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Introduction


Demons are the new vampires, or so I’m told by reliable sources. The world of the paranormal has been blurring, blending with fantasy to a certain extent, to create a magical new partnership. There are now hundreds of blogs and websites devoted to different strands of the paranormal and to the authors who write it. All are full of lively discussions between writers, would-be writers, and devoted fans – the website fangsfurandfey, a LiveJournal community started by writers Jeaniene Frost, Caitlin Kittredge, and Melissa Marr, is just one fantastic example.


Such creative, energetic dialogue between readers and writers has given paranormal romance a fun, fast and furious buzz. Forget writers shuttered away writing with no connection to their fans; most paranormal romance authors are accessible and contactable, and are forever gracious with comments and questions. This is no ivory tower genre, but one with a very human face (albeit attached to a body with iridescent, fairy wings).


Put another way, paranormal writers quite simply have the best fans. These are readers who turn up to book signings bubbling over with enthusiasm, who get tattoos from their best-loved books (when Sherrilyn Kenyon’s Acheron was published, one of my regulars showed up at the bookshop where I work one afternoon with a perfect replica of the Acheron symbol – “a yellow sun pierced by three white lightning bolts” – at the back of her neck), who don’t say no to cupcakes because they are on some ridiculous Palm Beach diet, and who are passionate about the genre: what they like, they LOVE; what they don’t, they LOATHE. How refreshing is that?


The authors in this new anthology have been drawn not only from the broad wealth of talent in the paranormal romance genre, but also from the world of fantasy. We haven’t completely neglected our old friend the vampire (from the previous collection, The Mammoth Book of Vampire Romance) but he has been seriously overwhelmed by a magical collection of succubi, selkies, mermaids, werewolves, angels, ghosts, sorceresses, goddesses, gargoyles, fae princes and djinn, to name just a few.


This volume is the perfect opportunity to try out some new paranormal authors or curl up with the newest stories from your die-hard favourites. Where else are you going to find such a huge collection of bestselling, and critically acclaimed, authors in one place? Paranormal romance is blossoming.




The Temptation of Robin Green


Carrie Vaughn


The talking dog always whined when Robin fed the griffin.


“C’mon, Robin, please? The doc’ll never know. I never get any treats.”


“Sorry, Jones,” Robin said to the dust-coloured mutt in the steel and acrylic-glass cell.


“Please? Please, please, please?” Jones’ tail wagged the entire back end of his body.


“No, Jones. Sorry.”


“But it’s not fair. Those guys get fed late.”


“They have bigger stomachs than you.”


“Oh, please, just once, and I’ll never ask again!”


But it was a lie, the whining would never stop, and giving in would make it worse. It turned out that a talking dog was even more endearing than the non-talking kind. It took all of Lieutenant Robin Green’s army training to turn away from the mutt and move on to the rest of her rounds.


She hit a switch to illuminate a bank of lights in the second enclosure. The occupant had the thick, tawny-furred body of a lion, but its neck and head were those of an eagle: feathered, dark brown, with glaring eyes and a huge hooked bill. It opened its beak and called at her when the light came on, a sound somewhere between a screech and a roar.


A small door at the base of the acrylic glass allowed her to slide a tray of steaming meat into the cell. The griffin pounced on it, snarling and tearing at the meat, swallowing in gulps. Robin jumped back. No matter how many times that happened, it always surprised her.


Next, she took a bundle of hay to a side door that allowed access to a third enclosure and went inside. Technically, entering the enclosures was against regulations, but she had asked for special permission in this case.


“Here you go, kid.”


Hoofed footfalls shuffled towards her through the wood shavings that covered the floor. The animal stood about fifteen hands high, had a milk-white coat, cloven hooves, a tuft of hair under its chin and a silver, spiral horn between its eyes.


Robin spread out the hay, feeding some of it to the creature by hand. She and the unicorn got along well, though at twenty-three she didn’t like to admit her virginity. She’d fallen back on excuses to explain why she’d never seemed to make time for dates, for getting to know the men around her, for simply having fun: too much to do, too much studying, too much work, too much at stake. She’d always thought there’d be time, eventually. But those old patterns died hard. Colleagues and friends paired off around her, and she’d started to feel left out.


All that aside, now she was glad about it. Otherwise, she’d never have had the chance to hold a unicorn’s muzzle in her hands and stroke its silken cheek.


She’d graduated top of her class with a degree in biology and made no secret of her interest in some of the wilder branches of cryptozoology, however unfashionable. She’d gone through the university on an Army ROTC scholarship and accepted an active duty commission because she thought it would give her a chance to travel. Instead, she’d been offered a position in a shadowy military research project – covert, classified and very intriguing.


She’d had no idea what she was getting herself into when she accepted the research-assistant position.


After visiting with the unicorn for half an hour, Robin continued to the next level down. The Residence.


This level of the Center for the Study of Paranatural Biology made Lieutenant Green nervous. It seemed like a prison. Well, it was a prison, though the people incarcerated here weren’t exactly criminals. Colonel Ottoman (PhD, MD, etc.) liked to say it didn’t matter since they weren’t really human. A lowly research assistant and low-ranking, newly minted officer like Robin was not supposed to question such a declaration. Still, she made an effort to treat the inhabitants of the Residence like people.


“Hello? Anyone home?” Colonel Ottoman and Doctor Lerna were supposed to be here, but Robin must have been the first in for the night shift. The day shift had already checked out.


Despite its clandestine military nature, the place was as cluttered as one would expect from any university laboratory. Paper-covered desks and crowded bookshelves lined one wall. Another wall boasted a row of heavy equipment: refrigeration units, incubators, oscillators. Several island worktables held sinks and faucets, microscopes, banks of test tubes and flasks.


One acrylic-glass wall revealed a pair of cells. The first cell was completely dark, its inhabitant asleep. Special features of this room included a silver-alloy lining and silver shavings embedded in the walls. The next cell had garlic extract mixed with the paint.


“How are you this evening, Lieutenant?” the occupant of the dimly-lit second cell greeted her.


“I’m fine, Rick. Where is everyone?”


“There’s a note on your desk.”


She went to her desk, the smallest of the group, and found a note in Dr Ottoman’s jagged writing on her desk calendar:


Lt Green,


Sorry to leave you alone, special conference came up, Bob and I will be in DC all week. Hold down the fort. No special instructions regarding the new arrival, just leave it alone.


Col Ottoman.


Just like that. Gone. Leaving her alone on the night watch for a whole week. That meant she wouldn’t actually have anything to do but feed everyone and keep an eye on the monitors.


“Bad news?” Rick said.


“Just inconvenient. Do you know anything about a new arrival?”


“In the aquatics lab.”


She started for the next door.


“Ah, Lieutenant. Chores first?” Rick – short for Ricardo, surname unknown, date of birth unknown, place of birth unknown – slouched nonchalantly against the plastic window at the front of his cell. He didn’t sound desperate – yet.


“Right.”


From the incubator she removed the three pints of blood, “borrowed” from the base hospital, which had been warming since the last shift. She poured them into clean beakers, the only useful glassware at hand, and reached through the small panel to set the glasses of blood on a table inside Rick’s cell. It wasn’t really any different from feeding raw meat to the griffin.


Rick waited until the panel was closed before moving to the table. He looked composed, classic, like he should have been wearing a silk cravat and dinner jacket instead of jeans and a cotton shirt.


“Cheers.” He drank down the first glass without pause.


She didn’t watch him, not directly. The strange, hypnotic power of his gaze had been proven experimentally. So she watched his slender hands, the shoulder of his white shirt, the movement of his throat as he swallowed.


He lowered the beaker and sighed. “Ah. Four hours old. Fine vintage.” His mouth puckered. A faint blush began to suffuse his face, which had been deathly pale.


Robin continued the last leg of her rounds. The next room contained aquariums, large dolphin tanks with steel catwalks ringing the edges. Bars reaching from the catwalks to the ceiling enclosed the tanks, forming cages around the water.


Robin retrieved a pail of fish – cut-up tuna, whole mackerel, a few abalone mixed with kelp leaves – from the refrigerator at the end of the workspace, and climbed the stairs to the top edge of the south tank.


“How are you, Marina?”


A woman lounged on an artificial rock which broke the surface of the water in the middle of the tank. She hugged a convenient outcrop of plaster and played with her bronze-coloured hair. Instead of legs she had a tail: long, covered in shimmering, blue-silver scales, ending in a broad fin which flapped the water lazily.


The mermaid covered her mouth with her pale hand and laughed. It was teasing, vicious laughter. Marina seldom spoke.


“Here you are, when you’re hungry.” Robin nudged the pail to where the mermaid could reach it through the bars.


Marina’s laughter doubled. She arched her back, baring her small breasts, and pushed into the water. Diving under, she spun, her muscular tail pumping her in a fast loop around the rock’s chain anchor. Bubbles streamed from her long hair, a silver trail.


Suddenly, she broke the surface and shook her hair, spraying water. Still laughing, her gaze darted across the catwalk to the north tank. Slyly, she looked back at Robin, writhed so she floated on her back, and splashed her tail.


Robin looked at the north tank, which until that night had been empty. A seal, torpedo-shaped, rubbery, its grey skin mottled with black, lay on the artificial rock and stared at her with black, shining eyes. The new arrival. A tag, sealed in a plastic, waterproof cover, hung from the rail by the cage. It read: “On loan from the British Alternative Biologies Laboratory. HOMO PINNIPEDIA. Common names: selkie (Scottish), silke (Irish).”


A selkie. It used its seal skin to travel through the water, but it could shed the skin to walk on land as a human. The creature raised itself on its flippers and looked at her with interest. Real, human interest shone in those round black eyes.


“Wow,” Robin murmured. What were they going to do with a selkie?


She leaned on the railing, watching for a time, but the selkie didn’t move. She kept a notebook, a journal for informal observations and such. She could write: “Seal, lounging.”


She had to walk rounds every two hours, since many of the subjects didn’t show up on the video monitors. She was supposed to conduct formal interviews with Rick, since he was obviously most active during the night watch. But Ottoman had collected all the arcane information he could from him – without going so far as staking and dissecting him – months ago, so they usually just chatted. Tonight though, she found herself leaning in the doorway to the aquatics lab. The lights in the lab were dim. The water seemed to glow with its own blue aura.


“It won’t change form while you’re staring at it,” Rick said.


“I’m just curious.”


The seal swam, fluidly circling, peering at her through the thick glass, disappearing regularly as it bobbed to the surface for air.


“It. Don’t you even know what gender it is?” Bradley Njalson, the werewolf, had woken up. His deep voice echoed from his bed against the far wall of his cell.


“Yes, oh great biologist,” Rick said, “have you sexed the specimen?”


She’d tried, but the seal had deftly managed to keep that part of its anatomy turned away from her.


“The tag didn’t say,” she said. She’d looked for the research files and the reports that had arrived with the selkie, but Ottoman had locked them up before rushing off to his conference.


For all she knew, it was just a seal.


The next night, she spent most of her shift sitting on the top step of the catwalk stairs, watching it.


She heard a splash from the south tank. Marina pulled herself to the bars and watched Robin watching the other tank.


“Marina, what do you know about selkies?”


The mermaid, who’d been caught in Dingle Bay in Ireland several years before, had been humming a song, an Irish-sounding jig. “A mermaid died to save a silke once.”


“Can you tell me about it?”


“Ask ’im.”


Robin turned to where the mermaid nodded, to where a man hung on to the bars of the selkie’s cage, holding himself half out of the water, smiling. Surprised, Robin jumped to her feet.


He was lean, muscular. Slick with water, his pale skin shone. Black hair dripped past his shoulders. His face was solid, unblemished. He didn’t grip the bars like a prisoner; he held them loosely, using them to balance as he treaded water. His smile was playful, like she was inside the cage and he was studying her.


Tentatively, she nodded a greeting. “Hello.”


He pushed himself away from the bars and glided back through the water. He was naked and totally unselfconscious. His body was as sculptured and handsome as his face. He had the broad shoulders and muscular arms of an Olympic swimmer, powerful legs and every muscle in his torso was defined. She could have used his body for an anatomy lecture.


He swam to the artificial rock, climbed out of the water, and sat back, reclining. He spread his arms, exposing to best advantage his broad chest, toned abdomen and . . . genitalia was too clinical a word for what he displayed. He was posing for her.


Next to him lay a bundle of grey, rubbery skin.


Robin stood at the bars of his cage, looking through them for an unobstructed view. She didn’t remember moving there. She took a deep, reflexive breath. Her heartbeat wouldn’t slow down.


Marina laughed uncontrollably, both hands over her mouth, tail flapping. Her voice was musical, piercing.


Robin fled the room.


Back in the main lab, she stood with her back against the wall, eyes closed, gasping.


“Let me guess. The selkie – male?” Rick’s tone was politely inquisitive.


The flush on Robin’s face became one of embarrassment. So much for the biologist and her professional demeanour. “Yes. Yes, he is.”


“They have a knack for that.”


“A knack for what?”


“Flustering young women out of their wits. I’m sure you know the stories.”


Since her posting to the Center, Robin had to question all the myths and ancient tales. They might be just stories, then again . . . She went to the bookshelves to look up “selkie” in Briggs’ Encyclopedia of Fairies.


“How do you do it?” Rick asked, moving to the end of his window.


“Do what?”


“Remain so clinical. When confronted with so many contradictions to your assumptions about the world.”


“I expand my assumptions,” she said.


“What about the magic? Your inability to control your reaction to the selkie. You are so careful, Lieutenant, not to look into my eyes.”


The impulse was, of course, to look at him. The voice hinted at rewards she would find when she did. Mystery. Power. She resisted, taking the book to her desk, passing Rick’s cell on the way. She looked at the collar of his shirt. “Why are you all so damn seductive?”


“It’s in the blood.” He grinned. The allure disappeared. He could turn it on and off like a light switch.


Brad laughed, a sound like a growl.


Robin almost wished for the seal back. It had been much less distracting. For the rest of the night, the seal skin remained piled on the rock, and the man watched her. She turned her back on him to check off her rounds on the charts, and when she looked again he was right there, pressed against the bars. Sometimes, their faces were only inches apart. Sometimes, she didn’t shy away, and she could feel his warm breath. He never said a word.


She was attracted to the selkie. That was a statement, an observation, something empirical with explanations having to do with the fact that she was a young woman and he was a young man. A very handsome young man. Hormones were identifiable. Controllable.


So why couldn’t she seem to control the way her body flushed every time she entered the aquatics lab? Rick had mentioned magic. But the Center was here precisely because magic didn’t exist, only biology that had not yet been explained.


Biology. She needed a cold shower.


Wednesday night.


She turned around after setting down Marina’s supper and tripped on the catwalk. No, she didn’t trip – Marina had reached through the bars, grabbed her ankle and tipped her over. The mermaid was stronger than she looked. Robin sprawled across the catwalk between the tanks, too surprised to move, lying with the meat of her palms digging into the steel treads.


The selkie was by the bars, right beside her. He touched her hand. Even though his hand was damp and cool, Robin thought her skin would catch fire. He took her hand, brought it through the bars and kissed it, touching each knuckle with his lips.


When she didn’t pull away, he grew bold, turning her hand, kissing the inside of her wrist, tracing her thumb with his tongue, sucking on the tip of a finger. She hadn’t imagined she could feel like this, all her nerves focused on what he was doing to her. She closed her eyes. Nothing existed in the world but her hand and his mouth.


She was on duty. This was not allowed. She should stand up and leave. Write a report about the cooperative behaviour of the selkie and the mermaid. Marina was laughing, quietly now, from behind her rock.


Gradually, Robin slid forwards so that her face was at the bars. She shouldn’t be doing this. The security cameras recorded everything. The selkie kissed her. His lips moved slowly, carefully tasting every part of her mouth, letting her taste him. Then his hands cupped her face. If it hadn’t been for the bars, she would have let him pull her into the water.


He drew away first. The bars kept her from reaching after him. He swam a few feet away, holding her gaze until he reached the door of the cage, where he lingered, waiting. The message: if she wanted to continue, she’d have to open the door.


Well then, that was it. She lay on the catwalk, her hand still thrust through the bars, dangling in the cool water.


She used the bars to pull herself to her feet. She trembled a little, her heart racing. Nerves, that was all. She couldn’t take her eyes off him. She could still feel his lips.


She planned to go straight to the next room. The control box to deactivate the electronic locks on the cages was at the top of the stairs. A single move. That’s all it would take. Marina made a sound, part-sympathetic, part-mocking.


She walked past the control box, into the next room. Her lips pursed, her blood rushed.


“Lieutenant?” Rick said.


Ignoring him, she continued to the side room which held the bank of a dozen TV monitors, showing the view from cameras focused on every enclosure in the Center. Jones the dog was gnawing on a rawhide bone. The griffin was scratching the steel wall of its cell. The unicorn stood with a foot cocked, nose to the floor, sleeping. In the aquatics lab, Marina was basking on her rock, brushing her hair with her fingers, probably singing as well. The selkie, still in human form, swam back and forth in front of the door, as if pacing. Like he was waiting.


