. Rage boiled through Azrael’s veins.

      It was a phoenix.

      A magnificent, rare bird that flourished in myths and legends, yet it had existed in elusive enclaves for countless millennia. He had encountered two of the mystical creatures in the past and both times their majesty had filled him with awe. What the fuck was a pack of vampires doing with a phoenix?

      “You dare penetrate my inner sanctum?” The voice was cold and dripped with aristocratic arrogance. Azrael tore his infuriated gaze from the phoenix and faced the vampire lord. The discordance in the astral planes might have originated from the phoenix, but the creatures weren’t inherently good or evil. Something—or someone—had distorted its essence almost beyond recognition. The phoenix was no longer his prey. “Human scum.”

      He bared his teeth and slashed the powerful katana through the bars that held the majestic bird captive. The creature shuddered and sunk further into itself, as if the promise of freedom was nothing but an illusion.

      The vampire reared in fury. Black shadows lengthened, claws extended, and sharp teeth glowed in predatory single-mindedness. He advanced, his intent clear, his ignorance of who—or what—he truly faced contemptuously evident.

      Azrael dropped his glamour and extended his wings to their full, glorious extent. Not only to stop the vampire in his tracks but also to protect the cowering phoenix.

      “Demon.” The vampire spat the word at him, no longer speaking Romanian but ancient Phoenician. The patronizing air vanished as finally he realized his error in misjudging Azrael’s heritage.

      He still misjudged. But demon was a lot closer than human.

      “Your filthy reign is over,” he growled.

      The phoenix emerged from its prison and lurched inelegantly in the air above him. He raised his katana, a sign of protection, and the vampire hissed in outrage as he retreated from the gleaming, blood-soaked blade.

      “We’ll meet again, uniilă.” The vampire reverted to Romanian. “This is not over between us.”

      With that he spun on his heel and dispersed into venomous black smoke.

      Azrael swore furiously in the language of the ancients then swung around as the phoenix flew towards the narrow window. It shattered through the glass and as it soared into the black velvet night, free at last, it burst into flame.
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          ROWAN

        

      

    

    
      London. Eight months ago

      

      Rowan Moreton slammed on the brakes, mounted the curb and leaped from the sleek black Mercedes McLaren. She was parked illegally but it was three in the morning and the dark side alley was deserted. She drew her beloved katana and silently ran towards ominous shadows that pooled at the end of the alley.

      Don’t let me be too late.

      But in her heart, she knew her quarry had gone. All she could detect in the air was the sharp tang of recently spilled blood and the acrid reek of terror.

      But still she gripped her katana, ready for ambush, as she kept her back against the crumbling stone walls. Her eyesight adjusted to the gloom—one of the advantages of her tainted dhampir blood—and her preternatural hearing caught a faint, gurgling breath.

      No rogue vampire remained in the area. Heart thudding, hoping she was wrong about the victim who huddled on the worn cobblestones, she advanced. With every step her rage magnified as impotent injustice seethed through her veins.

      Of course she hadn’t been wrong.

      She crouched over the torn and bloodied young woman. Claws had slashed her face and ripped through her throat. Rowan’s stomach knotted in futile distress at the unmistakable evidence that the creature hadn’t stopped there.

      With her free hand she gently brushed back the woman’s blood matted hair. Without treatment she would die. But no human hospital could help her. Not now.

      “It’s all right. You’re safe now.” Four times over the last six years Rowan had whispered those words to victims, and she hated herself more each time. But what else could she say? What else could she do? “Can you hear me? What’s your name?”

      The woman opened one swollen eye. Terror oozed from every pore, every tortured breath. But her gazed fixed on Rowan, as if she was her lifeline.

      “Lily.” The word was guttural, barely coherent. “I can’t—can’t remember…”

      “Try not to worry.” Stupid words, but she kept her tone soothing, a form of mild hypnosis. Although her talent was nothing compared to the power wielded by full-blood vampires, the amethyst jewelry she wore helped enhance her ability. “I’m going to take you home with me, Lily. Look after you until you’re better.”

      “Yes.” Lily’s whisper drifted on the fetid air as she slipped into induced unconsciousness. Gritting her teeth Rowan lifted the slender woman, hoping to hell that this time the vampire had failed to impregnate another innocent victim.

      She wasn’t going to hold her breath. All she could hope was that this time the woman would survive the birth itself, unlike the last victim Rowan had saved.

      But first Lily had to survive this night. There was only one place Rowan could take her. The house she had called home since the day her own mother had died. In order to give me this cursed life. She shook off the memory and resolutely stalked into the night.

      Back to the headquarters of the society that she’d pledged her loyalty to at the age of fifteen.

      The Enclave of the Phoenix.
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        * * *

      

      London. Present Day

      

      “Rowan, cheri, it won’t kill you to smile a little.” Marguerite, whose French accent was as pronounced now as it had, probably, been nearly two hundred and fifty years ago when she’d escaped from Madame Guillotine, prodded Rowan in the ribs. “You want to celebrate your birthday, non? Trust me, you won’t get laid with that unbecoming scowl on your face.”

      Rowan slung the petite blonde vampire an irritated glare as the bouncers cleared a path for them to enter the hideously selective nightclub in Chelsea.

      It was all very well for Meg. She only had to look at a male—mortal or otherwise—and he fell at her feet. Rowan had never quite got the hang of small talk. Being a half-human freak wasn’t something she could ever share with anyone, and for some reason that was all she could obsess about on the rare occasion a guy attempted to flirt with her.

      “I’m worried about Lily.” Over the last couple of days Lily—who, at twenty-two, was only two years younger than her and the closest thing to a real human girl friend she’d ever had—had become lethargic and scarily forgetful. “I should be there with her, not out clubbing.”

