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Magnus Redstone is the middle of five brothers. As a result, he’s always had a little bit of a hard time forging his own identity. While he excels at martial arts, he didn’t want to be a soldier like Grif and Steve, his two older brothers. He also doesn’t have time for practical jokes like the younger two, Bob and Matt. No, Mag is probably the most serious of the brothers, and he always has been. The only real moment when he threw caution to the wind was when he met one very special lady. A lady with fangs... 







  
  
Dedication




First of all, special thanks to my friend, Peggy McChesney for the moral support and helpful commentary. You are one in a million! 

This book is dedicated to my family, and especially my paternal grandmother – a woman I never met because a bad gall bladder ended her life prematurely. I now have a new appreciation for what she went through all those years ago, way before I was born, and a new respect for modern medicine. Why? Because in the middle of finishing this book, my gall bladder finally made itself known in a very difficult way.

It had to come out and now I’m on the mend. Something my grandmother never got a chance to do. Instead, she lived with the pain and discomfort I now realize was caused by my bum gall bladder for years. From all accounts, I would have loved this grandmother I never knew. I wish I’d had a chance to get to know her, and I thank the surgeon and doctors who made sure I’m here now to finish this book and hopefully write many more.

I feel as if I’ve gotten a second chance and a bit of a restart. With any luck, things will only get better from this day forward for me, and I wish that for all of you as well.
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Chapter One




Hunger. 

Endless hunger. And pain.

The sadistic bastard that held her captive and forced Miranda to bleed for him was keeping her on a knife’s edge of existence. She’d lost track of how long she’d been locked in the cage with silver bars. Bars that burned her if she dared touch them.

And she had dared. Many times. She’d tried her hardest to get out of the cage time and time again, to no avail. She had burns all over her hands from the times she’d tried to break the bonds meant solely to hold immortals. And burns all over her body from the times she’d been too weak to move away after he’d made her bleed for his disgusting evil magic.

Miranda had never succumbed to evil. She wasn’t about to start now. It stole a part of her soul that a human mage had captured her and was taking her blood to fuel his dark magic. She had decided early on in her immortal existence that she would not fall to evil, no matter what had been done to her. No matter that she now could walk only at night and had to live off the blood of other beings. No matter what. She would serve the Light. She would not turn to the dark side. Even if that’s what most people thought of her and her kind. Even if that’s what her maker had intended.

The bastard. He’d been almost as bad as the bastard that now held her captive. To them, she was just a plaything. A toy for their amusement. A tool to be used as they saw fit. That kind of man didn’t stop to consider what she wanted. What she thought. What she believed in. And that had been her maker’s downfall. Perhaps somehow, she’d still find a way to prevail over the sick bastard who held her in a cage.

A cage for Goddess’ sake. As if she was some kind of animal. She’d show him an animal if he ever came close enough for her to strike. A damn dangerous animal with sharp teeth and claws.

But every time he got near, his magic held her at bay. Someday though… She lived for the day he made a mistake.

Meanwhile, she’d watch and learn. She’d keep her eyes open during her moments of lucidity. She’d already heard things. Things that made her worry about the future—if she had a future, that is.

She had to stay positive. Even when the madman who held her captive raved. She had to believe that someday, somehow, he’d make a mistake that she could exploit. Even if he did claim to have powerful friends.

Venifucus. The stuff of legend. Bad legends of dark days when the fate of all beings in this realm had been at a very dangerous tipping point. The forces of Light had won that battle, according to the ancient histories, but it seemed that time of danger was coming again. At least to hear this stinking human mage tell it. He raved about how they were actively working to bring back a creature of evil reputation—Elspeth, Destroyer of Worlds.

She’d almost achieved the chaos she wanted the last time she’d walked in this realm hundreds of years ago. Her evil had been stopped at great cost and she’d been banished to the forgotten realms where, it was hoped, she would learn the error of her ways over millennia.

But nobody had told Miranda that there were nutjobs like this guy trying to bring her back. According to her captor, agents of the Venifucus were trying to breach the barriers between realms to pull that ancient fey bitch back through to this world from her place of exile.

Never mind that the Venifucus—the group formed from the loyal followers of Elspeth so long ago—had been thought to be gone for centuries. Apparently they were back in a big way and they were trying to bring their leader back. Crazy SOB’s that they were.

Miranda would have been freaking out even more if she’d had the energy. As it was, when she surfaced for rare moments of lucidity—moments that were becoming rarer all the time as her starvation and blood loss worsened—she felt something like panic set in as she thought about what kind of effect bringing the Destroyer of Worlds back to the mortal realm would have. It would be the next best thing to Armageddon. Maybe the end of the world as they knew it.

If she had just a little more energy, and an opportunity, she’d break out of her cage and warn people. Tony, the Master of this area, needed to know about this dark mage. If anyone could stop him, Tony could. She knew the Master to be a man of honor. Unlike her maker. And very unlike the bastard who had put her in a cage of silver.

