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      SEVEN YEARS EARLIER

      SEATTLE, WASHINGTON

      “I have a bad feeling about this, Luuk.”

      Nikulas Kreek touched his brother’s arm as he strode past on his way to the elevator, the one that would take him down to the garage under their apartment building. “I don’t think you should go.”

      Luukas shrugged off his brother’s hand. “I have to, Nik. The bitch is never going to give it up until I deal with her once and for all. Now, please, stop with all the melodrama. It’s not like you to be so serious. You’re freaking me out.”

      Nik clenched his jaw, a sure sign of his frustration. Blood brothers from before they’d been reborn, they often knocked heads out of nothing but plain old stubbornness.

      But this time was different.

      He tried again to convince his older brother that this was a bad idea. “You can’t trust her Luuk. You know this. Why would you want to risk yourself this way?”

      His brother ignored him, as usual, and walked toward the door.

      Following right on his heels, Nik grabbed his arm again as he reached for the doorknob. “I’m telling you, now is not the time to confront her. She’s up to something, Luuk!“ Forcibly spinning Luukas around, he shoved his face all up into his brother’s personal space, gritting out, “You are our Master. As in, the guy we need to lead us. What if it’s a fucking trap?”

      Luukas bared his fangs with a hiss, eyes glowing an eerie green, a warning Nik did not take lightly. He immediately backed off and lowered his eyes, breathing hard as the threat of a fight had adrenalin flooding his system.

      He tried one last thing. “At least take Christian with you. As your Guardian, it’s his job to protect you. Or take me. I’ll go with you.”

      Luuk grabbed his brother by the shoulders, his aggression gone as quickly as it had come on. He gave him a slight shake. “Nothing is going to happen, and I need Christian here right now. And you, too. Besides, Guardian’s are an outdated tradition. I don’t need a fucking bodyguard.”

      Then he sighed. “Even if it is a trap, Nik, so what? She can’t contain me and you know it. I am a Master Vampire. As in ‘one with which you do not fuck.’ No one can make me do anything I don’t want to do. Especially not that dried-up old whore.”

      Nik would’ve laughed at that description of the forever young and stunningly gorgeous Leeha, if not for the fact that she was also extremely dangerous. More so, he thought, then Luukas liked to believe.

      She’d also been after Luukas for most of her immortal life.

      The two brothers stared each other down, Nik’s baby blues testing Luukas’ aquamarines, until Nik, knowing he wouldn’t win this one, finally nodded in defeat and gave his brother a reluctant smile. “You’re right. I’m probably worrying over nothing. I’ve just had this weird feeling in my gut all day. Must’ve had some bad blood or something.”

      “I keep telling you, bro, bagged blood is risky. You need to find yourself a nice, juicy, live vein. Preferably one belonging to a curvy little female.” Luukas grinned at his younger brother, showing strong, white teeth. Smacking him hard on top of both shoulders, he turned to leave. “I’ll be back in a few hours. Lock up when you leave.”

      Nik clenched his fists at his sides and watched his older brother saunter out the door of his Seattle apartment, casually waving in his direction.

      He had a really bad fucking feeling about this.
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      Nikulas pushed himself off the ground and rose to his full height. He rolled his head on his shoulders, then looked toward the house he’d been watching.

      Or rather, the female inside the house—Emma Moss.

      He’d been here every night for the past week, watching, waiting, learning her habits and her routine, hoping to pick up on something that would confirm his suspicions.

      So far he’d learned…absolutely nothing. Except she worked too much and seemed to be a vegetarian.

      This was the first time he’d spent the entire night there, though. Usually he’d find a good vantage point in one of the trees surrounding her place right after sunset—about seven or eight at night—and he’d hang out until she went to bed around eleven. There was nothing much to see after that.

      As far as he could tell, Emma was a loner. She had no family. No friends. She didn’t even have a pet.

      And wasn’t that interesting in and of itself.

      In spite of the fact he’d learned nothing to support what he knew about her, he didn’t consider the past week a complete waste of time. Mainly because Emma Moss was fucking hot. Boring…but hot.

      Even from halfway down her driveway hiding under a canopy of trees, he could see her well enough to know the female had been blessed with some good genes. Her body was lean and petite, and her face—framed by shoulder-length hair of some light, indecisive color…blond, maybe—could be on the cover of a magazine.

      He’d love to be able to see that hair in the sunlight…run his fingers through it…lift it to his nose. He’d bet she smelled great with all the showers she took. One every night as soon as she came home, and probably again in the morning. She seemed to be the type.

      Nik had just decided it was time to leave when he saw her bedroom light come on. Curious as to what her morning routine was, he leaned back against his favorite tree, crossed his muscular arms over his hard chest, and prepared to watch the show. His eyes followed the light trail as she made her way downstairs in the god-awful robe she always wore and walked into the kitchen and out of sight.

      He waited where he was, thinking she wouldn’t be there long. Probably just getting a drink.

      Yup, there she goes, back upstairs, glass of water in hand.

      He grinned widely, proud of himself that he’d guessed correctly, but between one second and the next, his smile turned into a scowl.

      Man, I need to get a fucking life.

      Emma walked across the bedroom and into her bathroom. A few minutes passed, then the lights turned off one by one as she made her way downstairs annnd…out the front door.

      Nik shoved away from the tree. Shit! He needed to hightail it out of there, he wasn’t ready to be seen. Besides, it was way too close to dawn. Still safe for him to be out, but just barely. He really needed to go.

