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      I choose you. And I’ll choose you, over and over and over. Without pause, without a doubt, in a heartbeat. I’ll keep choosing you.

      

      – Unknown
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      The moment Briar and Angel were introduced into the world, readers have been begging for more! The bond between the two was undeniable and unintended. But the more Ava and Raven wrote, the more they knew Angel and Briar were fated mates. Briar was the only one who didn’t recognize the bond for what it was. Angel has known all along.

      

      To enhance your reading experience of this novel, please download a FREE short story told in Angel’s point of view about his and Briar’s first encounters together.
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      And for even MORE of Angel and Briar, text 'ava briar' to 474747 to read an extra steamy scene between this power couple.
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      I felt it the moment Briar entered the room much the same way my body reacted to the sun setting: senses invigorated and hunger burning deep within my loins. But it was a different kind of hunger.

      She came in after me, walking down the long aisle toward the front where she'd be able to see Samira the best. When she passed, I lowered my hand to the side of my chair. My knuckles just barely brushed her leg, but that contact filled me with such fire, I had to grip the chair to keep from going after her.

      As if she'd sensed the contact, she glanced back at me briefly. She probably didn't realize it, but when our eyes met, our heartbeats synchronized. As long as we were in each other's presence, it would always be that way. One day she'd realize that.

      I inhaled the scent of her wake, wishing I could exist in her sweet amaretto smell forever: juicy cherries with a hint of almond. Her flesh tasted just as good. The memory of her on my tongue still made my taste buds feel like they were feasting on a five-course meal. Sure, it had only been to heal her, but that didn't mean I hadn't taken my time or had not taken great pleasure in the act.

      Briar sat down next to Luke two rows in front of me, her body tensing. I'd been there in that atrium when she'd learned the truth about him. He'd conspired with his mother to take the Abydos before anyone else could steal it. I believed him when he said his mother was supposed to meet him with the Abydos in hand. He truly believed she wouldn't betray him, her own son and Alpha.

      But she had.

      And Briar was understandably furious. Luke should've told Briar. Instead, he gave up the location of the only possession Briar had ever cared about. Luke had broken her trust, something she didn't give easily. I hadn't even earned it yet, but I planned to.

      Luke reached over and squeezed her leg. She shoved his hand away. Part of me was glad to see them fighting. It was much easier to stomach than watching him touch her, kiss her, love her. That was my job. And yet, the other half of me hated that Briar was hurting right now. She had opened herself to Luke, and he had betrayed her.

      "You're quite fond of her, aren't you?" Adelade whispered next to me.

      I glanced down at the small woman sitting next to me and smiled. "Is it that obvious?"

      "You try to hide it, but I can feel the bond between you two."

      My gaze shifted to Briar. "I only wish she felt it, too."

      Music began to play, a ceremonious song I hadn't heard since Sersi was made president a few centuries ago. Samira rose to her feet and walked toward a narrow podium. She looked different somehow, and not because she wore a dress the color of thin ice floating along the ocean. She almost seemed to radiate light.

      I tried to pay attention to the words Samira had to pledge in front of everyone, but my focus kept drifting back to Briar. The way her chest moved up and down with every breath, the way her jaw muscle ticked as if her emotions were flickering between anger and happiness. Her fingers played with stray threads at a tear in her jeans on her thigh. She'd hook her fingers around them then tug up only to repeat the process over and over. Images of her doing the same thing to a certain body part of mine plagued my thoughts.

      Grinding my teeth together, I forced my gaze away from her and instead focused on Mateo. The heat racing through my veins cooled. My best friend watched Samira's every move, his face in awe. Finally, he'd found happiness. He and Samira deserved it. They'd been through so much.

      The ceremony ended. Luke and Briar left together, much to my dismay. I turned the opposite direction, pretending my stomach wasn't clenching. I hated seeing them together. It literally caused me pain like I'd never experienced before. That's why I left weeks ago. I'd only returned when I learned Mateo had gone missing.

      After he was discovered, I almost left again, but my gift of seeing the future, the one only Mateo knew about, had urged me to stay.

      My psychic gift had been dormant for hundreds of years until I met Briar. Then it roared alive, bombarding me with images and emotions, mostly about Briar and our future together.

      And recently, it had shown me a glimpse of Briar. Broken. Hurting. Emotionally scared. I wasn't sure what had caused it, but I had a feeling that pain was coming for her soon, thanks to Luke.

      Mateo found me in the hall. He pulled me aside away from all the bodies filing past us. "When are you leaving?"

      "Soon. We need to try and catch Trick's scent."

      Mateo glanced down the hall toward the entrance. I followed his gaze to where Luke and Briar spoke heatedly in the corner. "You'll be alone with her."

      "Yes."

      He gripped my shoulder. "I want you to be as happy as I am now. You deserve it."

      "I wouldn't say that."

      Just then Briar caught my eye and motioned me forward.

      Mateo patted my back as I passed. "Stay in touch."

