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    TRACKING THE TEMPEST
  


  
    The barghest crouched in front of me, ready to fight. We raised our shields almost simultaneously and then seamlessly blended them together, my water flowing through his combined air and earth to create a wall of elemental force that was virtually impenetrable.
  


  
    Which was lucky, as right then a blast of fire streaked across the pasture toward Anyan. It was red and angry, and it was backed up by a pummeling wave of power so fierce that even behind our übershield I staggered under its onslaught.
  


  
    I went to one knee but no farther, for Anyan was there, bracing me with his massive shoulder. Engulfed in fire, we barely kept it at bay with our shields. We were as yet unharmed, but fire and snapping energy were everywhere.
  


  
    Only then did my dazzled brain put together what had just happened.
  


  
    I may have fled Boston for my own safety, but all I’d accomplished was bringing danger directly to Rockabill and the people I loved.
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    This time was for real. Nothing could stop me. I would crack this lesson. I would create this damned mage light. I would not burn off another eyebrow . . .
  


  
    Keeping up my flow of positive thinking, I watched as a tiny sphere of blue light flickered to life in my palm. It began to grow as I fed it with my power, trying to keep myself calm. But my stomach strummed happily as a wave of triumph washed through me. I fed the bright orb just a tiny bit more . . .
  


  
    And with a terrific bang it exploded, knocking me back on my ass and the breath out of my lungs.
  


  
    When my vision cleared, I made out a pair of muddy-brown eyes staring into mine. The eyes were attached to Trill, the kelpie, who lived most of the time in the sea surrounding my village of Rockabill, Maine. As a kelpie, she had two forms: the weird little sea-pony form she was in now and a humanoid form that would never pass as normal, even with tequila goggles.
  


  
    ‘She still has both eyebrows,’ the pony reported, her voice oil-slick slippery.
  


  
    ‘Good,’ came Nell’s deceptively grandmotherly tones. ‘She looked hideous with just the one.’
  


  
    The kelpie nodded sagely, and I gave her my most baleful glare. ‘Thanks for caring, Trill,’ I told her as I grabbed a hank of her seaweed forelock to help haul myself up.
  


  
    ‘No problem, Jane.’ She winced, shaking free of my hold on her mane. Without which I thumped back onto the grass, my head spinning. Magic hurts when it goes kablooey.
  


  
    I groaned pathetically as Nell’s little face loomed over mine. ‘Come on, Jane. Get up. Now is not the time for resting.’
  


  
    I took a deep breath, blinking my eyes to clear my vision. Finally, I struggled upright, still a little woozy. Nell the gnome smiled at me, but I wasn’t fooled. Behind those rustic clothes and that pleasant expression lurked the disposition of the gunnery sergeant from Full Metal Jacket.
  


  
    ‘Come now, Jane. Stand up and do it again.’
  


  
    Do or do not. There is no try, my weary brain chittered at the tiny but implacable old lady currently staring at me with her wee fists balled at her hips. If I didn’t know she could drop me in a heartbeat, I would have picked her up by her giant silver bun to discus throw her into the trees. Instead, I laboriously clambered to my feet and then took a second to reclip my bangs off my face. I was growing them out, and they were officially at the stage where they were driving me crazy.
  


  
    When finished, I slowly, painstakingly, cleared my mind, trying to picture my head as an empty room, painted all in white, that held no sound. I then pictured myself sitting cross-legged in the middle of that colorless, silent room – eyes shut and perfectly in control of both my body and my mind. I felt my breathing grow shallow as I tried to withdraw even further inward, to where the power lay within me.
  


  
    ‘Concentrate, Jane, and pull from within,’ came Nell’s soothing voice. ‘Now, this time, create the light without focusing on the light. The light is the natural result of your manipulating your powers. Don’t let the light itself distract you from control.’
  


  
    I held my palm out in front of me. Technically, I didn’t need to use my hand to create the light. But it helped to solidify my visualization of what I wanted, and I’d seen that a lot of supernatural folk, including my lover, Ryu, used their hands in creative ways when making mage lights.
  


  
    And Ryu has very creative hands, chimed in my everirrepressible libido, as if on cue.
  


  
    ‘Jane!’ Nell barked as my attention veered to Ryu, and the little shell of power I’d begun building around myself began to fizzle. I pulled my hormones up sharply and went back to my clean bright room, keeping it conspicuously absent of a certain handsome man and his big beautiful fangs—
  


  
    ‘Jane!’ This time Nell’s voice was decidedly miffed.
  


  
    I sighed and focused, firmly banishing all stray thoughts. When I was finally centered, I pictured the mage light as a spark flaring up in my palm. I fed the spark, keeping my emotions at bay, and watched as it grew into a little golf ball-sized globe of light. I held it steady, maintaining it in my palm.
  


  
    ‘Good,’ said Nell. ‘Now, try making it bigger.’
  


  
    ‘Bigger’ was where things usually went wrong. I focused, again, doing my best to keep calm as I started feeding energy into the small sphere. As I did so, I visualized it expanding. The shape in my palm trembled, and I forced myself to continue my slow, deep breaths. And then it grew, its pulsing skin stretching until it was about the size of a baseball.
  


  
    ‘Excellent, Jane. Now disperse it, but remember to recycle your energy.’
  


  
    This part I was good at. I focused my will and gently siphoned the energy out of my mage light, being careful to bring as much of it back into me as I could. Technically, I could let the power just flow back into the environment, but Nell was a firm believer in ‘waste not, want not’.
  


  
    The light wavered, stilled for a split second, and then winked out of existence. I couldn’t help but close my hand with a little flourish. Now that I couldn’t blow anything up, I was allowed to be pleased with myself. That was the first time I’d managed to create and disperse a mage light start to finish.
  


  
    ‘Who’s your daddy?’ I demanded rhetorically, doing a little happy dance.
  


  
    ‘He died centuries ago; you wouldn’t know him,’ Nell replied, coming toward me. ‘Stop hopping about and shields up.’
  


  
    Aye aye, Captain, I thought, even as I dutifully raised my defenses.
  


  
    Almost immediately, the gnome let loose a fierce barrage of tiny mage balls straight at me.
  