      Instead, he pulled his hood up to cover his light hair and silently moved to a more concealed vantage point behind the tree.

      He watched as she strode across the porch to the top of the steps and stretched, grabbing her feet behind her—first one, then the other. Nik’s eyebrows lifted when she bent over to touch her toes, giving him a full view of her ass. A pose that brought an interested lift to other parts of him, as well. She shook out her arms and legs, put her ear buds in, and headed his way at an easy jog.

      As she came closer and closer, Nikulas became as still as the trees around him. Standing in the pre-dawn shadows of a large maple, he watched, mesmerized, as the most stunning creature he’d ever seen passed within mere feet of him, completely unaware of his presence.

      Holy shit.

      His lungs began to ache as she jogged by, reminding him to breathe, and he sucked in a big gulp of air. A second later, he wished he hadn’t done that.

      Her luscious scent hit him hard, and his body responded instantly, gums burning as his fangs elongated. Saliva filled his mouth and his muscles hardened in preparation to hunt. To feed.

      Emma.

      He’d spent the past week watching her from afar through the windows of her house, but nothing had prepared him for the sight, and smell, of her up close and personal.

      His eyes followed her with an interest bordering on obsession. She moved with the easy grace born to a natural runner. Her…oh yeah…strawberry-blond ponytail bounced in the breeze, and her flawless, alabaster skin was just starting to flush a bit from the wind and exertion. He watched her cute little backside—in those tight running pants—bounce by him and out to the end of her driveway, where she turned right and headed down the rural road.

      He scrubbed a hand over his mouth as he watched her.

      FUCK me.

      The burning of the sun’s rays as it peeked over the horizon rapidly cooled his ardor, and Nik took off to head back to the tricked-out RV, about two miles from Emma’s house, where he and Aiden—Guardian of Nik, Hunter, best buddy, tech wizard, and all around badass vampire—were holed up.

      They’d found a clearing in a secluded area of the woods to park their pimped out mobile unit. It had started out as a Fleetwood Pace Arrow, which was worked over to include things like steel shutters over the windows, technology out the ass, weapon caches, and a souped-up engine (think Meet The Fockers).

      Luckily for him, vampires were blessed with supernatural speed. He laughed out loud as he raced the fiery rays of the sun, feeling high off the adrenaline flooding his system and the close call with Emma. Nik barreled through the RV door like a SWAT officer, seconds away from turning into a bonfire and grinning like an idiot.

      Aiden swung his chair around from the security monitors and watched, unperturbed, as his friend frantically slapped at the smoking areas of exposed skin on his arms and face.

      “One of these days, mate, you’re going to cut it too bloody close. And I’m the one who’ll be chasing your ashes all over these bloody woods come nightfall, trying to collect enough to have a decent funeral. I will give you a brilliant elegy, and finish it just in time for Luukas to throw me into the sun for not doing my job of protecting you.” Aiden squinted his eyes at his friend of over 300 years. “What’s with the grin?”

      Nik pushed his blonde hair out of his face. “Today is the day, my friend…or night rather. I’ll call Emma at work and have her meet me after dark, somewhere public…that little bar down the road, maybe…and get her on our side.”

      “Do you know how you’re going to manage that?” Aiden asked.

      “You doubt my skills of persuasion, Aid? After all the years you’ve known me?” Nik scoffed. “Besides, how could she resist this handsome face?” He gave him his best roguish grin.

      “You’re sure she’s the right girl? I would hate to kidnap the wrong one.”

      Nik stared at him. He had to be joking.

      “Alright, I’d hate to kidnap the wrong one this time. And besides, those other times weren’t really kidnappings, they were just weekend dalliances of mutual consent…for the most part.”

      Nik rolled his eyes and shook his head. This was a conversation for another day. Another day a long time from now. Like, never.

      “It’s her. I’m sure of it. There’s no way she knows anything, though. She’s totally clueless. As far as I can see, Emma Moss doesn’t know who, or what, she is.”

      Aiden unfolded his six-foot one-inch frame from his chair and stretched his arms over his head. His shirt rode up, exposing a strip of flat, muscular stomach. “You really think she’s unaware she’s a witch? How can she not know?” He yanked his shirt down and pressed a button on the console that locked down the RV for the day. “How does she explain all of the unexplainable in her life? The premonitions? Things moving around on their own and such?”

      Nik shook his head. “I’ve been watching her all week, man, and I’m telling you, she’s completely clueless. She has no idea what she’s capable of.”

      Aiden nodded, a thoughtful look on his face. “Well, that would explain why she hasn’t gone after her sister, yet. I’ll ring up the guys and tell them to prepare.” Aiden turned back to grab his cell. “And then you and I need to get some rest, mate. I don’t know about you, but I’m bloody knackered. And we’ve a busy next few days ahead of us.”
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      The grass in the field has grown above Emma’s knees and tickles her bare legs. It catches on the bottom of her short, summer skirt as she runs, pulling at the flimsy material. Her sister, Keira, is chasing her, and Emma laughs as she chances a look back over her shoulder. Keira is about to catch her, so she squeals and runs faster! Behind her sister, she can see the white lights of the Ferris wheel lighting up the night sky.

      It’s so pretty.

      The tinkling of the carnival music fades as she and Keira run toward their car parked by the edge of the field. Laughing, they zigzag through the grass, trying to catch each other, stumbling every so often on the uneven ground.

      Emma glances back again to find Keira has stopped running. The stuffed dog Emma won for her hangs limply at her side. Out of breath and giggling, Emma shoves her hair out of her face and stops, too.