      Meg shrugged, supremely unaffected by Lily’s obvious decline.

      “You’re a hunter, Rowan, not a babysitter. The human has plenty of nursemaids. Now, tell me. Anything here you find tasty? It’s been an age since you’ve had any fun.”

      As Meg dragged her towards the bar Rowan glanced around, unimpressed by the minor celebrities and desperate wannabes who littered the plush interior. It was true. Lily was safe at the Enclave, surrounded by those who knew how to care for her and the unborn child she carried. It was also true that it had been ages since Rowan had indulged in what Meg termed fun.

      As in, sex.

      In fact, her sex life was so pathetic she could remember the exact time and place of her last encounter. A year ago, tonight. On her twenty-third birthday.

      On the back seat of a Bentley.

      It had been rushed, frenzied, and sordid. Not something she liked to remember. Then again, she didn’t much like recalling any of her infrequent couplings. None of them meant anything. None of them had ever meant anything after Steven, her first and only love, had been murdered in front of her eyes on her seventeenth birthday.

      One day she’d get over that.

      Maybe.

      Given her lifestyle she should have got over it years ago but the hard knot of guilt in the center of her chest never eased. Because his brutal death, at the age of nineteen, had been all her fault.

      As Meg flirted outrageously with a couple of guys at the bar, who appeared to be vying for the privilege of buying the drinks, she realized her hand was curling over her hip. She froze, then forcibly splayed her fingers and concentrated on trying to look normal.

      But it was hard, when she knew that everyone in the club, except Meg, would run screaming into the night if they knew what she really was.

      And besides, she missed her katana. She felt naked and vulnerable without it. The stiletto hidden inside her purple suede ankle boot really wasn’t that much of a comfort.

      Meg nudged her and handed her a lethal looking drink. “Lambs to the slaughter,” she said with satisfaction. “Want to share?”

      Rowan glanced back at the bar where the two guys remained riveted on Meg. They looked like a couple of American football players and their biceps bulged beneath their designer shirts. They’d shit themselves if they knew what Meg really was. And what she intended for them.

      “I don’t have the teeth for it. Remember?” She offered the vampire an insincere grin to hammer home her point. Meg tossed her hair in an impatient gesture.

      “Always the same excuse.” She sounded offended. “You know I’d get things started for you, cheri. You deserve a treat on your special day.”

      Before she could stop herself, she licked her lips. The lure of fresh blood was a temptation. A gut-burning, forbidden, temptation, she constantly fought to resist.

      But it wasn’t just the fact she didn’t possess fangs. Her immune system was tarnished by her human heritage. No matter how her vampire half hungered to satisfy its primal bloodlust, she had to make do with a sanitized, medicated version.

      Unless she wanted to die.

      Of course, it depended on who she believed. The Elector High Council proclaimed it as a fact, while Meg, who’d cared for her since she was a baby and trained her in weaponry from the age of six, appeared keen for her to attempt something that could kill her. But the vampire was adamant Rowan would be perfectly all right. Then again Meg didn’t care much for the Elector High Council. She didn’t care much for authority, period. And while Rowan agreed that the Council, isolated in Eastern Europe, was an antiquated and possibly irrelevant blot of bureaucracy, she couldn’t shift the fear that had been ingrained in her from her earliest memories.

      Untreated blood would destroy her.

      “I’ll pass.” She sniffed the drink. Was it worth downing the lot in one gulp? Alcohol affected her corrupted biology in unexpected ways. She never knew whether she’d be perfectly fine or plunge into a hallucinogenic nightmare. “Go play with your toys, Meg.”

      Meg narrowed her eyes, clearly intent on arguing the point, but then her burly lambs appeared as if they found it impossible to stay away. With one final condemning glance the vampire swirled on her six-inch stilettos and led them to their slaughter.

      Slaughter by orgasm. She watched them disappear into the crowd. Maybe she should have taken up Meg’s offer.

      She craved that elusive, intimate connection with a man willing to hold her close, without any preconceived expectations. Someone she could share her fears and dreams with.

      Someone to share her life with.

      Despair trickled through her as she gave the clubbers another surreptitious glance. Anonymous sex wasn’t what she wanted. But it was all she was ever likely to get.

      The Elector High Council discouraged its dhampirs from embarking in long-term relationships. After what had happened to Steven, she understood why.

      In her peripheral vision a tall, leather-clad figure strode into the club and her preternatural senses went on full alert. But even as she swung around, she knew he was no vampire. Irritation spiked through her. Couldn’t she relax for even one night of the year?

      She spared him a fleeting glance and then couldn’t drag her gaze away. He was in profile, built like a warrior and was frowning across the sea of posturing humans as though he searched for something just beyond his reach.

      Fascination washed through her. She’d never seen a human as insanely arresting before. His dark hair looked deliciously windswept and just touched the collar of his black shirt. How would it feel to spear her fingers through that luxuriant hair as he wrapped those powerful arms around her?

      Heat seared through her and her grip tightened around the glass. It was the kind of thing she fantasized about when she was safe, and alone, in her bed. But it was too intimate for an anonymous hookup.

      Yet the captivating image wouldn’t fade.

      If she was going to have her annual one-night stand, he was the only one she wanted it with. Even if he was way out of her league.

      And if she left it to chance, he’d barely give her a second glance.

      She wanted more than that. She wanted to touch him, to inhale his scent and imprint him on her mind. To taste his flesh and feel his hard body possess her. But most of all she wanted, for a few magical moments, to pretend she was a normal human woman. A woman he found irresistible.

      Her last wish would never happen, but neither would anything unless she gave Lady Luck a nudge. Her powers of psychic persuasion were limited. But when magnified by the power of her amethysts it should be just enough to snare his attention for a sex drenched hour or so.