She feared that one day, he would drain her dry. If he did that, she wouldn’t be able to come back. Not even her so-called immortal powers could save her from the final death then. She’d learned over the years that even vampires could be killed in a couple of ways. The old stake through the heart worked. Silver and severe blood loss could do it too.

He’d already exposed her to the poisonous metal, though it would have to actually be in her blood stream in order to kill her outright. Just touching the surface of her skin, all it did was burn her. Over and over. Causing severe pain. Not pleasant—and possibly disfiguring—but not quite lethal.

The blood loss though… That could be a problem. He kept bleeding her and not feeding her, not allowing her to recover between bleeds. Eventually, he’d take her last drop and with it, her life.

She sensed he was building up to something. Each time he got a little bolder, a little more demanding, a little greedier. Each time, she slipped closer to oblivion. And sometimes—just sometimes—she almost hoped he’d go too far and end her pain for good.

She tried different things to conserve herself as much as possible. She’d learned how to shapeshift earlier than most of her kind. It was a talent she prided herself on. She could take the form of many different animals, but she hadn’t yet mastered the ability to shift into mist. That would have been really helpful in her current situation, but that particular skill took centuries to perfect and she hadn’t been shapeshifting long enough to turn herself into floating molecules. If she ever got out of here though, she’d work on it until she had it down pat. She wasn’t going to be put in this kind of situation ever again.

Each time he came to her now, she shapeshifted into something else. Something with claws that could hurt him. She dreamed of making him bleed. Except for the first time, he never got close enough, and after she’d slashed him that once, he was always careful to shield himself with sinister magic she could not pierce.

A new strategy came to her almost by accident. She shapeshifted into something smaller than her real size and the sorcerer was very angry. In the smaller body, she had less blood for him to drain. She kept trying to go smaller and smaller each time he came to her after that, and his anger knew no bounds.

Good. She loved the tiny bit of rebellion, and kept trying to go smaller until she’d finally hit upon the form of a baby bear. It was as small as she could go in her present state, and the claws gave her some advantage, even if she was kind of puny.

Then one night, he came for her again and she knew this would be the last time. He had that evil chalice with him. He’d been working on the thing for a long time. She had a feeling that when he finished torturing cats and other animals, he would come for her and put the last of her blood into his despicable vessel. What he planned to do with that kind of power she had no idea, but she knew it couldn’t be anything good. Not this man. Not with blood magic.

When he came to her cage, she steeled herself, shifting shape into the baby bear form he hated so much. At least in this form, he wouldn’t be getting that much blood, even if he killed her this time. And her death would be faster. A mercy, she thought, after so long in captivity at this lunatic’s hands.

He forced her into the energy circle he’d laid out on the floor of his workroom. Once inside, she was unable to move, to hear or smell anything outside the evil circle. She was trapped within. Unable to reach forward and claw his eyes out or sink her teeth into his carotid artery and end his evil while feeding her blazing hunger. He’d starved her for so long to keep her as docile as possible. She was about to lose her mind with the hunger that rode her.

And then the pain began. With magical strokes of his evil blade, he cut her from a few feet away. He never got close enough for her to strike, and he kept her within a tight circle of his power, controlling her. She bled while he directed the chalice under her, catching her life’s essence into the tainted vessel.

She felt herself fading and almost welcomed oblivion. She’d suffered for a long time at this bastard’s hands. She craved vengeance, but she didn’t think she was going to get it in this lifetime.

And then there was a strange man looking at her from outside the circle. A man, and a woman too. He had the looks of a shifter, but his eyes glowed with magic. A mage then. Or something she had never met before. The woman with him was different too. She looked human, but carried herself like a magic user. She pulled the tools of the sorcerer from her bag and began placing ritual objects around the perimeter of the circle that trapped Miranda.

More magic? Miranda felt rage pulse through her. They were talking, but she couldn’t hear them. Her senses couldn’t penetrate the evil power of the circle in which she was trapped. And the mage who had held her captive for so very long was not in the room. When had that happened? Where had he gone? And who were these new people?

The couple looked at her and seemed to be debating something. Her captor was still nowhere to be seen. Had these two broken in to steal from him? Were they after her? Did they want to use her blood for their own purposes?

Miranda was fuzzy at best after being held captive so long, but she vowed she would not go quietly. She would fight them in whatever way she could. She would do her utmost to get free and take down as many of the bad guys as she could on her way out. This might be her only chance.

Hope bubbled within her tired heart. Hope and lust for vengeance…and blood. She needed blood. Needed it so bad. Like a junkie needing a fix. Worse than a junkie. She needed it to live. To be strong enough to get away and hide before the sun rose.

She would take any blood she could get at this point. Animal, human, whatever. She was so depleted, she was almost insane with the pounding thirst that drove her. She knew she was not rational, but she didn’t care. If the opportunity arose, she would feed, and if she killed, so be it. She owed the bastard who’d captured her as much mayhem as she could deliver. And if he wasn’t available, she’d have to exact her vengeance on his friends.