      “Come on, Keira!” Emma shouts, but her sister doesn’t move, doesn’t look at her. Gradually, Emma’s smile fades.

      Keira’s eyes are white-ringed with terror.

      Emma stares at her, confused. “Keira? What’s the matter?”

      The hair on the back of her neck lifts straight up. Someone, or something, is behind her. Something that has scared her normally brave sister into immobility.

      Slowly, reluctantly, she turns around to face this thing that has so rudely intruded upon their night. The first fun time they’d had in the months since their parents died.

      The sight before her takes a few seconds to sink in, as it’s made from the stuff of nightmares.

      Staggered along the tree line are monsters. Actual monsters. Grotesque creatures with skin oozing the rotting smell of death and bleeding, bulging eyes. Their bodies are tall and muscular, yet emaciated at the same time. Powerful arms hang almost to their knees. Long, yellowed claws curl at the ends of their fingers. They wear no clothing, and their genitalia hang obscenely between their legs.

      The one closest to Emma opens its mouth wide, and saliva drips down sharp, pointed teeth. It pushes its nearly hairless, distorted head forward on its neck and hisses loudly at them.

      Emma screams as Keira yells, “RUN, Emma! RUN!!”

      

      Emma got to work at 7:55am on the dot, just like she did every morning. And like every morning, she walked through the reception area with a “Good morning, Linda!”

      The receptionist put the romance novel she was reading in the desk drawer. “Good morning, Emma.”

      Emma waved her badge over the access pad, waiting for the security system to beep before she pushed through the door and strode to her cubicle. Locking her purse in her desk drawer, she sat down to boot up her computer.  While she waited for the outdated thing to wake up, she took a sip of her soy latte and tried to shake off the effects of the dream she’d had.

      She worked for an independent furniture company in their accounting department. Not the most exciting career, but it suited her. The work was routine, with very few surprises, which was exactly how she liked her life.

      Or so she told herself.

      At 8:00am exactly, her boss arrived. Smiling broadly, he stopped by Emma’s desk. “Good Morning, Emma! You look especially nice today.”

      She glanced down at her clothes. She was wearing her usual work attire—black pencil skirt, silk hose, black, 2-inch heels, and a forest green blouse buttoned up to her neck. A black sweater thrown over her shoulders completed the ensemble. Her wavy hair was styled back off her face, and she wore minimal makeup.

      “Um. Thank you, Mark.” She felt a bit awkward as he beamed at her like he’d just won the lottery.

      “I have some meetings this morning, so I’ll probably be here late tonight catching up on the regular stuff. Let me know when you’re leaving and I can walk you to your car.”

      “Sure. Thanks.” Truth was, Mark walked her to her car almost every night since she’d started working here a year ago.

      “I’ll see you then.” Mark rapped her desk once with his knuckles and continued to his office.

      She sipped her latte and turned back to her computer.

      “He likes you, Emma,” Darlene, her co-worker in the cubicle across the aisle, whispered loudly.

      Emma furrowed her brow and whispered back, “Mark is nice to everyone.”

      “Yeah, he is. But Mark doesn’t stop and say good morning to everyone, or compliment what they’re wearing, or offer to walk them to their car every night.”  With a knowing look, Darlene turned back to her computer.

      Emma frowned at the back of Darlene’s gray head. She decided to ignore the comments and turned back to her computer, which had finally gotten to the log in screen. After all, Mark was married with three kids. He was just a nice guy who was gentlemanly enough to walk her to her car after everyone else was gone.

      Besides, she didn’t date. Not since the “bear attack.” Well, other than that one small fling she’d had with a Marine who’d been home on leave. Otherwise, she hadn’t been out with anyone since Keira disappeared. And that was just fine with her. She liked her life the way it was. Orderly, unexciting, and peaceful. And yeah, sometimes a little boring.

      Okay, a lot boring. But she didn’t have to worry about anyone but herself. She did what she wanted, when she wanted, and she didn’t have to explain herself.

      Emma gave a heavy sigh. Not like she ever really did anything except work and exercise. And on the weekends she spent her time volunteering at the Women’s Center, helping victims of abuse learn skills to be able to take care of themselves and their children. Anything to keep her mind off of her lack of a sex life, and the reason behind it.

      Darlene handed her some purchase orders, pulling her from her thoughts. “Are you going to sit there staring into space all day, girl?”

      Emma felt her face flush. “No. Of course not. Sorry.” Shoving her personal problems out of her mind, where they belonged while she was at work, she logged onto her computer and started her day.
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      Nik woke instantaneously right as the sun was about to drop beneath the horizon. That was the thing with vampires. One minute you’re dead to the world—literally—and the next you’re completely alert. It was kind of cool, actually. You never felt groggy or hung over. Plus, there was the added bonus of expedited self-healing. A little blood, a full day’s rest, and you woke up as good as new.

      He stood up, slid on some sweat pants, and twisted his torso around to crack his back. Holding out his arms, he checked out his regenerated, unburned skin.

      Cool.

      Across the RV, Aiden sat cross-legged on his bed, dark head already bent over his laptop.

      Aiden glanced up, eyeballed Nik, then turned his attention back to his laptop. “You know, mate, I really think you need to start exercising more. You’re getting downright plump with all of this inactivity.”

      Nik barked out a laugh, throwing his pillow at him. He missed the head he was half-heartedly aiming for, hitting the bulletproof shutters over the window above the bed instead. “You wish you had a body like mine, man.”