      I maneuvered my way through the still crowded hallway until I reached her. Luke was gone.

      "You ready to go?" Briar asked me, averting her gaze. She rarely held mine for long. I think it made her uncomfortable for me to stare at her so intensely. That's why I continued to do it.

      "Should we start at Fire Ridge?" I asked and followed alongside her to the front doors.

      "That's what I'm thinking. Trick had some belongings there she would've grabbed before splitting town."

      Feeling rage rolling off her, I glanced at her sideways. "What do you plan on doing to her when you find her?"

      "I'm going to tear her throat out."

      Luke came out of nowhere as if he had been watching us from some secret shadow and blocked our path. He glared at Briar. "Don't you dare lay a finger on her. I'm her Alpha and will deal with her accordingly."

      Briar tightened her mouth, holding back what was probably a string of curse words. When her mouth finally parted open, she said, "Get out of my way."

      "I mean it, Briar," Luke repeated. "I'll deal with my mother."

      I stepped between them and shoved Luke aside. I held open the front door just behind where Luke had been standing. "After you."

      Briar walked through it and hurried down the few steps to the long driveway. I barely managed to keep up with her.

      She whirled around, her arms wrapped tightly around her. Moonlight captured her tanned face in its grasp, illuminating her golden eyes. "Can you drive?"

      I motioned to my bike just behind her. She waited for me to get on first, then slid in behind me. Her arms came around my waist. Her hands were trembling, and she gripped them tightly together as if to conceal the fact from me.

      As soon as we were on the road, punching through the darkness, I let go of one of the handles and held her hands to my stomach. She sighed and relaxed into my back.

      This was just the beginning for her. The pain she would experience would be great, but I'd do my best to soften the blow.

      We arrived at Fire Ridge before most of the others. They were probably staying at Blutel Estate for the big celebration following the ceremony. Free booze. Good looking men and women, all sexually charged. Who would refuse it? I know I'd taken part in my fair share of huge supernatural parties. They didn't happen often.

      Briar unhooked her leg from the motorcycle and moved away from me. Her heart beat furiously, falling out of sync with mine. I frowned and turned around, leaving the warmth of my bike.

      "Are you okay?"

      "I'm pissed."

      Her pain bled into me. "And hurt."

      "I don't get hurt." She backed up, then tilted her face to look up at me. I could get lost in her gaze, drown in her anguish. It was so painful to see, and yet, so exquisite the way she looked at me. As if she wanted me to take her away from everything.

      "Everyone gets hurt."

      She finally tore her gaze away from me to look beyond, toward the edge of the forest. Her lips pressed together in a firm line. "I'm such an idiot. I trusted him."

      "He's the idiot."

      Her gaze shifted back to mine and her throat bobbed, her voice a breath of a prayer. "Please don't look at me like that."

      "Like what?" I raised my hand to lightly run my fingers across her cheek. She closed her eyes.

      "You know what I mean." Her voice was so soft, I could barely hear it and yet, it feathered across the palm of my hand. She cleared her throat, her eyes opening to reveal dark pupils full of desperation. Desperation for what, I didn't know. "I don't know what's going to happen between me and Luke."

      "And?" I lowered my hand to grip the side of her hip. Wanting, needing, to be closer. I inched in, lured in by her pain and vulnerability. I ran my thumb in gentle circles across her flesh, trying to comfort her. She subconsciously leaned toward me, only a breath away.

      "I need you to respect boundaries."

      "And how do I do that?" Everything in me was drawn to her; I couldn't stay away. Not when she was in so much pain. Not when she needed help getting the Abydos back. Not when she needed me most.

      "You can start by not touching me."

      Still keeping distance between us, I leaned forward until my mouth was less than an inch from her ear. "Like this?"

      I inhaled deeply. God, she smelled so good, so tempting. I snaked my tongue out and drew her earlobe into my mouth.

      "That's touching," she moaned, pressing her palm to my chest, her hand clasping my shirt.

      "It's not. It's sucking, and I'm very good at it."

      The sound of a motorcycle backfiring shot across the landscape. She sucked in a breath, suddenly stilling, then she gently but firmly pushed me away. She gave me a pleading look. "Don't do this, Angel. I need you as a friend right now and nothing more. If you can't be that, then I need to ask someone else to go with me."

      I growled low in my throat at the thought of someone else going with Briar. I allowed myself a beat, a slow breath, then I opened my eyes. "I will do whatever you wish." She looked away and I took her hand, pulling her toward the mansion. "Come. We need to find the Abydos."

      When she turned back to me, her eyes were full of fire. "Then let's go get it."

      She brushed past me and headed toward the front doors of the mansion. I stayed back a distance, giving her what she wanted while also coming up with my own plan.

      Soon, she wouldn't want me to stay away. She would want me very close. And when that time came, when she wanted it bad enough, I wouldn't give it to her. She would know how I felt every moment I was near her but couldn't touch her. The hunger that could never be satisfied. The want. The need.