Surely, these were some of his people, whom he’d let in. Venifucus agents. Friends of her captor. Enemies. How else could they have penetrated to the heart of his lair?

She crouched in her baby bear form. They seemed cautious of her. Well, they should be. The moment they made a mistake, she’d make her move.

Miranda watched as the female finished placing her crystals at the four cardinal points around the circle. They conferred over something in the woman’s hand and then the man came closer, right up to the edge of the circle that held her. He dropped some kind of pinkish crystal grains straight across the circle’s barrier. She felt it fall, and then she made her move.

Using the last of her energy, fueled by hunger and rage, she shifted shape as she launched herself at the man with the glowing blue eyes. She took her human form, but left her hands tipped with claws, scratching deep gouges in the man’s hide as she took him by surprise.

He was fast though, and had good reflexes. And she was weak with hunger and on the verge of losing her mind. She felt fury rise along with the thirst. She needed his blood and that gave her strength. She positioned her fangs over his pulse and was about to strike.

“Miranda, no!”

The voice made her pause. Something in her recognized that voice, even through her blood haze and fury. The voice made her heart weep. A voice from her past she never thought to hear again.

She looked up and met the golden gaze of the man her heart had never forgotten. The man her soul cried out for. The man she could never have for her own.

“Miranda!” he called her name once more.

Mag. Oh, dear Goddess. Mag was here.

Either that, or she was hallucinating. She tilted her head, wondering if she had finally snapped over the line of insanity or if this was some kind of cruel hoax being perpetrated by her captor. Or worse…if it was real.

Sweet Mother of All.

She let go of the blue eyed man as Mag approached her cautiously. She didn’t even notice as the man slumped and moved away, helped by the woman he’d been with. She only had eyes for Magnus Redstone. She tried to move toward him, but she was so weak. She couldn’t walk much.

“Careful, Mag!” Another male voice called from the doorway. She heard it, but she couldn’t look away from Magnus. Her One. The lover from her past she could never reclaim. He’d broken her heart though he’d never meant to do so.

“It’s okay. This is Miranda. She’s a friend of mine.” He spoke to the others in the room with them, though his gaze never left hers. “Sweetheart, what have they done to you?” His voice dropped low and she could hear his dismay in the way his voice broke.

Then he held out his arms and she couldn’t deny the impulse. She wanted to feel his touch, his arms around her…one last time before she left this realm.

“Magnus?” He felt so good. So solid. If this was a dream, she never wanted to wake up.

She was so weak, she couldn’t really regulate what was left of her power. She knew her voice held the vampire magic that had come to her after her turning. Usually, she could control it. She wouldn’t use that power over Mag. But she had no strength. And very little blood left. She was as close to leaving this realm as she’d ever been.

“I’m here, sweetheart. I’ve got you.” His arms tightened around her and she trembled as he held her tight against his hard body. She rested her head in the crook of his shoulder. So close to temptation…but she’d never hurt Mag. She’d die before she hurt him.

“She needs to feed,” the woman’s whisper came from behind her. She sounded so afraid. Didn’t she realize Miranda would never harm her One?

“I know.” Mag’s deep voice rumbled against her and Miranda loved the sensation. His broad hand cupped the back of her head and she felt so safe. Safer than she had in so long. She’d been held in a cage for so very long…

He guided her head, pushing her lips toward his throat, her fangs toward the source of his pounding pulse. Oh, no.

She couldn’t help herself. She was so hungry. And she’d missed Mag so much. She nuzzled her lips against his skin, letting her tongue out to taste the unforgettable salt of his skin.

Her fangs needed to sink into him. She needed to taste his essence. She knew she was starved, but she didn’t just want to drink to slake her thirst. She wanted that forbidden taste of Mag. Her Mag. The One who’d got away. The One she had pushed away for his own good.

They could never be together. She would have to console herself with the few short memories she had of him for the rest of her days.

But Miranda knew she was still bleeding out. These moments might very well be her last. If that was the way it was going to be, she wanted one last taste of Mag’s essence—his amazingly wild shifter blood. She’d only tasted it once and it had ruined her for all others. But that was okay. Fate hadn’t ever been kind to Miranda. Not since the day she’d been turned and had to leave all she knew behind. All because of one man’s greed.

Not this man. Not the man who held her with all the gentleness in him. Never Mag. No, Mag was the one bright spot in her immortal existence. And the cruelest temptation that could ever be devised by man or nature.

She bit into his flesh, taking the most delicate care not to hurt him. She would never hurt him. Not on purpose.

The flavor of his blood filled her with longing she knew could never be fulfilled. He tasted like her mate. Her One and only. But he also tasted of shifter—the wild flavor of the woodlands and desert. And the incredible magic that filled his being. It brought on a sense of euphoria as his power filled the empty places in her. Not to overflowing. She was too blood-starved. It would take a lot more than the gentle sips of his essence that she allowed herself.

But she wouldn’t—couldn’t—do that to him. She would never take so much as to hurt him. All she wanted was one last drink of him to take with her into the next realm. One last happy thought. One last magical moment with the only man she would ever love.