      It was the closest she’d ever get to the heart-deep connection she dreamed of.

      He turned and walked towards the bar and the crowd parted before him like a subservient wave. She took a deep breath and followed him.

      Happy birthday to me.
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          AZRAEL

        

      

    

    
      Azrael scanned the nightclub, but his mind was far from the surging horde of mortals surrounding him.

      Nine hundred years ago, after freeing the captive phoenix, his visions of the vampire Sakarbaal and his dhampirs had abruptly stopped. Even though the vampire hadn’t been destroyed, every shred of evidence of his existence vanished overnight. The discordance that had tainted the phoenix essence in the astral planes faded and eventually disappeared but Sakarbaal’s escape ate into him like acid. It had taken centuries of fruitless searching before he allowed himself to consider the possibility the evil that had permeated his visions had finally ended.

      Fifty years ago, they came back.

      With a vengeance.

      This time there was no filthy dhampir army. He never saw any faces. Only the aftermath of a blood-drenched apocalypse that ravaged the face of the Earth. But the same evil he recalled from before pervaded every scorched breath.

      He’d spent the last half century in the Andromeda Galaxy, where countless mortal civilizations had flourished for millennia before any of those on Earth had arisen. But it didn’t matter how deep into the past he searched for answers or how many vampiric creatures he hunted or unholy relics he destroyed.

      The visions only became more frequent. More graphic. Showing him a future where humanity became nothing more than a feeding ground for a false, self-professed god.

      And then a few months ago a chillingly familiar, elusive vibration began to haunt the lower levels of the astral planes.

      It could only mean one thing. Sakarbaal had, once again, captured a phoenix.

      As he had always known deep in his heart, nine hundred years ago he hadn’t altered the future, merely delayed it.

      He’d collated masses of intel on the vampire race, a scourge that polluted almost every mortal inhabited planet. But he uncovered no definitive link between vampires and phoenixes and there were no ancient sources of wisdom scattered across the universe that could help in his quest.

      It was time to resume the hunt on Earth.

      Before he did that, there was something else he needed to do. For six months, since one of his oldest friends, the Archangel Gabriel, had lost his immortality in a sadistic twist of fate, he’d avoided Gabe and his human-born bride, Aurora.

      But it didn’t matter how deeply he wished he could change things. Gabe was mortal, and although in the past they had gone decades without seeing each other, that was no longer an option.

      Gabe didn’t have endless centuries, anymore.

      And he needed to meet Aurora. The woman who hadn’t simply captured Gabe’s heart, but had managed to shatter one of the fundamental tenets that archangels had lived with for millennia.

      Yeah, he had to meet her. But he wasn’t looking forward to it. And that was why he’d ended up in this club tonight, as a distraction from both his mission and tomorrow’s meeting.

      So far, it wasn’t working.

      A spiky-haired brunette, diamonds sparkling in her ears and around her throat, offered him a sultry smile as she gyrated in time to the music. Desire and hunger radiated from her, and every sexy move of her body brought her closer to him, her invitation blatant. She was beautiful, but not appealing.

      Not that he did humans as a rule. They were too fragile and brought back too many bad memories. Of a time, long ago, when archangels had lived openly on Earth, and he’d witnessed the devastating heartache of his immortal friends when their beloved soulmate had died.

      Sex without any emotional ties was the mantra he lived by. Though now he thought about it, he couldn’t even remember the last time he’d had sex.

      He focused on the woman as she gave him another seductive glance from beneath her lashes. The flirtatious gesture did nothing for his libido. But since he was here, what the hell.

      He might even enjoy the novelty.

      As she twined around his body, his glance snagged on a woman who was glaring at the brunette as she gyrated against his back. Fascinated by her antagonism, he trailed his gaze over her midnight hair, piled on top of her head in a messy chignon. Long tendrils escaped their confines and framed her face, giving her a cute, vulnerable air.

      Gods, had he just seriously thought a human was cute?

      But there was something intriguing about the way she stood, like a warrior sizing up her prey. The short black dress gave a tantalizing glimpse of cleavage, clung possessively to her breasts and showed off her shapely thighs and calves. Purple lace—stockings? —matched her purple ankle boots and the jewelry in her ears and around her throat and wrists.

      Anticipation thrummed through his blood. She might be merely a human, but there was something irresistible about her, and he took a couple of steps towards her.

      She visibly started and shot him an uncertain glance, as her left hand curled around an amethyst that hung from a silver chain around her throat. It was a defensive gesture and before he could say anything she glanced furtively over her shoulder. Did she seriously think his focus was centered on something behind her?

      Or was she playing games? He didn’t care. She’d managed to take his mind off Gabe and Aurora and that was all he wanted.

      “Hey.” He accompanied his greeting with a smile guaranteed to melt the defenses of an ice goddess. Instead of dissolving into his arms with a seductive sigh, she stared at him, and confusion glowed in her captivating green eyes.

      Why hadn’t she expected him to speak to her? She was fucking gorgeous, and she had to know it.

      “Hi.” She sounded guarded and he had the strangest conviction she wasn’t playing him. What was she doing?

      He offered her another archangelic infused smile. She still didn’t metaphorically fall at his feet.

      Interesting.

      “Do you two know each other?”

      “What?” She blinked, severing their connection, before glancing at the other woman who was now stalking to the bar. There was no lingering hint of the animosity he’d seen just moments ago. “Oh. No.”

      She released her death grip on her necklace and flattened her palm against her thigh. He waited, but it appeared that was all she had to say on the matter.

      Countless times in the past mortals had been rendered speechless in his presence. But this was different. She had no idea who he was, and the brief glimpse of celestial radiance he’d aimed at her hadn’t appeared to affect her at all.