  
    ‘Shit!’ I swore, reflexively throwing up an arm to shield my face. Despite my momentary lapse of control, however, my defenses held. I watched, still flinching every time, as each little blast of Nell’s power struck the invisible barriers I’d erected about arm’s length in front of me. Nell’s little mage balls weren’t enough to do any real damage, but I knew all too well that the little fuckers stung like hell. This time, however, they all fizzled out on my shields in bright bursts of light. After a moment, I realized it was quite pretty, like being trapped in an inverse snow globe.
  


  
    Finally, the gnome grunted happily and ceased her attack.
  


  
    ‘Excellent, Jane. Your defenses are strong.’
  


  
    I squirmed with pride at Nell’s words, for having strong defenses brought me even more pleasure than creating the mage light. After all, while mage lights did make finding my underwear easier in the dark, having strong shields would save my life.
  


  
    ‘You’ve never had any trouble seeing through glamours, so I think you’re ready to start creating them,’ Nell continued, gathering tighter the shawl she wore about her shoulders. ‘But we’ll leave that for next time. For now, go eat. And don’t forget to swim tonight. You’ll need more power than you expect for glamours.’ She came toward me to pat my thigh with one of her tiny hands in the gnome version of a pat on the back. ‘You’re beginning to make real progress.’
  


  
    ‘Thanks, Nell,’ I said, meaning it from the bottom of my heart. Although I knew I had tons to learn, at least I wasn’t as entirely helpless as I had been.
  


  
    My introduction to the supernatural world I now inhabited had been brutally swift. Four months ago I’d been boring old Jane – bookstore clerk and secret night swimmer. Till one night I’d found a dead body and suddenly I was Jane True, half selkie and heir to a very nonboring magical heritage. The dead body had turned out to be one of a series of murders being investigated by Ryu, the guy I was currently seeing, and I’d gotten embroiled – big-time – in the investigation. During which I’d nearly been killed twice: once in a physical attack by Jarl, the closet Hitler, and once by Jarl’s lackey, the now-deceased Jimmu, who’d frozen me with his magical snaky stare. I’d been a sitting duck to Jimmu’s naga glamour, which is why, four months back when I started training with Nell, Anyan Barghest’s sole command to my new teacher had been that Nell teach me to make my shields secure before anything else. I think Anyan was just tired of playing hero, considering he’d been obliged to rescue me both times I had nearly lost my head.
  


  
    That said, and despite how chaotic the last months had been, I had no complaints. My life was a constant cycle of work, train, take care of my dad, and swim, but I loved every minute. And, while things had been too crazy for me to make it to Boston yet, about once a fortnight I would meet Ryu in a bed-and-breakfast in Eastport for our patented weekend marathons of sex and eating. In other words, I was happier now than I’d been since Jason had died so many years ago. I felt . . . whole again. I did stay up late, sometimes, worrying about what had happened with Jimmu, unable to understand the true motivations behind the murders he’d committed. Ryu had assured me that the investigation they’d done into the nagas’ murders, after the fact, had been extensive and thorough and hadn’t uncovered anything for me to be worried about. But I did worry . . . and I knew there was more to those murders than just the nagas’ racist hatred of halflings urging them to homicide.
  


  
    That said, I couldn’t spend my life worrying about Jimmu. Especially not when everything had fallen into place for me. It’s like I’d finally discovered the Jane True I’d always been meant to be. I still had a lot to learn, but I was really, really excited to grow into the woman I glimpsed lurking on the horizon.
  


  
    She is pretty fucking fierce, I thought, laughing at myself for my little burst of sheer narcissism.
  


  
    The gnome ignored my random giggling but did acknowlodge my thanks with a nod. Then she took her leave, waddling toward the forest surrounding our training pasture. Trill gave me a horrible pony grin – her eerie gray skin stretched taut over her bony skull – before she turned tail to follow Nell into the woods.
  


  
    I stretched, long and leisurely, before wandering off toward the cabin that butted up to the pasture we used for training. The door was locked, so my bag was lying on the stairs of the cabin’s wide, wraparound porch.
  


  
    I eyed the little house, wishing I could get in there. I had to pee, first of all, but I also loved snooping around Nell’s cabin. It was full of amazing art, and it had this awesome kitchen I would kill to cook in. It also smelled deliciously of lemon wax and cardamom, a combination of scents I’d come to crave. But it was closed up, and the gnome had gone off to do whatever it is gnomes do, so I dragged my battered old messenger bag off the stairs and started down the path that led to my house.
  


  
    Feeling my oats, I gave my bag a jaunty swing. It twirled, obligingly, around my arm and I laughed. So I gave it another swing, harder this time. Which resulted in me dumping its contents onto the rough path beneath my feet.
  


  
    Sighing, I knelt down to pick it all up, wondering, for about the fifth time that month, whether Nell had a spell to make me less of a spaz.
  


  
     

  


  
    ‘I saw it and knew it was for you. Happy early Valentine’s Day!’
  


  
    I held the T-shirt up to admire it as Iris’s honeydew voice washed over me. That said, I had to tear my eyes from her, resplendent in an aquamarine wool sheath dress that accentuated her golden skin and hair, to appreciate my gift. The shirt was white, with huge dark gray and silvery angelic wings etched on the back and a small heart with wings and a halo emblazoned on the front. It was adorable and I loved it.
  


  
    ‘Thank you sooo much, Iris,’ I said before passing the gift I’d gotten her over the table.
  


  
    We were at the Trough, our local diner. Many of Rockabill’s businesses had pig-related names in honor of our whirlpool, the Old Sow, which was a tourist attraction as well as my favorite place to swim. Not intending to seduce the good people of Rockabill, Iris was dampening down her natural mojo, but I could still feel it brushing against my carefully constructed shields. And despite her efforts, the succubus’s effect on the other diners was very evident. Everyone in the Trough was turned toward Iris, their own postures reflecting each of her movements, just a little, like flowers tracking the path of the sun through the sky.
  


  
    She pawed aside the gift bag’s decorative tissue to find the first three books of my new favorite paranormal romance series. They featured the antics of extraordinarily boinkable demon men, and since Iris was a succubus, after all, I thought they were an entirely appropriate Valentine’s Day gift.
  