She logged into the security computer and erased the evening’s footage. Then she disabled the program. All the monitors went to static. She left a note for the day shift complaining that the security system was on the fritz, that she’d tried to fix it and failed.


On her way back to the aquatics lab, Rick called, his voice harsh. “Lieutenant Green, this isn’t you. This is the magic. Selkie magic. Stop and think about what you’re doing.”


She paused at the door. She was sure she knew what she was doing. But she’d read the stories, and Rick was right. Male selkies had a predilection for seducing women. This wasn’t her, it was the magic.


And she wanted it.


The hand that pressed the button for the lock to the north tank was not hers. Not really.


The door to the selkie’s cage opened with a small noise. She kept her back to it. Her breath was short, her eyes closed with the realization of what she was doing. She’d worked so hard, stayed in control her whole life, and now she did nothing but wait. She gripped the railing by the stairs.


She heard dripping, water rushing off a body climbing onto the catwalk. Still, the touch on her shoulders came as a shock and made her flinch. He must have sensed her anxiety, because he brushed her arm gently, stroking lightly with fingertips until she relaxed. Letting her grow accustomed to him, as if he were taming a wild animal. Then both his hands touched her, moved along her arms to her shoulders. Her shirt grew damp with his touch.


He kissed the back of her neck at her hairline, below the twist she kept her hair up in. His breath was hot on her skin. Her body melted, slumping into his touch. He pulled her back, away from the stairs, slipped his body in front of hers, and pressed her against the cage. She was limp, unseeing. She let him guide her.


He nuzzled her neck. Her nerves tingled with every touch. Overwhelmed, she moaned softly. His hands moved to the buttons of her dress shirt. He had them open before she realized it, and his hands were inside, cupping her breasts, fingers slipping under her bra.


Instead of putting her hands on his shoulders to push him away, like she should have done, Robin clutched at him, her fingers slipping on his slick skin. She dug her nails in for a better grip.


“Hmm,” he murmured and pinned her against the bars. It was the first sound she’d heard him make.


He pulled her arms away just long enough to take her shirt off. His hand slid easily over her skin, and her bra fell away. His kisses moved from her neck, down to her breasts. She wrapped her arms around his head, holding him close.


She bent, unconsciously trying to pull away from so much sensation, so much of him, but the bars kept her close. She couldn’t get away. She didn’t want to. Skilfully, more deftly than she could have thought from someone who lived in water and didn’t wear clothes, he opened the zipper of her trousers, and slipped his hands into her panties. One hand caressed her backside, the other – played. Oh . . . She struggled to kick off her shoes, and get her pants off, to give him better access. He helped.


Her clothes gone, they were naked together, skin pressed against skin. His erection was hard against her thigh. He paid attention to nothing but her, and she was overwhelmed. Locking her against him, he pulled her down to the catwalk.


They were going to do it, right here on the catwalk, her clothes awkwardly spread out to protect her from the steel. Marina softly sang something in Irish that was no doubt very bawdy.


And Robin felt like she had saved herself just for this moment.


The next evening, she brought hay to the unicorn’s cell.


“Here you go. Come on.”


The unicorn stayed at the far end of the room, its head down, its ears laid back, its nostrils flaring angrily.


Robin stood, arms limp at her sides. Of course. She left the hay, closed the door, and continued her rounds.


She found a note in the lab from the day shift explaining that the problem with the security system had been fixed with a simple reboot, and if it happened again she should try it. The officer in charge sounded testy that they’d lost a whole evening’s worth of surveillance. Not that anything around here ever changed.


Except that it had, everything had changed, and Robin didn’t want anyone to know it. She shut down the recording program again, and removed fuses from half the monitors as well, blinding them.


“Lieutenant,” Rick called to her as she removed his pints from the incubator and prepared his supper. “Look at yourself. This isn’t like you. He has enchanted you.”


“I don’t want to hear it,” she murmured, sliding his beakers of blood through the slot in the window.


Rick didn’t look at them; instead, he pressed himself to the window, palms flat against the plastic, imploring. “He’s using you. He doesn’t care about you, he’s only manipulating you.”


She looked at him. Not his eyes, but his cheekbones, his ear, the dark fringe of his hair. Anything but his eyes. “Just like you would do, if I opened your door and let you seduce me?”


Which wasn’t fair, because Rick had never tried to seduce her, never tried to take advantage of her. Not that she’d ever given him the opportunity. But he’d always spoken so kindly to her. He’d spoken to her. And until now, she had never thought of Rick as anything but the elegant man who was supposed to be a vampire, locked in a prison cell.


“I’d never hurt you, Robin.”


Now when he looked at her, she flushed. Quickly, she turned towards the aquatics lab.


“Robin, stop,” he implored. “Don’t go in there. Don’t let him use you like this.”


She gripped the doorway so hard her fingers trembled. “I’ve never felt like this before,” she murmured.


She hadn’t meant for him to hear, but he was a vampire, with a vampire’s hearing. He replied, “It’s not real. Let it go.”


“It feels . . . I can’t,” she said. Because she had never felt so good, so much before, it was like a drug that filled her up and pushed every other worry aside. A part of her knew Rick was right, that if this feeling was a drug, then she’d become an addict in a day and she should stop this.


The rest of her didn’t care.


When she reached the aquatics lab, the selkie hung on to the door of the cage, his dark eyes shining in anticipation. As soon as she’d given Marina her supper, Robin pressed the button for the lock.


Friday night.


Colonel Ottoman left a message on voicemail saying he’d be back Saturday. So this was it, for her and the selkie.


She lay in his arms, on the rock in the aquarium. He played with her loose, damp hair, running his fingers through it. She held his other arm around her waist. He was strong, silent. He wrapped her up with himself when they were together.


She couldn’t let it end.


“We’ll go away, you and I.”


He looked away and laughed silently. He kissed her hand and shook his head.


It was a game to him. She couldn’t be sure what he thought; he never spoke. She didn’t know if he couldn’t or wouldn’t.


“Why not?”


He traced his finger along her jaw, down her neck. Then he nestled against the rock and closed his eyes.


She couldn’t hope to understand him. Colonel Ottoman was right, they weren’t even human.


His seal skin lay nearby, on the rock where he had discarded it. She grabbed it, jumped into the water and swam to the door. He splashed, diving after her, but she climbed onto the catwalk and slammed the door shut before he reached her.


She stood, clutching the skin to her breast. Glaring at her, he gripped the bars of the locked door.


“Tell me why I shouldn’t do this.”


He pressed his lips into a line and rattled the door.


She put the skin out of reach of the cage and pulled on the slacks and shirt of her uniform. All expressions of playfulness, of seduction, had left the selkie. His jaw was tight, his brow furrowed.


Skin in hand, she ran to the main lab where she found a knapsack stashed under her desk. She needed clothes for him, maybe an extra lab coat . . .


“You know how all the selkie stories end, don’t you?” Rick leaned on his window.


“They’re just stories.”


“I’m just a story.”


She smirked. “You’re no Dracula.”


“You’ve never seen me outside this cage, my dear.”


She stopped and looked at him. His eyes were blue.


“Robin, think carefully about what you’re planning. He has enchanted you.” The vampire’s worried expression seemed almost fatherly.


“I – I can’t give him up.”


“Outside this room, you won’t have a choice. You will throw away your career, your life, for that?”


The official acronym for it was AWOL, not to mention stealing from a government installation. Her career, as far as Robin could tell, amounted to studying people in cages. People who defied study, no matter how many cameras and electrodes were trained on them. The selkie had shown her something that couldn’t be put in a cage, a range of emotions that escaped examination. He’d shown her passion, something she’d been missing without even knowing it. She wanted to take him away from the sterility of a filtered aquarium and a steel cage. She wanted to make love with him on a beach, with the sound of ocean waves behind them.


“I have this.” She held up the knapsack in which she had stuffed the seal skin and left the lab to stash it in her car and find some clothes.


For all its wonder and secrecy, the Center was poorly funded – it didn’t produce the results and military applications that the nearby bionic and psychic research branches did – and inadequately supervised.


She knew the building and video surveillance patterns well enough to be able to smuggle the selkie to her car without leaving evidence. Not that it mattered, when Rick would no doubt give Colonel Ottoman a full report. She waited until close to the end of the shift to retrieve the selkie. He came with her docilely, dressed in the spare sweats she gave him.


Marina sat on her rock and sang, her light voice echoing in the lab.


The selkie lingered for a moment until Marina waved goodbye. Robin pulled him to the next room.


“Sir,” Rick, hands pressed to the plastic of his cell, called. The selkie met Rick’s gaze, unflinching. “I know your kind. Treat her gently.”


The selkie didn’t react. He seemed to study the vampire, expressionless, and only looked away when Robin squeezed his hand.


Robin lingered a moment. “Goodbye,” she said.


“Take care, Robin.”


Impulse guided her again, and she went to the control box for the lock to Rick’s cell. She pushed the button; the lock clicked open with the sound of a buzzer. The door opened a crack. Rick stared at the path to freedom for a long moment.


Not lingering to see what the vampire would do next, she gripped the selkie’s hand and ran.


She smuggled him in the back seat of her car, making him crouch on the floorboard. Routine did her service now; the shift had ended, and the guard at the gate waved her through.


They’d be looking for her in a matter of hours. She had to get rid of the car, find a place to hide out. She stopped long enough to get to an ATM and empty her account. She could leave tracks now, then disappear.


Desperation made her a criminal. She ditched her car, swapping it for a sedan she hotwired. She kept the seal skin under her feet, where the selkie couldn’t get to it.


Two more stolen cars, a thousand miles of highway, and some fast talking at the border, flashing her military ID and spouting some official nonsense, found her in Mexico, cruising down the coast of Baja.


She knew the stories. She should have driven inland.


They stayed in a fishing village. Robin’s savings would hold out for a couple of months at least, so she rented a shack and they lived as hermits, making love, watching the sea.


Convinced that she was different, she was smarter than those women in the stories, she hid the seal skin – not in the house, but buried in the sand by a cliff. She wrestled a rock over the spot while the selkie slept.


He was no less passionate than before. He spent hours, though, staring out at the ocean.


She joined him one evening, sitting beside him on still-warm sand, curling her legs under her loose peasant skirt. Her shirt was too big, hanging off one shoulder, and she didn’t wear a bra – it seemed useless, just one more piece of clothing they’d have to remove before making love. Nothing of the poised, put-together young army lieutenant remained. That person wouldn’t have recognized her now.


He didn’t turn his eyes from the waves, but moved a hand to her thigh and squeezed. The touch filled her with heat and lust, making her want to straddle him there and then. He never seemed to tire of her, nor she of him. Wasn’t that close enough to love?


She kissed his shoulder and leaned against him. “I don’t even know what your name is,” she said.


The selkie smiled, chuckled to himself, and didn’t seem to care that she didn’t have a name for him.


He never spoke. He never said that he loved her, though his passion for her seemed endless. She touched his chin, turned his gaze from the ocean and made him look in her eyes. She only saw ocean there. She thought about the seal skin, buried in the sand a mile inland, and wondered – was he still a prisoner? Did he still see steel bars locking him in?


Holding his face in her hands, she kissed him. He wrapped his arms around her, kissing her in return. He tipped her back on the sand, trapped her with his arms, turned all his attention to her and her body, and she forgot her doubts.


One night, she felt the touch of a kiss by her ear. A soft voice whispered in a brogue, “Ye did well, lass. No hard feelings at all.”


She thought it was a dream, so she didn’t open her eyes. But she reached across the bed and found she was alone. Starting awake, she sat up. The selkie was gone. She ran out of the shack, out to the beach.


Seal skin in hand, he ran for the water, a pale body in the light of a full moon.


“No!” she screamed. How had he found it? How could he leave her? All of it was for nothing. Why had he waited until now to speak, when it didn’t matter any more?


He never looked back, but dived into the waves, swam past the breakers and disappeared. She never saw him again. The next shape that appeared was the supple body of a grey seal breaking the surface, diving again, appearing further out, swimming far, far away.


She sat on the beach and cried, unable to think of anything but the square of sand where she sat and the patch of shining water where she saw him last. He’d taken her, drained her, she was empty now.


She stayed in Mexico, learning Spanish and working in the village cleaning fish. She treasured mundane moments these days. Nights, she let the water lull her to sleep.


The army never found her, but someone else did, a few months later.


That night, she sat on the beach, watching moon-silvered waves crash onto the white sand, like her selkie used to. Sitting back, she grunted at the weight of her belly. The selkie hadn’t left her so empty after all. She stroked the roundness, felt the baby kick.


She didn’t hear footsteps approach and gasped, startled, when a man sat down beside her.


Dark hair, an aristocratic face, permanently wry expression. He was even graceful sitting in the sand. He wore tailored black slacks and a silk shirt in a flattering shade of dark blue, with the cuffs unbuttoned and rolled up. He flashed a smile and looked out at the water.


“Rick! What are you doing here?”


“Besides watching the waves?”


“So you did it. You left.” She was smiling. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d smiled.


“Of course. I didn’t want to stay to explain to Colonel Ottoman what you’d done. I brought Mr Njalson along with me.”


“Brad’s here?”


“He’s hunting back on the mesa. Enjoying stretching all four legs.”


Robin sighed, still smiling. Of course, Rick could have gotten himself out of there – just as soon as he convinced one of the doctors to look in his eyes in an unguarded moment. Now she wished she’d let them all out a long time before she did.


“When are you due?” Rick asked softly.


He startled her back to reality, and she swallowed the tightness in her throat. “In a month. It’ll have webbed feet and hands. Like in the stories.”


“And how are you?”


She took a breath, held it. She still cried every night. Not just from missing the selkie any more. She had another burden now, one she’d never considered, never even contemplated. The supernatural world, which she’d tried to treat so clinically, would be with her forever. She didn’t know the first thing about raising a child. She didn’t know how she was going to teach this one to swim.


She touched her face, which was wet with tears. When she tried to answer Rick, she choked. He put his arms around her and held her while she cried on his shoulder.




Succubus Seduction


Cheyenne McCray


One


Lilin opened and closed her wings, studying tonight’s prey: Archer Dane.


As a Succubus, Lilin usually had her choice of any man. They were easy creatures. A naked woman and immediately a man hardened in greeting.


She would ride him, take his seed . . . and his soul.


But this male affected her in some strange way. After centuries of taking men to replenish herself she felt less and less pleasure. Most men proved to be little sport. She needed something more.


Unseelie Queen Rusalka insisted Lilin bring her Archer’s soul. Odd. Normally, Lilin kept the male’s soul to nourish her until she claimed her next prey.


For days she’d observed Archer. A powerful man with a muscular, hard body. Strong jaw, blue eyes, black hair and a rare smile that gave her tingles all over.


Lilin licked her lower lip. She gripped the corner bed-post as her wings created a draught, teasing his hair as he slept. In all her centuries of existence, no man had thrilled her so.


Stop thinking of Archer as if he’s more than an assignment. I’ll give his soul to Queen Rusalka and move to my next prey.


After making her wings disappear, and with unusual excitement in her belly, she stepped towards him.


Archer was being watched. He kept his breathing slow but slitted his eyes enough to see.


He almost opened his eyes as surprise arrowed through him.


A beautiful, petite naked woman.


With wings. She fucking had wings.


A breeze brushed his face every time she opened and closed those wings. The woman licked her bottom lip and looked at him like he was a treat. Her wings drew back and vanished.


What the—


Archer squeezed his eyes shut.


Dream. No other explanation.


He fully opened his eyes.


Nope. Still there.


The dream woman stopped. Blinked. Then smiled.


“Hello, Archer.”


He frowned as he pushed himself up, swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood. He towered over the small woman.


Her gaze widened. “Why did you get up?”


Too real. Everything about this felt real.


“Who are you?” He slept in the nude, and he and his damned erection faced her.


“I’m Lilin.” She tried to touch him, but he caught her wrist.


She moved close enough that her body heat burned into him, her bare breasts brushing his chest. The lower half of him was saying, “What are you waiting for?” But at the same time he was grinding his teeth.


This Lilin was gorgeous – long silvery-blonde hair and silver eyes glittering in the moonlight. Her scent was like a rain-washed spring night.


He hardened his grip. “I don’t know what you want, lady,” he growled, “but you’d better get your little ass out.”


She gave a seductive smile. “I want you.”


Even though his body was shouting otherwise, Archer said, “I don’t do strange women. And I sure don’t know you.”


Lilin’s lips curved into a wicked smile. “You will, Archer Dane.”


She vanished.


He let his now empty hands drop away.


Lilin frowned as she sat on the bank of the River of Life in the moonlight. She wrapped her arms around her knees and held them close.


The human had rejected her. Rejected her!


She had wanted a challenge and apparently Archer was it. She would make good on her promise and the male would come to know her. Then she would bed him and drain him of his soul.


No one refused her.


Lilin rose, spread her wings, and flew. She enjoyed the sense of freedom that accompanied flight. As an air Succubus, she drank in the growing wind like an elixir.


Soon it would be daylight in Archer’s world.


Soon she would begin her seduction.


Two


Archer Dane gripped a set of architectural plans as he strode into Dane Construction’s headquarters and headed towards his office. When he reached his office door, Archer paused to speak to his assistant.


