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      “How are we supposed to find anything here?” Lucien asked as he lowered his feet from the dashboard to survey the quiet town they’d entered.

      Saxon studied the adjoining storefronts they passed. Most of the stores were brick fronts with red or gray weathered signs announcing a feed and grain store, lawyer, yoga studio, pharmacy, market, veterinarian, and a doctor. The businesses were all shut down for the night, though a few lights remained on in what he assumed were apartments over the stores.

      No streetlights illuminated the winding, dark, country road, but as they drove further, a bar with all its lights on lit the sidewalk and part of the street. The bar stood separate from the rest of the buildings, which was a good thing judging by the noise of the music and the shouts of the crowd. The sides of the bar were clear of any trees, but woods surrounded the back of the building, and despite the wintry January night, a group of smokers stood on the deck there.

      The snow piled high on the sides of the sidewalks didn’t deter a group of young kids scrambling over them in their eagerness to get to the bar. In the driver’s seat, Logan slowed the SUV as they crested a hill and left the town behind. Moonlight shone off the icy sheen coating the snow as more countryside came into view.

      “Small town,” Declan murmured.

      “Pull over,” Lucien said. He sounded like he’d rather deal with a thousand Savages than one small town.

      Logan guided the SUV to the side of the road and put it in park. From the seats behind Saxon, Asher leaned over to study the countryside. “Is this where Kadence sent us?” he asked.

      “This is it,” Declan said. “We passed the town sign before driving down what I’m assuming is the main section of town.”

      “Is that all there is to the town?” Asher asked.

      “How are we supposed to know?” Lucien asked. “We’ve never been here before either.”

      “Someone’s testy tonight,” Asher muttered, and Lucien turned in the passenger seat to scowl at him.

      “We have no idea what we’re doing here,” Lucien said. “Other than looking for some log cabin, and I’d guarantee there are about a hundred of them in these boonies.”

      “Still not a reason to be a dick,” Asher replied, and Saxon stifled a laugh when Lucien looked like his head might explode. For a second, he thought Lucien might jump over them all to strangle the hunter.

      “Enough,” Declan said from beside him.

      Lucien continued to glare at Asher who pretended not to notice as he stared out the windows.

      “Kill the lights,” Saxon said, and Logan turned off the headlights.

      The tick of the cooling engine was the only sound in the night as Saxon stared at the field next to him. Strings of wire ran across the tilted wooden posts stretching over the earth. On the other side of the road, an embankment led into the woods. Wind buffeted the SUV, shaking it as it howled over the land.

      The idea of exiting the vehicle and stepping into the chilly night was about as appealing to him as having his toenails ripped out, and he doubted he was alone. They were all dressed similarly in jeans and shirts with jackets that hid the weapons stashed inside their interior pockets. Most of them wore boots, but Asher had opted for sneakers. Even with the jackets and boots, they weren’t dressed for these elements.

      “Is there any information about the town on the map Kadence gave us?” Saxon asked.

      Declan pulled out the map and laid it flat on the seat between them. He tapped the big red circle Kadence had created on upstate New York. The Catskill Mountains ran through the center of the circle, and there was no denying they were in the mountains when another blast of wind rocked the vehicle. He hated the bleakness of winter, but there was something especially desolate about this night and place.

      “We’re on the edge of the location she circled,” Declan said. “The town is about fifty square miles, possibly more.”

      “So we’re supposed to find a cabin out here,” Logan said and waved his hands at the windshield. “How many do you think there are?”

      “I can find them on my computer,” Declan said. “It will take some time, but I’ll track them down tonight.”

      “Maybe she sent us here because she’s trying to kill us,” Lucien murmured.

      “Maybe she’s trying to kill you, and who could blame her? But she likes the rest of us,” Logan replied.

      “Especially me,” Asher said.

      Lucien gave them the finger. “Fuck you both.”

      Turning, Saxon leaned over the map to study it. In his mind, he saw Kadence spreading it across the table in the library as everyone gathered around her.

      Kadence pointed at the circle in New York. “Here.”

      “And what is here?” Declan inquired as he spun a lollipop between his fingers.

      “A log cabin.”

      “And what is so special about the cabin?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Behind her, Ronan folded his arms over his chest; tension emanated from him while he watched his mate. Saxon leaned back on his heels as he surveyed the other marks on the map. Instead of circles, these were pen lines etched onto the map. Each mark had a date written beside it that went back almost three weeks.

      He pointed at the first mark and date; it was only fifty miles away, and the date was Christmas. “What are these?”

      “That’s when I first started seeing markers,” she said.

      “Markers?” Killean asked.

      “Yeah.” Kadence turned the map toward her. “Here”—she pointed to the first dot on the map— “there’s a church with some of the most beautiful stained-glass windows I’ve ever seen. And here”—she pointed to the second marker—“there’s a bakery with a pink pig on top. I saw the actual town sign for this one.” She pointed to the third dot.

      “That was when I realized the snippets of visions I was receiving during my dreams were from different towns. I researched what towns had things like what I was seeing and learned the exact locations.”

      “Why?” Logan asked.

      “Because I knew they were leading me somewhere; I just didn’t know where or why I was seeing them.”

      “Why didn’t you come to get me to help you with them?” Nathan, Kadence’s twin brother, asked.

      Nathan had his arm around Vicky, his very pregnant mate. Vicky’s twin, Abby, her mate, and their mother and father were arriving tomorrow to stay until Vicky had the baby, which could be any day now.

      “Because they were coming to me in dreams, and I didn’t know when I was going to have them,” Kadence said. “Plus, they were short scenes with one vividly detailed thing that stood out when I woke up. And, like I said, until I saw the town sign, I didn’t know what was happening. Once I realized the dreams were trying to lead me somewhere, I searched for the pig and the church, but I didn’t know where they were taking me… until, last night.”

      “And what happened last night?” Simone asked.

      “It came to an end.”

      “And how do you know that?” Killean asked as he ran a hand through his short, dark brown hair. It had taken some time, but his hair and eyebrows had grown back after being burned off almost seven months ago.

      Kadence’s fingers played across the marks on the map as she spoke. “Because my dream last night had a sense of finality to it, and I knew this is where the visions have been leading me.”

      Saxon studied the circle in New York. “And what did you see in this last vision?”

      “The town sign, and then it switched to a cabin in the center of a clearing. Light shone from the windows of the cabin, and it had a farmers porch. The interlocking logs of the cabin were a light wood color, and there was a large, snow-covered field behind it.”

      Like a million other cabins in the world. Saxon kept the words to himself as he studied the map and then Kadence. She had to know trying to find a cabin in the mountains would be like looking for a needle in a haystack. Granted, it wouldn’t be a huge haystack as they had a general location, but she was the only one who knew the exact appearance of this cabin.

      “And why is this cabin important?” Nathan prodded.

      “I don’t know,” Kadence said. “I only know something has been guiding me to this town. Why? I have no idea. What’s there? Not a clue. There could be another bunker Joseph established to hide out in before he died, it could be a group of Savages, it could be vampires, or it could be nothing.”

      “You don’t believe that,” Ronan said.

      “No, I don’t. There’s something there; I just don’t know what.” She bit her lip as she stared at the circle. “Once we get to the town, I might—”

      “I think it’s best you stay here,” Ronan interrupted.

      Kadence turned toward him, and Saxon could see her gearing up for an argument, but Ronan spoke before she could. “We have no idea what is up there; it could be something dangerous, and I don’t want you involved.”

      “I’m already involved in it; I’m the one who saw the cabin.”

      “And someone else can find it,” he said.

      “But they won’t know what it looks like.”

      “I think you’ve described it well enough.”

      Saxon clamped his mouth shut against the snort of laughter he almost released. One thing he’d learned since Ronan and Kadence became mates was not to interfere in their relationship. Ronan was usually pretty in control, but anything having to do with Kadence could push him to a breaking point.

      “I have not,” Kadence said.

      “Someone else will find it,” Ronan insisted. “Besides, the baby is going to be here soon, and you don’t want to miss it, do you?”

      Low blow, but Saxon had to admire Ronan’s use of the baby to derail her. They would have fought over this for hours, and Saxon could see it resulting in them being sent out to find this cottage without Kadence’s knowledge. Ronan would have paid dearly for it, and Saxon would have preferred to be locked in a room while someone blasted disco for twenty-four hours than be in Ronan’s shoes, but Ronan would have sent them.

      “The baby,” Kadence murmured as she turned to Vicky and her brother. “I could probably find it in a couple of days.”

      “Don’t worry,” Declan said. “We’ll find it. Won’t we, Lucien?”

      Lucien rolled his eyes. “Yeah, it should be easy to locate a cabin in the mountains.”

      “It won’t be any problem at all,” Saxon lied.

      “We’ll come with you,” Asher said and waved a hand at Logan who nodded.

      “Be careful. I didn’t see anything bad there, but….” Kadence shrugged as she held up her hands in a helpless gesture. “But I don’t know what’s there.”

      “We’ll be fine,” Saxon assured her

      And now, sitting in the middle of nowhere, he wished he was sleeping in his bed or preferably someone else’s. He hated the cold, and this place looked as inviting as Antarctica.
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      “How many cabins with farmers porches do you think there are in this town?” Lucien asked.

      “More than I care to know about,” Logan said.

      “We’ll find out later,” Declan said.

      Asher folded the map and tucked it away. “Maybe we should have agreed to more help.”

      “No,” Saxon said. Ronan and Killean had offered to come too, but they needed them at the compound. “Until we know if we have a mole, we can’t afford to have too many fighters away from the compound. There are too many women and children there to risk it.”

      “Especially since this could be nothing more than a wild goose chase,” Lucien said.

      “Doubtful,” Logan murmured.

      Saxon agreed; he didn’t know what drew Kadence here, but it had to be something significant.

      “It’s been over six months since Joseph died; don’t you think if there were a mole amongst us, his followers would have found and attacked us by now?” Asher asked.

      “There’s a reason the Savages kept finding Killean,” Saxon murmured, but he agreed with Asher.

      After Joseph’s death, Saxon assumed his followers would scatter and become disorganized, but that hadn’t been the case. Whenever they encountered Savages, the bastards were still grouped together and lethal in a way they hadn’t been before Joseph started organizing them.

      Which meant someone else was pulling the strings now, and Saxon suspected there had always been a more significant player behind the scenes. Maybe that player was the strange being Killean encountered when he infiltrated Joseph’s camp to get Simone back.

      He said he suspected it was an ancient-turned-hunter because of the creature’s eye color, but the hunter elders had spent months pouring through their history in search of such a thing and come up with nothing. However, that didn’t mean a turned hunter hadn’t happened before Kadence; it might not have been documented, and an ancient-turned-hunter who became a Savage would be a powerful enemy.

      “Once we know the location of all the cabins, we should split up and go to them,” Lucien said. “It will go faster that way.”

      “Are we all going to walk?” Logan asked.

      “There was a car rental place in the last town we went through. We’ll go back there tomorrow, rent some cars, and start searching. Hopefully, we’ll be out of here in a day or two.”

      “Sounds like a plan to me.” Logan started the vehicle and pulled away from the side of the road.

      Saxon studied the bar as they headed back through town. The music and voices coming from it were louder than before and followed them to the crossroads at the end of the street. A lit motel and vacancy sign caught his attention, and he pointed to it. “We should stay there until we can get the cars.”

      Logan turned toward the motel and pulled into the lot where he parked next to a battered pickup. Saxon assumed the truck belonged to the manager or owner as there were no other vehicles in the lot. When he stepped out of the SUV and made his way toward the office door, he spotted the lights from the back of the bar spilling through the trees toward the side of the motel.

      He contemplated walking over after they checked in and finding a woman but decided against it when a fresh blast of wind blew ice down his back. He required sex to help keep himself under control, but he despised the cold, and he would go without sex for one fucking night.

      It had been centuries since he abstained from sex for any length of time, and the demon within him was already clawing at his insides in need of the release it sought, but he could do this. He shoved his hands in his pockets and hunched his shoulders against the cold.

      He was so tired of being at the mercy of the demon part of him; so tired of needing sex to maintain his control yet never finding any satisfaction from it. So tired of living this way, but the only alternatives were giving in and becoming a Savage or death.

      There were some days death was preferable.
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      Saxon folded the map marked with x’s of the cabins he was supposed to explore and set it on the passenger seat before surveying the field before him. They’d divided the town into sections before leaving the rental place this morning; farms tucked into the hillsides and mountains comprised most of his search area. He didn’t know how anyone lived up here in the winter, but people were moving about the farms as they took care of their animals.

      He hadn’t discovered a cabin with a farmers porch that stood out as anything more than being someone’s home. Pretending to be a lost traveler in search of his sister’s new place, he’d spoken with the few people who were at home when he drove onto their property. Though he considered them crazy for living in this hostile environment, they were ordinary people.

      He’d only covered half his terrain, but judging by the slate gray color of the sky and the increasing scent of snow on the air, he wasn’t going to get through them all today. He scanned the radio stations in search of a weather report, but they were either playing music or debating sports and politics.

      Giving up on finding anything useful, he turned the radio off and pulled away from the side of the road. Maybe they were only expecting flurries, but this was the last place he was going to check out before heading back to the motel, showering, and heading to the bar. Not only did he need a woman, but he’d also like a few stiff drinks after this tedious day.

      He guided the vehicle down the country road with no lines or lights and turned onto a driveway winding up a steep hill. The piles of snow shoved against the sides of the drive were chest high. One more big storm would make it impossible to plow as there was nowhere left to put the snow.

      “Horrible setup,” he muttered as he guided the car up the drive.

      Behind the banks, trees crowded the roadway; their skeletal branches creaked and swayed as the first snowflake landed on the windshield. He was beginning to think there was nothing at the top of this hill when the driveway leveled out. The car tires crunched on the stone as he coasted into a large, circular drive.

      He parked in front of a cabin with a farmers porch and lights shining out of some of the windows. The interlocking logs were light in color, and behind the cabin, a field stretched out a good fifty yards before the woods reclaimed the land. In the distance, the sweeping peaks of mountains rose to touch the sky.

      The home looked like Kadence described. This had to be it, but what was it? He saw nothing unusual about the place. In fact, with the snow spiraling lazily from the sky, it looked inviting.

      Saxon pulled his phone off the charger and went to type a message to Declan before realizing he had no reception here. “Shit.”

      Slipping the phone into his pocket, he patted his jacket to reassure himself his weapons were still there before opening the door and stepping out of the car. His breath hissed in when the frigid air slapped him in the face, and melting flakes stuck to his face and lashes as he strode toward the porch.

      He studied the windows of the cabin as he walked and spotted a shadowy figure moving behind a curtain before he glimpsed a pale face peering out at him. He wiped the snow from his lashes, but the person was gone.

      Elyse ducked down and waited a few seconds before poking her head around the corner of the window again to inspect the man coming toward the cabin. She’d never seen him before, but she’d never seen most of the men and women who arrived here before she was forced to get to know them better. Usually, those men and women came with an escort, but they could have decided to send this one on his own.

      She hugged herself as she braced for what was to come. “Please don’t be too many.”