She lifted her fangs out of his neck and sealed the little punctures as best she could in her weakened condition. She heard the people in the room around them moving and talking, though she let their words flow around her without really listening. All that mattered to her was the man who held her with such gentleness. Who gave her his blood so freely and with such selflessness when she was so starved for it—and for him—though he’d never know how much it had hurt her to leave him.

“I’ve missed you, Miranda,” he whispered so that only she could hear him. The emotion in his eyes when he moved back far enough to look down at her mirrored her own feelings.

She knew her vampiric magic was affecting him. His eyes held a bit of that glazed euphoria her bite usually brought to her human prey. She almost regretted that, but she was glad she’d left him with good feelings, not bad. That was important to her.

He didn’t give her a chance to say anything before he scooped her weak body up into his arms and strode out of the room past everyone. He didn’t stop to talk. He didn’t even glance at the people they passed. He just walked, single-mindedly, out into the night with her in his arms.

“Where are you taking me?” Miranda’s voice was weak, her grip on him loose as Mag carried her out into the night.

His heart had nearly stopped beating when he’d caught her distinct scent of cinnamon and roses inside that despicable house. He’d rushed inside and into the front room, which had been set up as some kind of magic-working chamber of horrors, just in time to see Miranda transform from a small bear cub into her true form—a vampiress.

He’d known her for just over two years. They’d had a fling, if that’s what you call a passionate night of once-in-a-lifetime sex followed by the woman fleeing before dawn, never to be seen again.

He’d never forgotten her. In fact, he hadn’t been with another woman since Miranda. She had ruined him for anyone else, and he didn’t know what to do about it.

Mag had been dismayed to realize that she was his mate. A vampiress. It couldn’t be, but these past two years of celibacy had proven otherwise. No other woman would do for him. His heart, the cougar that shared his soul, and his body only wanted Miranda.

But it really couldn’t be. There were taboos about shifters and vamps getting together. Mag hadn’t spoken of his dilemma with anyone. Not even his big brother Grif, Alpha of the Redstone Clan. Mag knew without asking that his attachment to a vamp would go down like a lead balloon. It just wasn’t done.

“Mag?” Miranda whispered as he headed straight for his car.

He thanked the Goddess he’d taken the convertible tonight. It would be easy to lift his precious burden into the passenger seat without jarring her any more than necessary.

“I’m taking you home, Miranda. To my home. You’ll be safe there for the day. I have a light-proofed room.”

“You do?” Her tone was both weary and suspicious. He was sure if she had been more alert she would have been asking him all sorts of questions about why a cougar shapeshifter would just happen to have a light-proofed room in his home. It wasn’t for him. He certainly didn’t need it.

But how could he explain that he’d gotten to work on light-proofing his house the day after Miranda had left him. He’d known it was impossible for them to be mates, but his heart and the big cat that shared his soul had refused to listen. Some part of him still held out the forlorn hope that somehow he would see her again—and have her in his home.

He lifted her over the side of the car and placed her gently into the bucket seat. He didn’t care about the grime or blood on her clothes, though it pained him to see his beloved in such a state. She’d been held captive for who knew how long—and she’d nearly died tonight.

Mag had to believe that the Lady was watching over them. Of all the places for him to be on this particular night… It was kismet that he was here, now, in time to save her.

The way she’d attacked that guy Slade… That had been bad. Mag shuddered to think about what would have happened if he hadn’t been there and she hadn’t responded to his voice. His brothers—or maybe even Slade or the priestess he was so cozy with—would have had to hurt Miranda. They might’ve even finished what the evil mage had started, and killed her.

She would have died. The mere thought of it nearly broke Mag’s battered heart.

“Most of my house is light-proofed, sweetheart,” he admitted as he placed the seatbelt around her. He wasn’t taking any chances with her safety…from now on.

Her dazed eyes met his. It was clear she was in a lot of pain and still seemed very out of it, but she focused on him, her lovely blue eyes meeting his.

“Why would you do that? You are all that’s most perfect about the sun. Why would you need to hide from it?”

“I don’t,” he admitted, pausing at the side of the car, bent over her. “But I always hoped I’d see you again.”

There it was. Mag had put himself out there as much as he dared for the moment. She wasn’t pulling away. In fact, judging by the way her expression softened, she liked what he’d said.

A frail hand rose to cup his cheek and he turned his head, placing a soft kiss in her palm. His heart was almost whole for the first time in over two years.

“I always hoped I’d see you again too, even though I know this can never be.”

“I think I’m through playing by the rules, Miranda.” He had to state his intentions. He wanted her to know that he was drawing a line in the sand. “I won’t leave you like this. You need time and space to heal. I have both—a place for you to recover and blood that will speed your healing. Whatever comes after…we’ll deal with as it comes. Right now, I think the Lady put me here on this night to help you. Who are we to argue with fate?”

She looked skeptical as she lowered her trembling hand. “I don’t know what to think right now. All I know is that I need to get away from here.” She looked back over her shoulder toward the house of terror where she had been imprisoned. “Take me somewhere else, Mag.”