  
    ‘Ooo, covers,’ Iris cooed, stroking a French-manicured nail over the lusciously muscular tattooed back of the first novel’s cover model. I nodded my agreement. I normally didn’t like the whole ‘brooding man’ choice of cover, but these totally rose my biscuits. They focused on the body and the tats – rather than the usually disappointing pretty-boy face that most covers sported – and I was happy to follow their lead.
  


  
    ‘I know.’ I grinned, partially happy that Iris liked my gift but also happy that I could even have a conversation like this with her. A few months ago I had no chance of keeping my shit together around an aroused incubus or succubus. And they were always aroused. But now, while I felt the waves of Iris’s sexual juju against my protected mind, I was totally capable of keeping on my underpants.
  


  
    ‘Sexy?’ she asked, arching an eyebrow at me.
  


  
    ‘Incredibly,’ I answered. ‘Slightly bizarre caveman-style monosyllabic dialogue in some of the sex scenes, but other than that, they are hot.’
  


  
    ‘Mmmm. Sex scenes,’ Iris purred, her eyes glowing gently in that trademark succubus manner. I laughed as Amy, our local nahual waitress, came to take our orders.
  


  
    ‘What can I get you fine ladies this evening?’ she asked.
  


  
    ‘The usual,’ I said, which meant a lemonade and a tuna melt.
  


  
    ‘Can I have this?’ Iris asked in her honeydew voice, holding up one of the novels I’d bought her so that Amy could see the cover.
  


  
    ‘Sorry, hot man is all out at the moment. We have some corpulent taxi driver and a slice of crazy cat-lady left, but we ran out of hot man hours ago.’
  


  
    Iris tsked, her luscious lips pouting adorably. ‘Then I’ll have a Diet Coke and the chef’s salad. Dressing on the side.’
  


  
    ‘You got it,’ Amy said as she ambled off.
  


  
    ‘Now, Jane,’ Iris said, her brilliant blue eyes fixing on mine like spotlights. ‘Tell me what you and Ryu have planned for Valentine’s Day. Maybe a ménage à trois?’
  


  
    ‘Why?’ I asked suspiciously. ‘Has Ryu said something to you?’
  


  
    ‘No,’ Iris laughed. ‘I was trying to make a joke.’
  


  
    ‘Never joke about Ryu and sexual experimentation. Ever. My heart can’t take it.’
  


  
    Iris grinned a particularly feral little smirk. ‘If he weren’t a waste of my time, I’d take him for a spin. Share trade secrets and whatnot.’ Iris wasn’t calling Ryu a waste of time because she didn’t like him but because, for whatever reason, only humans and some halflings created the right type of magical essence that succubi, incubi, and baobhan sith needed to feed.
  


  
    I shook my head at Iris. ‘The thought of you two together terrifies me. You’d burn through the floor. You’d probably smash your way to China. The friction would start a cold-fusion reaction.’
  


  
    Iris laughed. ‘Unfortunately, he’s like celery to me. I’d burn more energy eating him than I would get from digesting.’ I cocked my head at her metaphor, trying to decide if it was sexy or just bizarre as she continued, ‘And besides, except for feeding, he’s got eyes only for you, Jane.’
  


  
    At her words, my whole body froze. The thing is, the situation between Ryu and me was really complicated. I liked him, a lot. But he lived in Boston, where he was based. He was kind of like a supernatural detective, and it was a big deal to be in charge of a city so large and important. Meanwhile, my life was here, in backwater Rockabill. My dad would never move, as he was convinced my mother would someday reappear. He also had a bad heart, so I had to be around to help take care of him. I wasn’t about to abandon my father, and Ryu wasn’t about to abandon his career. So, even though we’d been dating since we met, we were still in this delicious honeymoon stage. We had our heady weekend flings, and we never had to deal with real life.
  


  
    But I still knew damned well that ‘real life’ meant Ryu’s being with other women. He was a baobhan sith, the beings that had inspired our vampire mythologies. He drank blood, but not much. He only needed essence, not food. Nevertheless, Ryu couldn’t do his job without expending a lot of energy. Therefore, he couldn’t do his job without consuming a lot of essence from human veins. As my veins were in absentia, in this scenario, two plus two equaled him getting a little nookie on the side. He couldn’t just find any old neck and sink in his fangs, or rob a blood bank, or drink synthetic blood like vampires did in the movies. After all, it wasn’t the actual blood Ryu fed on, but the emotions. So he had either to scare the shit out of someone or arouse them. He had either to become a creature of nightmares, the kind of creature I wouldn’t want to date, or stick with arousal and do what, in human terms, would be considered cheating.
  


  
    But just because I could do the math didn’t mean I wanted to. Ever. As Iris kept pouring lemon juice in my wounds, my face went all blank and weird, and I knew my friend could sense how uncomfortable she’d made me by bringing up Ryu’s sanguinary infidelities.
  


  
    ‘Oh, gods, Jane, I’m so sorry. That was so stupid of me to say. I’m really sorry. I know Ryu cares for you . . . I shouldn’t have mentioned the feeding . . . I’m sure he’d just feed off you if he could. And I can tell you from experience that the sex really doesn’t mean anything . . .’
  


  
    I tried to take deep breaths as Iris plied her shovel, digging herself deeper.
  


  
    ‘I mean, he probably doesn’t have to feed that often anyway, and you do see each other quite a bit, so it’s probably only a few times a week that he needs to go off on his own...’
  


  
    Before Iris could apologize any more, I forced my throat to work. ‘No, Iris, it’s stupid of me to get upset. It’s just all so fucking complicated.’ My stressed, already overly loud voice rose on those last two words, causing old Mrs Patterson of the randy Yorkies to glare at me from over her bowl of clam chowder before she went back to staring in rapture at Iris. ‘Let’s just change the subject,’ I begged. ‘Tell me about your plans for Valentine’s Day.’
  


  
    The good thing about succubi was that they were wonderfully easy to distract. Wiping away her sad expression, Iris started telling me about the marathon of debauchery she had planned for the weekend. I let my mind start to wander when she got to the part about her intended visit to Eastport’s fire station.
  


  
    ‘. . . so the good part is they can just hose me off at the station and I won’t have to worry about showering. Get it? Hose me off? Since it’s a fire station? Jane, are you listening?’ Iris’s syrupy French-toast voice finally interrupted my inner critique and I snapped to attention.
  


  
    ‘I’m sorry, Iris. I’m here. And you’re talking about hosing. Again.’
  