      Actually, although Nik was slightly taller and bulkier, they were both built like MMA fighters. And they loved to fight like them too. Plus, you know, vampires…hello? Physical appearance never changes.

      He returned Aiden’s once over. “I guess we could both probably use a little exercise. That is, if you think you can keep up with me.”

      “Pffft. With that potbelly you’re getting? I’ll run rings around you. Just let me check in with Dante and make sure everything is on schedule, then we can squeeze in a quick match before you go meet up with Emma, yes?” Aiden didn’t wait for an answer, strutting off in his boxers toward the area of the RV that served as his mobile recon center.

      Nik grabbed a T-shirt and pulled it over his head, then strolled over to the fridge to grab some breakfast. What shall it be tonight? O Positive? B Negative? Didn’t really matter. They all tasted like shit, but satisfied his nutritional requirements, for the most part. He did need to drink more than he would if he took straight from the vein, but he had a great delivery service set up from one of the local blood banks, so that wasn’t a problem.

      He got ragged a lot by the guys, especially his brother, for his diet choice. But they could all kiss his ass. If he wanted to drink bags of plastic-flavored blood, that was his business. And at least he didn’t accidentally kill anyone.

      Not anymore. Fucking never again.

      Throwing his breakfast in the microwave, Nik propped himself against the counter to wait, drilling holes in Aiden’s back as he talked to Dante, their head Hunter. “So what’s up, Aid? Everything in place?”

      Aiden raised his hand and waved at him to hang on, or to shut up, or both, and finished listening to what was being said on the other end of the line. “All right, commander. Sounds good, mate. We’ll see you there.”

      He threw his cell on the table and turned his chair around to face Nik, who reminded him, “You know Dante hates it when you call him that.”

      Aiden grinned. “So he says. I think he secretly loves it. Anyway, all is good! In three days, they’re going to be surrounding the bitch’s lair. That will give us a little time to get Emma filled in and on board. We’ll meet up with Dante, Shea, and Christian so they can catch us up on what they’ve found there, and we can get a plan of invasion together.”

      Nik chewed on the inside of his cheek as he considered the time frame. “We’re going to need more time to work with her. She’s going to have quite a challenge ahead of her to be ready in three days.”

      “There is that.” Aiden leveled a cautious look at his friend. “You know Nik, I’m thinking, maybe we should keep her out of the actual fighting,” he suggested. “Although having some witchy power on our side would be beneficial to our cause, we really only need her to keep her sister out of our way while we get Luukas.”

      Nik had to agree. “Yeah, you may be right. If she’s as ignorant of our kind as I think, I don’t know that she’d be any good to us anyway. She won’t be ready.” He blew out a frustrated breath. “Fucking Luukas! I knew when he walked out that day something like this was going to happen. I tried to get him to stay, to take someone with him. I told him she was up to something. But he and his fucking ego think they’re invincible. And now Leeha’s got him, and we have to babysit an untrained witch.”

      Even if she is a total babe of a witch.

      Pushing his hair off his face, he voiced his worst fears, “I can’t even imagine what she’s doing to him…or fuck, maybe I can.” The microwave beeped. Opening the door, he grabbed his bag, but he’d lost his appetite.

      “He’s still alive, Nik,” Aiden insisted softly. “She’d be daft to kill him. It would muck up all of her plans for world domination. And, she’d have no leverage.”

      “But if she can kill him she wouldn’t need any leverage, Aid.” Nik felt uncharacteristically somber as he looked to his friend. He didn’t know what he’d do if Luukas was gone. Luuk was the Master Vampire, the most powerful of them all, and leader of their council. If anything happened to him, that responsibility would fall upon Nik as next in line. No damn way he was ready for that.

      Although, if Leeha could manage to capture and contain Luukas, and it seemed she’d done exactly that, the rest of them were thoroughly fucked anyway.

      They really should’ve burned her when they’d had the chance.

      Aiden came over and stood in front of Nik. “Look at me, Nikulas. Look at me.” Nik lifted his head. “If anything happened to your brother, we’d feel it. All of us. You know that. Luukas is still alive.”

      “It’s been years, Aiden.” Nik’s voice was strained with the effort it took him to contain his emotions. “She’s had him for almost seven fucking years.”

      Aiden squeezed his arm. “But he is still alive, Nik.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I know.” But will he be sane after all this time?

      Aiden scratched his head. “What do you think her point was? Taking him? She hasn’t contacted us. Hasn’t started a war. Hasn’t asked for any kind of ransom, or a deal, nothing.”

      Nik shrugged. “I don’t know.” He paused. “But she can’t have him anymore.”

      “Then stop with all the gloom and doom, and let’s go get him. I’ve been waiting ages to see Leeha again.” He glanced around, looking for nonexistent eavesdroppers before confiding in a stage whisper, “I kind of fancy her, you know.” Aiden grinned and waggled his eyebrows at Nik’s shocked expression.

      “You are one fucked up vampire, Aid.”

      “We established that when we met, Nik, I don’t know why you still act so surprised.” Aiden headed toward the back. “Finish your juice bag and let me throw some clothes on. I’ll meet you outside in five.”

      Nik really didn’t know if he could stomach anything after that particular confession, and so he sipped at his breakfast cautiously as he reminisced about the day he and Luukas had come across Aiden, bleeding in the middle of a battlefield. They’d hit it off right away, and had been inseparable ever since.

      The bang of the bathroom door announced Aiden’s return. “All set?”