      It might seem cruel, but she had to know exactly what she wanted. No doubts. No wavering. With Briar, that would take emotions, something she hid behind layers of sarcasm. Peeling back those layers would take time. All I could do was be patient.”

      Inside the mansion, Briar moved to go upstairs, probably to search the room where Trick had been sleeping, but a voice stopped her.

      "She only left one thing behind." Marge walked out from the kitchen holding a big turkey drumstick in her hand. Other than her, the place appeared empty.

      "What are you doing home?" Briar asked her.

      "A few minutes into the ceremony, I got hungry, and not for those funny little sandwiches they were serving. I needed real food." She tore into the meat and chewed loudly.

      "Was Trick here when you got home?"

      Marge swallowed. "Nope. Her room's cleaned out, but she left something for Luke by the door."

      Briar marched over to an end table and picked up an envelope with his name on it. Despite it being sealed, she ripped it open and removed a single sheet of paper. She read its contents out loud:

      "Luke, one day you will understand why I did what I did. And when that day comes, you and the Wild Dogs will be the most powerful shifter pack in all the world. The Abydos wasn't meant for just one person. It was meant for many. I'm doing this for you." Briar groaned and dropped the note. "Bitch means to give the blood to everyone in their pack."

      "We'll stop her," I said, anger flooding my system. That many powerful shifters in the world would tip the scales dramatically. After something like that, supernaturals would never be able to hide their identity from humans.

      Briar slapped the letter against the table. "How the hell do we find her? She could be miles away."

      Marge tore off another chunk of meat, making me grimace. Through a mouthful, she said, "If I had something valuable I was trying to keep hidden, it would for sure find its way up my ass where no one but the very courageous dare venture. I'd then shift and travel as a wolf. People wouldn't expect it."

      My stomach knotted at the image, but Briar's mouth fell open. "Half of what you just said, Marge, is very helpful."

      Marge shrugged. "I know. Most people don't even consider putting things there, but I've found it to be quite effective, plus enjoyable, depending upon what's gone inside."

      Briar flinched. "That wasn't the useful part I was talking about." She turned to me, fire in her eyes, and said, "Ready to go hunting?"

      The corners of my mouth turned up. I couldn't wait. Trick wasn't the only person I'd be pursuing. I lived for the thrill of the hunt, and Briar was number one in my line of sight.

      I winked at her. "This bitch is ours."
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      "I'm going to shift now," I said, teetering my weight back and forth, more like squirming under his weighted stare. We were standing at the edge of the forest about to chase after Trick. The silver moon made Angel's eyes glow in the darkness.

      He lifted an eyebrow. "I'm not stopping you."

      "You're watching."

      "Don't your kind always shift in front of each other?"

      I growled in frustration. "I'm about to get naked."

      "I know." His heated gaze burned right through me, and I shivered.

      I smacked his arm, making him chuckle. "Turn around. You're the last person I want to get naked in front of."

      "What? Why?"

      Once again, I shifted my weight and bit my lip. Angel made me uncomfortable. Not because he creeped me out, but because he turned me on. Immensely. That was the last thing I needed right now. My life was complicated enough. "Please?"

      Angel sighed and turned around.

      I jumped into action, shedding my shirt and bra. I tossed them at his feet. He picked them up and stuffed them into a backpack as I turned around to remove my jeans.

      "Nice ass," he said.

      "Hey!" I glanced over my shoulder. "No peeking!"

      His back turned again. "Impossible."

      Free of my clothing, I only had to think about my wolf for her to emerge. The transition came smoothly with very little pain. It used to be the other way around in my early shifting days. Every bone shift, every stretch of the skin, would cause so much pain, I'd be dizzy for several minutes after.

      I nuzzled the back of Angel's leg to let him know I was done. In the process, I inhaled and caught his scent, ten times stronger now that I was a wolf. He smelled like whiskey and juniper. It made me think of cool nights near the river. With a fire and a million stars stretching in the night sky above us. A warm, smoky smell. My fur ruffled as I inhaled again.

      Angel's gaze dropped to me, and his emerald eyes widened. "You're beautiful."

      The warmth of his words washed over me, but I turned away, jerking my head toward the forest indicating to get going. He bent down and picked up the rest of my clothing and stuffed them into his bag. He pulled the straps over his shoulders. "Ready."

      I took off running with him by my side. We ran fast, stopping only to sniff the ground. As a wolf, my sense of smell was slightly better than his and yet, as we circled Fire Ridge and slowly expanded our search, I couldn't pick up Trick's or Dick's scent. Maybe Marge had been wrong. They could've driven away.

      Sensing my frustration, Angel said at our next stop, "There's a stream nearby. Let's check there. Maybe they used water to mask their scents."

      Angel was right. I knew it the moment we reached the stream. Trick's scent was everywhere, coating nearby trees and plants. Dick's too. His was easier to pick up, smelling like hot dogs that had been sitting too long in boiled water. I howled excitedly.