Her plea nearly broke his heart. Mag leaned down to place a kiss on her forehead.

“You’re free now, sweetheart. And you’re not alone. Anybody wants to mess with you right now, they’ll have to go through me. And that just ain’t gonna happen. Trust me on that.”

“I do trust you, Mag. With my life,” she whispered. But he knew she hadn’t trusted him with the most important thing of all—her heart.








  
  
Chapter Two




Magnus Redstone pushed the sports car to its limits getting Miranda home. She was fading in and out of consciousness and he worried for her. He needed to get her to his house and check her injuries. He wouldn’t stop worrying until he got a much better look at how badly she was hurt. 

He had a place on the outskirts of the housing development they’d build just for shifters on Clan lands, but he didn’t spend a lot of time there lately. No, most of his time was spent at a little hideaway he’d bought in the desert, on a wide stretch of open land populated only by cactus and the occasional snake or scorpion. He headed there now, glad that it was actually closer than the shifter neighborhood from this particular angle.

He hadn’t told his brothers the details about his place in the desert. Not that it was any big secret or anything. He had just wanted a project of his own to help him decompress, and the isolation had helped him cope after meeting and then losing Miranda that first time. This was the home he’d light-proofed and made ready in the almost impossible expectation that somehow, someday, she’d return to him.

Mag would give anything for her to have come to him on her own. He’d tried to find her that morning after she left, but she had made a clean getaway. There was no scent trail for him to follow. He’d also looked for her using modern tools—the internet and public records—but she remained hidden and eventually he’d had to concede defeat. It ate him up inside to have given up.

The fact that she was here now sent a thrill of victory through the primitive part of his brain, but he would have rather had her return healthy. He hated the fact that she was too weak to remain conscious. He hated the fact that she was injured and had suffered untold horrors at the hands of a Venifucus mage. He would give anything to take all that pain away from her—for it to have never happened in the first place.

But he couldn’t change the past. No more than he could change the fact that she was a vampire and he was a shifter. Or the fact that she was, without doubt, his mate.

It was impossible. Forbidden. Frowned upon by both races. Just not done.

Mag had researched it. He hadn’t been able to find a vamp-shifter mating since the days of Elspeth. Only during the threat of those dark times had the taboo been lifted and a few shifters had been allowed to mate with a few very special vampires.

Shifter blood was like a drug to vamps. It gave them the strength and cunning of the shifter. It was a rare thing for any shifter to willingly allow a bloodletter to drink from them. In the modern era, vamps-shifter matings were intensely discouraged so the vampire of the pair wouldn’t have unlimited access to that extra-magical blood.

For one thing, the vampire Masters and Mistresses of each region didn’t want the competition. They held their positions of power over the rest of their kind by being the strongest—usually that also meant they were old and had lots of experience under their belts. For another, the shifter community didn’t like to give any particular vampire that much power. The bloodsuckers were plenty strong enough on their own without the addition of potent shifter blood.

“Where are we?” Miranda’s voice was weaker than before. She’d been fading in and out since he’d put her in the car and it worried him.

“Almost there, sweetheart. Hang on for me. I’ll have you inside and under cover soon. I promise.”

“Okay, Mag.” Silence followed them through the night as the wind whipped through his hair. “I missed you.”

Only his sharp shifter hearing picked up her quiet, slurred words over the wind as she fell back into unconsciousness. Damn. The woman knew how to get to him. Her unguarded admission touched him deep inside, drawing an answering ache to match that which he’d heard in her voice.

Every moment of every day, he’d missed her too. In his bed. In his house. The house he’d prepared for her presence though she’d never set foot in it before. Even though they’d only spent that one terrible, fantastic night together.

She had shredded his heart that night—or more accurately, that morning when he’d woken without her. She’d fled in the night while he slept and taken his heart with her.

The practical side of him knew she had left to save them both from the wrath of their respective peoples. But the emotional side of him knew only that he’d found his mate—at last—and she’d left him. His inner cougar had been inconsolable. His human heart had been broken beyond anyone’s ability to repair it. Anyone but Miranda, that is.

And now, here she was. In his car. Soon to be, in his house. Their house. The house he had refitted especially for her.

He pulled into the drive a few minutes later and hit the button that would raise the garage door. He parked the convertible while the door slid down, encasing the garage in darkness, but it was okay. He had excellent night vision.

Mag did a quick scan of the security screen before disarming the alarm system. Everything was as it should be in the house and now it was even more so, with Miranda finally here. He lifted her out of the car as gently as possible and brought her inside through the entrance from the garage, securing it behind him. The house was filled with the latest gadgetry in every respect—including security.

He’d learned a thing or two from his older brother Steve, who handled security for the entire Clan as well as their family business, Redstone Construction. Steve had been a Green Beret, as had their eldest brother, Grif. Both of them knew more about personal security than most, and Mag had taken every lesson they’d been willing to share to heart. He’d outfitted his hideaway with the most state of the art stuff he could get and installed every bit of it himself.