      “Yup. One sec…” Nik tossed his empty bag’o blood in the recycle container and picked up his cell phone. He hit speed dial for the number he’d programed in earlier and waited…one ring…two rings…three rings…Had he missed her?

      “Accounting, this is Emma, how may I help you?” Her soft-spoken voice finally came across the line.

      “Meet me at The Vineyard. 9pm sharp. Don’t be late. I have information about Keira.” Nik disconnected the call, set his phone down on the counter, and followed Aiden out into the cool night, both of them barefoot and wearing nothing but sweats and T-shirts. Silently, without a word or look between them, they split up and walked the perimeter, checking for anything threatening or unusual.

      All was clear, so Nik walked to the center of the clearing and waited calmly for Aiden, who was now busy doing his Muhammad Ali dance. Such a showboat, that guy. But Nik wouldn’t want anyone else with him when it came to a real fight. Aiden was a powerhouse. The fact that he was a complete lunatic only brought an extra element of surprise with them.

      “All right, princess, let’s go.” Nik raised his fists in front of his face, sinking down into a solid fighting stance. “Time’s a wastin’.”

      “Princess? Princess?? That would be Queen to you, you Estonian bastard!” Aiden charged across the clearing, arms and legs pumping like pistons. Jumping high into the air at the last minute, he caught Nik in the head with a hook kick. With barely a stagger, Nik went with it and then ducked low and caught Aiden around the waist, tackling him to the ground with a whoop!

      In less than a second, they were both on their feet again, circling each other. And then, it was Game. On.

      Taunts and fists flying, they went after each other eagerly, only avoiding face shots. They saved those for their enemies. After all, why mess up their pretty mugs if it wasn’t necessary?

      Thirty minutes later, Nik called a halt to the fun. “Much as I enjoy kicking your ass,“ he grunted, “I need to shower and get ready to go see Emma.” Holding Aiden’s head between his thighs in a scissor hold, Nik gave him a noogie, burning his knuckles across Aiden’s head and eliciting a string of curses from said head.

      Releasing him, Nik jumped to his feet and ran into the RV, laughing aloud as Aiden rolled onto his stomach in the damp grass, yelling after him, “You’ll not be getting away with that, Nikulas!”
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      Emma’s phone rang right as she stood up to leave work. Leaning her head back and tiredly closing her eyes, she seriously considered not answering. But then, with a heavy sigh, she picked up the receiver.

      “Accounting, this is Emma, how may I help you?”

      “Meet me at The Vineyard. 9pm sharp. Don’t be late.” a very deep, very masculine voice said. A pause. “I have information about Keira.”

      Emma’s breath froze in her lungs as she stared unblinking at her cubical wall. Information about Keira? About her sister? Could it be? After all this time?

      “Who is this?”

      But the caller had already hung up. She glanced at the clock on the wall. 7:09pm. She’d get there in plenty of time.

      She reached for her purse. Wait…what the hell was she thinking? She didn’t know who that was on the phone. She hadn’t recognized the voice, and they hadn’t identified themselves as an authority of any sort. It could just be someone playing a cruel joke. It had happened a few times before when Keira first disappeared.

      But that was seven years ago. Why would someone do that again after all this time?

      And what if it wasn’t a joke? What if it was for real? Could she take that chance? Could she believe that maybe it was an actual lead about her sister? After all these years?

      You bet your ass she could.

      She slung her purse over her shoulder and yelled, “I’m leaving now, Mark. See you tomorrow.” Without waiting for a response, she practically ran out of the office, nearly falling on her face when her cheap heels hit the slick floor in the reception area.

      She was halfway across the parking lot before Mark managed to yell from the front door, “Wait, I’ll walk you out!”

      “I’m good!” She waved before she tossed her bag over to the passenger seat, hopped into the driver’s seat, and started her eco-friendly gas-electric hybrid. Some quick hand over hand action backing out of her parking space sent a whiff of herself into the small space and Emma wrinkled her nose…Ew.

      Hitting the gym at lunch for her kickboxing class was a necessary evil, but the time crunch didn’t give her much time to clean up afterward, just a quick sponge bath. And she’d forgotten her deodorant.

      She glanced at the clock. If she hurried, she’d have time to run home to shower before she went to the bar.

      Jumping out of her car, she locked it with the key fob as she ran up the steps to her porch. The keys fumbled in her hands, and she almost dropped them three times before she finally managed to get the front door unlocked.

      Bursting into her house, she ran upstairs, flicking on lights as she went. At her dresser, she yanked open the top drawer and grabbed some clean underwear, then yanked out the first pair of jeans she found and threw them both on the bed.

      Hopping on one foot at a time to remove her heels, her work clothes were halfway off by the time she reached her closet. She threw her clothes in the hamper and her shoes into a corner.

      Spotting her comfy lavender sweater, she tossed it onto the bed with the rest and streaked into the bathroom. Keeping her back to the mirror to avoid what she would see, she turned the water on.

      It was an unconscious action after all these years—avoiding mirrors.

      The cool water raised goosebumps as it hit her skin. Dumping shampoo on her head, she scrubbed her hair and body with the same suds, then stood under the water just long enough to rinse. The water never even had enough time to steam up the mirror.

      Dressed and (sort of) blow dried, she threw on her sneakers, grabbed a protein bar to eat on the way, and ran out the door, barely remembering to lock it behind her.

      It was 8:20pm when she walked into The Vineyard, pausing just inside the door to let her eyes adjust to the dim lighting. She’d never been to this place, even though it was only five minutes from her house.