      "Good girl," Angel purred. He held out his hand to me.

      Before I could think about what I was doing, I licked his hand. I froze, staring up at him, too shocked by my actions.

      He smiled as if it wasn't a big deal and looked upstream. "If I'm not mistaken, they went that way."

      I quickly turned around, my heart hammering against my ribcage. If only he knew how rare that action had been. I'd never licked anyone as a wolf, not even Luke. That sort of intimacy was only reserved for mates, true soulmates. Angel was not that. Couldn't be that. He was a vampire after all, and I a shifter.

      My excitement of finding Trick must've gotten the best of me. I'd had a temporary lapse in judgment. A crazy moment.

      Those happened.

      I swallowed and sprinted into the forest again. The shifters' scents took us deep into the forest. It was strong, which meant we couldn't be too far away. I hoped.

      After almost another hour of tracking them, we reached a cliff wall. I growled low in my throat. The scent seemed to just end.

      Angel moved along it, feeling with his hands, then moving outward smelling the air and searching the ground. "They definitely stopped here. I don't see any kind of vehicle tracks either."

      I walked up a little from where we were to follow the rock wall. It wasn’t that high, maybe forty feet, but too high for them to jump.

      "Do shifters ever sleep?"

      I glanced back at Angel, cocking my head for further clarification.

      He looked up. "It's just that the sun will be coming up soon and I'm far away from my coffin. I can always bury myself or--"

      From the corner of my vision, something caught my eye. A spot of darkness at the bottom edge of the cliff where it met earth. It was partially concealed by the branches of a bush. I moved toward it, sniffing the ground.

      "What did you find?" Angel asked appearing next to me. He shoved aside the branches revealing the opening of a narrow cave. I pawed at it excitedly, smelling Trick's Dick all over it.

      Angel squatted down and peered inside. "It's a tight fit, and I can't see the end."

      I jumped inside, effectively telling him I didn't care. This is the way they went, so this is the way we were going.

      My wolf barely fit inside but it only took a deep breath for me to push forward. I'd been working on my claustrophobia and had come a long way since my youth. It was all about regulating my breathing, something I found easy to do when I was around Angel.

      The low ceiling forced my head down as I padded ahead, my fur brushing the sides of the cold cave wall. Occasionally, I glanced back at Angel, who was army crawling after me.

      "I don't like this," he snarled.

      I yelped an encouraging yip. When the tunnel split, I sniffed the ground to make sure we didn't choose the wrong path. Turning left, the tunnel began to narrow even further and still there was no end in sight. Neither was their scent growing stronger.

      "The sun has risen," Angel breathed.

      I stared straight ahead knowing we had to be close. I could leave him here. Trick and Richard would be easy enough to handle on my own, but it made me a little nervous not knowing where this tunnel ended. What if there were more of them?

      "I hate this weakness," Angel murmured. Frustration laced his voice. So did his exhaustion. "Go on without me."

      If I was honest with myself, I'd admit I was tired too. I hadn't slept for over twenty-four hours. I doubt Trick and her gang had either. All of us had fought hard and were exhausted. Wherever she was headed, she surely had to rest.

      With my mind made up, I managed to turn myself around and maneuvered my way back to Angel. I laid down, my muzzle facing him. He stretched his arm long until his fingers found the back of my head. He stroked me gently and even when his breathing became even, his fingers still continued to run through my fur.

      I sighed in contentment, enjoying the feeling of his soft caress. But as my mind drifted, it wandered to Luke and our uncertain relationship. I'd been trying to avoid my feelings about him, thinking only of the Abydos, but now, in the quiet and absolute darkness of the tunnel, his betrayal hit me like a freight train, and I sucked in a breath. Tears my wolf couldn’t shed burned my eyes.

      I remembered Angel's words earlier, about fighting for love, real love. Did I love Luke? He'd been there for me when I needed him the most. He'd also been the first to truly make me feel loved. And, fuck me, he made me happy, too. So much laughter and good times shared together. And yet, there was something always lurking in the back of my mind, even when I was with him. A heartache, a sort of sadness I couldn't explain. Loneliness.

      Thinking of my times with Luke made me shift back into a human. Too many emotions to maintain my wolf form. A single tear tracked down my cheek. As if sensing my sadness, even in his deep slumber, Angel stroked my long hair with a bit more force.

      Angel.

      My whole body responded to his touch. My heart thundered, and goosebumps of desire flowed down my back and stomach.

      I couldn't deny my attraction to him. God help me, it was so strong sometimes I could barely breathe. He was deadly handsome with a killer body. Deadly and killer being the two words I couldn't let go of. As an older vampire, he'd probably killed dozens of humans. Slept with ten times that many women, and probably men too. He also drank blood and had to sleep during the day.

      The idea of having a relationship with him or any vampire was too foreign to me. It simply couldn't work. And yet, I couldn't deny that something powerful drew me to him. A luring enticement to taste the forbidden.