He almost dropped the plans he was carrying and he was certain his jaw fell to the floor.


The woman from last night’s dream sat in Cammie’s seat. The nameplate now read: LILIN NIGHT.


Lilin. From last night.


She looked up and smiled. “Good morning, Archer.”


He growled. “What are you—”


“Your reports are on your desk, as well as the construction loan papers.” She looked at the telephone and grabbed a stack of white notes. “Here are your messages.”


Automatically, he took the notes but gave her a fierce glare. “Where’s Cammie?”


Lilin looked at him with wide, innocent silvery eyes. “On vacation in the Florida Keys. You must have forgotten.”


No. He remembered everything. Especially last night. He hadn’t been able to go back to sleep, his hallucination playing over and over in his mind.


But here sat his hallucination. At Cammie’s desk.


He glanced to see if any employees noticed him and Lilin. Thank God everyone looked busy.


“In my office. Now,” he said to Lilin in a low voice.


“Yes, Mr Dane.” She picked up the compact laptop Cammie always used.


“Leave it,” Archer said.


Lilin set it on the desk. “Yes, Mr Dane.” The way she said “Mr Dane” in a slightly unusual accent was like a caress that made him so hard he had to grit his teeth.


Shit. He had to get into his office before any employees noticed how much Lilin affected him. He opened the door for her, then closed and locked it. Talking to this woman was not something he needed anyone to walk in on.


Archer turned from locking the door and froze. The architectural plans fell from one hand. His messages slipped from the other and scattered across the floor.


He was face to face with a very naked woman.


Before he had a chance to react Lilin had her arms around his neck and her body pressed to his. Her diamond-hard nipples rubbed him through his shirt and his erection pressed against her belly. She stood on her tiptoes and kissed him.


Ah, God. He almost dropped to his knees – they actually went weak. Lilin’s kiss was like nothing he’d ever experienced. He couldn’t begin to resist. His mind spun and all he could think about was laying her flat on his desk and driving deep inside her. His brain turned to mush and his body into one horny sex machine.


Damn, Lilin knew how to kiss. She tasted of woman and almonds, and her scent drove him crazy – the smell of rain after a thunderstorm.


She thrust her tongue into his mouth and made soft purring sounds. She nibbled his lower lip then teased his tongue with hers. As they kissed, she drew him with her so that they were moving backwards until she hit something hard. His desk. File folders crashed to the floor as she scooted onto the surface.


Lilin wrapped her arms around his neck again and brought him down with her as she continued the magic of her kiss. She pulled him closer until he stood between her thighs, his hardness pressed against her heat.


Archer placed one of his hands on her soft breast and pinched her nipple, causing her to purr louder. He moved the fingers of his other hand between their bodies and slipped them inside her core. She made small sounds of pleasure against his mouth as he rubbed her with his thumb.


He had to take her. And now. He braced one hand on the desk and reached to unfasten his jeans with the other.


Something knocked at the back of his mind as he continued kissing Lilin, the heat and fervour between them growing and growing.


He couldn’t think clearly. The haze of lust was so strong.


The knocking in his head wouldn’t stop.


Wait. It wasn’t in his head. Someone was at his door.


The realization was enough to scatter the haze and bring him back to reality. He pushed away from the desk, away from Lilin, and shook his head to clear his mind.


The knocking grew louder.


“Mr Dane,” came a muffled voice from the other side of the door. “Mr Garfield’s here for his ten o’clock appointment. Is everything all right?” It was Molly’s voice and she sounded both concerned and curious. She’d probably seen him walk in with Lilin.


Archer stepped back and nearly stumbled into one of the padded chairs in front of his desk. Lilin’s beautiful breasts were pink from his caresses, her lips swollen from his kisses and her thighs wide, exposing her soft pink flesh. A wicked smile tilted the corners of her lips.


Another knock. Archer raised his voice. “I’ve been on an important call, Molly. Be right there.


“Get your clothes on,” he ordered Lilin in a low growl. “However you were hired, you’re now fired. Don’t come back here.”


She pouted. “Don’t you want to take me?”


“Yes . . . No! Get your clothes on.” He glanced around for her skirt and blouse. The only things on the floor were the scattered messages and architectural plans that he had to pick up in a hurry before Garfield came into the room. Archer turned back to his desk.


Lilin was gone.


Archer couldn’t move. This woman – or whatever was happening to him – was driving him mad.


He hurried around his desk and checked under it. Nothing. There was no other possible place for her to hide in his office, which contained only his desk, chairs and a round conference table. She definitely wasn’t under the table.


What was going on?


This took hallucinating to a whole new level.


He raised his fingers to his nose – the fingers that had just been inside her – and smelled Lilin’s musk. He shook his head, trying to clear his mind.


Now his hallucinations included her smell?


Lilin grumbled as she walked in the Hall of the Lost. Her hair caressed her naked buttocks, the air felt cool against her breasts, and the marble floor smooth beneath her bare feet. She’d been summoned to Queen Rusalka of the Unseelie Court. No doubt because of her failure.


She’d almost had Archer. Almost had him.


There would be no resisting her tonight.


Her shoulders tensed and her skin tingled as the Unseelie Fae guards drew open the massive gold-leafed doors of Rusalka’s receiving room. The guards were dark-green skinned with pointed ears and fierce expressions. They carried even fiercer weapons.


Lilin walked along the intricately carved footpath that led through the chamber to the Queen’s throne. Walking into the chamber was like walking into the forest, complete with trees, fresh earth, and wildflower blooms.


Queen Rusalka was like all Fae: her features were ageless but she was centuries, if not millennia, old. She bore the darkness of the Unseelie.


A crown of white-gold thorns was perched upon her long ringlets and she wore a black gown as usual. Each gown was different and beautiful, but always black. Black gemstones sparkled on the bodice of her gown today, and a diaphanous skirt sheltered her small, always bare, feet.


Lilin knelt before the Queen and lowered her head.


“You have been unsuccessful.” Queen Rusalka’s sharp tone echoed through the trees in the chamber. “Twice. I commanded you to retrieve this mortal’s soul and bring it to me. But you failed.”


“Yes, my Queen.” Lilin wanted to rush to explain what had happened this second time – the interruption that broke her hold on Archer – but she bit her tongue knowing that would gain her a worse punishment.


A dangerous growl rose within Rusalka’s throat. “Fail again and I shall see you suffer a mortal’s life.”


Before Lilin could stop herself, her head shot up. “Mortal? As in human?”


Queen Rusalka narrowed her black eyes. “You dare to question me, Succubus?”


Lilin lowered her gaze. “Of course not, my Queen. I shall take Archer Dane’s soul. Tonight.”


Three


Archer stood at his wet bar with a shot of whiskey in one hand, the bottle in the other. What happened to him last night and this morning? The more he thought of it, the more absurd it seemed. Christ. Last night he had even imagined this Lilin woman had wings.


He swore he could still taste the sweetness of her mouth on his tongue, smell the rain-washed scent of her hair and her musk on his fingers.


In one swallow he downed the whiskey, then poured another shot as the drink burned his throat and warmed his chest. If he was going to lose his mind, he might as well do a good job of it.


He downed the second shot and turned towards his fireplace – and almost dropped the bottle.


Lilin stood inches from him, her wings slowly opening and closing. With his hands full, he had no chance to react as she reached up, wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him to her for another earth-shattering kiss.


Something about her kiss drove all thought straight from his brain. She teased him with her tongue, darting it inside his mouth and drawing it out again. She nibbled his lower lip and he groaned. Then she pulled him down so that his knees landed on a throw rug on the hardwood floor.


Damned if his knees hadn’t been giving out on him anyway. When they were kneeling, never breaking their kiss, Archer set the shot glass and the bottle to either side of them. As soon as his hands were free, he tried pushing her to the floor, but she took control and rolled him onto his back so that she was on top.


Her pelvis rubbed against the front of his jeans in a slow, tantalizing movement. At the same time she purred and nibbled his lower lip.


Archer groaned and cupped her breasts, perfect and soft with large, hard nipples pressing against his palms. Lilin moaned and rose up enough that Archer could suckle one breast then the other. Her skin tasted unlike any woman he’d known. Just like the exotic scent of her hair.


Definitely too many clothes on him. Lilin – she was perfect. Perfectly naked.


The fact he was kissing a strange woman who’d appeared and disappeared in and out of his life – and freaking had wings – barely registered as she moved her mouth to his ear and darted her tongue inside. “I want you, Archer.”


He groaned, moved his hands from her breasts and felt for her wings. They were gone. All he felt was the smooth skin of her back. He continued on, skimming her flesh to her hips then cupped her bottom.


Lilin licked a path from his ear, along his stubbled jaw, to the base of his throat. She unbuttoned his shirt and tugged it out of his waistband so that his chest was bare. Her hands never stopped exploring him. Her touch – magic. Every place on his skin that she caressed sparked as if a small electrical charge ran through him.


Her mouth, her tongue . . . He wrapped his hands in her silky hair and gripped it in his fists as she worked her way down his chest, kissing, licking, nipping his skin. He hissed and she gave a soft laugh. Like wind chimes.


Lilin continued, her tongue tracing a path from his abs to the top button of his jeans. She unbuttoned them and tugged the zipper. He didn’t wear underwear and she made a sound of pleasure as she released him.


A growl rose in his chest as he clenched his hands in her hair as she took him in her mouth. God, he was flying. His body wasn’t his own. It belonged to Lilin, a woman he didn’t even know.


The thought jarred him a fraction of a second before she took even more of him inside her warm mouth.


She dug her fingers into the sides of his jeans and dragged them down. He reluctantly let go of her hair while she tugged off each of his boots then stripped off his socks and his jeans. He rose and ditched his shirt, leaving nothing but skin against skin as she crawled back up him.


Lilin’s musk was strong as she rubbed herself against him, bracing her arms to either side of his head. “Do you want me, Archer?” she asked, her accent stronger.


Irish? What the hell. He didn’t care who she was or where she came from. He just wanted to be inside her.


But they needed protection.


She gave a cry of surprise as he rolled her over so he was on top. God, she was beautiful. Her silver eyes were filled with desire. Her skin was so fair but pink wherever his hands touched her. Silvery-blonde hair surrounded her like a halo against the forest-green rug they were lying on.


Archer pressed himself against her – he was dying to be inside her. “Condom,” he barely managed to get out as he pushed himself onto his haunches.


For a second, Lilin looked panicked, but the expression faded as she gave him a smile. “I am protected.” She held her arms out to him. “I won’t get pregnant.”


Some of the haze in his mind started to wear off. “I don’t have sex with a woman without a condom. Period.”


“Come.” She reached up to draw him to her but he pulled away.


Something wasn’t right. Something about all of this was off. He blinked and shook his head. “What am I doing?”


She looked irritated. “You were about to make love to me.”


“Like hell.” He got to his feet and she stood too. “I don’t trust a woman who argues against using condoms.”


Lilin sounded sad as she said, “Goodbye, Archer.”


She faded away.


“Shit.” Archer pushed his hand through his hair.


His clothing was scattered across the hardwood floor. The bottle of whiskey lay on its side, a puddle of liquid surrounding it.


He swore he could smell her, and he was still moist where her mouth had touched him. And he was buck-naked.


He was losing his goddamned mind.


For the first time in longer than she could remember, Lilin was in tears. She hadn’t remembered what it felt like to cry until this very moment.


She wiped her eyes before she passed through the doors into Queen Rusalka’s chamber. Lilin found it difficult to walk under the Queen’s disapproving glare.


The moment Lilin knelt before Rusalka, the Queen’s harsh voice cut through her like a blade. “You failed, Lilin of the Succubae. You were given three opportunities, and you are found lacking.”


Lilin hated the tears in her voice. “Please give me another chance, my Queen.”


“My word is law.” The Unseelie Queen’s voice echoed in the chamber. “You are now mortal, Lilin, formerly of the air Succubae. Once you are on Earth, you shall have little time to arrange your affairs before I strip you of all memories of your former life. I will provide you with what humans require to live in their world – what they refer to as identification and the paper they use to trade for goods. I will give you new memories of living your life as a human.”


Lilin looked at the Queen, fear punching her belly. “Please, my Queen. I will not fail if you give me another chance.”


Rusalka scowled. “Do you dare contradict me? I demanded that you bleed Archer of his soul. As an Incubus he once disappointed me as you have. I will not tolerate such failures.”


Lilin’s eyes widened. Archer had been Incubae?


The Queen’s face grew darker. “After giving him opportunity to adjust to his new mortal life, I stripped his memories. He remembers naught of being Incubae.” Her lips twisted into a scowl. “Rise, Lilin, mortal.”


All Lilin felt was numb as she obeyed. She didn’t feel changed. Yet. But she was a mortal. A mere human now.


“I will send you to Archer.” The Queen’s expression became amused. “He may do with you what he will. Throw you out. Fuck you. It matters not.” She gave a slight nod to her guards who stood to either side of Lilin. “Go.”


Still stunned, Lilin stared at the Queen. She didn’t move until the guards forced her to turn and walk out of the chamber and into the Hall of the Lost.


Four


So tired he could hardly see straight, Archer entered his sprawling mountainside home. He’d spent the day on a construction site and he was hungry and in need of a long hot shower.


He’d also spent the day thinking of the woman – whoever she was, whatever she was – who’d kept appearing and disappearing in and out of his life. What happened on his living room rug had been real. But the way she’d just faded away . . . He was going out of his freaking mind.


He tossed his keys on the entryway table then strode into the kitchen.


He came to a complete stop. Again.


Lilin. In his kitchen.


This time she had clothes on – jeans and a grey T-shirt with the Grateful Dead logo on it. She sat at the kitchen table, her elbows on the surface, chin in her palms, and a glum expression on her pretty face. Her silvery-blonde hair shone in the evening light coming through the bay window. Her eyes, though, looked more grey than silver as she looked at him. She didn’t smile or get up.


He rubbed his hand over his stubbled jaw. “What are you doing here?”


Lilin gave a deep sigh. “No thanks to you I’m mortal now.”


That made Archer pause. “Listen, lady. I don’t know what planet you came from—”


“Otherworld. The Unseelie Court.” She rose and draped her forearm on the table. Her Irish accent was stronger now than before. “I was a Succubus. I failed to get your soul for her so Queen Rusalka made me mortal and sent me to you to decide my fate.”


Otherworld? Unseelie Court? Queen Rusalka? The names rang like bells in Archer’s head, as if he should know them. They had to be from fairy tales read to him when he was a child.


Not that he remembered his childhood.


Lilin kicked at the table leg with her white tennis shoe. He saw a hint of her bare ankle. God, she had sexy ankles.


He shook his head to get the crazy thoughts out of his mind. “I’m tired, hungry, and I need a shower. You know your way out.”


Lilin’s eyes glistened and his gut ached at the sight of a tear rolling down her cheek.


“No crying,” he growled. “That’s not playing fair.”


“I’m sorry.” Her throat worked as she swallowed. “I have never been human before. I have no place to go, and I don’t know what to do. There is only one thing I have ever been good at, and I won’t lower myself to do it as a mortal. As a mortal I would be considered a prostitute, using my body to get what I need. I just won’t do it.”


Archer lifted a brow. “Sex?”


She sniffed and raised her chin. “If you could remember your past, you would know exactly what I’m talking about: sex and the taking of a human’s soul. In your case, a female’s soul.”


He groaned and pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger before looking back at her. “Give me a break. I don’t know what’s going on and I want some answers.”


Lilin stood and moved towards him. “Did you not wonder how I could appear and disappear? And wings – do you think mortals can grow them whenever they please?” Another tear rolled down her cheek. “I failed, damn you. Now I am as cursed as you are.”


She was close enough that Archer reached up to cup her chin in his palm and rubbed away the tear with his thumb. “Why is it I want to believe you?” He continued to stroke her cheek. “What is it about the Unseelie Court and the name Queen Rusalka that makes me feel like someone punched me in the gut?”


Her grey eyes widened. “You remember?”


“Remember what?”


Lilin leaned into his touch. “You were once Incubae, as I was Succubae. But you displeased the Queen – I do not know why – and you were cast out and given a mortal’s soul and a mortal’s life. The fact you were an Incubus was probably why you were able to resist me.”


Archer shook his head. “I should take you straight to the hospital and have you admitted to a psych ward.”


Another tear rolled down her cheek, this one bigger. “I have no way to prove any of this. Queen Rusalka said I have little time to get my affairs in order before I will be as you and not able to remember my former life.” She drew away from him and folded her arms beneath her breasts.


Those perfect breasts . . .


He snapped back to attention as she continued, more tears rolling down her cheeks. “If you do not help me, then I may as well be taken to a hospital. At least then I will have housing and food.” She sighed. “I now know what hunger is. I have not had a meal all day and my stomach makes a funny rumbling, growling sound.” She sniffled as a virtual flood of tears started.


Archer couldn’t help himself. He was a sucker for crying females. He reached for her and brought her into his embrace. She buried her face against his shirt and sobbed.


“I don’t know what to do,” she whispered as she tilted her head up to face him. “Where does a Succubus go when she isn’t immortal any more?”


He squeezed her tighter to him and couldn’t believe the words that came out of his mouth. “You can stay here for now, OK?”