      The shoddy interior looked like every other small town watering hole. Same old red, leather booths. Same kerosene lamps along the wall. Dance floor—if you wanted to call it that—on the left, complete with a drunken couple slow dancing to a fast song. Bar straight ahead.

      She proceeded that way. A drink to calm her nerves sounded like a good idea. Other than the inebriated dancers and a few stragglers, the place was fairly empty for a Friday night.

      She sat down on an empty stool at the end of the bar and turned it slightly sideways so her back was to the wall and she could keep an eye on the entrance.

      The bartender put down the glass he was cleaning at the other end of the bar and shuffled down to her.

      “What’ll it be darlin?”  His voice was as ragged as his gray hair. But his pale blue eyes twinkled merrily. Grabbing a cloth, he sprayed the bar with disinfectant and wiped it down.

      She liked him immediately.

      “I’ll take a Jack and Coke, please.” She set her bag up on the clean bar and made herself comfortable.

      “Strong drink for such a little girl,” he teased, giving her a contagious smile.

      He was missing a tooth, right in front. She couldn’t help but smile back.

      As he shuffled back down the way he had come, Emma looked around again. Upon further inspection, she saw that although the furnishings were old and the floor was beat up from all of the boots that had trod across it, the place was at least clean.

      Maybe I should come hang out here sometime. Socialize and shit.

      She snorted and rolled her eyes at herself. Like that would ever happen.

      Emma never went anywhere except work and the gym. And honestly, she was surprised she still had this job after being there a full year. Usually she didn’t last at any one place more than a few months before she’d have to quit and move on, and not always because she wanted to. She’d had some really cool jobs in the past, and had worked with some really nice people.

      But, inevitably, it would happen. She’d get irritated with someone over something stupid, a stapler would fly off their desk and into a wall all by itself, and then the sideways looks and whispers would start. Her co-workers would now be afraid of her. They would stop coming by her desk for small talk. Stop inviting her to lunch.

      It would be her childhood all over again.

      Once, they’d even started a petition to have her fired due to “feelings of unease and inherent creepiness.”

      Inherent creepiness? Emma snorted to herself again. Really?

      Her regular workout routine helped though. She found if she wore herself out physically on a daily basis, the “incidents” happened much less frequently. So she jogged and went to kickboxing class, sometimes doing both in the same day. Unfortunately, she hadn’t figured this out until after Keira disappeared. What had started out as a way to help her cope with the trauma ended up having a life-changing side effect.

      The bartender shuffled her way again. “Here you go, pretty lady.” His elderly hand set her drink down in front of her without spilling a drop. “That’ll be $3.50. Wanna start a tab?”

      “No, thank you. I’ll just go ahead and pay.” Emma pulled her wallet out of her bag and dug out some cash. “I’m really not much of a drinker, you know. Just needed something to calm my nerves.” She handed him a five. “Keep the change.”

      “Thank you, darlin.” He turned to ring her up. “So! What brings you into our fine establishment tonight?” Propping his elbows up across the bar from her, the old man settled in for a chat. “I don’t recall seeing you in here before. Though you do look kind of familiar….”

      Emma turned her stool around to face him, not wanting to be rude. Taking a sip of her drink, she revealed, “Um, I’m meeting someone here actually.”

      “Mm hmm.” Slapping his hand on the bar, he concluded, “A boyfriend! I knew someone as nice and pretty as you had to be taken.” He attempted a sad face, but with his bushy eyebrows and sagging jowls, it was more comical than sad. “Though an old man could hope.”

      Emma felt her face heat up at the compliment. “Well, he’s definitely not my boyfriend. So you may still have a chance.” She winked at him.

      “Is that right? In that case, let me buy you a drink.”

      Emma laughed as he turned around, pretending to look for the bartender. She was glad for the banter, it took her mind off of her nervousness. “Actually, I don’t really know who it is I’m meeting here, other than the fact that it’s a man. Someone called me saying they had information about my sister, who’s been missing…” She dwindled off, not sure why she was sharing, other than it felt good to talk to someone.

      He scrutinized her for a moment with his cloudy eyes, and then suddenly they sharpened with recognition. “You’re Emma Moss! That’s where I’ve seen you before. And it’s your older sister, Keira, who’s still missing, right?” He nodded to himself. “I remember now. I volunteered on one of the search teams.”

      “You did? Oh.” She gave him a sad, grateful smile. “Well, thank you.”

      “They still haven’t found any new information, huh?” At the negative shake of her head, the old man gave her a sympathetic shake of his own. “That’s a damn shame, darlin'. It really is. I’m so sorry.” He laid his gnarled hand on top of hers and gave it a slight squeeze. “My name’s Ned, by the way.”

      “Nice to meet you, Ned,” Emma responded politely.

      He gave her a small nod, then his bushy brows furrowed down. “You don’t know who this is that contacted you?”

      Emma shook her head again and took another sip of her drink. “No idea. I received a phone call right as I was leaving work tonight. All he said was to meet him here at 9pm and that he had information about Keira.”

      She glanced up at Ned with an imploring look, and felt the need to explain. “I had to come and see what he has to say. She’s all I have left…” She trailed off again as the door opened behind her, and she saw the kindly bartender squint suspiciously at the newcomer.

      Glancing back over her shoulder to see who it was, she felt her breath leave her lungs in a whoosh!

      Good God. Who was that?