      Saxon had his foot raised to climb the first step when the stench of decay swept over him. He froze with his foot in the air before bringing it down to the driveway again. Slowly, he reached into his jacket and removed the small crossbow he had strapped inside. He also took out a stake tucked into one of his interior pockets.

      He’d kept the weapons hidden so as not to frighten whoever was inside, but that stench meant something far worse than people lived on this property.

      A hundred feet of cleared land was on either side of the building; beyond that, the woods were thick. He strained to hear anything over the wind and creaking trees, but the twilight was eerily quiet considering that smell and the impending storm.

      And then a pair of red eyes blinked at him from the shadows of the woods. His lips skimmed back as the eyes vanished. He glanced at the front door; were there more Savages inside? Were they trying to draw his attention to the woods so something could charge out of the house at him?

      He edged away from the stairs and back toward the car so he would have plenty of time to prepare for anything that came out of the cabin at him.

      Elyse peeked out the window again as the man moved away from the steps. In his hands, he held a small crossbow and a stake. She frowned as she studied the weapons; vampires rarely came here armed, and when they did, her guards took their weapons and kept them until the vamps left.

      The handsome man stared at the woods before casting the cabin a suspicious look. His black, leather jacket fit like a second skin over his broad shoulders and was open enough for her to see the black sweater he wore beneath. His jeans emphasized his long legs as his gaze returned to the cabin.

      What is going on?

      He wasn’t acting like all the others who came here. They stormed up the steps like they owned the place and stared at her like she was some offensive turd they’d scraped off their shoe, or like they were going to sink their fangs into her at any second. This guy almost looked lost.

      Then a flurry of movement exploded from the woods, and the man spun to face it. Elyse restrained herself from cowering when two of her monstrous guards sprinted across the yard toward the man. The first creature leapt off the ground and launched himself at the man as the second charged head-on.

      The man caught the first and flipped him over his head as he slammed it into the car. When the monster landed on the vehicle, the hood dented with a screech of metal and the windshield shattered. With a quick step to the side, the man dodged the second creature and swung his hand out to plunge a stake through the thing’s back.

      He may be different from everyone else who came here, but he was most certainly one of them. No human could ever exhibit this kind of strength.

      Elyse’s heart lodged in her throat as disbelief and then excitement pulsed through her. Only a couple of her guards had ever come out to greet the other vamps who came here, but they’d never attacked them. This was something entirely new which meant…

      It could be helpful to her!

      But as swiftly as her hope came, it vanished. This man was a vampire too, which meant he was also her enemy. And this change could be really terrible. Sickness twisted in her belly as her thoughts turned to her dad; what would this change mean for him?

      Elyse’s breath came faster. She wanted to scream at this man to go away, but at the same time she was close to rushing down the steps and begging him to take her away. She didn’t get a chance to do either as, from behind the man, three more guards emerged and raced toward him.
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      Saxon heard a crunch on the icy snow and spun in time to see three more Savages coming at him. He ducked the first one before driving his fist up and slamming it into the chest of the second. Bone crunched and crumpled before he enclosed his hand on the Savage’s heart.

      He didn’t have a chance to tear the bastard’s heart out before the third was on him. Spinning the Savage he held, he used its legs to batter back the vamp. As he did so, the one he held beat at his face and shoulders. Saxon bit back a shout when the Savage’s fingers dug in and tore a chunk of flesh from his shoulder.

      “Son of a bitch.” Saxon shoved his hand into the vamp’s face and pushed it back while its fangs snapped at him.

      When Saxon yanked the creature’s head to the side, the shattering of bone resonated across the clearing, and the vamp went still. Saxon ripped his hand out of the vamp’s chest, taking its heart with him. He released the organ, but it didn’t hit the ground before the other Savage pounced on him.

      Staggering back, he bashed them into the side of the car in the hopes of knocking it off. The door dented with a screech of metal, and shattered glass fell around his boots. The other Savage recovered and charged at him. Saxon ignored the vamp clawing at his flesh as he lifted the crossbow and aimed it at the other monster. The creature was nearly on him when he pulled the trigger and sent the bolt straight through its heart.

      The vamp clutched at the bolt as it collapsed onto the driveway; its feet kicked against the snow before going still. The Savage clinging to him sank its fangs into his throat. Fire consumed Saxon’s veins, and his legs nearly gave out when crippling waves of pain washed through him.

      Do not give in!

      Gritting his teeth, he forced himself not to succumb to the agony that accompanied having his blood pulled unwillingly from his body. It wasn’t the first time he’d experienced it, and it wouldn’t be the last, but if he went down now, he wouldn’t get up again.

      His hands felt like lead weights, and the crossbow toppled from his grasp. He raised his arms and fumbled to grasp the one feeding on him. The other remaining Savage peeled himself out of the hood of the car and staggered to its feet.

      Saxon’s pulse thundered through him as he realized his time was running out; if he didn’t kill the one feeding on him, he would die.

      It’s not my time!

      Feeling over the head of the one feeding on him, he found an eyeball and plunged his thumb into it. When he twisted deeper, the creature howled and released him as Saxon effectively blinded him in one eye.

      Air that he hadn’t realized he wasn’t breathing rushed back into his lungs as his muscles unlocked and his legs stopped feeling like they were about to shatter. He yanked the vamp over his head and smashed it into the ground. He went to plunge his stake into its heart before realizing he’d dropped the weapon.

      Weakness cleaved to him as he fumbled inside his jacket to free another stake while the vamp from the car came at him. Saxon pulled the stake free and plunged it into the Savage’s chest as another one rushed from the woods.

      He bit back a groan. They were like a fucking clown car; every time he believed it was over, another one emerged. The one who bit him was still on the ground, wailing as it covered its eye with its hand while trying to crawl away. When Saxon stepped forward, his legs wobbled; the Savage had drained him more than he realized.

      He grabbed One-Eye by its shirt and lifted it off the ground to plunge the stake through its back. The other one was still coming at him, but he slid to a stop when Saxon lifted his gaze to him and bared his fangs at the creature. The Savage glanced at its fallen brethren before turning and fleeing back toward the woods.

      If he had the energy, Saxon would have laughed, but he found nothing amusing in this. Calm descended over him as he knocked the snow from the crossbow while dipping into his jacket to remove another bolt. Reloading the crossbow, he lifted it and aimed at the back of the fleeing Savage.

      Saxon pulled the trigger and watched as the bolt pierced through the Savage’s back and it collapsed. Unable to tell if it was a kill shot, he reloaded the crossbow before starting toward the Savage. The world spun, and he staggered to the side as he wiped away the sweat rolling down his forehead and into his eyes.

      He didn’t realize he’d been cut on his head until his fingers came away sticky with blood. As he stared at the blood on his fingertips, snow-covered his hand, and he tipped his head back. Somewhere during the fight, the flurries had turned into a snowstorm that was rapidly covering the stone under his feet and the bodies around him.

      He had to get out of here and tell the others what he discovered, but he couldn’t leave any Savages alive, and someone was in the cabin.

      Elyse watched as the tall vampire approached the monster sprawled in the snow. The man staggered and almost went down before arriving at the side of the creature. Her hand clasped the maroon curtain as her heart hammered so loudly she was sure the vamp could hear it.

      Chewing her bottom lip, she tried to decide what to do. Should she run for the car? Hide? Or maybe see what this vamp was doing here? He’d killed her guards, so he couldn’t be one of the ones who’d imprisoned her, which meant he could be an ally.

      Or he could be something worse.

      She didn’t see how that was possible, but she’d never imagined things could be this bad. This vamp may be about to turn her already shitty existence into a giant pile of dinosaur crap that would make her situation here seem like a party.

      She gulped as the man moved beyond what she could see from the window. If she went into the next room, she could watch them from the windows in there, but she couldn’t make herself move. Her feet felt as if they’d melted into the floor as she gazed at the doorway across from her. No matter how curious she was to see what was happening, she couldn’t bring herself to enter that room.

      Even if she didn’t look at the mantle, she would know what was there.

      Her gaze returned to the car. The vamp was distracted and injured, but she doubted she’d make it to the vehicle before he caught her. After seeing what he did to her guards, she couldn’t think about what he would do to her.

      The bastards holding her prisoner had enemies; was this man one of them and had he come here to kill her?

      Don’t stand here; do something!

      She was wasting her first opportunity to escape, but she had no idea what to do. She’d never considered herself a moron, but being imprisoned here for months had stripped her of everything she once was and made her something else.

      She was ashamed to realize it had made her someone who was terrified to act. But then, on the mantle in the next room was the reason for her indecisiveness. This wasn’t just about her. She wouldn’t be the one to pay the most for leaving here, but if she stayed, she could pretty much kiss her life and her dad’s goodbye.

      However, she had no doubt their lives were already forfeit, and they were simply walking corpses now. They’d kept her alive this long, but once they finished with her, they would kill her; she did not doubt that. And it was only a matter of time before they finished with her.

      If she fled here, she could find her dad, and maybe she could save him too. She doubted it, but she definitely couldn’t do anything for him if she remained here. But what would they do to him when they realized she was gone?

      She shuddered at the possibilities, and bile rose in her throat. If she stayed, they would both die; if she ran, they would torture her father and punish him for her actions.

      Rushing to the door, she turned the knob and inched it open. She ignored the bite of the wind and stuck her head out to watch as the vamp staggered toward her last guard. He knelt by the monster, yanked out the bolt, and sank it into the creature’s back.

      Bowing his head, he rested his hand in the snow and knelt there for a couple of minutes. Then he rose and turned back to the cabin. The blood streaking his face made him appear more lethal as he wiped it away and flicked it into the snow. Drops of red stood out starkly against the pristine snow as they followed him toward the cabin.

      Elyse closed the door before he spotted her and locked it. The lock would only buy her a couple of seconds against him, but it was better than nothing. She rested her hand on the door before turning and fleeing into the kitchen.

      If she couldn’t decide what to do, she could at least get a freaking weapon. The other vamps hadn’t worried she might find something to use against them. They knew how to keep her meek, and as a human, they saw her as inferior, but this guy was severely wounded; she might have a chance.

      A chance at what?

      Just do one thing at a time.

      The legs of one of the wooden chairs at the small kitchen table squeaked against the tan, tile floor when she pulled it away from the table. Lifting it over her head, she took a deep breath before bashing it against the floor.

      The impact jarred her arms and nearly knocked the chair from her grasp, but it didn’t shatter. Damn it! Before being held here, she could have broken it in one try. She may be small, but she’d always been stronger than she looked; she couldn’t say that anymore.

      Frustration propelled her across the room with the chair, and she lifted it again. Her arms shook from the weight as she brought the chair down against the edge of the green marble counter. The impact ripped the chair from her hands, but two of the legs broke off. One leg flew across the room; the other bounced off the cabinet and nearly hit her in the head before falling to the floor and spinning under the table.

      The wooden leg stopped spinning as the first step sounded on the porch. Elyse shoved aside another chair and lunged for the leg. She nearly fell when her foot slipped on the tile and bit her lip to keep from crying out when her knee twisted to the side. And then her hand wrapped around the leg, and she lifted it before her while she listened to the approach of the newest monster to arrive on her doorstep.
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      What have you done?

      Glancing at the ruined chair, she fought against the hot wash of tears filling her eyes. Her captors would see this chair, and her dad would suffer because of it. Her emotions started to fray as the full horror of what she’d done sank in. A buzzing like bees filled her ears as the room blurred; she grasped the table to keep from going down.

      A loud thud from the porch vibrated the cabin floor; Elyse held her breath as she waited for the front door to burst open. When the seconds ticked into minutes, and her chest began to burn, she released her breath. The door remained intact, and she didn’t hear the man again.

      She dreaded going anywhere near that man or the door, but she had to know what was happening. Clutching the leg against her chest, she edged around the table and tiptoed toward the front door.

      She looked out the windows on either side of the door but didn’t see the vamp standing there. Her breathing was abnormally harsh in her ears as she clung to the leg like a two-year-old to their favorite teddy.

      She glanced around the empty, snow-covered driveway before turning toward the kitchen. He must have gone around to the back door which meant….

      She spun around to gaze at the car. If she could get to the car while he was behind the cabin, she might be able to get out of here!

      Unwilling to give herself time to think about the consequences of her actions, she threw open the door and plunged outside. Her feet skidded awkwardly on the porch, and she darted to the side in time to stop herself from running over the top of the handsome vampire sprawled face first across the porch. She squeaked when her ankle twisted, and she went down in a heap beside his motionless body.

      When she scrambled away, her foot almost touched the blood seeping out from under him. No, no, no, no!

      She lifted her foot and turned it toward her to make sure the blood hadn’t touched her skin. Her shoulders slumped when she didn’t see anything there, but she still wiped at her skin with the sleeve of her overly large sweater.

      She lowered her foot and drew her legs against her chest while she took a second to steady herself; she’d been so close to touching his blood. When she felt a little more in control, she studied the vamp while she tried to see if he was alive or not. Then, his fingers twitched, and he released a low moan.

      Elyse scrambled to her feet, dashed around the vamp, and rushed down the porch steps. The chill of the snow and the sharpness of the stones against her bare feet made her wince with every step, but she didn’t slow as she ran for the car. She barely glanced at the dented hood before flinging open the driver’s door.

      She hadn’t let herself think about keys, but she smiled when she heard the beep indicating they were in the ignition. Tossing the chair leg onto the passenger seat, she climbed into the driver’s side and closed the door. The wind blowing through the broken window caused her to shiver as she rested her hand on the wheel.

      It had been months since she was behind the wheel of a car and sitting in the driver’s seat, and it gave her a sense of freedom. Some strange, almost hysterical laugh issued from her as she grasped the key, but she couldn’t stop making the terrible noise.

      And then she turned the key.

      The car sounded like it was going to start before making an awful, grinding noise that caused her to flinch. Her gaze flew to the vamp sprawled across the porch, and she bit her lip as she waited for him to rise and come after her, but he didn’t move. Taking a deep breath, she focused on the ignition again.

      “Please start,” she pleaded before turning the key.

      This time, the car didn’t bother to pretend it was going to start as the grinding noise filled the air before the lights inside dimmed and the car died. It was useless, but she couldn’t stop herself from turning the key again.

      Gurrr. Gurrr. Gurrr. Thunk. On the thunk, a puff of black smoke seeped out around the hood. Elyse sat and stared at the smoke as her emotions swung wildly back and forth between hopelessness and rage. And then, before she knew what she was doing, she started beating on the steering wheel while tears rolled down her face.

      “Ahh!” She screamed as she gripped the wheel and yanked at it like a madwoman.

      She didn’t recognize herself, but she didn’t care as all her well-maintained composure over these horrific months unraveled, and she allowed her anger and terror to burst free. For months, she refused to cry or let her captors see how much they were breaking her, but she couldn’t hold it back anymore.

      She’d been so close! Freedom was at the tips of her fingers, and it had been cruelly ripped away, but then, she could never truly be free while these bastards held her father.

      Finally, exhausted and feeling like an idiot, she reeled in her composure and lifted her head to look around. Hope wasn’t completely lost; her guards were dead. Or at least she assumed they were all dead, she didn’t know how many were actually out there, but no one had come out of the woods to stop her or finish off the other vamp.