Five


Today was sunny and Lilin stood on the porch breathing in clean scents of pine and fresh earth. In the distance she heard the trickle of a creek, and it reminded her of something – something she couldn’t quite remember. It had been nearly a month since she started living with Archer and already she had forgotten much of her life as Succubae. The more she struggled to remember, the harder it became.


It took a while before she and Archer fell into a routine. Lilin was so grateful to Archer she would have done anything for him, but he asked nothing of her. She had no skills – as an immortal she had even had to use magic to help at his office the day she replaced his assistant.


She would be a disaster as a human.


Archer took her step by step through small tasks. First teaching her how to cook, starting with how to boil water. That had nearly been a catastrophe when she knocked over the teakettle and water flooded the burner and snuffed the gas flame.


But she could now spread a substance called peanut butter on bread, although she had problems with jelly – wiggly, sticky stuff. She normally ended up with half on her shirt, but triumphant with the half that made it onto the other slice of bread. The taste was quite pleasant.


He was a patient teacher, but she knew when he was trying to hide a smile when she was mad enough to scream with frustration. The first time Archer grinned at one of her blunders, she had stomped on his foot. He kept his amusement to himself after that.


Wind stirred Lilin’s hair, bringing with it the scent of an oncoming thunderstorm. She felt as if she could fly with the wind and soar through the trees.


What an odd thought.


It was difficult being around Archer and not sharing his bed. She was sure he felt the same, if the hardness in his jeans whenever he came near her was any indication. But he respected her clear desire not to use her body to gain favour. In contrast to her former life, she would no longer bed a man unless he cared for her, and she for him.


She wished to please him in other ways. For the time being. She was no longer Succubae and she would learn to live like a human. If it killed her.


Which it might if she didn’t learn how to run that infernal washing machine. The first time she tried to wash a load of clothes herself, as a surprise for Archer, she’d put too much “detergent” into it. Bubbles had flowed out as if it was foaming at the mouth. In the beginning the bubbles were rather delightful, but it wasn’t long before her delight turned to horror.


Her cheeks heated as she remembered how she had frantically used the “telephone”, punching in the numbers Archer had left scribbled on a pad next to the phone. He’d hurried home to find her rushing around with towels to mop up the bubbles that kept pouring from the machine’s mouth.


He’d turned it off and the soap bubbles stopped pouring out of it. She thought she heard him snort with laughter. The moment she shot her angry gaze at him, his features turned innocent.


Now Lilin shook her head and went into the house where she’d prepared a surprise dinner for Archer. She liked how predictable he was in coming home at the same time every day.


She’d set the table the way he’d taught her. In the centre she placed the mashed potatoes (so, they were a little lumpy and watery), peas (that were just a tad brown), and a beef roast she’d been cooking all day in the crockpot (it was on the overdone side, but never mind that). For dessert, she would grab the ice cream stashed in the freezer and the chocolate sauce from the refrigerator. She couldn’t go wrong with that. She hoped.


On the table was the jelly jar filled with wildflower blooms he’d brought home yesterday.


Lilin wondered at the happiness expanding in her chest.


Thumping noises on the steps and porch. Archer’s home!


A smile lit her face as she hurried to open the door. “I made dinner,” she said as soon as he walked in. “By myself.”


He gave her one of his sexy grins after he closed the door. To her surprise, he caught her by the waist, brought her to him, and brushed his lips over hers. “Thank you,” he murmured against her mouth, and her knees nearly gave out on her.


Wow. If he did that each time she had dinner waiting for him, she was going to prepare a meal every day.


Archer drew away and she steadied herself by placing her palm on the entryway table. He took her free hand and led her to the kitchen where they sat at the table.


If Archer was unhappy with dinner, he didn’t show it. He ate two big helpings of everything! She couldn’t help grinning as he ate.


Later, when she started to prise spoonfuls of ice cream from the container into two dessert dishes, he didn’t laugh when she flung a chunk of ice cream across the kitchen. However, she did see amusement in his eyes when she squirted chocolate sauce on her face and hands instead of on what ice cream had made it into the cups.


“Let me help.” He took her in his arms and licked sauce from her nose and cheeks. She shivered with every touch, every kiss, as he continued on to her palms and wrists. When he had licked every bit of chocolate off her, he leaned his back against the kitchen counter and brought her fully into his embrace. She tilted her face and looked into his eyes before he moved his mouth to hers.


Six


Lilin sank against Archer and moaned as he devoured her. He tasted of chocolate and male. Better than anything she remembered tasting. His scent – Goddess, he smelled good. Testosterone, sawdust from the work site, pine and fresh air from the outdoors.


In all the time she’d lived with him, he hadn’t kissed her. He’d taught her, taken care of her, bought her clothes, and had done so much for her. He’d never pressed her for anything.


In truth, she hadn’t been ready. She, a former Succubus, was not ready for sex as a mortal. The thought was so absurd she would have laughed if she weren’t so busy moaning at the things Archer was doing to her.


He kissed her thoroughly, like no human male should be able to. His big hands stroked her body as if she was fragile. He eased his hands further down until he cupped her buttocks, squeezing and massaging them.


His hardness pressed against her belly as she wrapped her arms around his neck. The ache between her thighs was fierce and her breasts felt heavy. She wanted him now, more than anything she had ever wanted before.


When he raised his head, his eyes were darker blue and his chest rose and fell faster than before. “I need a shower.”


“I’m sticky from the chocolate.” She bit his lower lip. “I’ll join you.”


“We’ll save water.” He slipped his tongue into her mouth then drew it out again. “Economical.”


He picked her up and she wrapped her legs around his waist and kept her arms tight around his neck as he carried her into his bedroom.


Archer started the shower so the water would run warm. God, he’d wanted Lilin for so long. But he’d given her time to adjust and had given himself time to get to know her.


She had to be from another world. Or raised by wolves. She’d been like a child needing to be taught almost everything. He enjoyed her delight in simple things, like the time he brought wildflowers home for her. She’d been so disappointed when the first flowers had wilted that he brought her bouquets almost daily.


He finished adjusting the water’s temperature and found Lilin naked. As magical as if she were still a Succubus. The idea still seemed unbelievable, but everything about Lilin was unusual.


She was so beautiful. Her silvery-blonde hair tumbled to her waist; her grey eyes were wide and innocent.


He took her into his arms and felt the softness of her body through his clothing. When he kissed her, he lost himself in the moment, never wanting it to end. Only the pounding of water against marble reminded him of their shower.


Archer stripped while she watched, and he tossed his clothing onto hers. Her eyes told him she wanted him, and that she was just as filled with desire as he.


He led her beneath the spray, shielding her from the brunt of the hard blast until they got used to it. She laughed and tilted her chin so that the water sprayed her face before she turned her back to it. He reached for shampoo and squirted some on his hand before starting to soap then rinse her hair.


When he finished he tilted her face so that their gazes met. He brushed his lips over hers before drawing back. “Everything about you is beautiful.”


Lilin smiled, wrapped her arms around his neck, and kissed him again. “You are beautiful.”


He released her, picked up a sponge and poured gel on it to wash her body. His body ached as he touched her.


Before soaping her breasts, he paused to suckle each of her nipples. Lilin moaned and gripped her hands in his hair.


God, she tasted sweet.


The crisp smell of soap didn’t mask her scent of desire as he knelt. He used the sponge to pay close attention to her belly, thighs, legs, each delicate foot. He turned her to face the spray and wash the soap from her body.


Still on his knees, Archer nuzzled her soft mound. She fisted his hair tighter and cried out as he ran his tongue between her legs.


“Goddess. Archer.” She pressed his face closer. Her legs trembled, her body tensed, and he knew she was close to flying towards the stars. A little more and she’d go supernova.


He bit her lightly and she screamed. Her whole body shook and her face flushed with the power of her orgasm. When her legs gave out and she dropped into his arms he felt somehow triumphant – that he had brought her to her knees.


He took her mouth in a fierce kiss, feeling a sense of ownership and protectiveness.


“I don’t know if I can get up,” she whispered when he moved his mouth from hers.


Archer smiled and kissed her lightly before drawing her up to stand. She pressed her face to his wet chest and gave a deep sigh. “I’ve never felt anything like that.” She tilted her face up. “I have few memories left, but I know that no man ever made me feel the way you do.”


The thought of any other man with Lilin sent a stab of jealousy through his chest. Maybe it shouldn’t have, but he wanted her to think only of him, as if he was her first. His touch, his kiss, his hips between her thighs as he took her.


And God, he needed to be inside her now.


Even though she wanted to wash him as he had washed her, he refused and made short work of shampooing his hair and scrubbing his body with the sponge. After shutting off the water and climbing out of the shower, they dried off with a pair of towels.


Archer picked her up and she dropped her towel before she wrapped her legs around his hips and held on to his shoulders. She kissed him as he strode across the room and they tumbled onto the bed. The need to be a part of her was so great he was in a fog of lust.


Love.


The word came out of nowhere, pressing against his mind. Could the feeling in his chest be love for Lilin?


He touched her, kissed her, slid his hips between her thighs.


“Wait,” she said, her voice husky and her eyes heavy-lidded.


“What, baby?” he murmured as he nibbled at her ear.


She gave one of her sexy little moans. “The protection you said you wanted to use the last time I came to you.”


Stunned at himself and his forgetfulness, Archer rose and looked down at Lilin, the first woman he wanted to take, screw the protection. He brushed his lips over hers. “Thank you,” he murmured.


It took him all of ten seconds to reach into his nightstand drawer and pull out a condom package.


When he was ready, he looked down at his Lilin. She was so beautiful. And she was so very much his.


When he drove himself deep inside her, she cried out, “Oh, Goddess!” with the sound of pain in her voice.


Archer went completely still. “You’re a virgin?”


She looked as surprised as he did. “My memories aren’t clear any more.”


He didn’t move. “Are you all right?”


“I’m fine.” She smiled. “The way you fill me is wonderful.”


And she was so tight. Her velvet core gripped him like a fist and he couldn’t move for a moment or he’d come.


Slowly, he drew out, then slid back in. He didn’t want to hurt her.


She dug her fingernails into his biceps. “More, Archer.”


He gritted his teeth as he withdrew, then drove himself back inside her. Again he drew out slowly, then thrust into her. She made small cries and he nearly growled with the feelings of possessiveness that grabbed him.


As he took her, Lilin’s body began to tremble, her thighs shaking against his hips. Her lips were parted, her eyes glazed and her moans louder.


While he continued to make love to her, he waited. Waited. Waited. Holding back his own orgasm.


He drove in again. She arched her back and screamed. Her body rocked and writhed beneath him. Her core clamped so hard on him that he lost it. He shouted and pressed his hips tight against her as she continued to contract around him and his throbbing seemed to go on forever.


Finally he collapsed, barely rolling to the side in time to keep his weight from crushing her petite frame.


For a long time they held one another, her head against his chest, their breathing deep and ragged, him still inside her.


When he had the strength, he started kissing her forehead, inhaling her special scent and feeling incredible warmth deep in his heart and soul.


He brushed her wet hair away from her face with his fingertips. She lifted her head to look at him and smiled. Such an innocent, sweet, genuine smile. Nothing like the sultry, experienced look she’d given him when she’d been a Succubus.


Archer no longer doubted his sanity – or hers.


And now he’d lost his heart to this sweet woman in his arms. He wanted to show her the world and then give it to her.


Give everything to her.


The vision of a clear stone slipped through his mind. He drew away from Lilin and rolled out of bed.


“What’s wrong?” she asked, sounding concerned. “Archer?”


Confusion clouded Archer’s mind, but he knew he had to go to his drawer. “Wait.”


He reached his bureau, opened his sock drawer, and dug through it. His fingers finally touched something round and hard, hidden in one of his socks. When he returned to the bed, he shook the sock out over the mattress. An enormous diamond slipped out of it. Archer’s eyes widened, and so did Lilin’s.


Where had it come from and why had he just remembered having it?


He grasped the stone in his hand – and everything came back in a rush so fast he nearly collapsed.


Every memory of being an Incubus, every woman he had ever taken. And Queen Rusalka with her fierce beauty and even fiercer temper. She’d been pissed with him when he’d said no to becoming one of her concubines. He’d never expected her to make him human.


The Queen had given him the stone so that every now and then he would remember what he had lost – an immortal life and the ability to bed any woman he wanted, every night if he chose to. But he had to be holding the diamond to remember. A little while after he parted with it, his memories would be gone again.


But with the stone he could also call to the Queen and beg to have his old life back.


He looked from the diamond to his beautiful Lilin. He would give her the stone, allowing her to remember her past – and return to the Unseelie Court.


His heart in his throat, he placed the diamond in her hand and folded her fingers around it. “My gift to you.”


Immediately, shock registered on Lilin’s features as she held the stone, and her eyes darted back and forth as if she was watching a ping-pong match.


“I could return,” Lilin whispered. “The Queen would take me back.”


It hit him like a blow to the chest. Lilin might leave. She would go back to the Queen and she would forget he existed.


And he would never forget her.


In that single crystal-clear moment he realized how much she had come to mean to him over the period of time he’d known her.


He didn’t want to lose her.


Archer was on the verge of grabbing her, taking her into his arms and holding her tight so she could never leave him. Then she blinked as if coming back to reality and looked at him for a long moment.


His words and his breath caught in his throat as she took the sock he had hidden the diamond in, and slipped the stone inside so that it dropped to the toe.


Lilin handed it to Archer and smiled. “I choose to live a mortal life if it means I can be with you.” She bit her lower lip before adding, “If you’ll have me.”


The relief was so great it stunned him.


“Will I have you?” Archer tossed the sock-covered diamond over his shoulder and it landed on the floor with a thump. “Does that answer your question?” He planned to take that damned stone and bury it in the landfill first thing in the morning.


She grinned and flung her arms around his neck. “I think I love you, Archer.”


“I know I love you, Lilin.” Archer couldn’t keep the love out of his smile and voice as he looked down at her. “And I’m never letting you go.”




Paranormal Romance Blues


Kelley Armstrong


“When I said I was in the mood for a meat market, I meant that metaphorically. I don’t actually want to be anyone’s dinner.”


Tiffany rolled her eyes. “It’s not that kind of vampire bar, Mel.”


“What other kind is there? It’s for vampires. What do they drink? Blood. And we’re their primary suppliers of that beverage. Ergo . . .”


If she rolled her eyes any higher, they’d disappear into her skull. As I sipped my beer, I overheard a guy at the bar talking about women and not-so-discreetly jerking his chin our way. Cute guy, too. Hmm.


“I’ll take the blonde,” he said to his friend. “You can have the brunette.”


“No, I want the blonde.”


It was always nice to be argued over. Too bad I was the one they were arguing over not wanting. There are distinct disadvantages to being a half-demon with super-charged hearing.


“So this vampire bar,” Tiffany tried again. “It’s for dating. It’s not easy being a vampire, you know. You think you have dating issues? Try being immortal.”


“They are only semi-immortal. And why would I want to date one?”


“Uh, because they’re hot.”


Sure, if you went for tall, dark and parasitic. I gulped the rest of my beer. Sadly, it didn’t make anyone in the bar look better. And, considering the only guy glancing my way was at least sixty, apparently the booze wasn’t doing the trick for them either.


I signalled the bartender for a refill. Even he ignored me.


“Hello?” Tiffany waved her hand in front of my face. “Earth to Melanie. Can we blow this joint please? The vampire bar is calling. Hot guys who’ve been waiting centuries to meet you.”


I snorted.


“Oh, come on,” she said. “Don’t you find it the least bit romantic? A creature of the night, tormented by the emptiness of his life, searching for that one special woman, knowing if he doesn’t find her in time, he’ll be condemned to eternity as a soulless monster.”


“That’s a book.”


She frowned. “Are you sure?”


“Yep.”


“Fine, but they still need to find their true love, the one bright flame that will warm their cold existence.”


“Book. More than one, I think.”


“Forget romance. They need sex. It’s like Red Bull for vampires, boosting their powers to unimaginable heights. They need lots of it, in every way, shape and form imaginable, including a few you haven’t imagined.”


“Book,” I said. “I hope.”


“Maybe, but they’re still tormented creatures of the night—”


“They can walk around in daylight.”


“No way.”


“Yep. I’m not even all that sure about the tormented part. Sure, they have to drink blood and take one life a year, but once they work past that, they get a long life, eternal youth, near invulnerability and conga lines of swooning women fighting to get into their beds, eager to prove they’ll be their ‘one true love’. What’s not to like?”


She slumped in her chair, a sigh whistling out.


“Maybe we can find you a tormented one,” I said.


“How do you know so much about vampires anyway?”


“Wallace.”


She winced. “Sorry.”


Wallace was my latest ex, and the cause of the self-imposed celibacy I was now eager to break. Tall, dark and tormented fitted Wallace perfectly. He hadn’t been a vampire, though not for lack of trying. A Vodoun priest with an inferiority complex, Wallace had been obsessed with the undead. Our relationship ended the day I walked in to find him shooting up with black market vampire blood.


I wish I could say Wallace had been a blip in an otherwise healthy love life, but he was only the latest in a string of losers. Dating fellow supernaturals solved a lot of problems, and opened up a whole bunch more.