  
    Right then, Amy came with our food and I managed to veer Iris toward more innocuous subjects as we ate. We talked about her boutique and some new stock she wanted me to try. When we were finally finished, I insisted on picking up the check, so she insisted on paying the tip.
  


  
    ‘Should we head out to the Sty?’ Iris asked when we were in the parking lot. I shuddered. Not because I didn’t love the Pig Sty, our local bar that was owned by a pair of nahuals whom I adored. It was just that the Sty was also usually home to Stuart Gray, Jason’s cousin and Rockabill’s self-appointed made-for-TV bully. Stu hated me, and I hated him right back.
  


  
    ‘Sorry, Iris, but I’m gonna pass. I don’t want to deal with Stuart.’ Not tonight, with my self-control just about shot. One word out of Stu’s obnoxious mouth and I’d probably zap him with a lightning bolt. If I could zap lightning bolts, that is.
  


  
    ‘How about a ride home?’ she asked.
  


  
    ‘Make it the beach and you got a deal.’
  


  
    She nodded and we ambled over to her little pink hybrid. ‘I don’t see your wet suit,’ she said, casually, as we got in her car.
  


  
    I ignored her as I buckled my seat belt.
  


  
    ‘Are you just going to leave your clothes in the sand?’ she asked, trying a different angle. ‘Don’t they get dirty?’
  


  
    I blinked at her, and she started up her car.
  


  
    ‘I could hold them, you know. For you. Make sure they stay dry.’
  


  
    I fiddled with her car’s stereo.
  


  
    ‘Just a little sex? Please?’ Iris’s voice was like caramel apples. I burst out laughing.
  


  
    She laughed with me. ‘I’m sorry. I can’t help it.’
  


  
    ‘I know, Iris. I know,’ I said, still giggling as I patted her hand affectionately. ‘But those lines do put the suck in “succubus”.’
  


  


  
    CHAPTER TWO
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    After work the next day, I went home before going to train with Nell. The screen door on our little house creaked alarmingly when I opened it, and I made a mental note to oil the hinges. My key stuck, as usual, and I jiggled it the way I knew it liked to be jiggled until I was allowed inside. My dad was sitting in our little living room to the right of the door, watching poker.
  


  
    ‘Hey, Dad!’ I said, surreptitiously checking on his condition before I hung up my coat.
  


  
    ‘Hey, honey,’ he answered. He sounded, and looked, really tired.
  


  
    ‘How you feeling? Can I get you anything?’ I knew he’d hate that I fussed, but I couldn’t help it. I was good at fussing.
  


  
    ‘Oh, I’m fine. Just tired.’
  


  
    I ignored him, walking over to give him a good once-over. Despite his obvious fatigue, he didn’t look too bad, and whatever new medicine the doctor had prescribed seemed to be helping. He’d looked decidedly rosier recently, and he was sleeping better.
  


  
    ‘Really, I’m fine. I just stayed up too late watching that stupid movie.’
  


  
    I grinned at him. ‘I hope you didn’t tell the guys you stayed awake to watch Steel Magnolias,’ I chided.
  


  
    He groaned. ‘Are you kidding me? I’d never hear the end of it. I’d have to go out and chop down a tree or change a tire to prove my masculinity. But I do love that damned movie,’ he confessed finally.
  


  
    ‘And that’s why I love you, Dad,’ I said, leaning down to kiss him on his stubbly cheek.
  


  
    ‘I love you too, honey. And I don’t want you to worry so much. I really feel good. That new treatment seems to be helping.’
  


  
    ‘You do look better,’ I said, as much to myself as to him.
  


  
    He nodded, closing the subject. ‘So, what’s for supper?’
  


  
    ‘I thought I’d make that ginger fish and some rice and salad.’
  


  
    ‘Sounds good, honey. And there might be something in the kitchen waiting for you.’
  


  
    I narrowed my eyes. ‘What kind of something?’
  


  
    ‘Oh, just something,’ my dad answered casually.
  


  
    Well, it couldn’t be a naked vampire or my dad wouldn’t be so calm. But I still crept into the kitchen warily, knowing my lover’s penchant for taking the Hallmark holiday to a whole new level of gratuity. I was terrified fireworks would explode or the naked vampire would jump out of a massive cake.
  


  
    My mouth started watering suddenly, although I wasn’t sure if it was over the thought of Ryu naked or the idea of cake.
  


  
    Mmmmm . . . cake . . .
  


  
    My cake-and-sex fantasies were foiled, however, for neither lurked in my kitchen. Instead, there sat on our counter a perfectly normal bouquet of red roses. All right, there were a lot of roses – at least three dozen – but they were just roses. I checked to make sure the vase was a standard-issue florist vase and not diamond encrusted. It had taken Ryu a while to understand that I just wanted him, not his money. Where was I going to wear designer clothes or jewelry? In the Old Sow? So I was happy to see the roses, as he knew how much I loved flowers. Hopefully, Ryu would follow up his gift with a visit – Valentine’s Day wasn’t until tomorrow – but the roses were an excellent start . . .
  


  
    . . . and quite a finish, I thought as I finally found the card attached to the flowers. Which was no card at all, but an open-ended ticket to Boston. For the next day.
  


  
    I giggled, just as the heavens cued our phone to ring.
  


  
    ‘Hello?’ I answered, knowing damned well who it was.
  


  
    ‘Hey, baby,’ purred out the voice that, no matter how familiar it had become, still sent shivers down my spine.
  


  
    ‘You,’ I said. ‘You . . .’ I continued, unsure whether to thank him or just give in to temptation and lick the mouthpiece.
  


  
    ‘Are amazing? Extraordinary? Sexy? Yours? I can continue—’
  


  
    ‘Ryu,’ I interrupted.
  


  
    ‘Jane,’ he breathed, as my womb did something involving a roundoff and jazz hands. ‘Do you like your gift?’
  


  
    ‘The flowers are beautiful, babe. Thank you.’
  


  
    ‘Not nearly as lovely as you, my sweet. But they aren’t the real gift. Can you come?’
  


  
    I smiled at how he drew out that last word, feeling my bosoms commence their familiar Ryu-related heaving. If I hadn’t been excited to see him before, he’d just catapulted me to positively gleeful.
  