      Angel's hand found its way to my shoulder. His touch felt like silk whispering across my skin, and I shivered. Why did he have to be so damn sexy? Maybe in another life and time ... My eyes began to close and a heavy sleep came over me.

      I jerked awake to the feeling of being watched. I nearly hit my head on the roof of the narrow tunnel. It took a short moment for my eyes to adjust to the darkness, but when they did, I met Angel's gaze. His tousled hair pointed in all directions, making him look boyish.

      "Shit! You scared me." I frowned. "Were you watching me sleep in this creepy ass place?"

      "You shifted back." The corners of his mouth threatened to turn up. "I thought you didn't want to be naked in front of me?"

      "I don't." I glanced down at my bare chest which was resting on cold stone. I'd forgotten to shift back before I fell asleep. I grumbled a string of curse words.

      He laughed as I quickly shifted back into my wolf. It took me a few seconds to maneuver myself the other direction. Once again, we began moving through the narrow tube.

      "I liked what I saw," he said, his voice easily carrying up to me in this small space. "In case you were wondering."

      I was wondering, but I didn't want him to know that. Since I couldn't talk, I only growled.

      "I'm especially fond of the smooth skin at the small of your back, just before the swell of your ass. I imagined running my tongue over it." His voice lowered. "And other places."

      I couldn't stop the shiver of desire skittering across my flesh. I whipped my head around to bite him for purposely baiting me but accidentally smacked my head instead.

      He laughed even harder at this. "Such a sensitive little wolf."

      Sighing loudly, I picked up my pace, anxious to get out of this place and back into my human form. I fully planned on decking him when I did.

      We must've gone an agonizing hundred yards when I finally caught sight of a faint glow up head. I slowed my pace, listening carefully in case Trick or anyone else might be lying in wait. Angel also quieted his movements.

      I stopped about ten feet away from the opening. I couldn't see much beyond the three foot opening in front of me. Only the back of a cave wall illuminated by what was probably a lantern glowing in the corner.

      "I don't sense anyone," Angel whispered.

      I proceeded forward, my ears pointed high. Reaching the end of the tunnel, I gingerly peered out. The space opened into a giant cavern surrounded by wet and sharp rocky walls. I didn't see anyone, but there was evidence someone had been here. Lots of it. Bits of torn clothing lay scattered across the stone floor, along with shredded papers. Much of it was doused in a dark red color. I looked up. Hundreds of stalactites, dark in color, protruded sharply from the rock ceiling, but there was something off about them.

      I leapt from the tunnel as a wolf and landed as a human. My eyes lifted to the ceiling. The tops of the spikes held a green hue but many of their tips were stained red.

      Angel appeared next to me, staring the same direction. In a voice that chilled my blood, he said, "Welcome to the devil's lair."
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      "Devil's lair?" Briar asked, her voice soft.

      "Don't you feel it?" I walked across the cave, stepping over scattered debris and blood. "Something dark and very powerful passed through here."

      "All I can feel is a cold breeze. Can you toss me the bag?"

      I turned around, just realizing she'd shifted. The grisly scene all around me had distracted me, something I didn't think was possible now that I was actually looking at her. She stood with her back to me, staring at me over her shoulder beneath thick lashes. My mouth parted open. The sight of her made me speechless. Long dark hair cascading to the middle of her slender back, down to her rounded ass, a little dimple in her right cheek. Cute.

      "I'm not getting any warmer." She tried to sound harsh, but her voice was too breathless.

      I tossed the bag of her clothing and turned my back to her, realizing that lusting over a goddess in the middle of kill zone probably wasn't the most romantic gesture.

      After a minute, Briar asked, "Do you think they're alive?"

      I turned back around and swept my gaze over the cave again. "I don't see any bodies, but this is a lot of blood."

      "And where did they go? I don't see an exit."

      We began to search the place. Briar moved toward the back of the cave, where light from a turned-over lantern barely reached. I took the opposite side where the cave ceiling slumped low. Bending over, I moved deeper into the cave, careful to avoid sharp stalactites above me.

      I flinched when a sharp aroma accosted my nostrils. Covering my nose and mouth, I adjusted my vision to adapt to the darkness. That's when I saw them. A heap of bodies way at the back. My stomach rolled at the violent sight.

      My hand slowly lowered. "I found them."

      "Who?" Briar hurried over to me, having to also bend over to avoid being impaled. She came to a stop when she saw them. "Oh, God."

      "Do you recognize anyone?"

      She scrunched her face, trying to recognize someone. "It's hard to tell but some of them look vaguely familiar. I think they're part of Luke's pack." She looked up at me with wide eyes. "How are we going to tell him?"

      I grabbed her hand and tugged her away, loving the way her palm fit perfectly in mine. "We'll figure it out later."

      I inspected the area further. There was no blood trail leading to the bodies, which meant the shifters had been carried to this distant spot.

      Briar noticed the same thing. "How the hell did they get back there?"