“Forget the vamp bar then,” Tiffany said. “Maybe there’s someone here.” She looked around. “Or maybe someplace else.”


I sighed. I was being a bitch, really. This bar sucked. I didn’t have another place in mind. And my friend really wanted to try this so-called vampire one. Was that too much to ask?


“All right,” I said. “We’ll check out this bar and find you a vampire. And if he’s not tormented, I’m sure I can fix that.”


A vampire bar. Now that we were on our way, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t just a little bit intrigued. And Tiffany wanted to go so badly that I could tell myself I was doing it for her sake . . . and almost believe it.


I’d met Tiffany three years ago in a support group for half-demons. As a rule, women don’t hook up with demons willingly and bear their children. Our mothers have no idea that we’re anything but human, and we don’t either, until our powers start to kick in. That power depends on Daddy. In my case, it’s enhanced hearing. Tiffany is a low-level ice demon. She can’t freeze a guy in his tracks, though she has a glare that does the trick pretty well. Mostly she just turns water into ice. Useful at parties when the freezer is broken. Otherwise not so much. She’s happy with it, though.


Not every half-demon is so content. Hence the support group. I’d first learned of my demon blood when I was “found” by a group that monitored medical channels and discovered I’d been trying to find an explanation for my super-hearing. They recommended the support group and I thought, Cool – I can meet others, then learn about my powers and how to improve them. Not exactly. As I discovered, it really was a support group – a place for half-demons to angst about the nasty blow life had dealt them.


Blow? Hello, super powers? They should have been celebrating winning the genetic lottery. Instead they whined about not fitting in, about having demon blood, about their slutty mothers screwing the forces of evil. I say, “Go for it, Mom.” She’d been single and I’m sure the demon was damned hot – metaphorically speaking, I hope.


I didn’t last long in the group, just long enough to meet Tiffany, who was every bit as puzzled by the “woe is me” sentiment. I also met Jason, my first supernatural boyfriend, who – as it turned out – wasn’t even a half-demon, but a druid who infiltrated the group to pick up chicks. And so I was introduced to the wonderful world of paranormal romance.


“It must get lonely being a vampire,” Tiffany mused as we walked down St James Street. “Just think of it. Centuries of watching everyone you love grow old without you, die before you.”


“That’s romantic?”


“Sure, don’t you think so?”


I wasn’t touching that one.


We passed a trio of wraithlike Goths, sticking to the shadowy edge of the sidewalks as if the streetlights would reduce them to dust motes. They took in our clubwear with sniffs of disdain. I returned the favour.


At least we seemed to be in the right neighbourhood. Which begged the question: how much of a secret was this place? Those kids were not supernaturals – we just don’t call attention to ourselves like that. If everyone knew about the bar, that meant the chances of it really being what it claimed were next to nil. And just when I was starting to think this night might turn interesting. I swallowed a bitter shot of disappointment.


“Maybe the books are wrong,” Tiffany piped up. “But I bet they got one thing right. What a vampire really needs is a mate. A life-mate. Someone he can turn. Someone to share eternity with.” She gave a mooning sigh, as if being asked to join a life of blood-sucking was more romantic than being serenaded by the Seine. “Can you imagine? Centuries together, bonded by love and—”


“Haemophilia? Please don’t tell me you—”


“Oh, look. There it is!”


She pointed to a sign on the corner. A neon sign, flashing first VAMP, then changing to TRAMP. Vamp Tramp? Wasn’t that from a book?


This did not bode well. Forget the unoriginal name. The flashing neon screamed “fake” even louder. In a world where supernaturals still hid their true nature with Inquisition-era fervour, neon-signed vampire bars were . . . unlikely.


Oh, who the hell was I kidding? This place was going to be as authentic as chicken balls. One double-shot of disappointment to go. And add a big chaser of head-slapping duh. There were maybe twenty vampires in the whole country. Did I really think they’d band together and open a bar in my home town?


It was then, when I’d fully convinced myself the place was a fake, that I saw the guy lying face down in the alley. A small crowd stood around him like a prayer circle.


When I started towards the man, Tiffany grabbed my hand. “For once, Mel, don’t get involved. Let someone else handle it.”


That’s the problem, though, isn’t it? Everyone thinks, Let someone else handle it, and no one does.


I shouldered past yet another Goth girl, this one so pale she lit up the alley like a flashlight.


“Has anyone called 911?” I asked.


Everyone looked at the person beside them, as if to say, “You called, didn’t you?”


“I think some old dude went to call,” said a kid so wasted he addressed the Goth girl behind me. “Or maybe he was just looking for another place to crash. I think this guy stole his spot.”


I thought he was joking. One look at his face said he wasn’t.


I turned to Tiffany. “Call 911.” When she hesitated, I said, “Fine. I’ll call and you can check him.”


She pulled out her cell phone. I crouched beside the fallen man.


“You’re not supposed to move him,” said a middle-aged guy beside me.


Oh, sure, now he was Mr Helpful.


I tried to get a pulse at the man’s wrist, but I’m an ad-copy writer, not a nurse, and I couldn’t find the right spot. To get to his neck, though, I had to push aside his long, stringy hair, which was why I’d started with the wrist. But I’d never forgive myself if the man died because I got icky about touching his hair, so I pushed it back over his shoulder. Then I jerked back with an “Oh!”


“Holy shit,” said the drunk kid. “Are those . . . ?”


“The kiss of the vampire,” Goth girl whispered reverently.


On the side of his neck were two red puncture wounds and a small trickle of blood, still shiny. Too shiny, actually. I reached for the mark. Goth girl yelped. I peeled off the sticker and held it up.


“Performance art advertising. Everyone suitably impressed? Ready to go for drinks at Vamp Tramp? Buy two, get this free.” I waved the “vampire bite” sticker, then nudged the fallen man. “Show’s over. Get up.”


He didn’t move.


“Listen, asshole, my friend just called 911 for you. You’re going to have some explaining to do, so get up and start now.”


I booted him in the side. Still nothing.


“The bite marks are fake, but I don’t think the lack of consciousness is,” said a voice behind me, with a rapid-fire accent that reminded me of a recent trip to Northern Mexico.


I turned to see a man in a suit striding down the alley. Another man stayed on the sidewalk, eyeing the filthy alley as if hoping he wouldn’t have to come any further.


“Miguel Carter,” the first man said. “FBI.”


He flashed a badge so fast all I saw was a blur. Nice try, buddy. I’d worked in advertising long enough to know a marketing ploy when I saw one. An elaborate and clever marketing ploy, but a ploy nonetheless.


“Can I see that?” I asked.


He handed me the badge. I inspected it, acting as if I had the foggiest clue what a real FBI badge looked like. I did know what an FBI agent looked like though, and whatever agency hired this guy had paid some serious bucks to get an actor who could play the part. He was in his thirties, dark hair and eyes, wide shoulders, square jaw. They’d added glasses, to give him that extra touch of intelligence, lift him above your average city cop. He wasn’t a typical gorgeous actor, but he had that Clark Kent geek-cute thing, the kind that makes you think, “Hey, big boy, let me rip off those glasses and—.”


Damn, it really had been too long.


I handed Carter back his badge. “So the FBI is taking 911 calls now?”


“No, I’m sure the local police and ambulance are on the way. I was in the area and heard there was a problem.”


“In the area? Let me guess. At Vamp Tramp? Investigating, oh, let’s see . . . A string of murders possibly related to the vampire subculture.”


The surprise on his face looked almost genuine. The guy was good, I’d give him that. I knelt beside the “unconscious” man and touched the side of his neck.


“This one’s still got a pulse, Agent. Seems you got to him in time. Good work.” As I stood, I slipped a card from my wallet and pressed it against his palm, then lowered my voice. “It’s a good guerilla marketing campaign, but the scenario needs work. Tell whoever’s in charge to give me a call. I can help them smooth over the rough spots.”


I walked back to Tiffany. As I approached, she shook her head. “Can’t resist being a smartass, can you, Mel?”


“What? I offered my services. They do need to work out the scenario a little better. FBI has a certain cachet, but it would raise fewer questions if they just said they were city cops.”


“But someone in the crowd might know the city cops.”


“True.”


“Also true that you were being a smartass, proving you saw through their act.”


I glanced over my shoulder. Carter the FBI agent was still studying my card and frowning, trying to figure out where his performance had gone wrong. I smiled and continued walking.


We still went to the bar. My curiosity was re-piqued now. Would there be more of the show we’d just seen? A full viral performance-art campaign? Was it working? What were people saying?


I got the answer to question two as we reached the door, and found a line-up stretching around the corner. We got waved past it. OK, Tiffany got us waved past it. The bouncer took one look at her – blonde hair, high heels, low neckline and impressive cleavage – then he glanced at the line-up of middle-aged gawkers with cameras and teen goths with fake ID and frantically gestured us past the rope, as if terrified we’d see the line and keep walking.


Inside, it looked like a vampire bar. Or Hollywood’s Euro-trash version of one. Lots of dark corners, blood-red velvet and lighting that lit nothing in particular. I suspect the decorator doubled as a set designer. I could imagine him directing the “shoot”, placing the chaises longues in the dark corners, imagining a dilettante vampire gracefully sprawled on each one, surveying the eager crowd for their next meal, the sexual predator at its most predatory.


Unfortunately, this set was inhabited by real people. On the nearest chaise longue, two private school “Let’s go Goth tonight!” girls were touching up each other’s nail polish. Pink nail polish. A middle-aged couple sat erect on the next, staring around them, eyes wide with delicious “can you believe we’re in a vampire bar, Frank?” horror. Chaise longue number three was occupied by a fifty-year-old platinum blonde. She looked suitably predatory, but her prey – every guy under thirty – was scampering the other way every time accidental eye contact occurred. And on the fourth chaise longue, a guy in his late thirties in full vampire gear, from the boots to the leather duster, lay with his eyes slitted, the tip of his tongue out, his expression rapturous as he stared at the frieze above his head – an erotic panorama of Dracula-style vampires invading the beds of virginal girls.


“One word,” I said to Tiffany as we walked in. “Eww.”


“That’s not a word.” She looked around. “But I second it. Damn.” She sighed. “I guess we should get a drink. Too bad those chaises longues are all taken. They’re kind of cool.”


“You want one?” I started towards the guy enjoying the painted scenery.


She tried to grab my arm, but missed, managing only a chirped, “Don’t!” that was almost drowned out by a bass-heavy blast of unintelligible punk rock.


As I approached the man, he froze, the sight of an actual woman inducing stark terror. He adjusted his overcoat, and slid his hand from . . . wherever it had been.


“Are you—?” I garbled a name, knowing the music would swallow it.


“Um, yes. Yes.”


“Your wife is on the phone.”


He shot from the lounge and disappeared into the crowd. Two nearby college girls sidled towards the vacated couch. A look from me stopped them cold.


“Your throne, madam,” I said with a flourish.


Tiffany laughed and sat on one end, leaving the top for me. We lounged. It wasn’t easy with two people and one chair, not without doing that fake lesbian-show thing that seems to attract guys even better than a free beer sign.


We still attracted plenty of attention. Guys looked, and looked some more, and kept looking. Not one took even a tentative step in our direction, all wary, as if certain the presence of actual twenty-something single women had to be a set-up.


Had they already gotten a taste of the performance-art advertising? As hard as I looked, I didn’t see any other obvious scenes playing out around us. A few people were drinking fake-blood drinks, and a couple in a corner were going at it pretty good – neck nibbling included – but with the awkwardness of outsiders trying really, really hard to fit in.


“We have a contender,” Tiffany whispered in my ear.


She directed my attention across the floor to a guy who was definitely checking me out. He stood with a small group of men hovering, obviously corporate types scoping out the alternate nightlife. My admirer quickly looked away when I glanced over. He shifted, then cast a surreptitious look my way. Hmm.


“Well?” Tiffany asked.


“A distinct possibility.”


He was an average guy. Average height, average build, medium-brown hair. A pleasant face. Not someone who’d catch my eye, but when he caught mine, I took a closer look and saw nothing that quashed the deal.


“OK, he’s playing shy,” Tiffany said. “So I’m going to give him an opening. I’ll go to the bar and take my time getting us drinks.”


I watched Tiffany leave, the crowd parting for her, admiring looks following her ass as it swayed through. And when I turned back to my admirer, he was gone. His group was still there, but he was nowhere to be seen. I looked around, hoping he was making his way over to me. No sign of him. Great. Apparently I’d been hanging around Tiffany so long I’d learned her trick for freezing out guys with a single look. I considered going after Tiffany and switching my beer to a double Scotch, neat. Instead I curled up on the chaise longue and tried not to sulk.


A few minutes later, Tiffany returned, blue eyes wide. “There’s a vampire here!” She plunked down beside me, setting the sofa rocking. “A real vampire!”


“Drinks?”


“He’s bringing them.”


“The vampire?”


She grinned. “Can you believe it? Probably one vampire in this whole place and I snagged him. I wasn’t even looking for one. I was up there at the bar, and this guy brushes against my arm and his skin is cold.” When I didn’t react appropriately, she leaned into my face. “Cold skin? Vampire?”


“Um, air conditioning?” I held out my arm, goosebumps rising on cue.


“He’s a vamp. Trust me. And when you think about it, it makes perfect sense, him being here.”


“It does?”


“Sure. This place looks totally fake, so it’d be the ideal place for real vampires to hang out, undetected.”


“Uh-huh.”


“See him? Up there. Beside the urn.”


I spotted the guy. Not too tall or too dark, but he did have that pretty-boy pout down pat. And while his clothing didn’t scream “I’ve seen Underworld fifty times,” it was suitably dark against his pale skin. “He definitely looks anaemic enough.”


She followed my gaze. “No, not him.” Gripping my chin, she redirected me. “Him.”


I looked. I looked some more. “Holy shit.”


I’m not usually one for gorgeous guys, but one glance at this one and my ovaries were doing the cha-cha. He was at least six foot two and built. God, was he built. Wide shoulders, muscular biceps, slim hips, perfect ass. With effort, I pulled my gaze back up to his face, which was a sculptor’s dream. And, naturally, he was blond. And tanned. And so not a vampire.


When I said as much to Tiffany, she rolled her eyes. “Yes, he has a tan. So what? You said they can go out in sunlight.”


“But . . . But that’s . . .” I ogled some more. “As a man? Perfection. As a vampire? So wrong.”


He still stood at the bar, his gaze fixed regretfully on a NO SMOKING sign. I glanced down at his hand to see him toying with an unlit cigarette. A smoker? Normally a deal breaker, but in this case, I could adjust.


I did direct Tiffany’s attention to the cigarette though.


“And that proves what?” she said. “He’s a vampire. No chance of lung cancer, emphysema, smoker’s cough. I bet he doesn’t even get nicotine stains. Why not smoke?”


Now the Nordic god was heading our way, three drinks effortlessly fitting into his big hands. Big square hands, workman’s hands, the kind with old calluses that would scratch deliciously against the skin as he . . .


“He’s mine,” Tiffany said.


I shook off the lust attack and nodded. “I know, and I won’t interfere.” Like I could anyway, though Tiffany was kind enough not to point that out.


He handed us our drinks and Tiffany introduced me.


“Adrian,” he said, then excused himself and scooped a nearby table and chair, and set them up for us. A gentleman too.


“I hope you don’t mind me hiding out over here with you two,” he said. “This place is—” an almost nervous glance over his shoulder “—not exactly my speed.”


Tiffany shot me a knowing look, as if this proved he was indeed a creature of the night, desperately trying to convince us otherwise. When I asked whether he was local, he shook his head.


“I’m working with a construction crew on a big job up here. Just got in this morning, asked the motel clerk for a good place to grab a drink and he suggested here.”


And so we started to talk. And the more we did, the more I really wished I’d taken my hairdresser’s advice about that stylish new cut or splurged for that amazing dress I’d seen last week at the mall.


Adrian wasn’t just gorgeous. He was a real sweetheart, the kind of guy that usually only comes in a much plainer package. Of course, the cynical part of me tried to insist he was an actor, part of the ad campaign we’d seen earlier, but I’d been around enough actors in my career to know Adrian was just what he seemed – a good-looking, small-town construction worker looking for some company in the big city. Unfortunately, I wasn’t the one he’d chosen to play the role of “company”.


We’d been talking for about a half-hour when Adrian took the cigarette from his pocket and rolled it between his fingers. He sheepishly joked about the bad habit, then asked Tiffany if she’d like to step outside for some air while he indulged. He was gentleman enough to extend the invitation to me, but in a way that said he was really hoping Tiffany would come alone. Naturally, I was gracious and said, “No, that’s fine.” He promised they’d only be a couple of minutes, and they left out the back hall.


Those couple of minutes turned into ten, then fifteen, then twenty. I tried not to think of how they might be filling those minutes, but of course I did, which only slid my mood dangerously close to self-pity territory.


I sipped the dregs of my beer, and eavesdropped on conversations that cheered me a little as they confirmed that at least I didn’t have the most boring life in the room. Even surrounded by fantasy and opulence, people just chatted about nothing – work, kids, the in-laws, the mortgage payments.