  
    ‘Yeah, I can come. I’ll still have to check with Grizzie and Tracy, but I’m sure it will be okay. The store is dead right now, with the holiday. I’ll also have to make sure the boys check up on my dad. But that shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll just make a few calls and then I’m all yours.’
  


  
    ‘All mine, baby?’ he purred. ‘Because you know I’ll take you up on that offer. . .’
  


  
    I laughed. ‘Easy, killer. If you make me self-combust, I won’t make it to Boston. But I am really excited to see you. I’ve missed you.’
  


  
    ‘I’ve missed you, too, honey. I always miss you. I’ve talked to you about this . . .’
  


  
    I fell silent. Ryu had been intimating we move our relationship up to the next level since the last time we saw each other. But I just didn’t see how that was possible. So I handled the situation with my usual, very mature tactic of ignoring him completely.
  


  
    ‘Well, you’re lucky; you had good timing,’ I said. ‘This is a perfect time to visit. But next time, you might want to check with me first. What if I had been busy?’
  


  
    Ryu chortled his funny trademark laugh, and the lust in my belly spread through my limbs like Greek fire. ‘You’re never too busy for me, baby. I know you.’ Before I could protest that claim, he moved on. ‘And you’re going to love it. I’ve got an amazing weekend planned. You’ll never want to leave.’
  


  
    ‘You always have amazing things planned,’ I said gratefully. ‘You’re Ryu.’
  


  
    ‘And you’re Jane. For Jane, I’ll move mountains.’
  


  
    I laughed. ‘I’ll be happy with dinner, darling.’
  


  
    ‘Then I’ll just move your legs. Around my waist, while you’re up against the wall and I’m standing. After I’ve removed every last stitch of your clothing . . .’
  


  
    I blushed, as my nearly immortal beloved attempted to engage me in phone sex while I stood in my well-lit kitchen, my dad in the next room watching poker in his battered recliner.
  


  
    ‘Ryu.’ I gulped, my voice husky. ‘I’m in my kitchen—’
  


  
    ‘Then you can spread yourself out on the table while you listen to me. You know what we like to do on tables—’
  


  
    ‘Ryu,’ I interrupted desperately. I couldn’t take it. Maybe I had the bad ticker. ‘Tomorrow. I’ll see you tomorrow. Then we can—’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’ It was his turn to interrupt me. ‘Then we can. And we will. I’ve missed you, Jane. It’s been, what, two weeks?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    ‘Too long. I hate missing you.’
  


  
    ‘I do too, Ryu.’
  


  
    ‘Well, tomorrow you’ll be all mine. For the entire weekend, and longer if you like. The return ticket can be used whenever. ’ He knew I was going to tell him I had to come back, so he didn’t let me break in this time. ‘But this weekend, for certain, you’re mine.’
  


  
    ‘All yours,’ I agreed.
  


  
    ‘Think about me tonight, Jane. When you go to bed.’
  


  
    There was no chance of me not thinking of him, not after this evening’s phone performance. ‘I will, Ryu. Believe me.’
  


  
    ‘Good. And tomorrow you’ll be in my bed.’
  


  
    I shivered, silent.
  


  
    ‘Bye, baby.’
  


  
    ‘Bye, Ryu. See you tomorrow.’
  


  
    He was wrong, of course. It felt like an eternity till I was in his arms.
  


  
    But then, just like that, I was.
  


  
     

  


  
    One minute I was craning my head trying to figure out which carousel my luggage was on and the next my feet were dangling as I was swept up into a tight embrace.
  


  
    ‘Jane,’ Ryu purred into my ear. ‘Gods, it’s good to see you.’
  


  
    Pressed that tight against him, I could feel just how good it was.
  


  
    I rubbed my cheek against his short-cropped chestnut hair and then pulled back slightly so that my skin dragged across the slightly rougher texture of his smooth-shaven jaw. Wrapped up in his arms, I was blanketed in his signature scent of warm skin and balsam soap, with that hint of cumin that made my mouth water. As I inhaled, I continued on my mission until I found what I’d been searching for and my lips met his. The heat that had been pooling in my gut exploded through my body with palpable force.
  


  
    We stood, necking like teenagers, as my fellow passengers claimed their luggage. They were oblivious to us; Ryu unconsciously sent out various glamours either repulsing or attracting attention, depending on the situation. Despite knowing we were unseen, I would normally have been uncomfortable with the bustle around us. But it had been two weeks, and I was losing myself in Ryu’s clever mouth. Our kiss deepened and I pulled my legs up to wrap around his waist, until I gasped as Ryu’s now well-extended fangs cut my lip deeply. I tasted blood, for just a second, before my lover’s mouth found the pain. He sucked gently at the wound – making me moan – before his tongue swept across the gash once, twice, and then a third time, finally healing me.
  


  
    We were both breathing heavily and I could feel him tremble. I unwound my legs, allowing myself to slide down the hard length of his body. Leaning back in his arms, I let my eyes scan up over his broad shoulders in their crisp white button-up to the strong column of his neck, to his handsome face, finally meeting his beautiful, golden-green gaze. I’d never get enough of Ryu’s eyes. They were really hazel, but with only the barest flecks of green that gathered together right near his pupils, leaving the rest of his eyes a nearly unadulterated amber-gold. A surge of pure lust washed through my system. When I was away from him, I forgot just how gorgeous Ryu was, and the effect he had on me.
  


  
    I knew my lover could read every sign of my arousal – my dilated pupils, my rapidly beating heart, my blood rushing through my veins – as if it were written on a billboard. But, just in case he had any doubts, I moved my hips in a firm little shimmy against his already straining trousers. He closed those lovely eyes and groaned, pulling me tighter against him before pushing me away.
  


  
    ‘Unless you entertain a secret sexual fantasy involving Logan Airport, I suggest you quit torturing me,’ Ryu said, his normally smooth voice delightfully lust-gruff.
  


  
    I grinned at him. ‘You deserve torture after last night. I had to swim an extra hour to expunge the horny from my system.’
  


  
    ‘Well, I hope you didn’t swim off all your horny,’ he said, running a hand over my backside to guide me toward the luggage carousel.
  


  
    ‘I’m sure I’ll manage to dredge something up,’ I said drily as I made a grab for my heavy suitcase. Ryu pulled it easily off the belt, grinning at its size.
  