      "Either our murderer is a little person who was strong enough to carry them or ... ," I shook my head, none of the theories rolling through my mind made sense. "They could've been perfectly tossed."

      Briar dropped onto all fours and crawled all the way back to the bodies.

      "What are you doing?" I asked.

      After a moment, she said, "Trick and Dick aren't here."

      I frowned and looked back the way we'd come. I hadn't seen any other exit other than the tunnel we'd entered in. "Where did they go?"

      "I found a way out." Briar crawled back to me, and I helped her to stand. "Over here."

      Back in the darkened area she'd been searching earlier, she showed me a narrow crack almost as tall as I was. The side of it was smeared with blood. Richard and Trick's scents were all over it.

      "Do you feel the Abydos?" I asked Briar.

      "I don't. Let's just hope Trick still has it. I didn't want to face the monster who caused this carnage."

      "Agreed."

      I slipped into the crack and proceeded forward into the tunnel. It was a tight fit, but at least I could walk. Briar came in after me, huffing every few seconds in frustration.

      "We'll find them," I reassured.

      "It's one thing hunting down these idiots, but I don't like this new player—or players. Do you think they’re after the Abydos too?"

      "How would this person or creature have known about it?"

      "Supernaturals can feel it," she said quietly. "It was protected by magic to hide its magical energy, but now that it's free, anyone with a psychic dog can find it."

      My heart skipped a beat. "Psychic?"

      She shrugged as we turned a corner in the darkness. "Probably. It's really just a matter of sensing its presence. Since hardly anyone has been around the ancient blood, they don't know what to look for, but there are some who have done their research or who have been around long enough to know."

      "Can't you track it then?"

      "I can feel it only when I get close. I wish I had some sort of psychic ability. I'd be able to push my ability out further to latch onto its trail."

      Excitement flooded my veins. Maybe I could track it. "What does it feel like?"

      "Hmmm... good question. It's hard to explain. It's sort of like that feeling you get when you're standing on the edge of a super high cliff. Legs get weak, stomach sinks. At least that's what I feel, but that's just tracking it. Its presence feels much different."

      "How so?" I tried to keep my voice casual to hide my extreme interest. I didn't want Briar to know about my psychic gift, not yet anyway.

      Briar inhaled a great breath. On her exhale, she said, "It's pure and raw energy. Like drinking water from a fresh mountain spring, or feeling the first of the sun's rays in the morning. Or, and this may sound funny, but one time I helped a lady deliver a baby on a bus. When I saw that baby take its first breath of life, it reminded me of the Abydos. Basically it is life and power. You can feel it humming through you, like an electrical storm on your skin."

      "Sounds complicated."

      "It is."

      I didn't ask any more questions. I was too busy mulling over Briar's words. It would be hard to track the Abydos, especially since I had no idea what it felt like even with Briar's description. I glanced back at her. But she knew. Maybe I could find a way to tap into her memories of it. I wasn't sure that was possible, but, between true mates, the impossible often happened.

      A cool breeze ruffled my hair, and I knew we'd be out of this cave soon. "We're getting close."

      "Good because my feet are getting wet."

      I glanced down, oblivious to the cold, but she was right. A natural spring had appeared at some point and trickled the same direction we were going.

      Up ahead, I spotted an opening. Beyond it, I saw the tops of trees. "We're high up. How far away do you think we are from Fire Ridge?"

      She shrugged. "I'm not sure. We've been following their scent for a while, but it's been twisting. I feel like we've started circling back around."

      The cavern widened at the end of the trail, and we found ourselves staring down at a lake surrounded by the forest. Just ten feet to the side, pouring from the cliff wall above us, water gushed over the rock face. My stomach lurched and an uneasiness filled me as I considered what we might have to do. I had a fear of water, and the thought of plunging into it made my blood drain to my feet.

      She peered down. "How deep do you think it is?"

      "Deep enough. Trick had to get out of here somehow." I peered up the cliff wall to make sure they couldn't have gone that way. It was smooth rock all the way to the top.

      "What about our cell phones?"

      I sighed, realizing she was right. We couldn't get them wet. I glanced down to a ledge not too far from us but close enough to the ground I could climb up to it. "I can toss them there carefully. At least one of them should survive the fall."

      "Worth the risk. We'll have to also leave my bag here. I can ask someone to come for it later. You okay with that?"

      I nodded, and, very carefully, tossed my phone. It landed on the ledge near a flowering plant and bounced almost over the side.

      Briar sucked in a breath. "That was close!"

      She handed me her phone, and I tossed it over there too. The clear sound of glass breaking reached our ears, but it managed to stay on the landing.

      "That sucks." She looked up and winked at me, then leapt from the edge before I could stop her. She flipped midair and dove into the night.

      My stomach lurched as I peered over, watching her fly through the air. She looked like an angel.

      But what if the water wasn't deep enough and she hurt herself? Without thinking, I jumped after her, my arms flailing, my stomach cramping.