      Maybe she could still get away, but how?

      She stared at the snow falling faster from the sky as it stuck to the window and the windshield. The only source of illumination was the light pouring from the cabin windows. Turning in her seat, she stared at what she could see of the driveway.

      She’d been bound and gagged when they brought her here, so she had no idea where here was. For the first part of the journey, she’d been unconscious, and when she woke up, she’d faked being out to see if they would talk and she could learn something, but no one spoke throughout the drive.

      For all she knew, she could be in Alaska and she could run down the driveway to discover nothing but miles of snow and unfamiliar terrain. But still, she had to try. She couldn’t sit here and wait for the vamp to wake up or for her captors to realize something was wrong and come for her. And they would come, she did not doubt that.

      She lifted the chair leg off the seat and pushed the door open. Her breath sucked in when the wind hit her with enough force that it swayed her back into the car. Normally, she loved winter—when she was bundled up against the elements and had hot chocolate waiting for her. She wasn’t such a fan when she was barefoot with a too big sweater hanging off her shoulders and no hat or gloves.

      She could end up with frostbite in every one of her extremities, but she made herself put one foot in front of the other. She bit her bottom lip to keep from crying out as the stones dug into her frozen feet while she jogged across the circle area of the driveway. Beyond that, the drive turned to asphalt, and she was able to run faster down the winding surface.

      Her breaths plumed in the air as her feet sank into the thickening snow. Her skin felt like ice, and she’d lost the feeling in her hands and feet, but she didn’t stop. She couldn’t stop. Once free of here, she didn’t know what she would do. She’d have to steal a car before going to find her father, but at least she would be free to look for him.

      If they discovered she was gone before she found him, they would make him pay, but this was the closest either of them had come to freedom since becoming prisoners, and she couldn’t let it go to waste. Elyse didn’t stop to think about how she would steal a car or get her father free; if she did, she’d probably return to the cabin, curl up in a ball, and wait for them to come for her again.

      She would not be a coward. But as she decided this, doubt crept in. What would they do to her dad if they discovered her gone before she found him? And how was she ever going to get him away from these monsters?

      The doubts niggled at her mind, but if she didn’t do anything, then they were both as good as dead anyway, and she’d never expected those deaths to be pleasant.

      Her chest and legs burned when she made it to the bottom of the drive. Her hopes shattered as she gazed up and down the deserted road. She hugged herself as the sweat froze on her body, and her chattering teeth drowned out the sound of her ragged breaths.

      To her left, the road rose steeply while to her right, it descended. A layer of snow already coated the asphalt. She couldn’t see more than twenty feet down the road in either direction, but she saw enough to know there were no nearby homes.

      There was nowhere for her to go. If she continued down the road, she had no idea how far it would be until she encountered another home and possible help. How far could she make it before she froze to death or something found her? The bears were probably hibernating right now, but there could be any number of other things out there waiting to eat her, including vampires.

      She almost said screw it and raced down the road, but though her life had been full of despair these past months, she wasn’t ready for it to end. Her chances of escaping were dwindling by the second, but she still retained some hope she would survive this.

      She didn’t see how she’d survive, but she wasn’t ready to throw in the towel. She had a lot of living left to do, and if she remained standing here, she would freeze to death before she got another chance to break free.

      When the snow stopped, she’d try again. Until then, she’d work on making herself something for her feet from what little clothing she had. She’d also put on layers and a blanket before venturing out again.

      Turning, she trudged back up the driveway. She tried to run again, if only to warm herself up, but the lack of nutrition, stress, and exhaustion she’d endured over the past months had left her weaker than she’d realized; she didn’t have the energy to run anymore.

      When she arrived back at the gravel part of the driveway, the snow started coming down faster. It stung her cheeks as the wind whipped it through the air. Her hand trembled as she brushed frozen strands of hair from her face. When snow fell away from her, she realized it was building on her hair and clothes.

      With the lights in the cabin on, she could see more up here, and she paused to take in the carnage littering the yard. The blood staining the snow was fading beneath this new layer. Finally, she turned her attention to the vamp sprawled across the porch.

      Was he still alive? And if he was, how long would it be before he woke up? And what would he do to her when he did wake? He was incapacitated, but he’d still taken on her guards and won. She was a mere mortal; it would only take a flick of his wrist to end her life.

      It didn’t matter. What mattered was getting inside before she froze to death. She tried to jog across the stone, but her feet were so frozen she couldn’t get them to cooperate, and she was afraid she might break one of them, or her ankle before she made it to the cabin.

      Limping across the drive, she arrived at the porch and used the railing to help her carefully climb the steps. The vamp hadn’t moved, but she watched his chest rise and fall as she crept around his blood and into the house.

      She was about to close the door, but something stopped her. Turning back, she studied the vamp and then the carcasses littering the yard.

      He was their enemy, and if ancient proverbs were right, then the enemy of her enemy was her friend. But what was he doing here, and what did he want from her? Or was he here to kill her because he was their enemy? How did he know about her?

      She didn’t have any answers for the questions running through her head, but he possessed the knowledge. Don’t be an idiot. Shut the door and leave him here or stake him.

      She chuckled when she glanced at the jagged chair leg. The idea of shoving it through anyone’s chest and into their heart made her queasy, but if she left him here, he would heal and come after her. She was glad her guards were dead, but that meant there was no one to stop this vamp if he’d come here to kill her.

      She studied the man for a minute more before turning and limping into the house. Maybe he’d come here to kill her, but he was the first change she’d experienced in all the months she’d been here, and she had to know why he was here and who he was.

      She went into the room one of her guards usually slept in and pulled the blanket from the bed; this would also get her in trouble with them, but that was the least of her concerns now. With the blanket tucked under her arm, she went to her room to gather a couple of T-shirts. The idea of ruining some of what little clothing she had made her hands shake, but she had no choice. She could not touch his blood.

      Using the jagged table leg, she worked a hole into the shirts until she could tear them in two. She wound two of the halves around her feet—only then realizing the still frozen extremities were also bleeding—before wrapping the other two halves around her hands.

      She made sure her skin was covered before returning to the porch. Taking a deep breath, she grasped him under his arms and started wiggling, turning, and shoving him onto the blanket. When she still couldn’t get him on, she gritted her teeth, leaned her back against the doorframe, planted her foot on his shoulder, and shoved him.

      He flopped over onto it, and his arms sprawled out at his sides. She bent over and placed her hands on her knees as she panted for breath and glared at the immobile vamp. The blood streaking from his nose had dried, and the bruising across the bridge of his nose and around his eyes told her he’d broken it when he fell.

      More dried blood, from a cut on his head, was caked near his temple, and a bite mark marred his throat. Beneath all the blood and bruising, he was a handsome man. He was also completely unaware of the misery of their surroundings while sweat streamed down her body, and she shivered from the cold as the wind blew snow around them.

      Exhausted, she wanted to retreat into the cabin and sleep for days, but she still had to get him inside. She pushed herself away from the door and almost collapsed when she bent over to lift a corner of the blanket.

      Resting her hand on the floor, she didn’t move as she waited for her racing heart to calm and her dizziness to ease. She should give up; the answers weren’t worth this, but for some reason, she couldn’t bring herself to quit now.

      When she felt strong enough to try again, she gathered the blanket and started tugging it toward the door. She was pretty sure she had frostbite, hypothermia, and would have a heart attack by the time she managed to drag him over the threshold and out of the way of the door.

      Closing the door against the rising wind, she locked it before leaning against it and sliding to the floor. She gazed longingly into the room to her right as she recalled the fireplace in there, but even if it were the only source of heat in this place, she wouldn’t go anywhere near it.

      She listened to the sounds of the vamp’s breathing as needle pricks of feeling returned to her extremities. Biting her lip, she drew blood as she tried to keep from crying, but as the pain intensified, she couldn’t withhold her tears. Curling into the fetal position, she shoved her fist into her mouth to keep from screaming while her body defrosted.
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      Saxon cracked open his eyes and stifled a groan when the light caused him to recoil. His head pounded like someone was taking a hammer to it, and every muscle in his body felt like the same hammer had battered it. The dryness in his throat was matched only by the aridness of his veins.

      His fangs lengthened as hunger coursed through him. He went to push himself up, but something caught at his arms and tugged them back. Weak and disoriented, it took him too long to realize he was tied to something. When he pulled again, something scraped, and he got a little more give to his right hand.

      “Stop that!” a female voice commanded.

      The panic in her voice caused him to stop tugging, and he inhaled the sweet scent of cherry blossoms drifting from her. “Who are you?” he demanded.

      Elyse gulped; now that he was awake, she didn’t know what to do. She’d had a lot of time to study the man while the snowstorm turned into a blizzard outside. During that time, he’d practically healed before her eyes until most of his cuts and bruises were gone.

      And completely healed, this massive vamp was a big threat to her. His broad shoulders were easily twice the size of her, and his jeans emphasized his tapered waist. His straight, dark blond hair fell to the collar of his sweater. He had a roman nose and full lips that were blue when she first dragged him in here, but now they were a pale red color. Dark blond stubble lined his high cheekbones and jaw.

      Saxon sniffed the air. It took him some time to get past her cherry scent, but eventually, he smelled death and snow. However, he didn’t detect any of the garbage stench that came with the Savages.

      “Who are you?” he asked again.

      “Who are you?” she retorted. “You’re the one who showed up here.”

      Saxon twisted to see in the direction of the voice, but the woman remained out of sight. His fingers rubbed the cloth binding his wrists, and when he lifted his foot, he discovered his ankles were also restricted, but a couple of jerks on them caused more scraping and more give to his bindings.

      “I said, stop that!” she snapped.

      Elyse shifted her hold on the broken chair leg as she studied the binds she used on him. She’d taken one of the sheets off her bed and torn it into strips to tie his wrists to the couch. Afterward, she moved the coffee table closer to the door and tied his ankles to it. The bindings wouldn’t keep him restrained for long, but she didn’t have a whole lot of options to work with here.

      Saxon went still again when bruised and bloodied feet came into view. The jeans above those feet were rolled up to hang at the woman’s ankles. Craning his head, he tried to see the woman belonging to those feet, but she moved away before he could see more of her.

      Testing his bonds again, he realized he could break free at any time, but something kept him where he was. Judging by the rapid beat of her heart, the woman was terrified, and he couldn’t bring himself to scare her more. If she hadn’t killed him while he was unconscious, and this was the best she could do to restrain him, he didn’t see her as much of a menace.

      “I’m Saxon Voyse,” he said. “And you are?”

      There was a slight hesitation before she replied, “Elyse Hughes. What are you doing here, Saxon?”

      “I’m not really sure. Are all of the Savages dead?”

      “What are Savages?”

      “The vamps outside, are they all dead?”

      “Oh.” She’d never heard them referred to like that before, but it was a fitting name for the bastards who kept her here. “Yes, or at least I think they’re all dead. I’m not sure how many of them were out there, but I haven’t seen any since you killed those.”

      Saxon frowned as he tried to figure out what was going on here. She was in a cabin the Savages were guarding, but she didn’t know how many of them were out there, and she was a human.

      Why was she here, and was she lying to him about not knowing the number of Savages? He didn’t think there were any more Savages out there. They most likely would have all come for him, but they were cowards, and he wouldn’t assume they were all dead until he knew for sure.

      Elyse gripped the stake tighter. While he was unconscious, and after she stopped pleading to die from the ordeal of defrosting, she’d wiggled his jacket off him and removed one of the stakes from it.

      The weapon was far better than her chair leg, but she didn’t feel any reassurance about having it in her hand. She’d have to get close to him to use it, and she didn’t know if she could stab someone, even if they were a vampire. However, she required answers.

      Taking a deep breath, Elyse padded back toward the vampire. His head turned toward her as she approached, and he stiffened as if he were about to tear himself free and lunge at her. Despite her instincts screaming at her to run, she gathered her courage to kneel at his side and hold the stake over his heart. Elyse found herself gazing into a pair of hazel eyes that were more golden brown than green.

      “Tell me what you’re doing here,” she ordered.

      Saxon didn’t know if he was more shocked or amused by the woman. Yes, she had a stake aimed at his heart, but he could break free of his binds and have the weapon in his hand before she touched it to his chest. Besides, she didn’t look strong enough to hold the weapon, let alone wield it.

      The chocolate brown hair tumbling over her shoulders tickled his cheek as it fell in waves to her waist. Clear, arctic blue eyes held his as she lifted her delicate chin in a stubborn gesture. Her rosebud lips were set in a grim line of determination, and her thick eyebrows were knitted together. At around five foot four, she was a good eleven inches shorter than him.

      If the shadows lining her eyes were any indication, she hadn’t slept in weeks. Her too-big sweater slid off her shoulder to reveal her collarbone, which stood out against her pale skin. She was so thin her cheeks were hollow, and the bones in the hand holding the stake were visible. The fast pace of her heart betrayed her steely look, but her gaze never wavered from his.

      Despite her frail appearance, she was stunning, and he’d give anything to run his hand along the delicate contours of her face before caressing those lips with his thumb. Ever since he reached maturity and his purebred vampire instincts kicked in, he’d buried himself in more women than he could count to keep the demon within him suppressed, but none had ever left him as breathless as this tiny human.

      Mortal and surrounded by Savages, what was going on here?

      His surprise over her vanished as he realized this was not amusing. He was wounded, in a cabin in the middle of nowhere, and though she fascinated him, she was clearly working with his enemies.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked.

      “I’m the one asking the questions.” Elyse felt more confident now that she had the stake over his heart. If he tried anything, she’d kill him. The idea of it made her stomach turn, but she’d do whatever it took to save herself. “Why are you here?”

      “I’m not sure why I’m here.”

      “Don’t lie to me! I’m not in the mood.”

      She may look like a good breeze would blow her over, but she possessed a ferocity he hadn’t expected. “I’m not lying. I was sent here.”

      “By who?”

      “A friend.”

      “Are you here to kill me?”

      “No.” Or at least he didn’t think he was. They didn’t kill humans, and Kadence would never lead them somewhere to murder someone, but then, Kadence hadn’t known what she was leading them toward when she told them about this cabin. “I don’t kill humans.”

      She snorted. “Yeah, and I’m the Queen of England. You’re all monsters.”

      “Not all of us. Why are you here with the Savages?”

      Elyse clamped her teeth together. He may not be here to kill her—and she’d have an easier time believing aliens walked among them than believing that—but if he didn’t know why these vamps were using her, then she wasn’t going to tell him. He might decide her gift was one to be used and manipulated and imprison her too, or he might kill her to protect himself.

      “If you don’t kill humans, then how do you survive?” she inquired.

      “I can feed on someone without killing them.”

      His gaze dipped to her throat and the tempting beat of her pulse. She’d be delicious. He didn’t have to taste her to know that; he could feel it in every fiber of his being.

      “Don’t,” Elyse said sharply when she saw the direction of his gaze.