  
    ‘Planning on staying for a while?’ he queried, his voice hopeful.
  


  
    ‘No, I’ve definitely got to get back on Monday, at the latest. But I made the mistake of asking Iris to help me pack.’
  


  
    The succubus had driven over that night with a month’s worth of stuff already packed in the massive suitcase. She’d taken one look at the little carry-on rollerboard Ryu had given me and burst out laughing. The carry-on had disappeared, the few things it already contained stowed into the last remaining corners of the behemoth sitting at our feet.
  


  
    ‘Really?’ Ryu asked slyly as he took the suitcase’s retractable handle with one hand and my fingers with the other. He raised my palm to his lips in his signature gigolo gesture before leading me toward the exits. ‘And what, exactly, did Iris suggest you pack?’
  


  
    I blushed. If my case sprang open at that moment, spilling its contents for Logan International Airport to see, most people would assume that Boston was hosting some sort of adult entertainment convention and that I worked for one of the big names.
  


  
    ‘Socks. Vitamins. The usual,’ I squeaked. I knew the succubus had gotten into my dirty drawer, where I kept all of Grizzie’s presents. Grizzie gave dirty gifts for every occasion, and as I’d known her a long time now, the drawer in which I stored my unmentionables was a veritable cornucopia of fetish-tastic smut. I couldn’t begin to guess at the intended usage of some of the vaguely phallic bits and bobs Grizzie had given me, and so they’d remained unopened, safely tucked away. But I’d come back from digging out my old toiletries bag from the hall closet to find the dirty drawer open and Iris patting my suitcase, her eyes glowing like high beams.
  


  
    ‘Mmm-hmm,’ Ryu drawled, arching one of his achingly expressive brows at me. The man had developed a form of communication akin to that used with fans by women in the nineteenth century; he could converse eloquently and at great length using just his eyebrows. Right now, the otherwise very sophisticated vampire by my side had a mouth saying, ‘I’m so glad you’re here, Miss True.’ But what his eyebrows were saying was ‘I’ma rock yo’ shit, shorty’. I liked what both his mouth and eyebrows had to say, so I strained up on my tippy-toes to kiss them each in their turn. Ryu obliged me by stooping into kiss range.
  


  
    ‘I’m glad I’m here, too,’ I told him, trying to get my own eyebrows to say ‘I’ma rock you right back, boo’, but I managed only to look constipated.
  


  
    ‘Although, we may have to leave this suitcase here. I don’t know how it’ll fit in my car . . .’ Ryu had every right to be concerned. The suitcase was enormous, and he drove a Porsche Boxster.
  


  
    Or at least he used to.
  


  
    Because he was either stealing the itsy-bitsy black BMW we were walking toward in Logan’s parking garage or he’d bought a new car. This time my eyebrows did manage to speak volumes.
  


  
    Ryu grinned. ‘I got bored,’ he said, his voice arch.
  


  
    ‘What is that thing?’ I asked. The little car was beautiful. But it stank of overcompensation, midlife crisis, or general skankiness. Ryu had nothing to compensate for, and he was too pimp to be skank. That left midlife crisis. He was a few decades short of three hundred years old and probably due for some sort of nervous breakdown.
  


  
    ‘A Z4 M Roadster,’ he answered me, running a hand over the car’s hood.
  


  
    ‘What happened to the Porsche?’
  


  
    Ryu smiled innocently at me. I knew that smile well. It was the smile he gave me right before he did something unspeakably filthy. ‘I had an accident,’ was all he said as he opened the trunk and began stuffing it full of my suitcase.
  


  
    ‘Do I want to know?’ I asked when he’d finally wrestled the trunk closed.
  


  
    ‘No,’ he replied as he came around to open my door.
  


  
    I let myself be herded into the car, buckling myself in and then twice checking to make sure I was securely fastened. I pulled the belt sharply to be certain that it worked.
  


  
    ‘You probably learned an important lesson about safe driving from the accident I’m not supposed to ask about, right?’ I inquired of my vampire as he settled into his own seat. Ryu gave me his most angelic smile, the one he used when I was really in trouble.
  


  
    ‘And you don’t want to wreck this nice, new car, do you?’ I continued, praying he didn’t want to wreck this nice, new car. The vampire ignored me.
  


  
    ‘Ryu, you have all this lovely fresh upholstery. You don’t want me to wet myself with fear, do you? Ryu? Ryu?’
  


  
    Once belted in, Ryu adjusted his rearview mirror and then deigned to turn to me.
  


  
    ‘Honey, why do you worry? You know I’m always safe.’
  


  
    ‘No,’ I said. ‘You are not “safe”. You drive like a fucking lunatic.’
  


  
    ‘Jane, don’t worry.’ Ryu chuckled as he started the engine. It growled like a rabid dingo. ‘This is Boston.’ I thought about that. He wouldn’t have to be so aggressive on his home turf, right? And Boston was famous for its tight squeezes and tiny roads. Boston never burned! I reminded myself. How nuts could you drive in a veritable labyrinth?
  


  
    He whipped out of the parking space so fast my stomach was left sitting there, burbling in surprise. He aggressively shouldered in front of one of those faux-military SUV wank machines that could have steamrolled us flat as a Fruit Roll-Up. He braked just long enough to fling money at the bored parking attendant in her little booth. She didn’t even flinch when he gunned the evil little car so sharply that we barely missed crashing through the slowly lifting barrier.
  


  
    ‘What happened to “This is Boston, Jane”?’ I asked my demon lover through clenched teeth.
  


  
    ‘It is Boston, Jane,’ Ryu began as he embarked upon a complicated maneuver that involved seven lane changes, two milk trucks, an old VW van with every inch covered in SUPPORT OUR TROOPS stickers, and a few choice expletives.
  


  
    My heart was in my throat. My stomach had retreated to my shoes.
  


  
    ‘. . . and everyone in Boston drives like a fucking lunatic,’ Ryu finally finished, just as he slammed on the brakes to avoid hitting the car that had totally just cut us off while going about ninety miles per hour.
  


  
    It was a black-and-white Boston Police squad car, lights off, just making the rounds.
  


  
    I’d never been a very spiritual person, but at that moment, I learned to pray.
  