      I sucked in a deep breath right before cold water enveloped me, panic working its way through my chest. I thrashed in the water, pushing myself upwards until I broke the surface, gasping for air. Catching sight of the shore, I power-swam to the edge of the lake and collapsed to the ground, my hand on my racing heart.

      Briar emerged from the dark surface, water dripping from her. Her dark eyes caught mine, drawing me in. Moonlight reflected off the beads of silvery liquid all over her flesh, and her nipples pebbled beneath her shirt. She smoothed back her long dark hair, her tongue darting out between her full lips. She was like a siren, an erotic vision made just for me. A pleasurable chill worked its way through my body, and I forgot all about my fear of the water.

      She frowned, concern lining her face. "Are you okay? You looked pretty panicked out there."

      She strode up to me, wringing her hair out. I watched the droplets slide down over her breasts.

      "Now I am."

      "Hey." She snapped her fingers. "Eyes up here, buddy."

      "Sorry." I averted my gaze, trying not to smile. I didn't know how to look at her any other way. I began to unbutton my wet shirt. "Where should we start?"

      She scanned the tree line, frowning and mumbling. "They could be anywhere."

      Her eyes shifted back to me, and her mouth parted as she took me in. I pretended not to notice as I stretched my arms high, making the muscles on my chest ripple. When I lowered them, my wet shirt in my hands, I finally looked at her, catching her staring.

      God, she was so beautiful.

      "I don't like the way you're staring at me," I teased.

      She startled and shifted her gaze, her cheeks reddening. "At least you know what it feels like now. You want to grab our phones?"

      After doing as she asked, I walked around our side of the lake searching for signs of Trick while Briar figured out exactly where we were.

      "There's a road not too far from here. They had to have gone that way."

      "I'll try and sniff them out." I disappeared into the forest and quickly raced back and forth until I caught their scent. It wasn't as strong as the night before, but it was there. I called Briar over.

      When she caught it too, we jogged after it and only stopped when we reached the road. I walked up ahead, but Briar crossed the street, taking note of a street sign. "I don't smell them over here."

      "Or here," I said, from my spot thirty feet up the road.

      "They must've had someone pick them up." Briar lifted her phone and dialed a number. After a short moment, she said into the receiver, "Hey Marge. Can you do me a favor? I need a bike brought to me and Angel. Some clothes too for both of us. We might be a few days. We're on Highway 37 near mile marker 29."

      While she continued to talk, I walked further up the road, thinking about what had caused the carnage back in the cave. I needed to figure it out in case it tried to kill us too. Whatever it had been, it was incredibly strong and yet, nimble too. The way it had piled the bodies in that small space ... If we weren't tracking the Abydos, I'd consider trying to find the creature. I'd learned the hard way that waiting for creatures to find you was never the right thing to do.

      "Angel?"

      I spun around. "Yes?

      "I said bikes will be here in thirty minutes. What were you thinking about?"

      "The creature in the cave. It must really want the Abydos."

      "Which is why we must get to Trick before it does."

      I looked up and down the road. "But what way? One direction leads back to Rouen and the other heads to Irondale."

      She groaned and dragged her hand down her face. "I don't know! I've been trying to get a line on the Abydos, but I think it's too far away."

      I swallowed, my chest tightening. Was I ready to reveal my secret to her?

      "What's wrong?"

      I turned away from her, thinking hard. I couldn't tell her I could sense the future. It might lead to questions about us.

      Her hand fell on my shoulder, and I closed my eyes at her touch. I wished I could feel it every day. I turned around. "I think I can help."

      "Help with what?"

      "Finding the Abydos."

      "How?"

      I decided to tell her half the truth. "I have this gift--"

      "Your tongue's healing power will not help us find the Abydos. Don't even try--"

      I laughed, pressing my finger to her mouth. "Let me finish. As much as I'd like to lick you again, my healing abilities have nothing to do with it. It's something else."

      This piqued her attention, and her mouth closed. Her beautiful, soft brown eyes stared up at me, hooded through thick eyelashes. My finger lingered on her lips for just a moment longer than necessary. Her tongue flicked out as if she couldn't stop it and tasted my skin. I closed my eyes, holding back my groan. Shit. This was too hard, being around her without touching her like I wanted.

      I lowered my hand and opened my eyes, forcing myself to focus. "I sometimes have a sixth sense about things. If I think of a person or an object, and concentrate hard enough, sometimes I can draw a line of magic between us."

      Tension filled the muscles on my back. I hoped that sounded believable. Really what I'd try to do is use Briar's connection to the Abydos, strengthen it, then sense where it might be in the immediate future.

      "How does it work?" Briar's eyes practically beamed with curiosity.

      "Well, I haven't ever tried to track an object I haven't touched before, but I can probably use your connection to it. Of course, if Trick has already gotten rid of the Abydos, we may be wasting our time."

      "How can you use me?"

      I lifted my hand and tucked stray hairs behind her ear. "Follow me."