      She pressed the stake into his chest, and Saxon winced. Under normal circumstances, she would have felt sorry for anyone or anything she harmed, but this was far from normal. She didn’t care if he wasn’t here to kill her; she would kill him before she ever allowed one of these things to feed on her again. Elyse suppressed a shudder at the memory of the one time it happened to her; the soul-crushing intensity of the pain was something she’d never forget.

      “I won’t,” he promised though the fire in his veins had increased when he pictured sinking his fangs into her delicate throat. He’d been beaten, fed on by a Savage, and lost a lot of blood; he had to feed so he could replenish himself and finish healing. “I won’t drink from you, Elyse.”

      Not unless you ask me to. He almost licked his lips at the prospect, but he suspected she might stake him if he did.

      “I don’t believe you,” she said.

      He realized he was never going to earn her trust while he remained tied up like a hog for the slaughter. In one swift motion, he yanked his wrists down. A loud scraping sound followed the movement, but before Elyse could react, he plucked the stake from her hand and rolled to the side.

      Elyse scrambled away as Saxon pulled the couch five feet toward him before drawing his knees up to his chest and yanking the coffee table toward him. He tore through the bindings on his ankles and kicked them away.

      She’d known the binds weren’t strong enough to restrain him for long, but he’d broken free in less time than it took her to inhale and stolen her weapon before she could blink. He tugged the sheets on his wrists free and tossed them on the floor while she scrambled back and leapt to her feet.

      The open room at her back was the best option for fleeing, but even if it bought her a few precious seconds of life, she’d rather die. Instead, she darted to the right and around the couch Saxon had dragged across the floor. With her damaged and swollen feet, she felt like she was running on glass as she lunged for his jacket and the weapons stashed inside.

      She’d never seen him get to his feet, but his hand fell on the coat before hers. Elyse almost screamed in anger when he yanked it away from her. Like every other asshole vamp who had walked through the door, this bastard was playing with her.

      “Elyse….”

      She didn’t wait to hear what he had to say, she turned and fled into the kitchen and toward the back door. She’d forgotten about the blizzard, but as soon as she flung open the door, she was slapped in the face by the reminder.

      No! The wail of dismay echoed in her head as she gazed at the mound of snow before her. It was nearly to her knees already as it fell through the doorway and spilled around her feet. She danced out of the way of the snow, but it touched the toes she was certain she would lose earlier. Thankfully, her extremities didn’t show any signs of frostbite, but she couldn’t stick them in something cold again.

      “Easy,” Saxon said from behind her and grasped her shoulder.

      “Don’t touch me!”

      Her scream was so raw and petrified that he released her as soon as he touched her. She backed away from him as she twisted her head to peer over her shoulder. She brushed at her skin before turning to stare at him with an expression that made him feel like he’d taken her puppy and thrown it off a cliff.

      “Elyse—”

      “Stay back,” she said as she tried to examine her skin again.

      She didn’t see any blood, and she didn’t smell burnt copper; if he’d gotten any blood on her, then it wasn’t his. The chair skidded across the floor as she planted it between them while she backed toward the room she just fled.

      Saxon held his hands up as he tracked her movements. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      She gave him a “yeah right” look as she dragged the broken chair with her toward the other room.

      “If I wanted you dead, you would be,” he told her.

      She had no doubt about that, but these bastards hadn’t wanted her dead either—at least not right away—and there were plenty of times since they took her when she wished they’d kill her.
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      “Tell me what is going on here,” Saxon said. “And I might be able to help you.”

      “No one can help me.”

      He followed her back into what he now realized was a living room with a TV on top of a cherrywood stand. A few books sat on one of the end tables with the remote next to them. He imagined the brown, leather couch and wagon wheel coffee table were usually set up in front of the TV, but they were both closer to the door now.

      Dark, wooden beams ran across the ceiling toward the paneled walls. His booted feet clicked on the wood, plank floors. Looking around the cabin, he felt like he’d stepped back into the seventies; a time he remembered with fondness. He loathed disco music, but he had a lot of fun in the clubs. Studio 54 was an especially good time, almost as fun as Woodstock.

      With his responsibilities, he hadn’t expected to attend either place, but when some Savages decided to crash the party, he’d followed them and attended one day of Woodstock with Killean and Declan.

      He’d never seen Declan look as amused as he did while watching the hippies rolling through the mud or Killean look as disgusted. For his part, he’d enjoyed more than a few flower children and the music. And in Studio 54, after killing a Savage, he’d contemplated clawing his eardrums out, but he stayed for the show and the women.

      His attention returned to Elyse as she continued to edge away with the chair between them. He was used to charming women with a smile; he didn’t know how to handle one who held a stake to his chest and looked terrified of him. And for some reason, he hated the idea of Elyse being scared of him.

      Holding his hands up, he strode over to the couch and sprawled out on it. He crossed his legs at the ankles and folded his hands behind his head as he tried to look as nonthreatening as possible. When he smiled at her, she scowled at him, so he lost the smile.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said.

      “There are worse things than pain.”

      His casual demeanor vanished as he sat up on the couch. “Such as?”

      Elyse glanced at the door behind her, but she had no illusions she’d make it outside before he stopped her. And there was nowhere for her to go. She’d freeze to death out there.

      “What are you going to do with me?” she asked.

      “I’m going to get you out of here once I have the chance. Have you seen—” He searched his pockets for his phone, but it was gone. “—my phone?”

      “No,” Elyse said. “And it wasn’t on the porch.”

      He probably lost it during the fight, which meant the snow now covered it. “Well, anyway, I’ll get you out of here. But first, you have to tell me what is going on.”

      Elyse studied him as she tried to figure out what to do. He didn’t seem as vicious as the other vampires, and he looked sincere, but she didn’t trust anyone with fangs. Hell, she barely trusted anyone without fangs.

      “And how do you plan to get me out of here?” she asked.

      “When the snow stops, we’ll take the car—”

      “The car is dead.”

      “You already tried to escape here.”

      “Yes.”

      He recalled her battered feet and understood what happened to make them that way. “Did you run outside barefoot?”

      Elyse tried to hide her feet behind the chair, but it was pointless. “So what if I did?”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Why are you here?” she asked again. She didn’t feel like discussing her feet right now.

      Saxon sighed and lowered his feet to the floor. “A friend of mine led me here.”

      That wasn’t the answer she’d expected. “How? Why?”

      He couldn’t tell her about Kadence’s visions; Ronan would kill him if he revealed anything about his mate. However, Elyse looked like she still intended to bash him over the head with the chair. If he were going to learn anything about her, he would have to give her some answers, and he had to keep his distance.

      He didn’t usually cater to someone else, but he would never forget the terror in her scream when he touched her shoulder or the stricken look in her eyes. He never wanted to make her look like that again.

      He could take control of her mind and compel the answers from her, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. From the looks of her, she’d endured enough. She didn’t need him messing with her head on top of it.

      Clasping his hands before him, he gestured to the other end of the couch. “Why don’t you sit? I promise I won’t touch you again.”

      “I’m okay where I am,” she said.

      “That’s your decision.”

      “It is.”

      He smiled at her; she was a prickly little thing, but he liked it. “A friend of mine led us to this cabin because they felt there was something here we should see.”

      “How did they lead you here?”

      “I can’t tell you that.”

      Elyse bit her bottom lip as she contemplated his words; they weren’t much of an answer. “Who is we?”

      “I came to this town with some of my friends. We split up to search for this cabin.”

      “Are they vampires like you?”

      “Most of them.”

      “What are the others?”

      “Hunters.”

      “What are hunters?”

      “Hunters and vampires are the results of when demons once walked the earth and mated with humans. Hunters are the mortal version of vampires, except they don’t drink blood and they’re not immortal. They live longer than humans and are a lot stronger. For millennia, hunters killed any vampire they came across, but they’ve recently learned to be more discriminating about who they stake.”

      “Demons once walked the earth!” she gasped.

      “Yes. A very long time ago.” Saxon started to rise but decided against it. He was probably less intimidating while sitting. “How much do you know about the vampire world?”

      “I know you’re all sadistic bastards.”

      His mouth quirked in a sad smile. “Not all of us are like the Savages outside.”

      “And what’s the difference?”

      “We… I don’t kill innocent people. The vampires out there gave in to their Savage nature and their thirst for blood and death, but I fight that impulse daily.”

      “But you could become like one of them?”

      He opened his mouth to say no, but he couldn’t bring himself to lie to her. At one time, Joseph was one of them too. More recently, Killean dipped into becoming a Savage, and sometimes he wondered if Killean had really come back to them. On more than a few nights, Saxon found him pacing the mansion like a caged animal.

      On those nights, Saxon would sit and listen if Killean decided to talk, which was rare. Sometimes, he would sit silently while letting his presence show Killean he still had his support. Usually, Simone came to find him, and Killean would retreat with her.

      Killean had never been the most relaxed of vamps, but the tension in him since June could make the Dalai Lama lose his mind. Killean’s hallucinations had lessened—so he said—but Saxon wasn’t sure he believed him.

      “I could become one of them,” he admitted. “But I fight against it every day and will continue to do so for the rest of my life. My job is to protect you from these monsters, but unfortunately, they’re growing in numbers.”

      She was probably part of the reason for that, and what better way for him and his friends to stop them than to kill her?
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      Elyse gulped; she’d jumped out of the frying pan and into the fire. The Savages wanted her alive at least for a little while; Saxon might kill her to end it. And could she blame him if it meant slowing the spread of the monsters who kept her here?

      She’d accepted that she probably wasn’t making it out of this cabin alive, but it was a cruel twist of fate to give her hope of escaping before ripping it away again.

      “I’m sure you’ve killed humans before,” she said.

      “Never. I don’t hurt humans or innocents.”

      He was so emphatic in his response that she almost believed him. “You’ve never fed from a human before?”

      “Yes, I have, but—”

      “But it’s excruciating!” she interjected. “You can’t say you’ve never hurt a human and then turn around and admit to feeding on them.”

      Before Saxon knew what he was doing, rage propelled him to his feet. “They fed on you?”

      Elyse backed herself into the door and lifted the chair between them. It was useless against him, but she couldn’t bring herself to release it. “Stay back!”

      Saxon froze; he didn’t want to scare her again, but he’d reacted before thinking. His gaze ran over the slender column of her throat and delicate collarbone; he didn’t see any marks on her, but that didn’t mean anything. They could have fed from her only days ago, and the bites would have vanished by now.

      For some reason, the idea of another vampire feeding from her made him want to go back outside to kill them all again. He took steadying breaths to calm himself as he realized he’d never felt possessive of another before, but no one else was going to touch her.

      “Did they feed on you often?” he asked.

      Elyse’s hands trembled as red shone around the edges of his eyes. She’d seen plenty of red-eyed vamps during her time here, but she’d never seen one who still had their original color mixed in with the red. It was strange yet oddly entrancing.

      “Once,” she said and was startled when his eyes turned completely red and his nostrils flared.

      “That will not happen again.”

      “Oh, really, and what do you plan to eat while you’re here?”

      Her heart fluttered like a trapped bird against her ribs when his gaze fell to her neck, and his lips flattened into a thin line. She didn’t have to see the deepening red of his eyes to know he was starving; it radiated off him.

      “I will hunt animals.” But what he wouldn’t give for a little taste of her. He tore his eyes away from her throat to meet her wary gaze. “And I’ve fed from humans, but I’ve never hurt them while doing it.”

      “That’s not possible. You may not realize it, but it hurts.”

      He touched the healing mark on his throat. “It’s painful for everyone if their blood is drawn unwillingly from them, even me. But those I feed on don’t know I’m doing it, and if someone gives their blood willingly, there is a lot of pleasure in it.”

      The way he almost purred those last words caused her toes to curl. There was something about the huskiness of his voice that awoke a desire she’d believed dead and buried. Elyse stared at the wall over his shoulder as heat crept into her cheeks.

      He was one of those things, and she was feeling all warm and fuzzy about him.

      But he wasn’t one of those things. He’d proven to be nothing like them so far, and he’d killed them. Still, he was a vampire who’d come here for a reason. He might not kill humans, but if he learned the truth about her, he might make an exception.

      “Why did only one of them feed on you?” he asked.

      “I’m sure others would have too, but Joseph killed the one who bit me and told the others a worse fate awaited them if they harmed me.”

      Saxon’s skin prickled at Joseph’s name. The bastard had been dead for months, but the mention of him still sent a bolt of wrath through him. Joseph had caused so much destruction while he was alive that they were still dealing with the aftermath of it.

      An increased number of Savages were entering the cities, and since Joseph managed to take down and turn a fair number of hunters before his death, some of those Savages were more lethal than normal. They’d be dealing with the repercussions of Joseph’s betrayal for years to come, but they were building their numbers and systematically destroying the Savages.

      It wasn’t his business, and there was no delicate way to ask her, but he had to know. “Did they ever rape you?”

      “No. I’m not sure why, but they never tried it.”

      He suspected it was because they needed her, and raping her might have broken her before they finished with her. Joseph made her off-limits, but once they finished with her, all restrictions would be lifted.

      “Joseph brought you here?” he asked.

      The underlying hostility in Saxon’s voice caused her to hesitate before answering, “Yes.”

      “Why?” When her mouth flattened into a thin line, he realized she wasn’t going to answer him, but he decided to push her on it. “Why did they bring you here, Elyse?”

      “This is where they put me after they took me.”

      He realized it was an answer but not the one he was seeking. “Took you from where?”

      “I was leaving work when they grabbed me.”

      She’d been in a good mood that night too. She’d made enough in tips to pay her cell phone bill. Her good mood went to shit when a couple of goons bound, gagged, and knocked her out before tossing her into a car.

      “How long have you been here?” Saxon asked.

      “What month is it?”

      “January.”

      The blood drained from her face. At first, she tried to keep track of the time, but she had nothing to write with here and no calendar. She was scared to scratch a mark indicating the passing days as she had no idea how the things holding her would react. Eventually, she’d lost all track of the days and only knew the general time of the year by the changing seasons.

      “I’ve been here since May, so… nine months.”

      “Wow.”

      Saxon ran a hand through his hair as he studied the cabin. As far as prisons went, it wasn’t awful, but he couldn’t imagine being stuck somewhere for so long. Judging by her thinness and too baggy clothes, she hadn’t been treated great.

      “Do you know that Joseph’s dead?” he asked.

      Elyse’s mouth dropped, and her eyes widened. “Dead?”

      “Yes. Some of my friends took him down.”

      “Oh, thank God.”

      After all the torment that bastard put her through, she wanted to run outside laughing at the top of her lungs while she spun in circles. She hadn’t seen him in months, but she’d spent every day fearing he would return to finish the torture he started.

      “That’s why he hasn’t been here,” she said. “He came at least once a week in the beginning, but I figured he’d found something else to occupy his time and moved on from me.”

      “And what did he do with you?”

      Tears burned her eyes; she couldn’t tell him the awful things he’d done to her and made her witness. There were many times she’d prayed he’d kill her and get it over with, but he’d never be that merciful.

      Then her relief over his death vanished as she realized she’d still been kept here and forced to use her strange ability for these monsters after his death. She’d also remained off-limits as none of her guards tried to touch her. That could only mean one thing…

      “He may be dead, but someone else is running things,” she said.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because those Savages outside didn’t come in here and kill me. Because I’m still here and they’re still using—”

      She clamped her mouth shut when she realized she might have given away too much.