  


  
    CHAPTER THREE
  


  [image: 003]


  
    It wasn’t until Ryu told me we were home that I opened my eyes. I’d shut them when we’d reached Storrow Drive and Ryu had bypassed Ridiculous and gone directly to Ludicrous Speed.
  


  
    ‘Jane, darling, you all right?’ The little shit leered at me.
  


  
    ‘Smoke if you got ’em,’ I mumbled as Ryu helped me out of the car.
  


  
    ‘Huh?’
  


  
    I shook my head. ‘Spaceballs. Never mind.’
  


  
    ‘Ah. Anyway, welcome to my home.’
  


  
    We were in Bay Village, looking at an adorable brick townhouse with a navy-blue front door and navy blue shutters. It looked like a miniature version of one of the grand townhouses we’d seen on Beacon Hill.
  


  
    ‘Ryu,’ I breathed. ‘It’s lovely.’ And it was. The whole street was lovely. Small, tree-lined sidewalks meandered alongside other townhouses, all of which had doors and shutters painted different colors. Many had window boxes that I’m sure would be full of flowers come spring. Everything was small and perfect and neat; Bay Village offered a little oasis of order tucked into the middle of downtown Boston right up against the glorious chaos of Chinatown.
  


  
    ‘I like it here,’ he acceded, looking pleased. And predatory , I thought as he took my hand to lead me forward. ‘I’ll get your suitcase later, unless you need it now.’ I shook my head. After all, we couldn’t fornicate until we’d gotten past that stately front door, and I was as eager to get inside as Ryu.
  


  
    As we crossed the threshold it suddenly struck me that I was finally in Ryu’s Boston. I couldn’t believe that after having known my lover for months now on such an intimate basis, I had no idea how he lived.
  


  
    Warm sunlight flooded into the townhouse: the wall opposite the door was made up entirely of floor-to-ceiling windows, interrupted only by glass French doors that led out into a courtyard shared by the neighboring townhouses. The walls of Ryu’s home were a soft white, although I could see various accent walls in darker shades of dun or taupe. I could also see lots of leather and chrome, and tons o’ technology. A flat-screen television took up almost an entire wall across from the Bauhaus-inspired sofa and chairs that dominated the sitting area to our left. In front of us was the dining area. Its glass-and-chrome dining table winked at me in the soft light. To our right was a gorgeous open-plan kitchen: all dark granite, shiny black-lacquer cabinets, and gleaming appliances. An enormous island of granite helped to divide the living space from the kitchen. All the warm sunlight made Ryu’s home even more like that of a Hollywood movie set. Everything was perfect – tasteful, polished, and coordinated – with an overall effect that screamed money and masculine.
  


  
    Ryu wrapped himself around me from behind, his lips finding my earlobe. He suckled gently, making me melt back against him, before he finally spoke.
  


  
    ‘Do you like, Miss True?’
  


  
    ‘It’s gorgeous, Ryu,’I answered, tilting my head and raising my cheek a bit so that my ear brushed against his lips again. He obliged me with another little suckle and a nip of his teeth.
  


  
    ‘Come in, make yourself at home,’ he said, as he pulled away to walk toward his kitchen. I followed him, running a hand over the beautifully aged leather of the sofa. I realized it was probably not Bauhaus-inspired but Bauhaus-for-real.
  


  
    Ryu pulled a bottle of champagne out of a built-in wine refrigerator next to the actual refrigerator. I excused myself to use the washroom that I could see lurking off the kitchen, tucked underneath the stairs that led upstairs. It was all marble and chrome, of course, with an unbelievably artsy toilet that made me giggle until it took me forever to figure out how to flush the damned thing.
  


  
    I heard the pop of a cork as I washed my hands and I opened the bathroom door just as Ryu finished topping off two champagne flutes. A bowl of sex-red strawberries beckoned me from the island.
  


  
    ‘To you, Jane, and to Valentine’s Day. That most romantic of massacres,’ Ryu said, after he’d passed me my flute. I raised my glass to his and we clinked.
  


  
    ‘And to you, Ryu. Thank you for everything,’ I added.
  


  
    We drank, Ryu never taking his eyes off mine. The second we put our glasses down, he had me in his arms.
  


  
    ‘I’ve imagined you here so many times,’ he whispered as he kissed my cheek, my forehead, my eyelids. I relaxed into his hold, let him find my lips with his. Our kiss was slow, gentle, and – unlike the greedy need of our airport PDA session – it was a kiss of promise, a kiss that said we did have the whole weekend and that we needn’t rush things.
  


  
    A promise I blatantly ignored as I raised my hand between us to run my fingertips down the expensive fabric of his shirt to the slick steel of his belt buckle. But before I could get in a good crotch fondle, Ryu’s phone blared out a ringtone that sounded like a siren.
  


  
    ‘Shit,’ Ryu said, pulling away. He looked down to where my hand hovered above his groin. ‘Fuck, and damn,’ he added for good measure. ‘I have to take that; it’s one of my deputies.’
  


  
    I shrugged and let go of his belt. Ryu was the supernatural equivalent of a police detective, and I knew he had to do what he had to do.
  


  
    ‘Yes?’ Ryu demanded of his cell phone as he strode toward the door that led out of the kitchen. I got a brief glimpse of a cluttered office before the door shut firmly on my curiosity.
  


  
    I quaffed the rest of my bubbly, which fizzled its way directly to my brain. While it was up there, the champagne reminded me that Ryu’s inopportune phone call had given me the chance to do the other thing I really wanted to do the moment I saw Ryu’s front door. I wanted to snoop. And so snoop I did, starting with the kitchen. Which was hilarious. Not because it wasn’t as impressive as it had appeared from the front door. Everything was state of the art, but the reason it shone so was that it was almost entirely unused – he still had plastic coverings on the racks inside the oven. The wine refrigerator was full, but the actual refrigerator was empty except for beer, bananas, bacon, and bread.
  


  
    B is for ‘bachelor’! my brain chortled as I started in on the kitchen drawers.
  


  
    Again, everything was state of the art, expensive, and entirely unused. Really fancy knives sat in an expensive butcher’s block, all but the largest still with their handles wrapped. A salad spinner sat in a box and a Le Creuset Dutch oven was fresh from the factory, still taped shut. Ryu did have a well-used microwave, espresso maker, blender, and toaster oven on the counter, but there were no other appliances. And except for dishes and glasses, the cupboards were practically empty, as were the drawers. One held cutlery, another dish towels, and a final drawer held about one hundred takeout menus.
  