      Which was intriguing enough. But combined with the heat in her eyes when she’d looked at him, her genuine shock when he’d spoken to her, and obvious disdain for small talk, she was one of the most fascinating mortals he’d ever met.

      “Would you like to dance?” The incongruity of an archangel asking a human to dance amused him, but he kept his grin to himself. Because right now, all he wanted was to hold her in his arms and feel her body meld against his. For the first time in forever his blood stirred and cock thickened.

      Hello, libido.

      “Dance?” She sounded amazed that he’d asked her such a thing.

      “Sure. We’re in a club. We could dance.”

      “Oh.” Her fingers tightened around her drink. “I’m not sure.”

      She gave the impression she wasn’t interested, but he knew that wasn’t true. Desire spiked from her in a heady, intoxicating scent that sank into his skin and caused his pulse to quicken. He couldn’t even recall the last time a woman had elicited such a reaction without them even touching.

      “You’re not sure if you want to dance with me?” This was a crazy conversation. He’d never had to work so hard to get a favorable response from a mortal.

      He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had as much fun.

      She blinked at him, her long dark lashes a lethal distraction. “No, I mean I can’t dance.”

      Neither could most of the humans in the club, but it didn’t stop them trying to prove otherwise.

      “That makes two of us.”

      “I’m sure you’re great.” She sounded serious. “And I’d love to dance, but I thought I should warn you that I’m crap at it.”

      “Are you trying to tell me to get lost? Because you don’t have to sugar coat it to protect my feelings.”

      “No.” Alarm flashed across her face. Shit, she thought he meant it. His flirting technique clearly sucked. “I don’t want you to go. I’m still just… processing things.”

      He grinned, plucked her drink from her hand and placed it on a nearby ledge. “How about we process things together?”

      “Okay.”

      He took her hand. It was small, fine boned, an unwelcome reminder of her inherent fragility. But that didn’t stop her touch from sending lightning sparks racing through his blood. It was insane how badly he wanted to pull her into his arms.

      Once they were on the dance floor, she turned to face him. He slid his fingers along her bare arm, and she quivered, a breathy sigh escaping her crimson lips.

      It was all the encouragement he needed, and he cradled her waist. After a moment’s hesitation she flattened her palms against his chest. Even through his shirt, her touch scorched his flesh and he tugged her closer. But she didn’t wrap her arms around him, and her resistance to his unspoken invitation was surprisingly strong.

      “I told you I couldn’t dance,” she said, and he had the strongest sense that she assumed he’d agree with her. “Then again, it’s not like I give it much practice.”

      She hadn’t raised her voice to be heard over the pounding music and although he could hear her perfectly, it occurred to him he hadn’t made any effort to speak over the volume, either. Yet she’d not missed a word. Odd when everyone around them accompanied their raised voices with exaggerated gesticulation.

      “You know what they say.” Deliberately he lowered his voice, but she didn’t frown or lean in closer. “Practice makes perfect.”

      “I don’t get out much.” She offered him a glimmer of a smile. It damn well stopped the breath in his chest. “At least I haven’t stamped on your foot yet.”

      She wasn’t close enough to stamp on his foot. He slid one hand to the small of her back and slowly drew her unresisting body towards him. She gave a delectable sigh as her hands curled over his shoulders and at long last she melted against him.

      Her face nestled against his shoulder, and her hair brushed against his jaw. He inhaled a ragged breath and caught an elusive hint of jasmine, and the scent mingled irresistibly with the faint undertone of aroused femininity.

      His arms tightened around her, one hand gliding up the length of her spine, the soft silk of her dress a sensual caress against his skin. She shifted against him and he was so damn hard it hurt. Then she linked her hands around his neck and gave a soundless sigh.

      It was the most erotic sensation he’d experienced in centuries.

      What had they been talking about? It didn’t matter. He lowered his head and nibbled kisses along her neck, the taste of her skin a heady combination of temptation and desire. Tremors licked through her, heightening his own lust and she sank completely against him, a torturous delight.

      “What’s your name?” His question rasped against the delectable curve where neck met shoulder. It would take no effort to rip her flimsy dress from her. Soon. But he could hardly contain the primitive urge to possess.

      “Rowan.” Her voice promised everything. He waited for her to ask his name, but she didn’t. Instead her fingers speared through his hair and gently tugged. Sparks of flame ignited across his skull, and as she twisted his hair around her fingers a certainty throbbed through his lust drugged mind. He didn’t merely want a quick fuck with this bewitching human.

      He wanted Rowan for the whole night.
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          ROWAN

        

      

    

    
      Rowan dragged her fingers from his silky hair and trailed her fingertips across his nape. His hands, possessively splayed across her back, held her in a firm grip. Clearly, he had no intention of letting her go anytime soon.

      His muscled chest pressed against her sensitized breasts and his rigid length branded her. A tremor raced through her, raising goose bumps on her arms and causing her breath to stumble in her throat. She shifted against him and his hot breath caressed her neck.

      He wanted her. And she hadn’t even had time to use the psychic powers of her amethysts to snare him. Not only was the hottest guy she’d seen in years in her arms, but he was there without any subtle manipulation on her part.

      “Are you here alone?” The raw need in his voice was electrifying.

      I wish I was. Then, maybe, she and this warrior like god could have more than a hasty coupling in a dark corner. Except it didn’t matter if she was here with anyone else or not. A small pain speared through her heart at the reminder that no matter what, she could never expect anything more.

      “No. I’m with a friend.”

      “Rowan.” He made her name sound sinfully seductive and she was so entranced she lifted her head from his shoulder to look at him. And almost stopped breathing. She’d forgotten, in just those few short moments, how utterly compelling he was. Truly a god in the flesh.