      “They’re still using you for what?” Saxon asked.

      “Nothing.”

      Before he could reply, the lights went out.
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      The only sound in the room was the wind battering the windows as it howled through the mountains. She tried to see Saxon through the gloom, but the shadows had swallowed him. She pressed her back more firmly against the door as her heart thundered. She was trapped in this cabin with a predator, and she couldn’t see him.

      “Are there any flashlights or candles?” he asked.

      “There are some flashlights in the kitchen,” she answered, unwilling to peel herself away from the door.

      “I’ll get them.”

      She didn’t hear him move, but she sensed he’d left the room. “They’re in the drawer next to the fridge!” she called after him.

      “Got it!”

      She listened as he opened the drawer and shuffled through the contents. Something clicked on a couple of seconds later, and a beam bounced around the kitchen. Water splashed into the kitchen sink before the light came back toward her. Saxon strode into the living room, turned on another flashlight, and set it on an end table so the beam pointed at the ceiling.

      “I’m glad it’s not well water,” he said.

      “I don’t know what it is.”

      “If it were well, it probably wouldn’t be working now. If you don’t mind, I’m going to take a shower before the hot water’s all gone.” He also wanted to give her some time to relax and hopefully grow to trust him a little. “I’d like to get this blood off me.”

      She’d like it if he did too.

      “The bathroom’s the first door down the hall,” she said and pointed at the hallway. “There are towels in the closet.”

      “Would you like to take one before me?”

      “I’ll wait. I think you need it more than me.”

      He hesitated as he stared at her. “Don’t run out into the blizzard while I’m gone.”

      Though it was an enticing prospect, she had enough of nearly freezing to death earlier. The idea of sitting around and waiting for him to come back out to question her was as appealing as a root canal, but it was more appealing than death.

      No matter how fucked up her life had become these last nine months, she still preferred to live it. But then, she’d gotten used to having a screwed-up life when she was twelve.

      “I’ll be here,” she said. “There are some men’s clothes in the guest room, which is the first door on the right. They’ll probably be too small on you, but at least they’re not coated in blood.”

      He glanced down at his blood-caked clothes before her words sank in. “Does someone else live here?”

      “Most of the time, the guards stay somewhere outside, but at least one of them spends the night here. They rotated through who would stay inside, but they all kept some of their things here.”

      He would have to find out where they’d slept outside. “So that’s how they got around the invite.”

      “What invite?” she asked.

      “A vampire must be invited into a residence before they can enter it, but if they were living here on a rotating basis, then they could enter at any time, and they could invite others inside.”

      “Oh,” Elyse breathed as her hand went to her mouth. One of her guards had always been inside with her when the visitors arrived. They opened the door and either gestured the vamp inside or said “come in” to them. “You really have to be invited inside? That’s not some myth?”

      “It’s real,” Saxon confirmed.

      “So, if I’d left you on the porch instead of dragging you in here…?”

      “I couldn’t have entered unless you invited me in.”

      Elyse didn’t know how to react. She’d been safe inside here; well, as safe as she could possibly be in this place, and she’d dragged her enemy through the fucking door. “Perfect.”

      Saxon smiled at her. “Thank you for not letting me freeze.”

      She set the chair on the ground and mentally berated herself, but she couldn’t beat herself up too much when she hadn’t known. She still had no idea what was going to happen, and she had to make sure he never found out what she could do. But, so far, he hadn’t killed her or tried to attack her, and he’d said he was going to get her out of here.

      It may be foolish, but for now, she was choosing to believe him. She didn’t have any other options.

      “Anytime,” she said.

      “I’ll be back soon.”

      Saxon hated the idea of leaving her standing by the door, but he wanted to give her some time to realize he wasn’t a threat. He glanced at his jacket and almost took it with him; instead, he decided to leave it. Hopefully, it would be another indication he meant her no harm. Besides, if she tried to stake him in the shower, he’d drag her in there with him.

      He smiled at the image the possibility brought to mind as he strode down the hall. The feisty little human with striking eyes would be a pleasant way to stay warm on what was bound to be a cold night. This cabin had to have a fireplace, or at least he hoped it did because, after his shower, he was going to start a fire to keep them warm.

      Opening the first door he came to, Saxon discovered a twin bed pushed against the far wall. A scarred table sat beside the bed, and a battered dresser stood beside him. Dust coated the furniture, and opening the door caused balls of it to float into the corners.

      Grime coated the floor, and the blankets on the bed were a tumbled heap at the bottom of the mattress. This room was filthy compared to what he’d seen of the rest of the house; he suspected it was because Elyse didn’t come in here.

      Placing the flashlight on the dresser, he opened the top drawer and discovered a pair of wool socks. There were a couple of T-shirts and some boxers in another drawer, but most were empty. He strode over to the closet and pulled open the sliding doors.

      Removing some of the jeans, he looked at their sizes before tossing them aside. Due to the assortment of sizes, he guessed at least three different Savages had slept in this room, maybe more. He finally found a black sweatshirt and a pair of sweatpants he could make work.

      Turning, he stared around the room again. What had been going on here? What were they doing with Elyse, and why hadn’t they turned or killed her? He had a feeling he might not get the answers to those questions unless he compelled them from her, but taking over her mind would be the last resort.

      Even then, he didn’t think he could do it. He’d used his powers more times than he could count over the years, but the idea of using them on Elyse made his stomach churn.

      When he exited the room, he saw the open bathroom door diagonally across the hall. Beside it was another closed door. He glanced down the hall but didn’t see Elyse. He seriously doubted she would make a run for it, but it would be nice if she made some noise so he knew where she was. Then, he heard the scrape of what he assumed was the couch on the floor.

      He stopped outside the closed door of her room. Curious as to what lay beyond, he rested his hand on the knob but didn’t turn it. If he wanted her to trust him, then going through her room was not the way to go about it. He retreated to the bathroom, but he left the door open to hear her if she approached.

      Elyse stopped shoving against the couch when the water turned on. Her heart skipped a beat as she imagined Saxon peeling off his clothes before climbing under the stream of water. She had no doubt the man was more chiseled than Michelangelo’s David, and the water running over him would only emphasize every sculpted muscle. What she wouldn’t give to run her fingers over his etched flesh before dipping her hand between his legs and….

      Disgust at herself filled her, and she gave the couch another shove. She was pretty hard up if she was getting all drooly over a vampire. Sex had been the last thing on her mind since coming here, but Saxon could make a nun contemplate sinning.

      The stake Saxon plucked from her had fallen near the doorway of what she’d come to consider the den. If it had gone a few inches further, she would have written it off as a lost cause, but she should do that anyway; the thing had proven useless.

      Still, she set it on the table next to the flashlight before she finished pushing the couch back into place. Next, she pushed the coffee table back and limped away. Her feet had been feeling better, but now they ached, and a few of the scratches were bleeding again. Because they were wet and bloody, she’d thrown out the bindings she used on her extremities to drag Saxon inside; she would have to find something else to use now.

      She lifted the torn sheets she’d used to tie up Saxon and wiped away her blood before wrapping one of them around her foot to stop the bleeding. The last thing she wanted was to leave a blood trail with a vamp in the house.

      When she finished, she lifted the flashlight from the table and wandered into the kitchen to toss the rest of the sheets away. She picked up the larger broken pieces of the chair and threw them out before getting the broom and dustpan from the closet to sweep the floor.

      She’d spent a lot of time cleaning while she was here and couldn’t stand to see it messy. It was a stupid thing to do, but she had to find something to occupy her time as she’d read all of the whopping twelve books they’d given her numerous times. There was only so much TV someone could watch before contemplating running headfirst into a wall. Cleaning had proven to be one of the few distractions she had here—as much as she could be distracted in this place and considering she didn’t clean all the rooms.

      Dumping the contents of the dustpan in the trash, she returned the broom to the closet and closed the door. Outside, the lonely howl of the wind made her shiver as she reclaimed the flashlight and walked over to stand before the window above the kitchen sink. The white curtains framing the window rippled in the draft filtering through the old pane as she turned the water on and let it trickle into the basin.

      She guessed the cabin was built in the fifties as its age showed in the warped floors, creaky doors, drafty windows, and mildew aroma, which was much stronger in the summer. The appliances were all newer, stainless steel, and the cabinets were all new, but that couldn’t hide the actual age of this place.

      Outside, the wind whipped snow across the open field to create drifts taller than her. They were going to be here for a while, she realized with a sinking heart.
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      She saw Saxon’s reflection in the window before she heard him approach. Something about his powerful frame gliding toward her made her heart leap. The almost predatory gleam in his eyes didn’t make her think he was contemplating eating her, but it did bring back the erotic images of him standing in the shower.

      Her throat went dry as he stopped a few feet behind her. His eyes ran over her before he rested a palm beside her on the counter. Elyse’s gaze flew to his hand with its long fingers and large knuckles. Faint bruises marred his knuckles, but the cuts she’d seen on his hands earlier were gone, as was the cut along his hairline.

      His damp hair was pushed back from his face to emphasize the intriguing contours of his face. Free of blood, he was more striking than she’d realized, and her fingers itched to touch him. The fresh scent of shampoo and soap wafted from him, but beneath it, she detected what must be his natural aroma of cedar as she hadn’t smelled cedar until he walked into her life.

      Taking a deep breath, she turned to face him. The black sweatpants he wore were a couple of inches too short on him, but thick wool socks covered the gap. Stretched across his shoulders and chest, she expected the stitches of the black sweatshirt to give out at any second.

      Her gaze returned to his socks. Socks! It had been months since she had a pair. She’d worn the pair she arrived here in so often they were threadbare by August and useless by September. They’d defrosted now, but she would give anything to have something warm and soft on her feet.

      But if her guards were gone and Saxon had discovered socks, then she could have some too.

      Saxon wasn’t used to women going from looking like they wanted to jump him to eyeing his socks in the same way. When he slid a finger under her chin, Elyse didn’t recoil or scream at him again. Instead, she continued to stare at his feet before lifting her head to him.

      Elyse blinked at him when Saxon smiled in amusement.

      “Do you have a thing for socks?” he inquired.

      “They look so warm.”

      Stepping back, he gazed at her bare and battered feet. “Don’t you have any socks and shoes?”

      “No. They took my sneakers from me when I got here.”

      He should have realized that when she admitted to running out into the storm barefoot, but he’d assumed she’d decided not to waste time by putting on socks and shoes. Unreasonable and unexpected anger surged through him.

      “Did they let you outside?” he asked.

      Elyse glanced away from him; in the beginning, she would go out more often, but after a while, she stopped. “Sometimes, I would roam the yard, but after a while, I stopped.”

      “You’ve just stayed in this cabin,” he growled.

      Elyse gulped as red filtered into his eyes again. She leaned back, and his finger fell away from her chin. “How are your injuries?” she asked to change the subject.

      Saxon’s gaze ran over her slender figure as she tugged the sleeve of her sweater up on her shoulder. “Fine.”

      “Are your wounds all healed?” she pressed.

      “Some bruises remain, but the rest have healed.”

      Elyse breathed a sigh of relief.

      Stalking over to the fridge, Saxon pulled open the door and bent to examine the contents. He shouldn’t have bothered as he discovered nothing more than a box of baking soda. Trying to control a rage he’d never known he could possess, he walked over and threw open some of the cabinets. The doors crashed against each other and bounced back, but he slammed a hand against them to keep them open.

      When Elyse jumped, he gritted his teeth and made himself calm down. He wasn’t used to having a temper or being irritated. He’d always been the easygoing Defender, the ladies’ man, the one who never turned down a party. He didn’t get annoyed by things; he shrugged them off and went about his day, but for some reason, what they’d done to Elyse pissed him off.

      But why? He started to contemplate the answer, but the cans stacked neatly within the cabinet distracted him. Each of the labels faced him, and as he gazed over them, he realized they were separated into vegetables, soups, and pasta before being arranged alphabetically.

      Her captors hadn’t organized things this way. Elyse had and probably out of sheer boredom. Closing the doors, he moved onto the other cabinets but discovered only a pot, plate, bowl, fork, spoon, and can opener.

      “Is this all they gave you to eat?” he demanded as he returned to the cans.

      Elyse edged away from his unexpected wrath. She didn’t know what made him so mad, but she’d prefer not to be in the presence of an irate vampire.

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Those fuckers!”

      No wonder she was so thin, she’d been living off this stuff for nine months. He may not be the most experienced in human needs, outside of their sexual ones, but he knew they required more nourishment than this.

      When he turned toward her again, she was near the back door and gazing at him like he might pounce on her. Saxon took a calming breath when he realized every beat of his heart pumped fury through his veins.

      “I’m going to get you out of here,” he promised. “If I have to carry you back to town.”

      Elyse gulped, but she didn’t know if it was because he still unnerved her or because the idea of him carrying her was so enticing. “Yeah, well, I… uh….” She had no idea what to say to him. “I’m going to take a shower. Please stay away from the bathroom while I’m in there.”

      He leaned against the counter and crossed his arms over his chest. “I will.”

      He watched her rush out of the room and listened as drawers opened and closed before the shower turned on. While in the shower, he’d wanted to linger under the stream of hot water as it eased the discomfort of his brutalized body, but knowing she required a shower too, he’d forced himself out so she would have plenty of hot water. He hoped she took the time to enjoy it now.

      Pushing himself away from the counter, he lifted the flashlight from where he’d set it on the table. He didn’t require its beam to guide him, his vampire vision did that well enough, but he took it anyway as he explored the rest of the cabin.

      Between the kitchen and the living room, a door on his left led to the basement. He shone the beam down the steep stairs as the musty scent of mildew filled his nose. Grasping the rickety banister, he held onto it as he descended into the stone cellar.

      He remained on the stairs while he shone the beam around the bare, dirt floor and thick, rock walls. The ceiling was about five feet high, but he didn’t bother to get off the stairs; he’d already seen everything down there.

      Making his way back into the living room, he noted Elyse had moved the couch and coffee table so they were more centered with the TV. Striding toward the front door, he shone the beam into the room to the left of it. The light revealed a pile of dried wood stacked in a metal grate and pushed against the wall.

      If there was wood, there had to be a fireplace. Entering the room, Saxon ran the beam over another brown, leather couch and matching armchair before revealing the bar and desk behind them both. Bottles of liquor and a couple of glasses sat on the bar; the top of the desk was bare.

      Like the bedroom, a layer of dust coated everything in the room, and a layer of grime caked the floor. He frowned as he realized Elyse must stay out of this room too, but why?

      He was halfway to the desk when the flashlight illuminated the gray, stone fireplace. The hearth was empty of any wood or ash, but the black marks on the back told him it was used before. Lifting the beam, he stopped when it reflected off something before illuminating the mantle.

      He moved the flashlight over the fireplace with a growing sense of dread and revulsion.
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      Elyse turned the shower off and climbed out. When she was out of the tub, she turned the faucet on until a small, steady stream came out. She only hoped turning on the other taps would be enough to keep the pipes from freezing.