Then I caught something worth perking up for. Two words: “body” and “alley”, spoken in a male voice with a faint New Mexico accent. I rose from the lounge and followed it.


I tracked the voice into a back hall clearly marked NO ENTRY. I entered – and crashed into “Agent” Carter as he left a room. He blinked, then gave a slow, crooked smile.


“Ms . . .” He pulled my card from his pocket and looked at it. “Mancini. Our good Samaritan. You’ll be happy to know the victim is recovering nicely.” He winked. “Suffering only from the lingering after-effects of professional humiliation. I told him you’re in the business.” He waved my card. “But he still takes it personally.”


“I take it that’s the manager?” I pointed at the room he just left, where a gruff voice was on the phone, ordering beer. “I was just going to pop in and give him my card.”


I tried to pass Carter, but he shifted, subtly blocking my path. “I’ll do that for you. He’s in a lousy mood.”


In other words, his employer wouldn’t want me going straight to the client. Understandable, and I didn’t argue, just nodded and made a move to head back into the bar. Again, Carter did that subtle sidestep, not exactly blocking me, but making my exit a little more difficult.


“Do you come here often?” he asked. When I arched my brows, he gave a short laugh. “Sorry, I meant, is this your first visit? In other words, did our little performance work?”


“I was already heading here, but yes, it’s my first time.”


“No offence to my, um, employer, but—” he leaned closer, voice dropping “—there’s a much better place a block over on South. Jazz, good drinks, great food.”


“Sounds more my kind of place.” I paused, then gathered the strength of three beers and asked, “Are you off-duty now?”


His eyes widened behind his glasses and he studied me, as if pretty sure I wasn’t implying what he thought I was. The start of a slow smile, then it vanished in a frown. “If you’re hoping for a job reference, I don’t carry that kind of clout, Ms Mancini.”


“Melanie.” I plucked my card from his hand and tore it in two. “Better?”


His smile sparked. “All right, then. I’m not quite off-duty yet, but if you don’t mind staying here for a drink.”


I didn’t mind at all. He shucked his jacket, loosened his tie and followed me into the bar. My chaise longue was, of course, occupied. Carter found us a table, and was about to head to the bar when he stopped and looked around.


“Weren’t you with a friend? A blonde?”


Shit. Please tell me that wasn’t why he agreed to the drink.


“She left,” I said, then added, “With a guy.” And for good measure: “I don’t think she’s coming back.”


His chin jerked up, eyes filling with an alarm that doused my last fizzle of hope.


“Sorry,” I said.


“No, I . . . Was it someone she knew?”


“Just met.”


“What did he look like?”


What, was he trying to scope out the competition? I was tempted to turn and walk away, but couldn’t resist dashing his hopes. Cruel, but he’d just accepted a drink invitation with me to meet my friend. He deserved cruel. I described Adrian in loving detail.


As I did, he fought to hide his reaction, but it seeped through – concern, sharpening to fear. I took some perverse pleasure in the concern, but when I saw that spark of fear, something in my gut said this wasn’t right. Disappointment, I could understand, but not fear.


“Where’d they go?”


“Out back, I think. He wanted a cigarette. What—?”


“How long ago?”


“Maybe a half-hour.” I took out my cell. “She hasn’t texted to say she’s going anywhere, so she must still be out—”


He was already on the move, heading towards the back door, hand pulling his own cell from his pocket. When I took a step towards him, he wheeled to face me, snapping out a brusque, “Stay here.”


“But—”


“I mean it. Stay here. Get a drink. I’ll be right back. I’m . . .” He hesitated. “I’m just going to check on her.”


As he hurried off, I strained to hear what he was saying into his cell over the noise of the crowd.


“He’s here,” he said. “And he took a girl already.”


Oh, shit.


There was no performance-art ad campaign. Carter was FBI. He was investigating crimes connected to Vamp Tramp. He’d played along with my misconception to keep a low profile while he stalked a killer. A killer who’d just taken my best friend into a dark alley.


I tried to tell myself I was leaping to conclusions. Maybe this was all part of the performance.


Right, a performance for one. A performance that barrelled through some serious ethical boundaries.


Maybe Carter really was just smitten with Tiffany and wanted to cut in before she got busy with another guy.


So, he’s willing to make a fool of himself over a girl he’s only glimpsed from afar? In a romance novel, maybe. But life, sadly, did not follow the rules of fictional romance.


I called Tiffany. Her phone rang twice, then came on with a message that implied she was out of range, which wasn’t possible. I tried again. Same thing. As I was leaving a frantic message, I noticed my shy admirer from earlier, checking me out again. This time, when I caught his eye, he didn’t look away.


Great timing, buddy.


I hung up and looked around. Admirer-guy had apparently consumed his share of liquid courage and was now lifting a glass and pointing at me, asking if he could buy me a round. Maybe the sane thing to do would be to accept – relax, have a drink, let the cops handle the situation. But if anything happened to Tiffany, I’d never forgive myself.


When my admirer started heading towards me, I held up a finger and pointed towards the hall leading to the ladies’ room, telling him I’d be right back. Then I took off down that hall to the exit door at the other end.


I eased open the rear exit door and listened. That’s become instinctive for me – listening where other people would look. The alley was dark and silent. Anyone else going out for a smoke must have heeded the FIRE ESCAPE ONLY sign and stepped out front.


I eased out. With no sounds to go by, I took a moment to let my eyes adjust. A scattering of stumpy white tubes, like garden grubs, littered the ground. Cigarette butts. I knelt and touched the ends. All cold.


When something rustled to my left, I peered down the dark alley. Another rustle, then a scratching noise. I started walking. The clicking of my heels echoed through the silence. I slid them off and tucked them behind a trash can, then took a few careful steps, getting used to the feel of cold pavement under my feet before setting out.


I followed the rustling to an alcove stuffed with boxes. It only took one rodent squeak to tell me I didn’t need to investigate further.


As I pulled back, I noticed a scrap of blue fabric peeking between the boxes. It was a gorgeous deep blue shade that I’d been admiring all night on Tiffany. Her new dress.


I quickly moved the boxes, ignoring the outraged squeaks. There lay Tiffany, curled up on her side. Heart hammering, I dropped to my knees and checked for a pulse. It was there, and strong, just like the man in the alley. And, like him, she had two puncture wounds on her neck, one smeared with fresh blood. But when I touched hers, the blood came off. And the puncture wounds didn’t.


I shot to my feet and fumbled for my phone. No signal. I was in the middle of the goddamned city. Why couldn’t I get a signal?


I hurried down to the alley, waving my phone, desperately trying to get a connection. At the click of heels on pavement, I wheeled to see a woman walking out from another bar exit, an unlit cigarette dangling from her hand. She was about forty, with red hair and a sophisticated, feline sleekness that made me instinctively straighten and tuck my hair behind my ears.


Catching the movement, she turned and gave a brief nod. Then she glimpsed something behind me, her green eyes narrowing as she frowned. She glided over, saw Tiffany and whispered, “Dear God.” Turning to me, she snapped, more than a little accusingly, “Have you called 911?”


“I—” I lifted my cell. “I can’t get service. I was just going to head inside. Can you wait with her while I . . . ?”


She already had her cell out and was dialling, shooting me a look that called me an incompetent idiot.


“Yes, I’d like to report an emergency,” she said into the phone.


She went through the process – explaining the situation, checking for a pulse, giving an address. But as hard as I strained to hear the operator on the other end, I couldn’t.


As I walked to Tiffany, I brushed against the woman. She glared and pulled away, but not before I felt what I’d feared – cool skin against mine.


“They’ll be here in ten minutes,” she said as she hung up. “In the meantime, I’d suggest we—”


“No one’s coming,” I said, backing away slowly, like a postal worker facing a Doberman. “There wasn’t anyone on the other end.”


She frowned. Then, without even a ripple to her perfect composure, she nodded. “So your friend isn’t the only half-demon. Auris or Exaudio? I suppose it hardly matters, though it does make this easier. My name is Cassandra DuCharme, and I’m a delegate—”


At a noise from down the alley, my chin jerked up and she stopped talking, her gaze following mine. Agent Carter stepped from a side alley. Seeing me, he pulled up short.


“Melanie?”


Cassandra smiled at him. “Ah, so you couldn’t resist the bait after all. Excellent. This just keeps getting easier. Aaron?”


“Adrian” swung from a recessed doorway behind Carter, grabbed him and slammed him into the wall. Blood spurted. Aaron yanked Carter back, head lolling, nose streaming blood.


“Shit,” Aaron said. “He’s not—”


I bolted before he could finish. I reached the Vamp Tramp back exit. Closed. No handle. I was putting on the brakes, about to find another way, when the door opened and my shy admirer from earlier stuck his head out.


Seeing me, he smiled. “I thought you went out this way.”


I wheeled in, shoving him back inside so hard he stumbled. As I quickly explained that my friend was hurt, I yanked the door shut and made sure it would stay that way.


I pulled out my cell phone. A drunken couple lurched into the hall, screaming the lyrics to “Sympathy for the Devil”. My admirer pushed open the nearest door and motioned me into the supply closet, away from the noise.


I stepped in, my gaze fixed on the display screen on my phone. Full signal. Thank God. I started to dial. Then I heard the soft rustle of fabric right behind me. I turned to see my admirer in mid-pounce. I staggered back. He snarled, flashing razor-sharp canines.


I spun out of the way and slammed my elbow into his nose. A great self-defence move . . . if you aren’t fighting a vampire. He only reeled back, then shook his head and lunged again. I feinted to the side, and grabbed an inventory pencil. I aimed for his eye. I missed, but rammed the pencil into his cheek with such force it broke when it hit bone and I was left holding a stub.


And the vampire? He just reached up, and plucked out the pencil. By the time it clattered to the floor, the bloodless wound was already closing.


I remembered Aaron throwing Carter against the wall, his oath of surprise at seeing blood streaming from his broken nose . . . because Carter wasn’t a vampire, and that’s what they’d expected.


The woman had introduced herself as Cassandra DuCharme. A delegate, she’d said. I now knew what she’d been about to say before I cut her short: delegate to the interracial council, a law-enforcement body for supernaturals. They’d been hunting one of their own – a killer. And I’d been the one to find him. Lucky me.


I’d taken enough self-defence classes to ward this monster off, but that was all I could do, considering the guy was impervious to injury.


My best bet was getting to the door. He knew that, which is why he stayed between it and me. Finally, he got tired of the dance and pounced. I waited until the last second, then spun out of the way. When he tried to check his charge and lost his balance, I grabbed him by the hair and slammed his face into a wooden crate. I did it again and again, until the wood cracked and split. Still he kept fighting.


I tried backing towards the door, but he grabbed my dress, holding me still. I was about to lunge, praying that the dress would rip, when the door flew open and a voice said, “I’ll take that for you.”


Aaron grabbed the vampire. I didn’t wait to see what he did with him. I raced outside to check on Tiffany and Carter.


They were fine. Sedated, as it turned out. That’s what a vampire’s first bite does, as Cassandra explained while Aaron stashed their prisoner in a safe place. Aaron had bitten Tiffany just enough to put her to sleep, then Cassandra did the same for Carter. They’d wake up soon.


When Aaron returned, he filled me in on the rest as Cassandra waited impatiently.


Tiffany had been right about bars like this being the perfect way to “hide in plain sight” for vampires – at least for one who preferred leaving his dinner pulse free. This guy had apparently hit two other similar bars, the first in New Mexico, where Agent Carter presumably got involved. Aaron and Cassandra had caught up at the second bar. They hadn’t seen their quarry, who was a new vampire, but they had seen Carter – both there and here – and presumed he was their killer.


One thing they did know about their target was that he had very specific taste in women.


“That’s why you brought Tiffany out here,” I said. “As bait.”


“No, she wasn’t the bait,” Aaron said. “You were.”


Great. I’m finally some guy’s “type” . . . and he turns out to be a killer vampire. That’s why Aaron lured Tiffany out, he explained. If I got worried and followed, so would the killer. And if I stayed inside, I’d be alone, giving him a chance to make his move.


“He’ll be dealt with,” Aaron said. “In the meantime, thank you. And Cassandra apologizes for startling you earlier and not explaining the situation before you took off.”


Cassandra’s perfect brows arched. “I do?”


“You do,” he said. “Deep down, you’re very apologetic.”


She rolled her eyes and waved for him to wrap this up so they could be on their way. From the look and smile he gave her, I knew there was no use mooning over this vampire. He was taken, and probably had been for longer than I’d been alive. I wasn’t too disappointed. Here was proof that really hot guys sometimes do go for bitchy women. So there was hope for me yet. Just not with this particular hot guy.


As a back-up, though, Agent Carter would do nicely. Very nicely, I decided as I sat in the back of the ambulance with him. He was still groggy, holding his glasses in one hand, his hair and shirt rumpled, looking very sexy, even if he probably felt like he’d been hit with a two-by-four.


He’d confirmed what I’d figured out – that he’d been following the case of a cross-country killer, starting in New Mexico. Just as Aaron had noticed Carter in the last bar, Carter had spotted Aaron, and jumped to the same wrong conclusion – that the other must be the killer. Neither had noticed the relatively nondescript man who turned out to be the real culprit.


I couldn’t tell Carter – apparently human – what really happened. But since he hadn’t seen who’d assaulted him it was easy. When asked about his attacker, I described the real killer instead, knowing others in the bar could confirm his presence and disappearance. Earlier, when Tiffany had woken, I’d told her to do the same – say she had gone into the alley with the blond guy, then headed back in alone and been waylaid by the other man.


As for the unconscious guy in the alley? Carter suspected he really had been a bit of performance art, though the manager of Vamp Tramp had refused to confirm that.


In all this, though, no one mentioned the possibility that a real vampire was involved. To Carter, the explanation was obvious.


“It’s some maniac who thinks he’s a vampire or wants us to. He injects his victims with a sedative, then bleeds them to death. As for what he does with the blood, I don’t really want to know. There are a lot of sick people out there.”


“And now he got away. So what will you do?”


“Stick around the local office for a while, see if he tries again. And, in the meantime—” he gave me his lopsided smile “—I believe I owe you a drink. Are you free tomorrow? I’ll throw in dinner. Least I can do after all this.” When I didn’t answer, the smile faded. “No?”


I met his gaze. “Does the phrase ‘interracial council’ mean anything to you?”


He frowned. “No, should it?”


“Cabal? Exaudio? Vodoun?”


“Is that Latin?”


His confusion convinced me. Agent Miguel Carter was, without a doubt, one hundred per cent human.


I smiled. “Pick me up at seven?”
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“Happy birthday to me.” My voice didn’t echo, but only because my office at Riverview Psychiatric Hospital was so small. I lifted my way-too-early-morning coffee to toast the institutional clock hanging opposite my only window, and wished the cinder-block walls weren’t quite so blindingly white.


“The big three-oh,” I said to nobody, and pretended like I was shaking a non-existent party noisemaker. The admissions nurse and aide were out with gastroenteritis, and the night-shift secretary was two months from retirement. She showed up only when it damn well pleased her to do so. Which was never.


So, here I was, Dutch Brennan, celebrating a milestone birthday in New York City, all by my lonesome.


Some things never changed.


In my opinion, most things never changed. My father taught me that, along with a lot of paranoid things about how dangerous the world could be.


Just when you think it’s OK, baby girl – boom. Here come the monsters.


Then he’d put me through my paces. Sayokan: Turkish martial arts. I’d trained four days a week, almost every week of my life. If I ever met a monster, I was ready – but I guessed most monsters were scared of Riverview Psychiatric Hospital. I hadn’t met any since I came to work here just after residency and fellowship. Hadn’t met too many friends, either, which is why I was having a birthday at work.


My only gift to myself was a fresh-brewed pot of Starbucks Verona – brewed in the ancient pot down the hallway – mixed with a packet of no-fat cocoa. At least the fresh, nutty scent competed with the hazy stink of orange cleanser, bleach and old-stone-building mould. The rich perfection of chocolate-spiked coffee flooded my mouth and warmed my throat as I leaned back against my rattletrap wooden desk, careful not to bump my computer monitor or topple the stacks of last week’s paperwork.


“Maybe I should buy myself a condo someplace warm, like Malibu,” I told the clock, which silently informed me that it was 3 a.m., and I still had four boring hours to survive before I got to slog home through the snow. But the condo idea – maybe that did have some merit. After all, I was a doctor. And I had dark hair and kind of naturally tanned skin.


“But I’m too full-figured to fit in with the beach bunnies,” I admitted to the clock. “I’d probably never score a date in Malibu.”


Like I ever gave myself a chance to get a date in New York City, either.


How long had it been since I’d done something other than work the night shift, then hit the gym?


Four years?


Five?


The back buzzer blasted through the cool silence of the entire admissions area. I jumped so hard my coffee almost sloshed onto the sleeve of my lab coat.


Oh, great.


My heart thumped high in my chest, like it was thinking about making a break for my throat.


Nobody but the NYPD ever came to the back door, and they probably had a patient to drop off. I stepped out of my office and blinked at the darkened admission hallway. Even though there were five floors full of patients and nurses and aides above my head, ground level was totally deserted.