This house had been the project that had kept him sane while missing his mate. It wasn’t easy for shifters to be parted from their destined mate. In fact, it could drive most insane. Mag had turned to his work to give him something to focus on beside his pain at losing Miranda. He’d sunk himself into the projects the construction company had going during his working hours, then come here and spent the rest of his time building and improving this little nest out in the desert.

His brothers hadn’t known what he did with his spare time. Grif had probably realized he was troubled, but he hadn’t asked. Grif knew well enough that cougars needed to prowl alone from time to time. Bob, a few years younger than Mag, had learned the hard way not to ask what was wrong. They’d mixed it up a time or two—especially right after that night with Miranda. It was almost as if Bob had known Mag needed to blow off some steam and had sort of volunteered to be his sparring partner.

Bob was good like that, but it was Matt, their youngest brother, that Mag really needed to talk to now. Matt knew vampires. He was close with a few of the most powerful bloodletters in the Napa Valley. Mag had broached the subject delicately a few times over the past two years and he’d learned quite a bit. Including how to fix up the house so his mate would be comfortable.

But the part that eluded him was how they could be mates in the first place. Surely the Mother of All wouldn’t have allowed it if it wasn’t meant to be? Mag had always placed a great deal of his trust in the Lady he served. He had seen Her influence in the lives of his family for many years, and when tragedy struck, She was always there for them.

The latest horror of his mother’s brutal murder had been an attack by the forces of darkness, but Kate, the Clan’s priestess, was on the case with another of Her servants—a newcomer with so much magic, he glowed, according to his cousin Keith, who could actually see magic. So although bad things had happened—really bad things—Mag still had faith. After all, in tracking down the murderers, he’d discovered Miranda.

For it was the same evil mage who had somehow captured and then tortured Miranda for who knew how long, who had been part of the team that had killed Mag’s mother. Grif was leading the search, with Slade’s help. The family had been in disarray before Slade had shown up. He’d been sent by the Lords of all were to help, and so far, he’d produced amazing results.

They’d taken down the male mage tonight and with any luck, his female accomplice wouldn’t be too hard to find. Mag would be there for his family when they needed him, but for right now, Miranda needed him more.

Poor Miranda. Held captive by an evil madman. Mag felt sick just thinking about it. The only things that helped were knowing they’d rescued her, and having her in his arms. He would take care of her from now on. He’d see that she recovered her full strength and that something like this could never happen again.

Mag carried Miranda directly into the master suite’s attached bath. To say the room was a study in decadence was understating it. He’d installed marble everywhere, with a giant tub big enough for two. Wide sinks and vanity space. Sculpted marble everywhere in a sandy color with desert and cougar motifs. It was a wild place with discrete arrangements of tropical plants that gave it the feeling of a rainforest when the shower misted water into the air. A little piece of the rainforest in the middle of the desert. Mag liked the contrast.

But all he was interested in at the moment was the giant, walk-in shower he’d put at one end of the room. It had a sculpted bench along the back. The soft edges wouldn’t hurt Miranda as he undressed her, cleaned her up and inspected her wounds.

She was still mostly out of it, so he leaned her against the wall and began by tugging off her pants. She wore no shoes. The bastard that had held her had kept her barefoot. Or maybe she’d lost her shoes at one point, and the bastard had never replaced them. After all, it was easy to keep something dangerous in a cage. It was another thing entirely to open the cage and hope the dangerous creature wouldn’t bite your arm off.

The mage probably hadn’t dared let her out of her cage unless his magical barriers were fully in place. Even the most powerful of magic users couldn’t maintain those circles of power indefinitely. Or so Mag had heard. He’d tried to learn all he could about vamps after his one night stand with Miranda, but he’d also gained a few tidbits about magic users while he’d been asking subtle questions of all and sundry.

Her legs were as long and lean as Mag remembered from their one night together. He’d loved having her slim thighs wrapped around him, her pale skin a stark contrast against his tanned bronze. She was everything that was elegant and beautiful in his world. He almost wept at the pleasure of having her here, in the house he had so lovingly prepared for her.

Her legs were a little scratched up, but otherwise sound, so he moved upward and tried to tug the ragged shirt off her arms. She fought him a little until her eyes opened and she recognized him. Her fight ceased and she seemed dazzled by the sight of him.

“Mag?” She sounded confused and he grew more worried about her condition. Miranda was one of the strongest women he knew despite her fragile appearance.

“I’m here, sweetheart. Just let me get these ruined things off you so you can get clean. Does it hurt anywhere?” He kept his tone gentle, even as he pried her clenched hands away from the ragged edges of her top.

She had shifted back into her clothes as they had been when she’d assumed the form of the bear cub. Vampires who could shapeshift did it in a different way than most animal shapeshifters. Weres couldn’t take their clothing into the shift with them. Mag had to either get naked before he shifted or keep replacing his torn clothing. But Miranda had all that vampire magic at her disposal. She could shift from fully clothed human to fur-covered bear and back again.