      The male who’d just entered was every bad girl’s dream, and probably the good one’s, too. She could practically feel her panties hit the floor just from looking at him.

      Gauging him to be a little over six feet tall, he had dirty blonde hair that fell just past the top of his shoulders, with choppy pieces that gave it a careless appearance. Piercing blue eyes glowed—almost eerily—with a life of their own as he slowly perused the room. Clean-shaven, his slightly squared jaw was strong and confident. Sculpted cheekbones and a perfectly proportioned nose finished off one of the best-looking faces she’d ever seen on a guy.

      Like, seriously. He put the fashion magazine models to shame.

      Dressed in dark jeans, combat boots, and a long-sleeved black knit shirt—that did absolutely nothing to hide the lean, muscular body underneath—he was the most virile man Emma had ever seen.

      Yet, in spite of his Hollywood pretty-boy looks, he had a predatory air of danger around him. It surrounded him like a physical substance, permeating the room as he stood casually just inside the door. Even the drunks on the dance floor sensed it, staggering as far away from him as they could get.

      This guy was trouble. With a capital “T”.

      Emma was still staring in awe when his gaze swung her way, locking onto her and not letting go. She inhaled sharply as those eyes roved over her face, then her neck, and down to her breasts, lingering there for a few seconds.

      A hot surge of desire tightened her lower stomach, surprising her, and she felt a rush of moisture as her innermost muscles clenched in response.

      Lifting slowly back up to her face, his gaze burned through her for a long moment, like he was imagining her naked and knew she’d enjoy it.

      Whoa.

      He closed his eyes, and she watched him lift his nose and inhale deeply like he was scenting something, or someone, as an animal would scent their prey. The corners of his perfectly beautiful lips lifted knowingly.

      That smirk was like a slap in the face. What the hell was the matter with her? Emma gave herself an internal shake. A good-looking guy walks in and she reacts like a hormone-laden teenager, when she should be worrying about the meeting about her sister.

      She glared at the stranger. Thank God he’s not the informant. He’s not supposed to be here until 9pm, and it was only⁠—

      Emma jumped down from her stool and straightened her spine as the Greek god started walking—no, prowling—directly toward her. As he got closer, she took a deep, bracing breath and steeled her spine even more, determined not to let him affect her. He didn’t stop until he was so close, she could feel the heat from his body.

      “Hello, Emma.”
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      Nik arrived at the local dive a little early for his appointment with Emma. Since it wasn’t a personal residence, no invitation was needed, and he entered without any trouble. Pausing just over the threshold, he checked the place out, memorizing where the exits were out of habit.  It wasn’t hard. There were only two.

      He wasn’t surprised at the lack of a Friday night crowd. Places like this catered to regular customers who lived in the area. No one else would drive so far out of the way to get to such a small-town dive. It was one reason he had told Emma to meet him here. Without the crowd, they’d be able to talk.

      She sat at the end of the bar. He let his eyes wander over her face and down to what he could see of her body. She was stunning in a simple sweater and jeans. Her hair fell in natural waves just to her shoulders, and his fingers itched to touch the bright strands, to see if they were as soft as they looked. Her cheeks were slightly flushed as she stared at him, wide-eyed. Her lips were slightly parted, her breathing shallow.

      He imagined her looking at him like that as she lay naked and open beneath him, gasping as he pumped into her hot little body. His eyes narrowed at the wayward thought, and he felt his cock instantly respond.

      As if she knew what he was thinking, her face reddened even more and he had to close his eyes a moment as he scented her body’s response from across the room. He couldn’t help it. He smirked at her, and saw her wide-eyed look change to a glare in response.

      Was she angry at him, or at her body’s reaction to him?

      Nik allowed himself a moment more to enjoy pondering that question before reminding himself of the purpose of this meeting. The thought instantly sobered him. He headed toward Emma, and she jumped down from her stool to stand ramrod straight at his approach.

      He didn’t stop until there was less than a foot of air between their bodies, forcing her to look up at him as he loomed over her. She barely came to his chin, her slender form less than half his size.

      His heart actually stuttered as his eyes roved over her face. Good Lord, she was lovely. So close to her, her scent nearly overwhelmed him, and it was all he could do not to scoop her up and take her with him, caveman style, back to his lair.

      “Hello, Emma.”
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      His voice was bedroom sexy. Way better in person. Or maybe she’d just been too shocked to notice when they’d talked on the phone for that brief time. Just listening to him say her name caused some very unladylike thoughts to jump, unbidden, into her head. Thoughts of popping buttons and tearing lace. Of bare skin sliding on bare skin.

      She didn’t even wear lace.

      Emma stared at him until, giving herself a shake, she pulled her thoughts back into the here and now. Jesus, what was wrong with her? She’d never been this affected by a man, not even extremely good-looking ones.

      Annoyed with herself, she stuck her chin out and demanded, “Who the hell are you, and what exactly do you know about my sister?”

      He looked amused, if a bit surprised, with her directness. “Well, now, don’t beat around the bush, sweetheart. Just go ahead and say whatever’s on your mind.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him, but her insides quivered as she waited for a response to her question.

      After a glance at the bartender who was still hovering near them, he suggested, “Why don’t we find somewhere a bit more private to talk.” It wasn’t a question.

      Emma studied his too-perfect face for a few seconds, then nodded once in agreement. Turning to grab her things, she gave old Ned a reassuring smile.