      She would savor these moments forever.

      “Rowan.” His voice dropped a couple of octaves and while it should have been impossible, he sounded sexier than ever. “I want to spend the night with you.”

      Illicit thrills spiraled through her. A whole night. Wrapped in his arms. She hadn’t spent the whole night with a guy since Steven.

      If she was a pureblood human, she’d never take such a risk. But even if this glorious stranger turned out to be a murderous psychopath it didn’t matter. She could break his neck in a heartbeat.

      But she, who trusted no one outside her small circle within the Enclave, inexplicably trusted this warrior-god. He wasn’t dangerous. He was a hot, lust-fueled male and he wanted her.

      She rose onto her toes and he met her halfway, his lips brushing hers in a caress so fleeting their flesh barely connected. Yet she felt the heat of his touch arrow through her breast and shatter with exquisite shards of lightning between her trembling thighs.

      His arms wrapped around her pinning her against his hard body. It had been so long since she’d been held like this. So long since primal desire had thundered through her blood and clouded her survival instincts.

      She trailed her fingers from his temple to his jaw. Faint stubble grazed her fingertips and his wickedly seductive smile tied pleasurable knots of desire in her chest. Cradling his strong jaw in her palm she leaned into him and savored the evocative hint of cinnamon on his uneven breath, before claiming his lips.

      The cacophony of sound faded. All that existed was this man in her arms. Tingles cascaded over her flesh as if this was her first kiss. It almost was. She hadn’t kissed anyone this way in seven years.

      His tongue met hers. But he didn’t invade her willing mouth. Didn’t plunder the way she’d got used to. Instead he teased her with fleeting strokes between her hungry lips. Flicked the tip of her tongue. Seductively nipped her lower lip.

      Wet heat blossomed between her thighs and she moaned, a low, sultry sound. She couldn’t help it. Didn’t care. She’d never imagined a kiss could be so amazingly erotic.

      Her nipples chafed against the lace of her bra. She longed to feel his naked chest pressed against her, skin to skin. Her fingers clawed and from a great distance she heard an appreciative growl rumble through his body.

      “Is this a yes?” His question scorched her lips. For a passion-hazed moment she had no idea what he was asking. His beautiful lips curved into a smile as though he guessed. “You’ll stay with me tonight?”

      Of course it was a yes. How could he imagine otherwise? But a tug of delight tightened low in her belly that he had taken the time to ask. To make sure.

      Slowly she raised her head, his jaw scraping along the soft skin of her cheek. She wanted to look into his eyes. See his desire. She didn’t want to spoil the moment. Didn’t want to shatter these fragile tendrils of sensation. But she had to find the words to answer him.

      “Rowan.” Meg’s imperious tone invaded her sensual cocoon and she stiffened. No. She would not have this precious moment interrupted. “Rowan, cheri, I need to speak to you.”

      She watched her warrior-god frown as his focus shifted to Meg. Impotent rage, disappointment, futility, swept through her. Why right now? There was nothing so important that Meg needed to interrupt her for. And surely she hadn’t already finished with her two conquests?

      His hold on her relaxed. More irritated with the vampire than she’d ever been, she twisted around. But he didn’t release her. Instead he wrapped his arms around her waist and held her securely against his chest.

      His cock scorched through the silk of her dress, an immovable reminder of exactly why she had no intention of letting Meg spoil this elusive encounter. With only the greatest difficulty she prevented herself from squirming in his possessive embrace.

      Meg looked completely pissed off. As if the last thing she wanted was to spoil Rowan’s fun. Why the hell are you, then?

      “Is this your friend?” His breath tickled her ear. She tried and failed not to shiver with reaction. God, she’d been more aroused by a simple kiss than any of her infrequent encounters during the last few years. Then again, there’d been nothing simple about that kiss. Even the memory of it was enough to send renewed darts of dark pleasure arrowing through her.

      “Yes.” Her voice croaked, not sounding nearly as sexy as the guy’s raw whisper. She cleared her throat, but it didn’t help clear her brain. “What’s the matter, Meg?”

      Meg shot the guy an assessing glance and clearly approved, if her then lingering look was anything to go by. Rowan gritted her teeth and glared at the vampire, as an unfamiliar pain burned through her chest. If Meg thought for one second that she—

      “We have to go.” Meg, finally dragging her attention back to Rowan, sounded infuriated. “We have no choice.”

      She wrapped her hands around her almost-lover’s wrists and tugged herself free. She wasn’t sure whether to be grateful or insulted when he didn’t try to detain her. He had a quizzical smile on his face as if this interruption didn’t unduly disturb him. He was obviously confident that, no matter what the crisis, she would choose to go with him.

      Somewhat mollified she stroked her hand over his chest. “I won’t be a second,” she said. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Sure.” He tucked his thumbs into the pockets of his pants. It was hard to drag her fascinated gaze from him and focus on Meg.

      The vampire took her hand and pulled her closer. “He has returned,” she hissed into Rowan’s ear. “The London Enclave has been summoned.”

      Meg was trembling with outrage. She hated being dictated to, and over the last couple of years her dissatisfaction had become more vocal. But when the ancient lord of the Enclave turned up, vampires in his employ had no choice but to dance to his tune.

      “Fine. But you don’t need me.” She glanced over her shoulder and relief washed through her. He hadn’t turned his attention elsewhere. She turned back to Meg. “He won’t know I’m not there. It’s not as if he ever acknowledges any of us is it?”

      Sakarbaal, head of the Elector High Council, despised dhampirs. She’d been in his presence on only a couple of occasions and she had no desire to repeat the experience.

      “That isn’t the point.” Meg, who for all her faults at least didn’t harbor any prejudice against Rowan for her half-blood status, scowled. “You know that isn’t the point.”