Whatever she’d been wearing when she went into the shift came back with her on the other side, as long as she willed it. Or so Matt had claimed when Mag had quizzed his younger brother on the topic. As it happened, Matt knew a young vampiress who was learning how to shapeshift from her mate, and Matt had a few funny stories to tell about her attempts to become a cat. According to Matt, her mate had suggested she try for a cat assuming she’d become a cougar like Matt. Instead, she’d opted for a tiny housecat, much to the amusement of all concerned. From then on, Matt said, her mate was careful to be a lot more specific when he made suggestions.

Miranda moaned when he tugged her arm free of the ripped up sweater she had worn. When he straightened her arm and saw the sheer number of cuts, both old and new, she whimpered.

“What did he do to you?” he whispered, unable to hide his dismay.

Her arm was a mass of scars, burns, and open slices that were bleeding sluggishly. The burns were a sickly black and green—caused by silver, Mag thought. He’d seen what looked like a dully gleaming silver cage in that room of horrors and he’d smelled the sickening tang of the poisonous metal in the air. The cuts, on the other hand, looked as if she’d been tortured—sliced over and over by a sharp blade.

The dark fabric of her sweater had hidden the dark flow of her blood. Normally, vampires could heal themselves with a thought, but it was clear now to Mag that Miranda had been systematically drained of her blood—and her magic—over what had to be months, or possibly years. His heart ached for her suffering. She didn’t have enough strength left to even close the cuts, much less eliminate the scars as he knew she could have done. His concern over her state of health grew.

He tried not to move too fast for her abused limbs as he tugged her other arm free of the sweater and then lifted the ragged remnants of it over her head. He did his best not to let his shock show when he saw the gouges in her skin all over her breasts and neck. She still wore a lacy bra and panties, but it was clear the mage had hurt any inch of skin he could access with his evil magic.

“What made these marks, my love?” he asked gently, needing to know, but also dreading the answer.

“Magic. Blades.” She sighed heavily as he hit the button that would start the computerized shower at a low level. He adjusted the temperature to something soothing and peaceful, regulating the flow of the jets to a steady, gentle spray. “Magic blades.”

“Did he touch you?”

Miranda smiled, but it was a deadly, cold thing. Then her eyes sparked and he saw a glimmer of his former lover in her gaze. “He tried, but he learned quickly not to get too near my cage.”

“How long were you there?” he asked, but she was losing strength again. Mag quickly lifted her into the soothing spray, washing away the blood and grime, not caring that he was getting soaked. He was fully clothed, but he didn’t care. All that mattered was Miranda.

She didn’t answer his question. She was so weak, but he knew what she needed. She needed blood and he was the closest donor. She’d already taken some from him earlier, but he knew it wasn’t enough. He guided her head into the crook of his shoulder while the water sprayed gently around them. Running his hands over the undamaged places on her skin, he tried to wash away the evidence of what had been done to her.

“You need to drink, sweetheart,” he said gently, placing her on her feet. She was the perfect height for him. Her chin rested in the crook of his neck, giving her easy access to the blood she so desperately needed.

“Don’t want to hurt you,” she murmured, arguing without much heat.

“You won’t. I trust you.”

She found the strength to pull back and look into his eyes. “You shouldn’t,” she said very seriously. “I’m not in control right now. I’ve been starved for too long. I don’t trust my own mind. There were moments when…” she paused, swallowing hard, “…when I thought I was going mad. I still might be. I don’t trust myself.”

“Trust me then, Miranda,” he whispered, needing to help her, to give her back some of the self-confidence that had been stolen from her. “I believe in you. You won’t hurt me. You need strength, and my blood is the most potent around here at the moment. Take some. Lean on me. I’ll take care of you. Always.”

He cupped the back of her head, guiding her toward his neck and even though he sensed she still wanted to protest, she eventually gave in to the thirst he knew had to be riding her. She bit, taking care to be gentle, as he knew she would. She had always treated him gently, with what he hoped was caring, if not love.

He hated the thought that he might be the only one feeling the mating bond between them. He didn’t know what vamps felt for their mates—or if she felt it for him. He hoped, but she’d never said anything. He’d taken her flight from his bed after that one night they’d spent together as a sort of mute confirmation that their connection had scared her as much as it had him. But over the two years since that incredible night, he’d learned to respect the bond—to thirst for the closeness it promised. It had been a hard lesson. One full of frustration and anger at himself for being such a coward on that first and only night. He should’ve said something right then and there, but he hadn’t dared. He’d thought he would have time to process the incredible changes meeting his mate had begun in his life, but when he woke up, she was gone.

She bit into his neck and the blood began to flow, establishing the most basic of connections between them. He knew her vampire mojo was working on him as his body shivered in an echo of the ecstasy he’d felt in her arms. Bloodletters had a way of bringing pleasure even as they drained their prey of precious blood—the life force that sustained them.

His cock rubbed against her soft body, the layer of cloth between them the only barrier. He would remain clothed. He wouldn’t force himself on her. Not even with her magic making him hard. She’d walked away from him once. He wouldn’t do anything to make her do so again.