      He took her hand as she placed it on her bag. “Darlin’, you just give a yell if you need anything at all.” He looked directly into her eyes while he spoke, making sure he got his point across. “And you just let me know when you’re ready to leave. Alone.” He gave the man beside her a pointed glare. “And I’ll walk you to your car.”

      Men were always offering to walk her to her car. Did she really seem that helpless?

      The beautiful male beside her tilted his head and looked at Ned with mild curiosity, like he would an animal at the zoo. “Do we owe you anything for the drink, old man?” he asked.

      Ned shook his grey head slowly, staring him down. “The young lady has already paid.”

      Emma looked over at the newcomer just in time to catch him giving the elderly man a menacing smile.

      “I’ll be fine.” She didn’t know if that was true or not, but the  bartender was no match for a guy like this, and she wouldn’t have him risking life and limb because of her.

      A strong hand wrapped gently, but firmly, around her arm. “Good! Come on, Emma.”

      Giving the bartender one last reassuring smile, she let the Greek god steer her toward an empty booth far from listening ears.

      He led her to her seat, and then settled himself across from her where he kept one eye on the kindly bartender. “Would you like another drink?”

      “No, thank you.” She waited expectantly.

      “A bite to eat? Are you hungry?”

      Her nerves strung out as it was from the near confrontation at the bar, she leaned forward, got right up into his face, and slammed her hands on the table. “No! I don’t want a drink! I don’t want food! The only thing I want is to know is where the hell my sister is!”

      Emma normally had a sense of self-preservation, but her patience with this was at an end. If he had some information for her, she wanted it. And she wanted it now.

      “Calm down,” he told her.  “And I’ll tell you everything I know.”

      Sitting back in a huff, Emma crossed her arms and waited for him to speak, idly wondering where her sanity had gone.

      He leaned forward. “Emma, do you have any inkling of who or what you are?”

      What is he talking about? “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, who you are. Who your sister is. Who your parents were. And, more specifically, what they were?” He put his elbows on the table and linked his hands, drilling into her with those eyes, until she felt like he could see right down to her soul.

      “I’m not sure I know what you mean…” Emma hedged, genuinely confused.

      He continued to stare at her, his head tilted to the side, like he was listening to something she couldn’t hear. After a moment, he seemed to come to some type of decision. “Emma, I’m just gonna put it out there. You come from a family of very powerful witches.”

      Well, that wasn’t exactly what she’d expected to hear. “Witches,” she repeated blandly.

      “Yes,” he affirmed with a nod.

      Was this guy for real? If her family was full of witches, don’t you think she would know?

      She should’ve star sixty-nine’d him earlier, demanded more information before agreeing to meet him. Not that he had given her a choice. Clearly, he wasn’t a cop or any kind of detective. Mentally unstable was probably more like it.

      “I am so, so stupid,” she finally admitted aloud. Disgusted with herself for falling for…whatever the hell this was, she grabbed her bag and stood to leave.

      “Where are you going?” he demanded.

      “I’m leaving. Obviously,” she spat back at him.

      “Emma, please. Sit down and hear me out.” He held up a hand, halting her. “Please.”

      She paused next to the table. I don’t know why the hell I’m doing this. “Fine. But I don’t want to hear about whatever it is you think you know about my family. I want to know who you are. And I want to know what you know about the whereabouts of my sister.”

      “I promise I will tell you all of that, but in order for you to fully understand, I need to give you some background about my people, and about your family, that you are apparently unaware of.” He waved his hand at her seat. “Please, Emma, sit down. As much as I hate to admit it, I need your help, and you need mine.”

      His tone sounded so sincere, it gave her pause. Slowly, she went back to her seat and sat down again, giving him a hard look. “Just so you know, giving me sad puppy dog eyes will get you nowhere with me.”

      His lips twitched. “Duly noted.”

      “Ok, wiseass, tell me about all this stuff I presumably don’t know about. I’m listening.” Crossing her arms again, she leaned back and waited for him to speak.

      “Let me start over.” He paused. “Emma, have you ever noticed any strange things that happen around you?” Another pause. “It’s okay, you can trust me.”

      Surely, her expression alone clearly showed how much she disagreed with that comment, but just in case it didn’t, she spelled it out for him. “What makes you think I would trust you with anything at all? I know absolutely nothing about you. I don’t even know your name! Although you seem to know quite a bit about me. Or at least you think you do.”

      Emma had spent her entire life safeguarding her secrets from everyone except her immediate family; she was not about to give them up that easily. She didn’t care how hot he was.

      Or how lonely she was.

      He ran a hand through his hair and started over again. He seemed to know he was totally blowing this. “I’m sorry, you’re completely right. My name is Nik, or actually, Nikulas. Nikulas Kreek.” He held out his hand.

      She regarded that hand warily for a moment, and then hesitantly placed her palm against his much larger one. He closed his fingers firmly around hers.

      The skin on skin contact instantly caused electric pulses to run right up her arm and straight down to her groin, where she felt a rush of wetness between her legs.

      Her eyes snapped up to his, and her breathing became hindered as their gazes locked. Her heart pounded in her chest as the blood rushed through her veins.

      She squeezed her thighs together to try to relieve the yearning between her legs that hadn’t totally gone away since this man had entered the bar, and was oh, so much worse now.

      Really, what is wrong with me?

      Nik inhaled sharply, his nostrils flaring slightly, and she watched as those strange eyes of his seemed to shine even brighter. The muscles on each side of his jaw bulged out as he clenched his teeth, and his hand tightened around hers.

      So. She wasn’t the only one affected by the touch. Good to know.
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