  
    I could hear Ryu arguing in a low, heated voice with someone. I couldn’t make out what he was saying, but I didn’t think the conversation was going to wrap up any time soon, so I went right ahead and made my way upstairs.
  


  
    To the left of the landing, I found what had to be a guest bedroom. It looked like a luxurious hotel room – both inviting and impersonal. Then there was a guest bathroom that was small but, again, luxurious. Which left the last door, the closed one, to be Ryu’s bedroom. I turned the handle slowly and let the door swing open.
  


  
    There were no sex swings or stripper poles or mirrors on the ceiling. And yet, just like the man who made his home here, the room reeked of sensuality. The bed was huge, first of all. It was like a playing field, dominating the room. And, except for two nightstands, a low bureau, and a small armchair, there was nothing else in the bedroom. No television for late-night talk-show viewing or bookcase full of late-night reading. The furniture arrangement clearly stated that this room was about the bed and everything that occurred there.
  


  
    Maybe the sex swing’s in the closet, my libido hummed optimistically as I stuck my head between the two doors that led off the bedroom. The ridiculously organized walk-in closet served as a showcase for Ryu’s impeccable taste, but there was no sex swing, much to my libido’s disappointment. Meanwhile, the other door led into an amazing en suite wet room. Sex swing forgotten, the libido purred with anticipation at the granite shower with its plethora of spigots and jets and seating upon which to lounge. I wasn’t all that surprised that in Ryu’s world, even bathrooms became conducive for sex.
  


  
    I shut the door on the wet room and returned to the bed. Standing before it, I giggled, for the bedding was all black satin. In A.S. Byatt’s novel Possession, when the slightly repressed English heroine thinks of her louche former lover, Fergus Wolfe, she sees an unmade bed with sheets like ‘whipped egg-whites’. Inspired by Byatt, whenever I’d thought of Ryu, I’d thought of black satin sheets. And here they were, in all their playboy glory.
  


  
    I kicked off my old green Converse and stretched out on the bed, resting after my long day of travel and the stress of Ryu’s kamikaze driving. But the call to snoop still rang in my ears and – after listening for a moment to make sure Ryu wasn’t sneaking up on me – I opened the drawer of the righthand nightstand. Which contained four long silk scarves and a silk blindfold, still sporting their store tags. I snorted in glee as the sight of the black silk both tickled my funny bone and tinkled my ivories. The vampire had a thing about tying me up, and while I definitely wasn’t complaining, I did keep threatening to go Freud on him. After all, I wasn’t entirely sure he was kidding when he said that one day he wasn’t going to let me go.
  


  
    But so far, every time I got him on the couch, we ended up having sex. It didn’t take a doctorate in psychology to diagnose the both of us with impulse-control issues. We were still like kids in a candy store with one another, and I loved it.
  


  
    Beside the lamp on the other table was one of those electronic picture frames that showed digital images. I flicked it on, and to my astonishment, there I was: sticking my tongue out at the camera from the steps of the Notre-Dame de Québec basilica cathedral. The next picture was of Ryu and me, heads nestled together, grinning. Then there was a beautiful black-and-white photo of a woman sleeping, her naked back to the camera, a sheet draped over her hips to protect her modesty. After a second I realized it was me, and I reached out to turn off the frame. I felt uncomfortable for some reason, even though they were pictures of me that – with the exception of the one where I was asleep – I knew had been taken. I blinked at the frame for a second before reaching for the drawer of the second nightstand.
  


  
    The other drawer was empty except for random detritus, like a broken watch. Seeing Ryu’s junk drawer was the first indication that a real person lived here and not just a rogue gigolo.
  


  
    I eased the drawer shut and lay back on the pillows, smiling. It felt good to be here, to see how Ryu lived when I wasn’t around. Turning my head to nuzzle into the pillow beneath me, which smelled deliciously of Ryu, I rolled over to lie on my side. Then I reached toward the nightstand to angle the clock so I could see what time it was. In doing so, I jostled the old-fashioned rotary telephone standing bulky and proud on the table, revealing a nondescript address book hidden beneath it.
  


  
    It was black. I told myself that this scenario was way too fucking clichéd. There was no way that thing was Ryu’s ‘little black book’.
  


  
    My heart sinking, and my hands suddenly trembling, I reached for it.
  


  
    Don’t do it, Jane, my brain warned me sagely. You’re not going to like what you see.
  


  
    But I could no more not look at what was in that book than I could resist rubbernecking at a car accident.
  


  
    The contents of the book were laid out in Ryu’s neat, professional handwriting. There were names and phone numbers, as I knew there would be. And there was even a vampire version of the sort of sexual rating system a human male might use. Instead of a gal’s abilities in the sack, however, Ryu’s system for evaluating a woman involved her vulnerability to glamour (some humans were more resistant than others), the amount of elemental essence in her blood (low, medium, or high), and her blood type.
  


  
    I closed my eyes, letting the book flop forward onto my chest.
  


  
    Dear gods, I thought. Am I in here?
  


  
    I once again raised the book and, with trembling fingers, searched back toward T. While there were quite a few entries, there was no Jane True listed. Just to be on the safe side, I searched under J as well. I wasn’t listed there, either.
  


  
    I shut the book and stuck it back under Ryu’s phone. Suddenly cold, I burrowed under Ryu’s black satin duvet, curling up in a fetal position.
  


  
    There hadn’t been anything I didn’t know in that book, but seeing it all laid out like that made Ryu’s existence so much more real than it had been. I was just thankful I hadn’t found my own name among all the others.
  


  
    That list of names is no different from that drawer of takeout menus in his kitchen, I realized. I didn’t know if that idea made me feel better or worse.
  


  
    I could still hear the murmur of Ryu’s voice downstairs. Keeping my eyes closed, I let the warmth from Ryu’s bed seep into my skin, even though my heart still felt chilled. I wished I could just pass out, but I wasn’t a napper. I was tired from traveling all day and getting up so early and having swum so late. Not to mention that, at that moment, I would give anything for the sweet oblivion of sleep to take me away from my frenzied thoughts.
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