      Of course she did. The Ancients who comprised the High Council, despite their mandate to shelter unwanted dhampirs, had decreed half-bloods were not allowed to mingle socially with humans. Dhampirs, unlike vampires, couldn’t be trusted to keep the secret of their heritage.

      As far as the upper echelons of the Enclave were concerned, highly trained dhampirs were nothing more than hunting dogs that needed to be kept on a tight leash when they weren’t on duty. Thankfully that attitude didn’t permeate throughout the entire organization, and they were—at least, those outside Eastern Europe—well paid for their services.

      But if Sakarbaal discovered his wishes were being flouted there was no telling what he might do. She had a terrifying image of being shipped off to the heart of the Enclave’s administration in Romania and ice trickled through her veins.

      She’d rather die than endure the kind of existence half-bloods suffered at the hands of the true ancients.

      Sakarbaal would never call her into his presence. He wouldn’t have the first idea whether she was in the London branch of the Enclave’s Grosvenor Square mansions or not. But no matter how much she wanted to scorn the vampire lord the risk was too great.

      The bitter truth was that when Sakarbaal was in town, all dhampirs who weren’t on a mission had to go into lockdown.

      Meg was right. Neither of them had a choice. She was going to have to bail on the hottest guy she’d ever met. One who’d managed to turn her on with nothing more than a kiss and seductive whisper.

      And she would never see him again.

      It was more than disappointment that ate through her breast. More than frustrated lust and impotent fury at how little control she really had over her life. It was crazy to feel this sense of loss, as though a fundamental piece of her was somehow disintegrating. She didn’t even know his name. Knew nothing about him at all. And yet she couldn’t shift the feeling that, if only she’d been given this one night with him, her future would have changed direction irrevocably.

      Slowly she turned. Who was she trying to fool? Tonight would have been nothing more than mindless sex. Why did she still secretly crave a normal future? Normal was something she’d never be. She was something a normal man would never want. Her dreams were just that.

      Dreams.

      She tried to ignore the way her heart tugged as she walked back to him. He hadn’t moved and appeared oblivious to the countless glances he was receiving from both sexes. She could almost believe he hadn’t taken his gaze from her since the moment she’d left his side.

      “I’m sorry.” More than he’d ever know. “Family emergency. I have to go.” And as soon she turned her back, he’d be hitting on another willing conquest. He wouldn’t even remember her name by the end of the night. She didn’t even try to pretend that didn’t hurt.

      His sinfully illegal smile faded into a frown, but instead of turning from her his focus sharpened, as if he saw something more in her words, a deeper meaning. What was the matter with her? Having a vivid imagination wasn’t always such a great thing. It was far more likely he was just suffering from a headache.

      “Are you free tomorrow night?”

      “What?” The word blurted before she could stop herself. Had he just asked her out?

      “Tomorrow.” His lips quirked at her gauche response. “We could do dinner.”

      He was asking her out. On a date. She was so staggered her vocal cords seized up. Only when Meg gave her a savage prod on her shoulder did she realize she was in imminent danger of gaping.

      “Sure.” Her voice sounded unnaturally high to her ears but hopefully he wouldn’t notice with the volume of noise in the club. “Do you know Estella’s on the King’s Road?” It was one of the few restaurants she knew personally. She and a couple of her fellow dhampirs hung out there on occasion.

      “I’m sure I’ll find it.” He looked as if he was about to say something else, before changing his mind. “Eight o’clock?”

      “OK.” Was she supposed to say anything else? What was standard protocol in this situation? The last time anyone had asked her out on a proper date she’d been sixteen and madly in love.

      Meg didn’t give her the chance to agonize. She grabbed her arm and pulled her away and Rowan didn’t bother trying to hide the grin of triumph. What did it matter that Sakarbaal’s unexpected arrival had ruined her plans tonight?

      Because tomorrow she was going on a date.
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      The London HQ of the Enclave was two adjacent Georgian residences in Grosvenor Square. From the outside they looked perfectly normal, except maybe for the imposing stone phoenixes that flanked the doors. As far as the outside world was aware, both mansions were divided into luxury apartments.

      It just went to show how very little the outside world knew of its internal affairs.

      She checked on Lily in the medical wing, which comprised the entire floor of one of the mansions and would cause the top biochemists on the planet to salivate with envy if they ever caught a glimpse of it.

      When Lily had regained consciousness after the attack, Rowan had often visited her, and as the weeks went by an unexpected friendship formed between them. Despite the horrible circumstances, Lily’s wit was razor sharp and medically her pregnancy seemed to have progressed well.

      But something wasn’t right now. She sat on the edge of the bed and took Lily’s hand. “Hey, it’s me.” She leaned closer and whispered in her ear. “Guess what? I’m going on a hot date tomorrow.”

      She hoped the secret might bring Lily out of the strange, lethargic state she’d fallen into a couple of days ago. But there was no reaction.

      Rowan bit her lip and gazed into Lily’s eerily lifeless eyes. Yesterday, when she’d asked one of the doctors what the problem was, he’d just sighed and said it was to be expected.

      Whatever that meant. Although she hadn’t asked, he must have seen the question on her face since he’d elaborated.

      “They all go through this at the end. You remember the other human women you brought in? They were just the same.”

      She’d mumbled in response, but the awful truth was, she hadn’t become friendly with any of the other three women she’d saved during the last six years. She’d taken them to the Enclave, and that had been the last she’d seen of them. They had given birth and, after their memories were modified, been allowed to return to their lives. Except for the last victim, Zoë. Rowan had discovered by accident that she hadn’t survived the birth.

      It had shaken her. Badly. To have gone through everything she did—only to die when freedom was so close.