      The blood couldn’t jump off and touch her, but she kept a minimum of a foot between her, and the clothes Saxon stuffed in the trash as she toweled off and dressed. Her small assortment of clothes meant she went from one overlarge sweater to another, and the same with her jeans, but she had too big socks to keep her feet warm and her bra fit. She didn’t have underwear, but at least she had outerwear.

      She almost giggled as she sat on the edge of the tub and tugged the socks on. She lifted her foot before her and waved it back and forth as she admired the gray socks and wiggled her toes. The material was abrasive against her abused feet, but they were amazingly warm.

      Lowering her foot, she examined the small bathroom with its paneled walls and chipped, gray linoleum floor. The remodel of the kitchen hadn’t extended to this room, and with its green sink and tub, it looked like something straight out of the seventies.

      Steam filled the air and coated the mirror. She found she didn’t want to leave; it was safe in here, warm, and out there Saxon was waiting to ask her more questions she couldn’t answer. She played with the hem of the red sweater as she stared at the door across from her. She couldn’t hide in here forever.

      She pushed herself to her feet, lifted her hairbrush from where she left it on the sink, and brushed out her hair. The cold air hit her when she opened the door, and she almost closed it again to retreat to the tub.

      Instead, she left the bathroom behind and padded down the hall toward the living room. She paused in the door of the hallway to search for Saxon, but she didn’t see any light anywhere, and she didn’t hear him moving around.

      Then, something instinctual made her turn toward the right and the den. Her beam focused on the front door, but she saw a darker shadow amid the others and realized he stood between this room and the den.

      He’d gone in there! He’d seen! He knows!

      The hair on her nape rose as adrenaline coursed through her, but she kept her beam focused on the door. She couldn’t see his face right now. She felt him staring at her; felt his eyes roaming over her body as he examined her, yet she couldn’t move.

      And really what would she do if she could move, run? There was nowhere to go, and she should have known he would explore the cabin while she was in the shower. Even if he hadn’t, it was only a matter of time before he entered that room. The second she pulled him into this cabin, it became inevitable he saw what lay within.

      “Do you care to tell me why there are jars of teeth, fingers, and toes on your mantle, Elyse?”
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      Elyse felt like he’d punched her in the gut as she struggled to breathe. She’d known the jars were there, of course, but hearing him say those words somehow made it more real. A part of her had believed that if she avoided the room until they made her go inside it, she could somehow pretend it was all a bad dream.

      Maybe, just maybe, she could keep her sanity if she didn’t acknowledge what resided in those jars… pieces of her dad.

      Grief nearly drove her to her knees, and before she could stop it, she sobbed. Her hand flew to her mouth to stifle any more sounds, but the second it released, Saxon turned on his light.

      Elyse turned her head away from the beam but not before he saw the raw anguish etched onto her face. Her shoulders hunched up as if she braced for a blow, and a tear slid down her cheek. It shimmered in the light as it hung off her chin before falling.

      What had these things done to her? No… not to her. She still had her teeth, toes, and fingers. Those were someone else’s body parts in there. He hadn’t considered that she was the one who harvested the pieces, but did she have something to do with them or were they some collection for her?

      Looking at her, he suspected they were for her, but they were meant to keep her in line or break her.

      Before he knew what he was doing, he stepped away from the doorway and walked over to her. She huddled further in on herself when he rested his hand on her shoulder, but she didn’t pull away, and she didn’t scream at him not to touch her. The sharpness of her collarbone poked his hand as the scent of her tears filled the air.

      “What is going on here, Elyse?”

      She wiped the tears from her face. She yearned to unburden herself by telling him, but she didn’t know how he would react to the truth. He could have suffered because of her, or maybe one of his friends had; he could decide to use her ability for himself or that she had to die.

      “I promise you that I’ll get you away from here and keep you safe,” he said.

      He was astonished to realize he meant it. Women had been a big part of his life since he reached maturity and stopped aging. Sex kept him balanced and made it possible for him to forget, if only for a little bit, the craving for blood and death clawing ceaselessly at his insides.

      However, even if he’d enjoyed the company of many women, he’d never felt so protective of one. Those tears tore at him in a way nothing had before. When he pulled her closer, the clean scent of her hair and skin assailed him as she melded against him.

      She should push him away, but when his arms encircled her, Elyse found herself unable to resist sinking into his embrace. It had been almost a year since anyone touched her with kindness; she couldn’t refuse it now. And though she tried to deny it, there was something right about being in Saxon’s arms. It was ridiculous considering he was a bloodsucker, but she wasn’t scared of him.

      He cupped her head and threaded his fingers through her hair as he held her against him. She was so small, so frail, and so battered. What had these bastards done to her?

      “Talk to me, Elyse,” he urged.

      She couldn’t. Maybe he wasn’t her enemy now, but he could become her enemy if she told him everything. Even if she’d never intended to harm anyone, what would he do if he realized she could be a threat to him?

      Saxon held her closer when she remained silent with her head bowed and her tiny hands fisted in his shirt. Normally, being this close to a woman meant only one thing for him, but though he wanted her, all he cared about was keeping her safe and comforting her, even if he wanted to shake the answers from her.

      “Can you at least tell me who the teeth, toes, and fingers belong to?” he asked.

      “They’re not whole fingers,” she murmured.

      “What?” Saxon wasn’t sure he heard her right.

      “The fingers were cut off at the knuckle. Joseph told me it was so they wouldn’t go through the fingers too fast and would have more to cut off later.”

      Saxon had to stop himself from crushing her against him at this revelation. His fangs lengthened at the mention of the vamp who’d once been a Defender like him. For the first time, he wanted Joseph alive so he could kill him.

      “Do you know who they belong to?” he asked.

      Elyse closed her eyes as fresh grief washed through her. “Yes.”

      Saxon waited for her to say more, and eventually, she did.

      “They’re… they’re… my father’s,” she choked out as tears streamed down her cheeks.

      The need to kill something thundered through his veins as his fangs throbbed. He kept Elyse cradled against him as she sobbed.

      He didn’t care what it took, he would get her out of here, and he’d destroy anyone who stood in his way.
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      Saxon tossed another log on the fire and leaned back as the flames shot up the chimney while the popping wood shot sparks into the air. His face warmed before he rested his hands on his knees and rose.

      His gaze fell on the empty mantle. Earlier, he’d taken the jars out of the cabin and stashed them under the overhang that protected the firewood from the elements. She still refused to come into this room.

      Striding back into the living room, he stopped when he saw Elyse huddled at the end of the couch. Her head lay on a pillow, and the blanket he’d retrieved from her room enveloped her. Like most of the house, her room was spotless, but it reminded him of a monk’s quarters with its twin bed against the wall, no pictures on the wall, and only one small dresser.

      She hadn’t spoken since telling him the body parts in the jars were her father’s. He settled on the other end of the couch and leaned back to survey her as she stared at the blank TV screen. The flashlight she’d set on the coffee table cast shadows over her pale face and illuminated her red-rimmed eyes.

      “I was a waitress before this at a family restaurant in my town,” she said.

      “Where was that?” he asked.

      “A small town in Pennsylvania.” The blanket fell away from her as she abruptly sat up. “Where are we?”

      “Upstate New York. We’re in the Catskills,” he told her.

      Her shoulders slumped, and she brushed the long strands of her chocolate-colored hair back from her face. “So not Alaska.”

      He smiled as he stretched his legs before him and crossed them at the ankles. He couldn’t stop his gaze from drifting to the slender column of her throat and the bare shoulder exposed by her too big sweater.

      He tried to ignore the stirring in his cock, but this was the longest he’d gone without sex since he stopped aging and became a full-grown vampire at twenty-five. Usually, he would be going out of his mind by now, but for some reason being in Elyse’s company was relaxing. Which was surprising to realize considering she’d threatened to stake him.

      “Not Alaska,” he said.

      She settled back again and drew the blanket up to her chin. “That’s good to know.”

      A blast of wind rattled the windows, and the fire popped louder in the hearth before settling down again. “So you were a waitress,” he prompted.

      “Yeah. I was taking some online college courses for archaeology, but I mostly worked.”

      “You’re going to be an archaeologist?”

      “No, but it fascinates me, so I decided to learn more about it. I’m not sure what I want to be when I grow up, but I’ve explored a little bit of everything. It’s not exactly great for my bank account, which is why I spend most of my time working, but I enjoy learning new things.”

      “And what subject has interested you the most so far?”

      “Anthropology.”

      “Interesting.”

      “I might pursue it further one day, but I assumed I had plenty of time to figure out my life. I guess I was wrong.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Twenty-two. And you?”

      “Two hundred and fifty.”

      She let out a low whistle and smiled at him. “You’re ancient.”

      When he folded his hands behind his head, her gaze fell to his broad shoulders. She tried not to drool when the material stretched taut across his large frame and pulled up to reveal a tantalizing glimpse of his chiseled abs. What she wouldn’t give to pull off his shirt and run her fingers over the muscles there before bending her head to taste his flesh.

      She bit her bottom lip as the alluring prospect of exploring him caused her nipples to tingle. She almost rested a hand against her breast to ease the ache building inside her, but she managed to stop herself. However, she couldn’t stop herself from drinking in the long length of him before her eyes settled on the noticeable bulge in his pants.

      When she realized she was becoming aroused, she jerked her gaze away from him and focused on the wall over his head. Sex had been the last thing on her mind since coming here, but being this close to Saxon made her realize how much she missed it.

      Given her current circumstances and what had so recently been in the next room, she shouldn’t be thinking about kissing him now, but there was something entirely too enticing about the man sitting only a couple of feet away from her.
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      “What do you do, Sexon?” She realized what she said as soon as the word popped out of her mouth. Her mouth dropped as a blush burned her face; she would give anything to melt into the couch. “I… I… mean Saxon!”

      He smiled at her in amusement as he draped his arm over the back of the couch; Elyse couldn’t hold his gaze as her face grew hotter and hotter. She lifted a glass of water from the table beside her and took a sip, but it did little to cool her off.

      It took him a minute to reply as the scent of her desire permeating the air held him enthralled. He’d never smelled anyone as sweet or enticing as Elyse. And that blush… well, she was adorable when mortified. He wanted to tease her by telling her to get her mind out of the gutter, but he hoped it stayed there.

      “You can call me whatever makes you happy,” he assured her; he hadn’t considered it possible, but she turned redder. Deciding to take some mercy on her, he told her, “I fight and kill Savages.”

      She took another sip of water as she regained control of herself. When she finished, she set her glass down and wiped her mouth. “Is that all you do?”

      “No, but it’s my calling.”

      She worked up the courage to look at him again. “Do you enjoy it?”

      “I do.” Maybe he shouldn’t have been so honest in his response, but he refused to lie to her.

      “From what I saw, you’re good at it.”

      “I wouldn’t still be alive if I wasn’t.”

      Her gaze fell to his mouth when it curved into a sexy half smile. When she met his gaze again, she saw the knowledge in his eyes; he knew the effect he had on women and was having on her.

      Arrogant ass. But she couldn’t deny he intrigued her more than anyone else she’d ever met.

      “Do you have a girlfriend?” she inquired.

      A small burst of laughter escaped him. “No.”

      The growing warmth of the cabin and his proximity were starting to get to her; she pushed the blanket down and sat up a little. “Why not?”

      When she shifted and her sweater dropped down her arm again, his gaze fell to her chest. Elyse bit back a gasp when his sweatpants did little to conceal the length and thickness of his erection. Disappointment filled her when he shifted so she couldn’t see it anymore, but she couldn’t deny the thrill she got from the effect she also had on him.

      “I’ve never met the right girl,” he said as his eyes returned to hers.

      “In all your years, you’ve never met someone to settle down with for a little bit?”

      “No.”

      His tone was more clipped than usual, but he’d never been this aroused in his life. When she rubbed her chin before sliding her hand down the valley between her small breasts, he nearly groaned out loud. It was taking all he had not to close the distance between them, take her hand, and wrap it around his dick. She was teasing him now, but he would be the one to tease her until she begged for release.

      Elyse knew she was playing with fire as his gaze ravenously followed her hand, but she couldn’t stop herself. She felt in control of her life in a way she hadn’t felt in years as she lowered her hand into her lap.

      She had to stop herself, or she’d wind up with her legs around him while he feasted on her. As much as she did not want another vamp drinking her blood, she couldn’t deny the idea of it being Saxon piqued her curiosity. He said it didn’t hurt if someone was willing, and she was more willing than she would admit.

      He ravenously watched her as he waited for more, but she clasped her hands together in her lap and didn’t speak.

      “And what about you, Elyse? Is there a boyfriend waiting for you at home?”

      He’d vowed never to kill a human, but if someone was waiting for her, he might eliminate the competition.

      “No.”

      “Why not?” he parroted her question back to her.

      A playful smile teased her lips. “Because I’ve yet to meet a man who can keep me satisfied.”

      This time, Saxon couldn’t suppress a growl as he heard the challenge in her words. “Maybe that’s because you’ve been playing with boys instead of men.”

      “Maybe,” she allowed.

      She could definitely say the men she’d been with were nothing like Saxon. But then, they wouldn’t have killed her if they learned the truth about her like Saxon might.

      The idea of Elyse playing with any boys made his blood boil. “And how many boys have there been?” He had no idea why he asked the question; the answer might send him over the edge, but he couldn’t take it back now.

      “How many girls have there been?” she retorted, annoyed by the double standard she sensed in his question. “I bet that, given your age, you don’t know the number, do you?”

      “I don’t,” he admitted. “Will you judge me for that?”

      “No.”

      Who was she to judge anyone about anything? She was a mere speck on this planet and, as far as she was concerned, to each their own as long as no one got hurt and children weren’t involved.

      “I’ve been with seven men,” she said. “The first three I met while I was traveling; the others I met at work. I dated one for a month before moving on.”

      “Not to your liking?”

      His tone was surprisingly light considering the jealousy clawing at his insides. Those men knew what she tasted like, what she felt like, and they’d heard her cries of ecstasy. When he took her—and he would have her, he decided—she’d forget every last one of them by the time he finished.

      “None of them were to my liking,” she admitted.

      She had no idea why she was telling him these things, but there was something about Saxon that made it easy to open up to him. Since there was so much she couldn’t tell him, she could at least reveal this.

      “Then why were you with them?” he asked.

      She’d stopped and asked herself that question after she gathered her clothes from the floor of her last partner’s apartment and snuck out before he could wake up. She was eighteen years old; she’d met him the previous night, and she couldn’t remember his name.

      Maybe she wouldn’t have minded if he was the first one she’d forgotten the next morning, but he wasn’t even the third. She’d been having sex for three years, and she’d only bothered to learn and remember the names of three of her partners.

      Driving home, she tried to figure out what she was doing and why. Sex with random guys was all fine and dandy if she were enjoying herself, but she wasn’t. She couldn’t recall an orgasm she hadn’t given herself.

      She liked sex, but not because it felt good—it did feel good, but it certainly wasn’t an earth-shattering experience. On that drive, she realized she had no idea why she was sleeping with these men and how out of control her life had become.