What if the cops had brought me Godzilla on Crack?


I glanced at the phone on my desk and reluctantly killed what was left of my coffee then threw the cup in the trash.


No big deal.


If I was uncomfortable with the patient, I could always ask the officers to stay for coffee while I completed my evaluation. If things got really hairy, I could call up to the patient floors and get some help.


For now, this was just more of the same. Probably nothing I couldn’t handle on my own, like I did everything else.


I walked out of my office into the admissions hallway and covered the forty-foot distance to the back door as quickly as I could. Outside, I figured I’d find uniformed officers, and probably some poor homeless man or woman in handcuffs and blanket, sporting a wicked-evil case of frostbite on toes and fingers. Definitely the season for that. Had to expect it.


When I hit the intercom button, a gruff voice said, “NYPD. We got an evaluation for you, Doc.”


The metal handle was ice cold when I gripped it and pulled open the door to reveal the two uniforms I expected, and—


Whoa.


OK, so this, I didn’t expect.


“We found this guy wandering on the Triborough Bridge just before midnight.” The officer’s voice barely penetrated my consciousness as I stared at the “patient” standing between the two officers. “Central Emergency stitched him up – said it looks like he chopped himself up with a couple of Ginsu blades. Self-inflicted wounds. He hasn’t said a word since the paramedics scooped him up.”


I stood there, just as mute. Medical school, residency and five years of on-the-job experience at Riverview, and I’d never seen anything like this guy.


The man – John Doe for now – looked like a cross between an extreme bodybuilder and a knight from some book of medieval tales. He stood quietly, no cuffs or restraints, arms folded across his broad, bare chest. Silky black curls brushed the edges of his tanned face. He was barefoot and naked from the waist up, clad only in bloodied jeans that hung in tatters against long, powerful legs.


Way too long since I’d had a date. Yep. The flutters in my belly – definitely not OK. This was a patient, not some muscle hunk showing off in the gym.


Though if more muscle hunks at the gym looked like this . . .


Stop it.


My eyes travelled over each well-cut line and bulge.


John Doe’s eyes, molten emeralds, fixed on me, and my pulse quickened. The air stirred, then hummed, and I could have sworn he was radiating some kind of . . . power. I could almost see it, like the moonlit darkness shimmering against the office’s only window.


Good God, I’m as crazy as he is.


My heartbeat slowed, then revved again, this time with a funny, skippy, squeezing beat, and I couldn’t seem to get a full breath.


No man could be this handsome.


The sight of him was actually rattling my senses.


And the power thing, that had to be in my head. In my imagination. John Doe was a patient. No supernatural abilities.


But if anyone on Earth really does have superhero powers, this would be the guy.


“Weird that he doesn’t have any visible frostbite,” the second officer was saying during my mute assessment. “Guess he got lucky.”


Doing all I could to make myself be a doctor instead of a slack-jawed idiot, I inched back to allow the officers to escort the patient into Riverview’s admissions hallway.


Those eyes.


I could barely look anywhere else.


I could dive into those eyes and swim for hours.


My fingers curled. I could not have thoughts like this about a patient. It wasn’t ethical. It was downright slimy.


The man’s lips parted, showing straight, white teeth. He smelled like cinnamon with a touch of cloves – fresh, but not overpowering. Delicious, actually.


Don’t. Go. There.


“Tox screen was clear, labs were normal.” The first cop patted the patient on the shoulder. “Hasn’t given us any trouble.”


John Doe kept staring at me, like he was trying to decide something. His beautiful mouth curved into something like a frown, and he lowered his hands to reveal the design carved into his Betadine-painted and stitched chest.


My eyes locked onto John Doe’s cuts, and my brain seemed to make a whining noise. In fact, it seemed to short out completely. There wasn’t enough room for me to assume a proper defensive stance to fight, but my muscles tightened from years of drilling and practice. I wanted a weapon. Felt like I needed a weapon. Riverview’s admissions hallway became a twisting, bending rabbit hole, and I was Alice, falling forwards and backwards at the same time, exploding into some nightmare version of Wonderland.


“Doc?”


One of the policemen . . . but I couldn’t shake off the five pounds of freak-out crawling up and down my spine.


“You OK, Doc?” The second officer sounded a little worried. “Want to come back to us here?”


But I don’t like to go among mad people, Alice remarked. My thoughts chattered outside my control, and I barely kept my teeth from following suit. Oh you can’t help that, said the Cat: we’re all mad here.


John Doe’s full attention remained on me, and those unbelievably deep eyes grew wider and softer with concern. I also saw him struggle for some sort of recognition, as if he thought he should know me, but didn’t.


“Oh, my God.” My voice didn’t sound like my voice. I really couldn’t breathe now. I barely kept myself upright. My vision blurred and swam, and all I could do was point at the cuts etched across John Doe’s heart.


An odd arrangement of lines, like a phoenix in flight and on fire, burning to death as it screamed its fate to imaginary stars above.


I had seen it before.


I had seen it eighteen years ago in Armenia, when I was twelve, before my American soldier father brought me to the United States.


The same pattern had been carved into my mother’s chest the day I found her dead in our living room.


Two


Run.


The urge was so strong I would have bolted down the admissions hallway and locked myself in my office if I hadn’t had a shred of self-control left from years of martial arts training.


Run.


The cops were staring at me. I made myself breathe normally, but fought an urge to blast my fists into John Doe’s gut and knock him away from me.


“It’s OK,” I told the officers, keeping my voice even and calm no matter how much I wanted to scream. Whatever was happening here, I had to find out what the hell it was – and without the audience. “I’ll take it from here. You can go.”


Both uniformed men regarded me like I might belong on a patient floor.


“Doc.” One of the NYPD’s finest looked hesitant. “Maybe we should cuff him for you. Leave you the key. The way he cut himself up, I’m not sure you’ll be safe.”


I waved them off. “I’ve got plenty of help. I’ll just call a tech down here from the second floor.” The lie came easily and I didn’t know why I didn’t take the officers up on the offer to cuff this Adonis when all of my instincts were saying, Run.


My frown must have let them know I was serious. “You have real sickos to go after and this guy doesn’t look like a threat I can’t handle.”


After a pause they gave me nods and left without argument.


As the metal door swung closed behind them, leaving me in the dimly-lit hall facing a man carved up just like my murdered mother, I growled, “What’s your name?”


John Doe kept looking at me. His lips didn’t so much as twitch. Except for the cuts, the man was as perfect as an Italian Renaissance sculpture. I was caught between a desire to touch him or to slug him and get the hell away from those marks on his chest.


Was this it for me? Was I finally losing my mind?


That design on John Doe’s chest. Right over his heart. Sweet Christ. How could it be there? That picture, in that exact place? I was definitely losing my mind. This wasn’t possible. This couldn’t be happening.


But it was.


I picked at the edges of my lab coat to remind myself I was a doctor, and I did have a job to do.


“Come with me.” I motioned towards my office, then took a few steps back down the admissions hallway and waited to see if John Doe would follow.


He did.


Slowly. Gracefully.


Which was a good thing, because even if I called every nurse in the hospital, shots and restraints notwithstanding, I doubted we could have moved that rock-hard body anywhere it didn’t want to go.


At my office door, I glanced back again, and my senses catalogued every tiny detail about him: the black curls, the tanned face, the greener than green eyes. John Doe’s muscles flexed as he followed me into the room and stood quietly on the polished tile floor.


I walked to my desk, then turned and leaned against the front. The clock on my right and the window on my left felt familiar. Normal. Some kind of balance when otherwise I might just tip over.


“What’s your name?” I tried again, in the kindest, calmest voice I could muster.


Nothing.


I took a centring breath this time, and refused to let my annoyance rise. “Do you know what day it is?”


He didn’t smile. He didn’t frown. He didn’t move at all, except for slow, even breathing. I kept trying not to appraise him like a piece of art, but I did it anyway. I couldn’t stop myself. He was absolutely riveting.


“Do you know where you are?” I asked, my voice cracking as I stumbled through the last of my standard orientation questions. When John Doe didn’t respond to that either, I shifted gears. “Why did you cut yourself?”


At this, John Doe glanced at his chest, then at me, snagging me once again with the power of his stare, of his presence. I left off the bigger questions about his wounds. Why did you cut yourself like that? Why did you choose exactly that design? But the brightness in his green eyes made me wonder if he didn’t hear my unspoken words.


Long, heated seconds later, John Doe glanced at my office window and cocked his head, like he was listening to something other than me. His expression darkened, and his muscles bunched as he clenched his fists.


My chest tightened even as my heart sank, and my hand crept towards the phone on my desk.


Damn it, but this guy was probably hallucinating.


What was I thinking, bringing him back here alone?


Then, as I watched, John Doe’s jeans just . . . changed.


I froze. Outwardly. Inwardly, I was falling back down that rabbit hole. My lips moved, but I didn’t say anything. My pulse pounded so hard I could hear it in both ears.


Not my imagination. No.


One second those jeans were filthy and tattered.


The next, they were normal, clean and whole jeans.


John Doe was still barefoot and half-naked, but his chest – the phoenix wound – was healing before my eyes.


“What the—?”


It was all I had time to say before he vanished. More like moved so fast I couldn’t really perceive it. I caught the flash of something silver, an image like a bird with bright wings outstretched. Then he was standing on my other side, by the door. The scent of cinnamon and cloves washed through my senses.


John Doe opened his perfect mouth and growled as he took hold of my arm, a grip as firm as a vice. He pulled me away from the window, almost against his hard, tanned chest.


I didn’t fight.


Couldn’t.


Thoughts barely formed in what was left of my mind, but I realized he was pushing me away from him now, away from the window and towards the office door.


At that moment, John Doe finally spoke, and his voice rumbled deep and low. Mountains might have mustered that resonance, if stone could find its own voice.


What he said was: “Run.”


Three


Every nerve in my body fired, propelling me out of my office door into the admissions hallway.


For a split second my mind jerked back in time, to Armenia, to that awful sunlit day when I found my mother’s body. I had run like this, crazy and unbalanced, into the streets, down the road until I made it to my father’s base.


The memory made me stumble.


Fall to one knee.


A bolt of pain fractured the past and brought me back to the present.


Behind me, back in my office, glass crashed and shattered.


Concrete and mortar and plaster shot through my open office door, spraying across the tiles and stinging my calves.


I shoved myself back to my feet, throat closing, eyes tearing. Blood roared in my ears as I tried to move fast, but I felt my right knee give with a tearing agony.


Someone – or something – behind me let out a roar like a rabid bull.


“Shit. Shit. Shit!” I dragged my bad leg down the admissions hallway, past all the closed doors and darkened windows. My mind focused on the hospital’s back door, on the cold metal handle that would let me out into the snowy night.


John Doe shouted something in a language I had known before, but didn’t remember.


What the fuck is happening here? To me. To him!


I looked over my shoulder, and silvery light almost blinded me.


Fire poured out of my office door in sharp, massive jets, so big they almost reached me.


I barely got my face turned away before I almost lost my eyebrows. My skin ached from the heat as I fell forwards, one limping step at a time. I smelled burning hair. My own. Thick, sulphurous clouds made me choke as I tried to breathe, and each time my bad knee tried to flex, I let out a scream.


John Doe.


No way had he survived that explosion of fire.


But he had to.


I didn’t want him to be dead.


I didn’t want to die.


That friggin’ door seemed like a mile away, even though it was less than ten feet now.


Fireballs streaked past me on both sides. Door facings splintered. Sprinklers went off, pulsing with the fast, hard beat of my heart.


I lurched forwards, slipped again, banged my hurt knee on the tile floor, and yelped.


Something huge and flaming and bellowing soared over my head and slammed to its feet right in front of me, blocking my path to the back door.


Oh God. It has gigantic, scaly feet.


Not real. I had to be hallucinating.


Boom, said my dead father’s voice. Here come the monsters.


Claws the size of butcher knives gouged into the tiles, grating so loud they blotted out the hospital’s fire alarm.


My heart stopped beating, and my breathing stopped too. My chest squeezed in on itself as I looked up into a tower of fire with scaly arms and clawed paws. Unnatural black-coal eyes burned with hungry hatred, and the thing grabbed for me.


I screamed, dropped, and rolled away from it.


Smoke choked me.


I couldn’t see.


I used the hallway wall to pull myself up again and raised my arms in defensive posture.


No way out of the back door. If I ran the other way, there was only an elevator, and I might lead the thing to the patient floors.


That thought spiked some anger into my terror.


Not happening.


I’d die first.


The fire-thing hesitated, maybe confused – or amused – by my fighting stance.


My breathing and pulse picked up again. Like I was ready to fight. “Screw you!” I yelled at the creature.


I’m insane.


I’m going to die right here.


But I had to try.


And I had to protect the patients if I could.


It squared off with me and bellowed.


The sound rattled through my insides, ripping my courage to shreds. Somehow I kept my arms bent, fists raised, mind madly reeling through possible weaknesses I could exploit.


If I hit the fucking thing, I’ll combust.


Silvery light flashed, and John Doe was suddenly standing between me and the creature.


Oh, thank God. Not dead. Barefoot and wearing only jeans – but he had a sword now. And wings.


Wings?


The feathers were singed. His shoulders were singed. His green eyes were wide, filled with fury, and he bared his teeth at the fire-thing. I wished I could build a wall around him, around us, to keep us safe from the flames, but John Doe never slowed as he swung his giant sword. The massive golden grip flashed, and the long, double-sharp blade whistled as it tore through the air.


The fire-thing lurched and banged against the firmly secured back door, barely keeping its big ugly head. Its black eyes literally spit sparks as it snarled. Fire blasted towards us, all around us, but something repelled it, as if we were standing inside a giant fireproof bubble.


Or behind a wall . . .


I gasped once, twice, finally getting enough air to still the spinning in my brain. My energy felt even more drained, like half my blood had just dumped onto the soot-streaked hospital floor.


“Run,” John Doe told me again, but I felt melded to my spot against the wall, and to him.


“Can’t,” I said, and took a limping step backwards to prove it. The pain in my knee told me I’d never make it, and I absolutely couldn’t leave him here to face this creature alone. I might not be much help, but even injured, I could fight.


John Doe swore and took another swing at the fire-monster. It jumped sideways, giving ground. Fire shot from its massive clawed hands, again streaming around us – but the air shimmered, seemed to bow inwards.


I felt so weak I could have collapsed, would have if I hadn’t had my hand pressed against the wall.


A jet of flame broke through whatever had been protecting us and blasted into John Doe’s bare chest.


“Damn it!” I shouted as he fell backwards and hit the tiles hard, feathery wings splaying outwards. The sword skittered out of his hand, spinning in my direction.


I jumped towards it.


Pain flared through my injured leg, and I crashed to the tiles as a blast of fire singed more of my long hair. No stopping. Couldn’t stop. If I stopped, I’d be dead. John Doe would be dead – if he wasn’t already.


Teeth clenched, I crawled forwards and snatched up the sword with both hands.


Fire-thing gave me another blast, but I rolled away from it and staggered to my feet – well, foot – lugging the sword, tip down. It would blast me. I’d be burned to ashes, just a lump of teeth for the Medical Examiner to identify.


“Come on!” I screamed at the thing, hoisting the sword. “What are you waiting for?”


It seemed to blink.


What was it waiting for?


Fuck it.


I roared at the thing, then managed to balance the sword’s considerable weight with my shoulders and elbows. When I touched my right foot to the floor, I sucked in a breath. Rage powered my muscles as they strained from the effort, but the pain centred me. Freed me.


The world narrowed to just the hallway, and the freak-ass creature blocking the door.


It bellowed and lunged towards me.


I bellowed and lunged towards it.


Let myself fall, screaming as my knee gave.


I rolled under the horrible claws and arcs of fire, then came up on my ass, swinging the sword.


“Low man wins!” I shrieked as the blade made contact with the creature’s blazing left ankle.


The impact made my teeth clamp together, but I kept hold of the sword, and sliced straight through the thing’s big, thick leg. My butt seemed to drive itself deeper into the floor as I made the cut, then I slid sideways as fire-beast howled and pitched towards the opposite wall.


Then the fucking monster blew up like a barrel of dynamite.


I felt the shock before I heard it, if I ever really heard it. Hot air slammed into me like a speeding train, shoving me hard and fast across the hall. My ears throbbed, then buzzed. My shoulder and head crushed against cinder block and the sword ripped free of my fingers. My vision dimmed, flickered. Darkness swept towards me, but powerful arms grabbed me and seemed to jerk me out of the abyss.


Moments later, I was cradled against a perfectly carved chest.


Smoke thinned, then swirled to nothing, and warmth – healing, not burning – poured through me. The mass of aches and pains in my body lessened, my knee straightened itself out and stopped throbbing, and the pressure on my ears eased. I could hear my own jerking breaths as I found myself looking into the liquid emerald eyes of John Doe.


Silver light outlined his dark curls, and the feathery arc of his wings rose above his well-defined shoulders.


Wings.


He really did have wings.


They were flapping slowly, almost gently, clearing River-view’s hallway of the smoke and stink from . . . from whatever that fire-thing had been.


A shocked, almost dumbfounded expression had claimed John Doe’s beyond-handsome face.