      She pulled her mind back to Lily. There was only one thing she could do to help her friend, and although in her heart she knew it couldn’t work, she had to try. With a deep breath she closed her eyes and concentrated on allowing the healing properties of her amethysts to flow through her and into Lily. But the other woman remained as lifeless as a rag doll.

      Feeling helpless, she plumped up the pillows. And saw the corner of a book poking out from beneath the bottom pillow.

      Her heart slammed against her chest and she stealthily pulled it free from its vulnerable hiding place. It was her mother’s precious journal that she’d lent to Lily just a couple of days before her health had deteriorated.

      The journal was the only thing she had of her mother’s. Lily had been visibly touched and promised to keep it safe.

      It wasn’t safe anymore. Heart heavy, Rowan slid it beneath her coat, and retreated to her attic bedroom.

      Far from the drafty, depressing hovel she was certain the Electors envisaged for their dhampirs when they’d passed down that edict, the attic bedrooms here were the last word in luxury.

      She retrieved her stiletto, pulled off her boots and curled up on the queen size bed before pulling out her phone. She was in dire need of some advice. And since her fellow dhampirs didn’t date, and she didn’t have the natural advantages Meg possessed, that left hunting down the answers herself.

      “They hauled you back too, then.”

      She looked up from an article promising her the best sex ever and saw Brad, a dhampir two years her senior, glaring at her from the doorway. He had an irresistibly Byronic look about him and when he radiated leashed fury the effect was breathtaking.

      Unfortunately, her admiration was purely academic. His dark beauty and undercurrent of restlessness only roused her affection, not her libido.

      “Just as I was about to have my birthday shag.” She dropped her phone next to her so he wouldn’t see what she’d been reading. He could charm a human girl at twenty paces. He’d never need a step-by-step guide on how to flirt, but for some reason he was entirely oblivious to his lethal attraction.

      Instead of making a sardonic response he kicked the door shut and prowled into her room, like a caged panther seeking escape. Coiled tension thrummed in the air and formless unease shivered through her, raising goosebumps along her arms.

      Before she could ask him what the problem was, he abruptly sat on the edge of her bed, forearms resting on his thighs, hunched over as he rolled something between his hands.

      “We’re nothing to them but fucking puppets.” Bitterness twisted each word. She shifted across the bed to sit next to him, and gave his shoulder a comforting pat. He wouldn’t be this pissed off if he’d been summoned back from a mission. Maybe he’d been on an illicit night out tonight, like her.

      “Were you about to get lucky too?”

      He looked at her then, and the despair in his dark eyes stabbed through her heart.

      “I’ve been seeing a girl for the last two months.”

      “What?” She gripped his arm, trying to ignore the hurt that twisted through her. She’d told him everything about Steven at the time. “Why didn’t you tell me? You know you can trust me.” She wouldn’t even have told Meg without Brad’s consent.

      “It had nothing to do with trusting you.” His voice was raw, and a shudder of presentiment inched along her spine. What wasn’t he telling her? “I didn’t want to put you in any danger.”

      “Danger?” She frowned, not sure what he meant. “Why would knowing that put me in danger?”

      “I didn’t want to risk it, all right?” He sounded savage. “But it’s over. The fucking bastards got to her. Ripped out her throat. There was nothing I could do by the time I got there. She’d already gone.”

      Nausea churned as grief for Brad and the unknown girl crushed her chest, and she pressed her forehead against his shoulder. Crimson drenched memories clawed through her mind. Steven, holding her hands, telling her he didn’t want to live without her. And then the blood, so much blood, spraying from his torn throat. The attack had been so swift, so unexpected, that she’d frozen for vital seconds and lost her chance for vengeance. But the stark truth was she should’ve been able to sense the danger before the killing strike. She should have been able to save him.

      All her training, useless in the one moment when she’d needed it most.

      “I’m so sorry.” She threaded her fingers through his, trying to ease his pain. His guilt. They both knew this girl would still be alive if she hadn’t become involved with Brad.

      “But guess what?” He tightened his fingers around hers. “Before I even had time to process it, Alex appeared outside her window. I was so fucking messed up I let him in without thinking. Didn’t take him a second to knock me out and bring me back here. But here’s the thing, Rowan. How the hell did he know where I was?”

      Alex, a four-hundred-year-old vampire who’d been turned at the age of twenty-five, was as close to Brad as Meg was to her. Surely he wasn’t suggesting Alex had something to do with this murder?

      “Maybe he followed you? God, Brad.” She cupped his face and forced him to look at her. “You can’t think Alex killed her. It’s just not possible. He’s your friend.”

      His expression was bleak. “Who found you after Steven was murdered in the street?”

      She reared back, denial pounding through her brain.

      Meg had appeared that night, seemingly from nowhere, and dragged her from the murder scene before she’d had time to fully register what had happened. Before the police had arrived. Before she’d been pulled into the murder inquiry.

      But how did she know where I was that night?

      “No.” She shook her head as if that might lend power to the word. “I don’t believe it. You don’t believe it either. We both know who’s responsible.”

      Not all vampires pledged allegiance to the Enclave of the Phoenix. There were countless alliances across the world. Most of them posed no threat. A handful was a force to be respected but only one wielded power as great as the Enclave presided over by Sakarbaal.

      The Strigoi Echelon, as ancient as the Enclave, was their one true enemy. They, like the ancients in the Enclave, despised half-bloods. Unlike the Enclave, they didn’t make any attempt to nurture the offspring of vampiric rapes. It was common knowledge they considered hunting down the loved ones of filthy dhampirs a fine sport.

      Brad didn’t answer. He uncurled his fingers and she saw a small phial of dark amber liquid in his palm. Uncomprehending, she looked at his grim face. Why had he brought his medication with him?