      She could spend the rest of her days angry at her mom for parading her around a bunch of strangers, cursing her rare ability, hating life, and bouncing from one bed to another, or she could get her act together. At sixteen, she’d wrested control of her life back from her mom; she was the one using her control to bang random dudes, do nothing to better herself, and be miserable.

      And she was miserable. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d felt happy or done anything other than work and go home. Before she learned about her ability, she’d loved school and been popular and social. Afterward, she’d become withdrawn and given up on pursuing her old dreams of college.

      On that drive, she realized that from here on out, the things she didn’t like about her life were her fault if she didn’t fix them.

      So that was what she decided to do.

      “I asked myself that after my last partner and realized something was broken and empty inside me, and only I could fix it,” she said.

      “And did you?”

      “I was working on it before these bastards arrived. I’d decided it was time to focus on me and what I wanted out of life. I stayed away from men and started taking different college courses. It’s been four years since I dated anyone, but for the past nine months, my pickings have been really slim.”

      She’d tried to sound amused when she said this last bit, but it fell short.

      “Until I arrived,” he said with a wink.

      Elyse managed a smile, but her desire for him had faded as common sense returned. If she were going to die, she would prefer to get in one last good screw first. And she imagined Saxon would probably be the best screw she ever had, but sleeping with a vamp was all kinds of wrong, and the dumbest thing she could do.
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      “So have any of the numerous women in your past been to your liking?” She’d prefer not to have the answer, but she was hoping that hearing about his past conquests would help her keep her hands to herself.

      “There are some things in my life….” His voice trailed off. “I’m not ashamed of my past with women, but I’m not proud of it either. Some things must be done.”

      She lifted an eyebrow at this statement. Yep, that helped kill some of her lust. “You must sleep around?”

      Saxon studied her as he tried to decide how much to reveal, but she was already pretty deep into the vampire world; he didn’t think it mattered if he told her more. Besides, she might already know what he was about to say to her.

      “I’m a purebred vampire; do you know what that means?”

      “No.”

      “My parents were turned while they were human, so I was born a vamp. They met when they were a couple of decades into being vampires. They became good friends and remained that way for years before deciding they wanted a child and would make good parents together; so I was born. As a purebred, I aged until I reached maturity, and then I stopped aging. My parents weren’t mates, but they loved each other, and they loved me.”

      “What are mates?” she asked.

      “Vampires have mates or soul mates. They don’t always encounter their mates, but when they do, it’s a lifelong bond completed through an exchange of blood and sex; once it’s sealed, all vampires can recognize a mated vampire. If a vampire’s mate is human, they must turn into a vamp, and if they’re a vampire, they have to complete the bond or else they go insane. If a mate dies, the remaining ones either dies or goes insane.”

      “That sounds awful.”

      He smiled as he crossed his legs. “Maybe before they complete the bond, but it’s amazing to watch the vampires involved once they’re mated. It’s a love like you can’t imagine.”

      “What if they don’t love each other but this mystical force drives them together?”

      “I’ve never seen two mates who don’t love each other, but I guess it could happen.”

      “So, they could end up being unhappy for eternity with each other?”

      “Even if I never fell in love with my mate, I could never be unhappy with her.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because when a purebred stops aging, the demon part of us becomes stronger, but it also hungers for other things more. This newly awakened, insatiable hunger shows itself in different ways. Some vampires crave blood or killing, others pain, some retreat from humanity, and some cannot get enough sex. Those hungers only calm when we find our mate or give in and become a Savage.”

      She was beginning to understand Saxon a little bit more. “And I’m guessing that, in you, it showed in sex.”

      “Bingo.”

      “So without sex…?”

      “I would have a difficult time restraining myself from killing.” He didn’t tell her he’d probably lose control of himself; he couldn’t let her worry about him turning Savage while here.

      She glanced around the cabin as she picked at her blanket. Yes, it would be a horrible idea to sleep with this guy, but she was attracted to him, and she’d thought he felt the same way. Instead, he was experiencing some biological urge to remain sane, and she wouldn’t be used in such a way.

      Then what did she want from him, a relationship?

      She almost laughed out loud at the idea. No, she didn’t want a relationship with a vampire or anyone else. Alone was her best way to go through life, or it would be once she got herself and her father out of this mess. However, she had no idea how she would do that.

      “You’re safe around me, Elyse,” he said. “I’m not going to attack you, and I would never do anything you didn’t agree to.”

      She met his hazel eyes again and saw the truth of his words in his steady gaze. “But if you need to have sex, or else you snap—”

      “I’ll be okay.”

      And he believed it. At any other time, he would be going out of his mind if he found himself trapped with a woman who didn’t want him. He would never harm a woman, but he would have been desperate for sex. Unfortunately, he learned centuries ago that his hand didn’t provide the same release as a woman did; his life would have been a lot easier if it did.

      He studied her as she bit her bottom lip and gazed at the TV. She was striking with her clear blue eyes and brown hair; she was also exhausted and broken, and he wanted to protect her as much as he wanted to run his finger over her lips before kissing her.

      When his cock stirred again, he shifted and tugged part of the blanket over his lap. These sweatpants did nothing to conceal his erection.

      “I’m many things, but I’m not a rapist,” he assured her. “If it becomes necessary, I’ll leave and come back when I feel more stable.”

      Her gaze shifted to him, and her head tilted to the side. “And you would leave to find another woman?”

      For some reason, the idea of that made something inside him recoil. “No, I wouldn’t leave you unprotected.”

      “So where would you go?”

      “Into the woods until we could leave.”

      “You would come back for me?”

      Always. He almost said the word out loud, but he caught himself in time. However, it took him a minute to respond as shock over what he’d almost said stole his breath. “Yes. I’m getting you out of here.”

      “Freedom,” she whispered.

      But would she ever truly be free? These bastards would hunt her for the rest of her days, and how did she evade a horde of the undead? And what about her father? While they still held him, they would always be able to control him, but how did she, a mere mortal, free him from the bastards who’d done this to him?

      It would be almost impossible. No, not almost, it would be impossible to free her father from them, but she was damn sure going to try, and if she died in the process, so be it. Because one thing was for sure, she would never let the Savages have control of her again; she would die before that happened.
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      The distressed look on Elyse’s face caused Saxon to reach out and squeeze her hand. When she lifted her eyes to his, something in his chest clenched.

      “Where are your parents now?” she asked.

      “They were killed by Savages when I was seventy-five,” he said.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It was years ago.”

      But that didn’t mean he didn’t still miss them. They’d been his parents, but they were also his friends and his support system. As turned vampires, they hadn’t understood what he was going through as a pureblood. They’d always been there for him, and they’d tried to understand why sex became the driving force in his life.

      “I was out that night.” He’d been searching for a woman while they slaughtered his parents. “And when I returned home, I found them. What they did to them….”

      His words trailed off as he shook his head. He would never get the sight of their mangled bodies out of his mind. Never forget the sorrow twisting inside his chest or the tears falling when he knelt over his mother’s brutalized body and held her against his chest. Her blood covered him,  but he hadn’t cared.

      The unexpected urge to cry gripped Elyse as Saxon stared at the wall. His face remained impassive, but sadness resonated from him.

      “That must have been terrible,” she murmured.

      “It was,” he confirmed. “The worst was knowing that if I’d been there, I could have stopped it.”

      “Or you could have been killed too.”

      That was a possibility; judging by the footprints in the blood, at least six Savages descended on his parents. Those monsters could have killed him too. He was strong then, but he wasn’t trained to fight and kill. However, over the thousands of times he replayed what could have happened that night in his mind, he was always able to save his parents.

      “What did you do after they died?” she asked.

      “Before their death, I’d known there were vamps out there who slaughtered for fun, but I didn’t care. To each their own.” And he was too busy struggling to keep himself from becoming one of them to give much thought to the havoc they created. “Afterward, I became determined to hunt them down and kill as many of them as I could. My new mission gave me something else to focus on, besides sex. I was one hundred when Ronan found me.”

      “Who’s Ronan?” she asked.

      “He’s our king; though, at the time, he didn’t want to be king. That’s a more recent development.”

      “The vampires have a king?”

      “We do now. But back then, he was the leader of the Defenders; a group of purebreds who worked to keep the Savage population under control. He’d heard about what I was doing with the Savages and asked me to join them. It had been years since I felt like I belonged anywhere, but the Defenders became my new family. Because they were all purebloods, they also understood what I was going through, even if they sought something other than sex to keep them from going over the edge.”

      “Wow,” she breathed, fascinated by this new insight into the vampire world. “And these Defenders are still around?”

      “Now we are the Alliance; we’ve joined with the hunters to fight the growing threat the Savages represent.”

      “That’s just… amazing.”

      He smiled as he folded his hands behind his head. “And what about you, Elyse?”

      “What about me?”

      “What was your life like pre-Savage?”

      She stared at her hands as she tried to decide how much to reveal to him. “It was fairly normal until I was twelve. You know, mom, dad, white picket fence, little ranch house, pool in the backyard. We lived in Ohio then.”

      “What happened when you were twelve?”

      At the time, it was something rather inconsequential, but it turned out to be the catalyst that would tear her ordinary little world to pieces. She couldn’t reveal that to him without telling him why she was here, but she could tell him some of it.

      “My mom decided we should tour the U.S. and homeschool me. So my parents bought an RV, pulled me out of school, and we hit the road when I was thirteen.”

      It had been so much more than that, and by then, she’d been more than happy to leave school behind. She’d gone from being the popular girl dating the cutest boy to the social outcast, who dreaded going to school and heard whispers about herself wherever she went. She’d also become more of a fascination for her mom than a daughter.

      “And how did you like traveling?” he asked.

      “I hated it.”

      That was putting it mildly. She’d hated being the social outcast; she loathed being on the road. She’d been lonely, frustrated, sad, scared, and humiliated, but he didn’t want to hear the details of her teenage years.

      “How long did you travel?” he asked.

      “Three years,” she said. “When I was sixteen, I put my foot down and told her I wouldn’t do it anymore.”

      She refused to be her mom’s one-woman freak show anymore. There were many times she considered running away from the life her mother shoved on her, but no matter how much she resented being her mom’s freak show, she loved her parents dearly. They were also all she had in the world, and she couldn’t leave them behind.

      “Where did you go after that?” he asked.

      “We moved to Pennsylvania and settled down. As soon as I turned eighteen, I got my own place.”

      When she refused to keep traveling, they agreed to live somewhere no one knew her, and Elyse chose a small, quiet town. Her father agreed with her. It was one of the rare times he told her mother no, as her mom wanted to move to Manhattan, but the idea of all those people made Elyse nervous.

      By then, her father had realized how miserable Elyse was and the damage they were doing to their daughter. He always catered to her mother, but he loved Elyse and refused to continue doing something that made her unhappy.

      “The Savages have your father, but where is your mom?” he asked.

      She winced at the reminder of her poor father being held by these monsters and punished every time she failed. “I’m not sure,” she admitted. “They brought my father here once after I first arrived to make sure I knew they had him, but there was never any mention of my mom. My dad looked so devastated that I think they killed her.”

      She’d never forget the broken look on his face, the way he huddled in on himself as Joseph stood with his hand on her dad’s shoulder. Though her dad wasn’t crying at the time, red rimmed his eyes, and his face was swollen. His belly overhung his jeans, as always, but there was something frail about him.

      She never got the chance to ask about her mother before they decided to show her what they were capable of doing if she didn’t follow their rules. Later, she asked Joseph about her mother and never received an answer. If the vamps had her mom, they would use her against Elyse too, but they never mentioned her.

      “They’ll kill him if I leave here,” she said.

      “No, they won’t. They’ll keep him because, no matter what, they can use him against you.”

      “You can’t know that.”

      “No, but it would make no sense to kill their one connection to you. These Savages are ruthless monsters, but they’re not stupid. They’ll keep him alive in the hopes of drawing you in again. If they’ve kept you here for this long, they’ll want you back.”

      “What if they don’t? What if they decide to cut their losses?”

      “Do you think they will?”

      “No.”

      She was too valuable and too dangerous to them. They’d want her back, or they’d kill her, and until they succeeded in one of those things, they would keep her dad alive. Or at least she hoped they would.

      “Did you have any relationship with any of the women you’ve been with?” she asked more to change the subject than out of any desire to know the answer.

      “No,” he said. “I don’t do relationships.”

      “Were they all one-night stands?” she asked incredulously.

      “Most.”

      She should be disgusted by him and this revelation, but she only felt sad. “That sounds lonely.”

      She knew how lonely she felt most nights; she couldn’t imagine centuries of feeling that way.

      Saxon hadn’t expected her response. He wasn’t proud of the number of women he’d been with, they were a necessity to keep him from killing, but he’d expected her to be repulsed by him.

      Instead, she’d stripped him bare and gone straight to the heart of the matter.

      It was a lonely life. Many times, he didn’t enjoy sex anymore; he was just desperate for the release it would grant him for a few hours before the need started to build again. Most days, he tried not to think about what an eternity of living this way would be like, but some days, the doubts crept in until he was afraid the hopelessness of it would choke him.

      He understood why some vampires gave in and started killing to stop the hopelessness looming over them, but that would never be him. Death was his only other release; unless, he found his mate.

      Saxon had never really considered such a thing happening to him before because he preferred to live in the present. He wouldn’t have any problem with settling down with only one woman; he’d always been the playboy, but that was to keep his sanity. The idea of returning home to someone after fighting with Savages made him yearn for a life he didn’t have.

      He saw the way Ronan and Killean were with their mates, how much finding those women changed their lives and brought smiles to their faces. They had something more than killing Savages to live for now, and it had brought them to life in a way Saxon hadn’t believed possible.

      “It can be lonely,” he admitted. “But I have good friends.”

      “That must be nice.”

      The wistfulness of her tone and the sadness in her eyes tugged at his heart. “I’m sure you have plenty of friends.”

      “I’m more of a loner,” she said.

      Elyse tucked a strand of loose hair behind her ear. They may not know she was a freak in her new town, but after years of slinking through the shadows and trying to go unnoticed, she had a difficult time being social.

      She kept waiting for someone to discover who she was and what she could do and tell the whole town. The one bad thing about living in a small town was the gossip would spread like wildfire. She couldn’t take it if she made new friends only to have them turn their backs on her like her old friends had.

      Besides, after being imprisoned here for months, she doubted her social skills had improved.

      “What about the men you were with, any relationships?” he asked.

      “No.”

      She’d met her first at a campground in Texas where they’d parked their RV for a week. She didn’t find him attractive, but he paid attention to her, told her she was pretty, and she’d been desperate for someone to look at her as anything other than a commodity. She didn’t remember much about number two; he’d simply been another person to hold her one night at another campground.

      Saxon kept his face impassive, but he wasn’t accustomed to the jealousy seething through him.

      Elyse sank onto the couch again and rested her head on the pillow as she yawned. “Your friends are probably worried about you.”

      “I’m sure they are,” he agreed as her eyes closed, and her lashes swept over her pale cheeks.