This time, he wanted to woo her into staying with him. For the moment, she was too weak to go anywhere, but he knew it wouldn’t be smart to press his advantage. If he made love to her again, it had to be by her choice. And he knew he had to move slowly. He didn’t want to scare her off again.

As near as he could figure, the intensity between them the last time they’d come together had scared her as much as it had him. While he’d been ready to embrace the change—given a little bit of time to think about it—she had fled. He wouldn’t let that happen again. Or, at least, he’d give it his best shot. He couldn’t make her stay if she didn’t want to. If he tried, he’d be as bad as the bastard who had kept her prisoner. He would never clip her wings. Never cage her emotionally or physically. If she stayed—and he was going to do everything in his power to make that happen—it would be because she loved him as much as he loved her.

He felt almost giddy as she drank more deeply this time. Her body gained strength even as he held her under the warm mist of the shower. And he knew she felt the same pleasure he did as she writhed against him. He couldn’t help the slight pulse of his thighs that rubbed his hard cock up against her. It was impossible to stop the attraction, especially with the vampire magic doing a number on his libido.

Mag grit his teeth and tried to hold off the climax that built with every suck of her mouth against his neck, every rub of her nearly bare body against his fully clothed form. She rubbed her hips against him, their heights a perfect match for ultimate pleasure. And when he couldn’t hold back any longer, he came in his pants with a groan of surrender.

She squirmed a bit more and then shuddered as her teeth bit down even harder for a long moment, her body spasming against him as she found completion as well. He held her tight, anchoring her to him while the warm water encased them in a mist—the two of them together, with no one else in the entire world. Just them. And their mutual pleasure.

At length, as her body quieted, her teeth retracted from his skin and the pressure of her bite eased. She licked him gently as he felt a tiny bit of magic seal the wounds. He’d wear her mark for a while—that had been one hell of a love bite, and she had more strength than the average female—but he didn’t mind at all. In fact, he almost wished his shifter constitution wouldn’t make the mark of her possession disappear too fast. He healed quickly, but he wanted to be able to look in the mirror and see that this hadn’t been just another dream.

Having her in his arms, in his house, was every dream he’d ever had since that night they’d been together. The pleasure he felt with Miranda was unlike any other. His heart had opened up that night more than two years ago, and she had taken up residence there, never to be ousted. For the first time in his life, Mag could say he was truly in love.

Only, for the past two years, the love had been tinged with heartbreak. She’d left him and his inner cat had barely survived the blow. He hadn’t spent much time in his fur since that night. The cat was too depressed. It didn’t understand the nuances the human side of him grasped. It didn’t understand that his mate was a vampire and was therefore off-limits. The cat only knew what it wanted. What it needed. Miranda. Always Miranda. Forever Miranda.

And the cat was downright depressed without her. When Mag shifted into his cat form, that depression was harder to bear. But now the cat was happy again. Mag could feel it as easily as he felt the man’s satisfaction of having Miranda in his home.

“Are you all right?” Her whisper caught him off guard. He’d been waxing philosophical, while they both recovered from an intense orgasm.

“Never better,” he quipped and meant it. He’d never felt better than when he had her in his arms.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t want to hurt you.”

“Hurt me?” He had to laugh. “Honey, that was about as far from hurting me as you can get. Thank you.”

She pulled away and looked up into his eyes. She seemed confused and he couldn’t resist leaning down and placing a playful kiss on the tip of her nose.

“You’re thanking me for biting you so hard, I left a mark? Her gaze leapt to his neck, her eyes widening as she took in the bruising he knew had to be around the wound. He didn’t mind it, but she seemed horrified.

“Sweetheart…” He used his finger under her chin to guide her gaze back up to his. “I loved every minute of it and I love even more that you’re not fainting on me and scaring me with your weakness. You have a little color in your cheeks, which gratifies me to no end, and in case you didn’t notice, I came right before you did, so I don’t mind one little bit. Bite me again.” His smile dared her and he was glad to see he’d surprised her with his words.

The color in her cheeks deepened. Had he ever seen her blush before? It seemed this was a night of unusual moments. He hadn’t come in his pants since he’d been a teenager and then he’d been embarrassed. Tonight he felt kind of noble for not taking advantage of her. And sticky. Yeah, he was beginning to feel a little sticky.

“Do you mind if I get clean? I promise no funny business. I’m here to take care of you, not the other way around. At least not until you’re much, much healthier.” He smiled at her, shooting her a mischievous wink. “And even then, it’ll be your choice, Miranda. I want you to stay, but only if you want it too. For now, I just want you to focus on recovering from your ordeal. Consider my home a safe haven for you—for however long you need it.”

“Why?” she whispered. “Why are you doing this for me?”

She seemed so confused, he had to lay his heart on the line.

“Because I love you. Whether it’s right or wrong doesn’t matter. My cat knew its mate the moment I scented you. You’re the only woman I will ever love, Miranda. For me, there is no other.”