      “Ever wondered what shit they put in this stuff?” He held the top of the phial between finger and thumb. “Ever wondered what would really happen if we stopped taking it?”

      “You know what’ll happen.” She understood what he was saying. She’d gone through the same doubts seven years ago. And look where it had got her. “Don’t you remember what happened to me when I stopped taking it after Steven died?”

      Even now the memory was enough to give her nightmares. Without the synthetic blood substitute to curb her primal impulses she’d slid into a vortex of mindless self-destruction. And the pain, like acid eating her from the inside out, had been unimaginable.

      “Withdrawal.” His entire focus was on the glowing phial. Amber acid, they called it between themselves. “But if you could get past that, you’d be free.” His eyes were glazed, lost in his own fantasy world. “Dhampirs don’t need to be medicated in order to survive. You know that.”

      “Yes, but they live like savages, scavenging in the gutters.” Free? What exactly did he mean by that? They would still be half vampire, half human. They would still neither fit nor be accepted in either world. What kind of freedom was that? Despite the restrictions imposed on dhampirs by the High Council, at least here in the HQ’s mansion they were surrounded by every luxury. “That’s no life. And they rarely live to see twenty.”

      He gave a bitter laugh and pity glowed in his eyes, as though she was an incredibly naïve human. “And our projected lifespan is so bloody great, isn’t it? Can you name one of us who’s lived to see their twenty-seventh birthday?”

      I don’t want to have this conversation.

      She didn’t want to think about all the dhampirs she’d known who had died horrible deaths while serving the wishes of the High Council. She especially didn’t want to think about her dhampir friend Belinda who’d been slain less than six months ago, while servicing a high-ranking member of the Strigoi. Belinda’s specialty had been going undercover as a brainless sex nymph and extracting vital Intel from her victims. She’d despised that part of her job, but it wasn’t as though they were given any choice in their assignments, and Belinda had excelled at her duties. Right up until that last suicidal mission.

      Rowan dragged herself back from the painful memories. It was her birthday. Tomorrow night she was going on a date. She snatched her hand from Brad’s and speared her fingers through her hair, pressing her forehead against her palms.

      She knew she was destined to die young. But had he really needed to thrust that down her throat today of all days?

      “Rowan.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “I’ve less than nine months left until I turn twenty-seven. I don’t know what’s going on, but I do know one thing. I won’t find the answer here.”

      Dread seeped into her heart. There was only one place that might hold the answers he was searching for.

      “You can’t seriously be thinking of going to Romania? They might not torture our kind like the Strigoi do but—”

      “This half-life isn’t enough anymore.” Savagery underpinned every word. “The only chance of finding out the truth is going to Romania. That’s where our history is, Rowan. Christ, I need to get away from here. I’m sick of the lies.”

      Although it was the end of February and there was a hint of snow in the air, her room was warm. But shivers chased over her arms and chilled her blood. She got through each day by not thinking about her mortality, by not dwelling on the knowledge that she was now the second oldest dhampir in residence.

      Ten years ago, she had been the eighth.

      But now Brad was stirring up all the confused feelings and unasked questions that had seethed beneath the surface of her existence ever since Steven’s death. She didn’t want to face them. Didn’t want to dig deeper. All she wanted was a normal life.

      “You can’t trust any of them.” His whisper was so low she had to strain to hear his words. “Bottom line, Rowan. Vampires won’t turn against their own for us. You have to remember that.”

      She couldn’t bear seeing him so broken. “Brad.” She took his hand and focused on his knuckles. It hurt too much to look at his grief ravaged face. “Don’t make any decisions about your future yet. I know how much you’re hurting, but things will get better. It took me a while, but I recovered after what happened to Steven.”

      Lies. She’d only pushed that night into the deepest recesses of her mind, but she hadn’t recovered from it. How could anyone get over something like that? But pretense was all she had to offer Brad.

      His lips twisted into a travesty of a smile, but his grip on her hand tightened. He knew what she was doing. And the hollowness of her words reverberated around her brain like a malignant echo.

      Brad didn’t have an unknowable future stretching out before him. He didn’t have the advantage of time on his side for things to get better.

      None of them did.

      She leaned her head against his shoulder, the way she had so many times in the past, and the silence enveloped her and sank into her bones.

      There was nothing left to say.

      

      
        
        Azrael

      

      

      The following afternoon Azrael teleported to a narrow country lane on the outskirts of a village in Cornwall, where Gabe had made his home with Aurora. He eyed the large stone house, with its rambling, snow dusted gardens, that looked as if it had been standing for more than three hundred years.

      He rapped his knuckles on the door. Contacting Gabe wasn’t as simple as it used to be. Now he was mortal, he’d lost the archangelic ability of telepathic communication.

      He didn’t want to think about everything else Gabe had lost. The price of saving Aurora’s life had been Gabe’s immortality. How could he bear to survive as a human?

      Gabe pulled open the front door. “Hey, stranger.” Gabe thumped his back and grinned, as if he wasn’t living in purgatory. “Come in, it’s freezing out there. You’re letting the heat out.”

      He wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting. For Gabe to appear haggard? But he looked great. Better than great. And something else that he couldn’t place but gnawed at the edges of his mind.

      “Nice place,” he said, as he stepped over the threshold and glanced around the flagstone hallway. A magnificent central staircase led upstairs, and although it was completely different to the villa Gabe used to live in, there was a surreal sense of similarity.

      “No one’s lived here for as long as Aurora could remember. It was falling apart and when we managed to hunt down the owner, he didn’t want to sell. Something about it holding nostalgic memories from his childhood.” Gabe grinned. “That’s when I discovered I haven’t lost all of my powers of persuasion.”
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