      He sat and watched while her breathing eased and she fell asleep. Saxon draped his arms over the couch as he listened to the crackle of the fire. His veins burned with his hunger, and he was going on three days without sex, but he couldn’t recall the last time he felt this relaxed.
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      The crash of something bolted Elyse up the next morning. Her gaze swung around the cabin as she searched for whatever caused the noise, but she didn’t see anything. Her mind spun as she tried to recall everything that happened. She turned on the couch as she searched for Saxon; had she dreamed him up?

      Then she saw the flashlights on the table and heard the crackle of the fire as the scent of burning wood filled the cabin. She couldn’t have dreamed the loss of power and Saxon; he had to be real.

      “Saxon?” she called.

      Silence met her. Throwing the blanket aside, she winced when she set her feet on the floor, and it took her a couple of seconds to recall her mad dash down the driveway. The glass rattled in the windows as the wind buffeted the cabin. When she rose, she saw snow blowing across the yard, but she couldn’t tell if it was still snowing or if the wind was just blowing it around out there.

      She padded into the kitchen and found it empty. Leaning back on her heels, she peered down the hall, but she didn’t hear the shower, and all the doors were closed. Maybe he’d gone to sleep in one of the rooms.

      She was about to go in search of him when the back door flew open, and a blast of wind caused her to jump away from the arctic air. Snow fell off Saxon as he stomped into the kitchen with an armload of wood.

      “It’s snow in Hell, not fire,” he muttered as he set the logs near the back door. He leaned into the storm to pull the door closed.

      “It’s not that bad,” she told him.

      He didn’t look at all amused when his gaze swung to her. Snow slid off his jacket to plop on the floor. “I’d rather wrestle naked with an alligator then go back out there.”

      She tried not to laugh at the picture his words conjured. “That would be extremely uncomfortable for your twig and berries.”

      “You’re not kidding. Those things look rough and pointy. Also, I can assure you, it’s definitely not a twig; it’s more like a tree,” he told her with a wink.

      She recalled his obvious erection last night; the man was not exaggerating. Elyse shifted her gaze to the window over the sink. “Did you hear a crash?”

      “A tree fell in the woods.”

      “Oh. Is it still snowing, or is the wind blowing it around?”

      “It’s still snowing. There’s about three feet out there now and more coming. Do you need anything while I’m outside?”

      “You’re going back out there?”

      When he grinned at her, she almost sat down to fan herself.

      “If you want to stay warm, we need more wood,” he said.

      She could think of a much better way to stay warm that involved a different type of wood, but she bit her tongue. Turning away, he opened the door again, cursed when snow blew in his face, and descended the stairs. He closed the door and vanished into the storm. She had no idea how they were going to get out of here, or how long they would be stuck here for, but the last time she saw the woodpile outside, there hadn’t been much wood.

      The door opened again, and Saxon trudged in with another bundle of wood in his arms. Snow swirled in behind him before he dumped the wood and closed the door. “I hate winter.”

      “You’re living in the wrong part of the country then. Although, Florida might not be so good on your sensitive skin,” she teased.

      He glanced at her before removing his jacket and hanging it on a hook near the door. He bent to untie his boots. “The sun doesn’t bother me.”

      “What? How is that possible? My guards tried to hide it, but I noticed they stayed mostly in the shadows and only came out during the day when it was necessary. The other vamps they brought here only came at night, so I assumed the legend about vampires being unable to tolerate sunlight was real.”

      “It is for Savages.” He set one of his boots on the floor before turning to the other. “But vampires who don’t kill innocents aren’t affected by the sun. The more a vampire kills, the stronger they become, but they also become weaker. The more a Savage kills, the less they can tolerate the sun until they can’t go in it at all. Your guards probably hadn’t killed enough to be completely intolerant of the sun, but they were on their way.”

      “It’s all so crazy.”

      “That’s the vampire world. So, what other vamps did they bring here?”

      “Huh?” she asked.

      “You said, the other vamps they brought here only came at night. What other vamps?”

      She stared at him as she tried to figure out what he was talking about, and then it hit her. If she could, she’d kick herself in the ass as she tried to come up with a response. “Sometimes other vamps would stop by.”

      “Why?”

      Saxon rested his hand on the wall as Elyse shrugged, but she couldn’t hide the anxiety or fear shimmering in her eyes.

      “To hang out with their buddies, I guess.” It was the worst excuse in the world, but she had no idea what else to say.

      “They were brought here to hang out with their buddies?”

      “What can I say?” she asked with what she hoped was a playful smile while inside, turmoil rolled through her. “Savages are social folk.”

      “Uh-huh,” he said.

      Those two words made it clear he wasn’t buying what she was trying to sell him.

      “Who brought them here?” he asked.

      “In the beginning, Joseph. Since then, it’s been different vampires. Some have come a few times, and others only once.”

      He set his other boot on the floor and rose to shake the snow from his hair. He tugged his sweatshirt off and tossed it onto one of the chairs. Elyse felt as if the floor dropped out from under her as she tried not to gawk at his broad, bare chest.

      Her mouth watered as his muscles flexed with his movements. The etched abs of what could only be called a twelve pack made her fingers itch to run them over his smooth flesh before dipping her tongue into the hollow of his belly button. Maybe she only had sex with those other guys so someone could hold her, but with Saxon, oh with Saxon, she’d be doing it because all she wanted was him.

      Saxon was halfway to the sink when the increased scent of cherry blossom filled the room, and her heightened desire hit him like a punch to the chest. He turned his head to find her ravenously watching him.

      Before she realized what she was doing, Elyse’s feet glided across the floor to him. He’s a vampire! This is a BAD idea!

      But even as her mind screamed this at her, her body kept moving as if it were no longer under her control. Stopping before him, she stretched out a tremulous hand and rested it against his smooth flesh.
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      Saxon’s breath sucked in as her fingers ran down the center of his chest before dipping down to stroke his abdomen. Her increased scent tickled his nose until it became the only odor he detected in the room. With her head bowed, her hair fell forward to shield her features. He tucked it behind her ear before tracing the delicate shell of it as her hands rested against the waistband of his sweatpants.

      When she tipped her head back, her arctic eyes were darker with passion as she licked her lips. Saxon’s stomach tightened as she stepped closer until her chest brushed against his. He threaded his fingers through her silken hair before clasping the back of her head and drawing her closer. Bending, he brushed his lips over hers and relished the sound of her indrawn breath.

      Taking firmer possession of her mouth, he deepened the kiss as he savored the sweet taste of her. When she opened her mouth to his, he slid his tongue inside and tasted her; she melded against him while she eagerly returned his kiss. He’d never held anyone who tasted or felt as good as Elyse.

      When the rigid evidence of his arousal pressed against her belly, Elyse skimmed her fingers over his sweatpants to his shaft. An ache spread between her legs, and she grew wetter.

      Wrapping his arm around her waist, Saxon lifted her off the ground and carried her to the counter. Elyse gasped when he set her down and stepped between her thighs before breaking the kiss and leaning back to take her in.

      Unable to resist, he ran a finger over her swollen bottom lip while he took in her flushed face. A good night of sleep had helped ease the shadows under her eyes. He brushed her hair over her shoulder and ran his fingers over her delicate collarbone before trailing them down the center of her sweater and gripping the bottom of it. Her eyes met his as he lifted the shirt an inch but didn’t go any further.

      Elyse knew he was asking for permission to continue; if she said no, he would walk away and probably retreat to the woods. If she said yes… oh, if she said yes.

      Her heart thundered at the possibility and the ecstasy she knew would follow. A part of her still shouted this was a bad idea, but it was rapidly losing the battle. She suspected that reasonable part of her would be happy to throw in the towel, but it was being a bit of a stubborn bitch who insisted on being responsible.

      “I have an IUD for birth control.” She hadn’t had sex in years, but she’d gotten it when she was still sexually active and decided to replace it when the time came, just in case. “It doesn’t protect against STDs.”

      “Vampires can’t carry diseases.”

      “Oh.” Another tidbit about this fantastic, lethal, and sexy-as-sin vamp that she’d never expected. “Okay, then.”

      The stubborn bitch shut up, and Elyse thought it actually purred as she lifted her arms for him.

      Saxon slid her sweater up the delicate curves of her body and tossed it aside. He traced his fingers over the tops of her breasts, which were pushed up by her thin, cotton bra. Her breast fit perfectly in the palm of his hand when he cupped one before pulling the bra down to expose her pink nipple. His fangs tingled as fire licked at his veins, but he would not feed on her unless she gave him permission.

      She wasn’t like the other human women he’d been with; none of them knew he was feeding on them or remembered it afterward, but he wouldn’t take the memory from Elyse or use her without her knowledge. No, she would know when he drank from her, and she would thrill in the pleasure of it. He would have to hunt later, but now he was going to taste every inch of this woman.

      Unhooking her bra, he tossed it aside before bending his head to draw her pert nipple into his mouth.

      “Oh,” she breathed when he ran his tongue over her nipple before giving it a subtle tug with his teeth. The ache between her thighs increased as he released her breast and turned his attention to the other one.

      Elyse closed her eyes and leaned back as he unbuttoned her jeans. When he started tugging them down, she lifted her hips so he could pull them off, along with her precious wool socks.

      “I’ll kill them for this,” he stated as he massaged her battered feet.

      She puzzled over this statement. He’d already killed them, or did he plan to go after the other Savages; the ones who still held her father captive? If that’s what he meant, then he might be able to help her get her father back.

      And then she realized now was not the time to discuss killing as his hands stroked her calves before moving to her thighs. No, now was the time for life, and she craved losing herself to this man and the amazing way he made her body come alive.

      She’d never been touched like this before. He caressed her as if he were memorizing every inch of her and as if she were precious to him. Her body reacted like she was the puppet, and he was pulling the strings.

      “You are so….” His voice trailed off as words failed him. So what? Beautiful, perfect, ripe for the fucking as he could see her wetness glistening on the brown curls between her thighs and scent her arousal. Yes, she was all those things, but she was also something more… “Right.”

      He didn’t know what made him say that, but the second he did, he knew it was true. Her skin felt right against his, and her body reacted to his every touch as if they’d done this dance a thousand times before.

      When he first reached maturity, he’d thrilled in the sex and blood, but he’d grown tired of it years ago. For decades, he wanted the act over so he could find his release and experience a couple of hours of peace before the demon started clawing at his insides again. He made sure his partners enjoyed themselves, but he never took the time to enjoy them.

      However, he planned to spend hours touching and teasing Elyse until she begged him for release. And then he would do it all over again.

      Resting her hand against Saxon’s cheek, Elyse traced the contours of his stubble-roughened jaw. When his eyes met hers, she forgot to breathe as those reddened orbs searched her face. When the Savage’s eyes turned red, it made her almost piss herself, but seeing that color in Saxon’s eyes caused her heart to race as anticipation coiled in her belly.

      Bending his head, his lips teased hers again; she remembered to breathe seconds before he reclaimed her mouth in a kiss that stole her senses. Her hands fell to the waistband of his pants, and she tugged them over his narrow waist until he pulled them off.

      The heat of his heavy cock branded her thigh when it fell against her. Her breath came faster as she enclosed her fingers around the thick length of him. Like the man, it was hard as steel, but his skin was soft as she ran her finger over the precum already forming on his head.

      Saxon thrust into her palm as he dipped his hand between her legs. He groaned when his fingers glided through her wet locks before teasing her entrance. She wiggled her hips demandingly toward him, and he smiled against her lips as he slid a finger into her.

      Elyse broke the kiss, and her head fell back against the cabinet. She encircled her legs around his waist and dug her heels into his firm ass as he did some magical things with that finger. “Oh, yes,” she panted.

      Saxon’s gaze fell to the pulse in her neck before he focused on her parted mouth, flushed face, and smoky eyes. He felt the tension building in her as she stroked him faster. Her other hand fell from his shoulder to her breasts, and she caressed herself while she rode his hand. He nearly came when she ran her fingers over her nipples before giving one of them a small tug.

      He’d planned on this lasting for hours, but he was already unraveling. Grasping her wrist, he pulled her hand away from his cock and pinned it to the cabinet beside her head. She tried to pull her hand away, but he kept it there. Then, she gave him a sultry smile he would never forget.

      “Are you going to tease me all day, or are you going to fuck me?” she asked.

      “Oh, I’m going to fuck you.” He took her other arm and rested it against the cabinet as he gathered both her wrists in one hand. “I’m going to fuck you until the only name you can remember is mine and you’re begging me to stop.”

      Her gaze latched onto his dick as he took it in hand and guided it toward her entrance. Saliva filled her mouth, and her heart pounded so fast she thought it might explode. She already couldn’t recall anyone else’s name, and she seriously doubted she would ever ask this man to stop.

      When he pushed into her, he stretched and filled her in a way no other had. At first, the sensation was a little unpleasant, and it took her some time to adjust to his size. Then all she felt was a sense of rightness as his shaft throbbed within her.

      She lifted her eyes to his and found him staring at her with a look she could only describe as awe. His free hand caressed her cheek and lips.

      “Elyse,” he murmured before bending his head to kiss her.

      She hadn’t expected such gentleness from this vampire, and it threw her off as he cupped the back of her head. He deepened the kiss before pulling his hips back and sliding into her again. Elyse itched to touch him, but she didn’t have the strength to break free of his grasp. She was clay in his hands as he broke her down into a formless lump before molding her into a woman made entirely for him.

      His body demanded more from her, and she somehow managed to meet the rhythm he set. Breaking the kiss, she inhaled a gasping breath as his hand fell to her ass and he dragged her closer. Sweat slickened the etched muscles of his body as his red eyes burned into hers.

      She saw the outline of his fangs against his lips, but she didn’t feel the dread she’d expected; instead, it thrilled her to know he was as out of control as her. He flooded her senses until he was all she could see, taste, feel, hear, and smell. Nothing else existed in the world except for Saxon and the passion he stoked to higher and higher levels.

      Releasing her wrists, Saxon cradled her head as he drove into her. He had to be careful, she was a mortal, but his restraint was spiraling away as his need to claim her grew stronger—not a mere mortal; she was his mate.

      He’d known it the second he settled himself inside her as, for the first time in centuries, his incessant yearning to move, go, and kill ceased and he experienced the sensation of pure serenity. Being inside her was the oasis he’d spent centuries searching for, and he’d finally found it.

      My mate. His fangs pricked as the impulse to sink them into her throat coiled within him. When she draped her arms around his shoulders, he held her closer as the beat of his heart fell into rhythm with hers.

      “Elyse.”

      Her sheath tightened around him, and she came with a loud cry. Her fingers dug into his back, and her body arched as he thrust within her again. A tingling sensation crept down his spine, his body bowed, and a shout tore from him as he came harder than he ever had in his life.

      When he could breathe again, he gathered her against him and lifted her off the counter. She curled up against his chest, and a wave of protectiveness washed through him. She was so small and mortal, and she was his to protect.

      He didn’t feel the chilly air against his skin until he settled her onto the couch and draped the blanket around her. The fire was already dying out.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said.

      “Hmm.” She nuzzled his hand before her head fell onto the pillow.

      He studied the contented expression on her face before going into the other room to rebuild the fire. When he finished, he returned to the couch and pulled the blanket back to settle in beside her. He drew her back against his chest and held her close as she fell asleep.
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