      I guided her to the side of the road and ordered her to lie down. She did as I asked but narrowed her eyes up at me. "This isn't a ploy to get me on my back is it?"

      I waggled my eyebrows at her. "Maybe. You fell for it pretty easily, too. Maybe it's a position you want to be in."

      She groaned. "Just get this over with."

      I lowered next to her on my knees. "This won't hurt. Just close your eyes and open your mind."

      Panic twisted her expression. "You're not going to read it are you?"

      "Not at all. I'm just going to search for your connection to the Abydos."

      She reluctantly closed her eyes. I watched her for a long moment, taking in everything about her. Her clothes clung to her body, still wet from the lake, accentuating every curve. Moonlight glimmered over her, illuminating her full lips, the shadows beneath her cheekbones, the highlights in her hair. She was a moon goddess in every sense of the word.

      She peeked an eye open. "What are you waiting for?"

      I cleared my throat and lifted my hand to her forehead, pressing my palm to her warm flesh. She closed her eyes again, and I closed mine.

      It had been a long time since I'd used my gift this way. Centuries, actually. It took me several minutes to remember how to force my will over it. I focused first on Briar, on our connection with each other. The thread between us was strong, but it only led one way—from me to her. This would be so much easier if she had solidified our bond with her own thread, but that would come in time. Mine would have to do.

      A flash of Briar as a child jolted my nerves awake, and I sucked in a breath. She was a child with her father in the middle of the forest. Dozens of candles had been lit, a circle drawn. In the center lay a small box. Resting on top was a vial full of blood. The Abydos.

      I could feel Briar's reverence for the crimson liquid, feel her desire to protect it. I concentrated on those desires. It was easy to do as it was her most cherished possession.

      My palm grew warm, and I began to feel Briar sweat. But I didn't let go. I focused on that vial of blood trapped in Briar's memory forever. I was looking through her eyes, feeling her emotions.

      The images began to change, flashing in rapid succession. They were of Briar and every time she had touched the Abydos. The last one flicked and then stopped. It was a recent one. She was in the basement of what I guessed was Blutel Estate staring down at some scroll. I caught the word Komira and Trianus before Briar's vision shifted. Her gaze landed on another case. And though I couldn't see it, I knew it was the Abydos just by Briar's feelings.

      With no more images to sort through, I focused on Briar's emotions toward the Abydos. I lowered my hand to hers and gripped it tightly. I didn't know if she could feel it or not, but our intertwined hands began to tingle. The sensation spread up my arm, my neck and finally my head. I latched onto it, then mentally shoved it outward.

      The energy left me, but its essence stayed with me, sort of like a tether, connecting me to the Abydos. I could see what was happening as the sliver of energy sliced through the darkness, moving so fast lines of light appeared like falling stars. It slowed in front of an old barn then squeezed between wooden slats. It stopped moving when it found the Abydos.

      I took in the scene around it.

      Trick was with Richard huddled in a dark corner of a horse stall. The smell of their fear permeated with their sweat and blood, and their hearts beat savagely. They were hiding from something, injured and afraid. And whatever it was, I could feel its dark and angry presence growing closer.

      I pulled Briar to her feet, startling her. "We have to go. There's not much time."

      "But the bikes aren't here yet."

      "They can catch up."

      I sprinted down the road with Briar bolting after me. She pulled out her phone and attempted to text while we were moving. A minute later she said, "They are five minutes back."

      "Keep going!"

      "What did you see?"

      "Trick and Richard. In a barn. Something was with them."

      "Shit." Briar picked up her pace.

      After a few minutes, Marge and Samantha caught up to us. We stopped to jump onto Samantha's bike. Sensing our urgency, she quickly slid off and threw Briar a backpack. "What's going on?"

      "Sorry we can't stay and talk!" Briar said as I accelerated the bike, pushing it as fast as it could go. "I'll call soon!"

      We sped off down the road with Marge and Samantha staring after us. I hugged the bike between my legs and leaned into every corner. Briar gripped me tightly, her rapid heartbeat matching mine.

      "How close are we?" she yelled over the roar of the wind.

      "Close. I can feel it."

      Up ahead was another corner. I leaned to the left, preparing to take it, when Briar screamed.

      "Watch out!"

      From the corner of my eye, I caught a dark shadow drop from the tops of the trees. It dived right for us. I swerved, trying to avoid it but in my hurry, the bike skidded to the side. We crashed onto the road and slid along the hard pavement. Sparks of fire filled the air as metal met rock.

      My thigh slammed onto the hard asphalt, followed by my side and shoulder. Briar spun a different direction away from me. The pain electrifying my body made my head spin and vision blur, but all I could think about was Briar.

      I stopped sliding when my head smacked against something hard. Colors and pain filled the world around me. Before my eyes closed, I searched for Briar through my foggy vision.

      My eyes were drawn to the only light on the road. I focused my vision beneath drooping eyelids. It wasn't light I saw. It was fire, and it was moving.

      Briar.
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