“You defeated a Raah,” he said, his voice deep and smooth, but without the terrible, mountainous resonance I had heard before we fought the monster.


Raah.


That word stirred something in my memory, but I couldn’t quite grasp the definition, or any image beyond the fiery beast that had invaded Riverview. I reached for my full awareness, the complete measure of my intelligence as a physician, philosopher, and devout practitioner of Sayokan – and the response I came up with was, “I defeated a what?”


From somewhere in the distance came the eerie moan of sirens, and I thought I heard voices and footsteps getting closer. Probably rushing towards us from upstairs, and from the front street entrance of the hospital.


John Doe held me tighter against him as he started walking, so close I could feel his heart beating with mine. That strange power I thought I had imagined earlier hummed between his skin and mine, everywhere we made contact. It made me tingle in ways I couldn’t begin to describe. He carried me out of the back door into the alley behind Riverview, but I didn’t feel the bite of the cold air, or even the wet kiss of the night’s light snow. I also didn’t feel threatened, or that I should try to escape his firm but tender grip. The terror I had felt when I met him had been replaced by a feverish blend of curiosity and wonder.


Did this man, this being, hold the key to that door I had locked on my past?


Do I want to open it?


Nothing ever changed. Nothing. No way.


Because I won’t let it? Because change scares me so badly I can’t even stand to consider it?


John Doe was staring at me so intently I wondered if he could see the blood pumping faster and faster through my veins.


He spread his wings.


I knew I should have been terrified, but there was no fear in me at all. At that moment, I felt safer than I’d ever felt in my life – and I couldn’t stop looking at him.


After a moment, I lifted my arms and wrapped them around his neck.


He took off, not in a brutal rush of speed, but in a quiet, weightless whisper.


My heart gave a flip, like when I rode roller coasters or tried to spar blindfolded in the gym. When I caught my breath, it seemed easy, almost natural to be lifted so high, to be above ground and flying.


We floated together towards the winter stars as moonlight blended with his faint silver glow. All the while, he kept his eyes on mine, like he was searching every inch of my soul. That strange power he had, something almost magical, warmed me so much I knew my cheeks had to be flushed. I wished I could see into his essence, the depths of his being, so I could understand him, and maybe understand myself.


As we drifted over the snow-capped roof of the hospital and the skyline of New York City spread beneath us, we spoke at the same time, and we asked the same question.


“What are you?”


Four


“I’m just Dutch Brennan.” Lame answer, but the truth, which seemed like my only option, given that I was high above New York City, in the arms of a winged man who helped me fight some kind of ravening fire-monster. “I’m nothing. I’m nobody. I only killed that thing because I work out.”


John Doe’s jaw flexed. I wasn’t certain, but he looked like he might be impressed. “With . . . weapons.”


“Sayokan.” I leaned into him, enjoying his warmth, his body, his unusual smell. “Martial arts, Turkish-style.”


Another jaw flex.


His silence drove me to keep talking. “My father taught me, then found me other masters after he moved us to New York City. I live in SoHo now.”


I rattled off the address, and John Doe made a slight course correction.


“Now it’s your turn,” I said as he descended slowly towards what I recognized as my neighbourhood, then my building.


A moment later, he rumbled, “I’m Shaddai.”


The word gave me that sensation again, of things I should be remembering, but the meaning didn’t come to me. I waited, assuming he would explain, but he didn’t.


“What’s your name?” I asked him as he touched down on my balcony and set me on my feet. “Can I at least know that much?”


I tested my knee and found I could walk with no pain at all, which only increased my wonder and confusion. I unlocked and opened the balcony doors of my third-floor apartment before I turned back to him. The ever-present glow of the city illuminated his look of contemplation, then decision. “Shant,” he said, still using the deep, rich bass of a very big, very sexy man. “I come from Mount Aragats, and I have been on Earth three hundred and six of your years.”


That made me freeze in the doorway, trapping him outside in the snowy night. Tiny white flakes brushed against his bare shoulders and wings, then melted to sparkling droplets. He didn’t move or challenge me. He simply stood, wings folded against his muscled shoulders, and gazed at me with those green eyes, waiting.


For what?


My approval?


My belief?


Shant.


The name meant, roughly, “thunderbolt” in Armenian.


Fitting.


My insides shivered with my outsides. “Three hundred and six. OK.” I managed to move enough to fold my arms. “We’ll leave that alone for now. But Aragats? As in the mountain in Armenia?”


He nodded, his expression calm but solemn, as if he understood this might have meaning to me. Which, of course, it did. Mount Aragats was the only trip I remembered taking with my mother before she died. There was a special structure on those slopes – ruins of great stone towers joined together.


“Amberd,” I said aloud, recalling the name of that place even as my mind translated its meaning: “fortress in the clouds”.


I felt like my brain was creaking – or maybe it was just the hinges of that inner door I had slammed on my childhood.


My mother, standing beside me, dark hair billowing as she pointed to those rounded towers . . .


With a pained gulp of air, I shoved that image away from me, but I couldn’t escape the vision taking up most of my little balcony. Shant filled the entire space except for where I was standing, and he moved even closer, so near I imagined the heat of his body forming a shield around me. “You have deeper injuries, older injuries that still need healing,” he murmured. “Let me help you. Let me soothe your heart as I soothed your body.”


I couldn’t respond directly to that statement, or to him. I swallowed hard, trying to ignore the thready racing of my heart as I stared past Shant at SoHo. At the real world. At my present, not my strange, shrouded past. “Will that . . . fire-thing . . . show up again?”


“The Raah’s essence returned to its maker.” Shant’s downwards gesture was unmistakable. “But there will be others.”


My brain really was starting to spin in my skull. I was sure of it. “You’re trying to tell me that I sent whatever that thing was to Hell.”


“Yes.” Shant put his hands on my shoulders and moved me backwards. Carefully. Measuring out his strength so he didn’t overpower me. In a smooth, balanced motion, he swept my balcony doors shut with his leg, cutting off the steady flow of snow and wind.


My cheekbones ached in the sudden warmth of my small, dark and sparsely furnished apartment. The main room was lit only by the city itself – and a slight but definite silver glow from Shant’s skin. As for my skin, it seemed to hum where he was touching me. My body began to override my intellect, wanting more contact with him, leaning towards him even as I fought to force myself to step back.


“So, if that fire-thing – the Raah – if it was from Hell, then am I supposed to believe you’re from Heaven?” I stared into Shant’s eyes, his handsome face barely illuminated in the softer-than-soft light. “Does Shaddai mean some sort of angel?”


Shant’s wings rustled, then slowly eased from view, as if he might be pulling them into his flesh. When he smiled, the curl of his lips made me want to stand on my toes and kiss him.


“I’m no angel,” he assured me as he pulled me against him, then lifted one hand to brush my hair from my eyes.


I wrapped my arms around him, my palms pressing against his taut back, then the ridges of flesh where his wings had been.


His fingers lingered on my forehead, spreading tingly waves of heat through my temples, down the sides of my neck, and lower, through my whole body, especially the spot where his hard belly pressed into my ribs. I wanted to lean my head against the warm firmness of his chest, and I wondered if he was making me dizzy somehow, stealing my ability to reason, to be afraid, to even be cautious.


His face was lowering towards mine, his green eyes sizzling with light and life. I could almost taste his lips. His breath tickled against my chin and nose, and I realized he was doing it again, reading me somehow, and my heartbeat rushed, then slowed, rushed then slowed –


And he stopped.


Pulled back.


Let me go.


My chest tightened from the shock of the sudden abandonment. It felt wrong, being more than an arm’s length away from Shant, and I wondered if I really had left my sanity back at Riverview.


His beautiful eyes had gone wide, and for a moment I worried that he’d turn, blast through my balcony doors, and vanish into the dark winter night.


Instead, the silver glow from his body increased, falling across me like a search beam. “It makes more sense now,” he murmured. “It was you – the danger to you – that brought me here.”


I saw him touch his chest, trace the spot where his phoenix wounds had been before they healed, but I didn’t understand. I was still aching from wanting to kiss him, and my arms screamed to be around him again.


When I stepped towards him, he stepped back, and this time, he did bump into the balcony doors. He raised both hands as if to ward me off, then bowed his head.


“My apologies for my boldness,” he said, his voice rough with shame. “Why didn’t you tell me? If I had known, I would have never . . . Forgive me. Please. But how did you conceal yourself so perfectly?”


I rubbed one of my eyes to relieve the pressure building anew in my brain. “Shant, what are you talking about?”


And I just want to be kissing you, not figuring this out.


“I’m Shaddai,” he said, as if that explained everything, then seemed to realize I truly didn’t know what he meant – about himself, or about me.


“Shaddai,” he said again, his voice rough with surprise and disbelief. “A protector, nothing more.”


When I still looked clueless, he came towards me once more, but stopped well shy of grabbing me again, of pulling me against him like I so wanted him to do.


Shant’s green eyes focused on me, and he folded his heavy arms across his chest. “I’m no angel, Dutch Brennan. But you are.”


Five


God, but I liked hearing Shant use my name and call me an angel.


Then I processed what he meant.


“An angel. An actual angel. That’s funny.” I glared at him. And a heartbeat later . . . “You’re serious.”


I closed my eyes. Opened them. “And you’re insane. Damn it. Look, today’s my thirtieth birthday. If I was an angel, don’t you think I’d . . . um, well, have figured that out by now?” I wiggled my fingers at him. “Look. No beautiful golden lights or heavenly music.” I shrugged my shoulders. “And no wings. Wings are kind of standard issue for angels, wouldn’t you say?”


Shant kept looking at me, as if puzzling through everything I was saying. I’d seen delusional people do this before, try to fit all the facts into their warped perception of the universe. I’d just never seen a delusional winged man do it before. A winged man who looked like a god and called me an angel.


“You’re a half-blood. It’s the only answer.” He ran his hand through his hair. “And today, when you came of age, the Raah became aware of you.”


This was getting worse.


What would it take to get a supernatural winged being back to Riverview’s admission office? I rubbed the sides of my head with my fingers. Except, Riverview’s first floor had been blasted to bits, I’d gone soppy over said supernatural winged being and let him fly me back to my apartment.


Greeeeaaat.


Even better – I still wanted to kiss the crazy son of a bitch.


I so needed to lose my licence over this.


“You are an angel.” Shant folded those sexy arms over his to-die-for chest. “Take me to your parents. I’ll prove it to you.”


“My parents are dead,” I shot back, then clamped my mouth shut.


Oh.


Oh God.


The image of my mother’s face hovered in my mind, as ethereal and beautiful as ever. And I saw Amberd, the fortress in the clouds, with its round, ruined stone towers.


Shaddai. That’s what my mother had said on our journey up the mountain. Come here to call them. They’ll hear you if you truly need them.


My legs instantly went rubbery, and I made my way to the couch and sat down, staring open-mouthed at Shant. My skin felt hot and cold at the same time, and my voice sounded shaky and weird when I found enough of my wits to speak.


“Amberd. I didn’t . . . I didn’t call you. My mother said I could go up the mountain, to the fortress in the clouds, but I didn’t do it. So how did you find me?”


Shant touched his chest with his palm, and for a moment I saw the outline of the phoenix wounds that had so upset me when I first saw him at Riverview.


This time, the effect was different. It felt like some sort of answer, or maybe a clarification.


“I answered a debt of honour,” Shant explained in a tone that suggested sorrow and new understanding. “When an angel dies on Earth, they can use their essence to send a message to us, their protectors who failed them, and we are bound to respect their dying request.” He lowered his gorgeous head as I processed that my mother hadn’t been killed by a knife-wielding maniac, but by some loony fire-demon instead. Those marks on her chest when I found her – she had carved them herself before she died.


The message.


A communiqué to the Shaddai.


That’s why Shant had shown up in my admissions office, bearing the same marks, or, more accurately, the memory of them. Of that message. He must have submitted to the police and emergency room staff because he wasn’t certain exactly who he was supposed to protect, only the general area where I was.


“Someone bound me to you long ago, Dutch Brennan.” Shant’s eyes were so intoxicating I could hardly stand to look at him. “Someone wished for you to be protected, should the Raah ever come to know of your existence, and your life on Earth be threatened.” He kept looking at me, those green eyes swimming with a thousand emotions I couldn’t name. “Your birthday. When the Raah could sense you, so could we, and I answered the debt. Tell me – do you know who offered you such a gift?”


My throat clenched, and I had to rub my jaws to make them work enough to say, “My mother.”


In the long, quiet moments that followed, I was able to tell Shant what she looked like, and the Armenian name she used – and how she died, beaten and bruised, neck broken, with the phoenix carved over her heart.


He nodded, eyes closed. “The Raah dispatched her many years ago. I remember the pain all Shaddai felt at her loss when we received her dying message. She had long been quiet on the face of Earth, and we had been wondering what became of her – then the tragedy.”


I got to my feet, feeling unsteady, but I just couldn’t sit still any longer. “But how could my mother be an angel? Did she die? Come back down from heaven?”


Shant’s eyes caressed my face as if he wanted to offer me comfort and support as I struggled to understand all this. “Angels are not dead humans, Dutch. Angels are their own race, long-lived, even immortal, if not attacked or wounded too grievously.”


I wished he would come closer to me, and he seemed to hear my thoughts. He took a step, lifted his arms as if to reach out, then caught himself and moved back. My insides actually ached from wanting to touch him, like that would make everything real and OK and sane, like anything in my life would ever be completely sane again.


“Many angels did not return to the sky in older days, when the world of men and the world of Heaven separated,” he continued, gazing steadily at me and making heat rise all the way to my forehead. “We, my people, the Shaddai, it became our sacred duty to guard those gentle beings who remained on Earth, as best we could.”


So far, so good. I was getting it, even if I wasn’t having any success yet at understanding him, or luring him back into my arms. “Is it allowed, humans and angels, getting together?”


As soon as I asked the question, I realized how it sounded, then decided I didn’t care. I was so far past coherent, rational thoughts and actions, it wasn’t even funny.


“It’s outside the natural order, but it happens.” Shant’s gaze heated up even more, burning me like he was secretly one of those fire-monsters. “Attraction and love can be unexpected – and sudden. Love at first sight, as humans would say.”


No kidding.


He was coming towards me again, quietly closing in on me, and the glow from his skin eased to the brightness of a light, silvery candle flame. That stern-warrior persona slipped away, and I could see him as a man then.


A great big glowing man –


But a man.


God, what a man.


I had a sensation like melting into a puddle, but once more, he stopped, staying just out of my reach.


Is it OK to use God’s name, if I’m actually part angel?


I really am losing my mind.


“Unlike Shaddai and other races, angels are not outcast if they intermingle,” Shant said, as if suddenly remembering that little tidbit, and being pleased by it.


“And the fire-things?” I asked, more to keep myself from babbling or begging than anything else. “The Raah? What exactly are they?”


“The Raah: demons who once served the will of the creator, hunt angels for their own sport.” The lines of his face tightened, and he shifted back towards stern-warrior mode so fast I wanted to scream. “Which is why, for your own safety, I must summon you another protector from Amberd, to serve you through your time on Earth.”


My hands went to my hips, and I leaned forwards, not certain I heard him correctly. “Another protector? I thought you were the Shaddai bound to me.”


“I . . . I cannot continue in that role.” Shant looked away from me. I couldn’t tell in the strange light rising off his skin, but I thought he might be blushing. “It wouldn’t be proper.”


“Why not?” I yelled, without feeling the least bit embarrassed.


My volume startled him, and he looked directly at me.


And I saw the answer in his face.


He wanted me.


My belly tied itself in a tight, hot knot.


For whatever reason, he thought his desire wasn’t OK.


But he wanted me.


Maybe Shaddai had oaths and ethics, like psychiatrists had about patients. Maybe there was some other reason, something deep and mystical, or even scary.


Right that second, I didn’t give a damn.


“I cannot stay with you, Dutch,” he said, but I was moving towards him, and he wasn’t backing away.


“To hell with that.”


Before he could argue with me, I threw my arms around his neck, and I kissed him.


And kissed him.


And kept right on kissing him.


Now this –


Angel or no angel, 306-year-old winged guys, and all the demons in the universe aside –


This was Heaven.


He tasted like clean water, fresh air and toasted cinnamon. He felt like warmth and muscle and everything I had always wanted to touch, to stroke, to hold.


Shant kissed me back with a power and passion I had dreamed about, but never expected. The strength of his embrace, the way his mouth joined with mine as he tasted me right back, rumbling his pleasure so deeply I felt it in my throat, my chest. His hands caressed my waist, then my hips, then lower, pressing me against him, letting me feel exactly what he wanted, and how much he wanted it.


Every inch of my body responded to him, tingling, then burning, then throbbing with the force of my own need.


He pulled back long enough to press his lips to my ears and whisper, “You change everything.”


I struggled to breathe, finally succeeded, and could think of nothing to say but, “I’m glad.”


His smile was hungry and happy and sad all at the same time. My heart ached as I memorized each line and dimple on his face, and hoped I could remember that expression every minute of my life, forever.


When he picked me up, I felt like I was flying again, to my bedroom, to my bed.


Then we flew to places I never imagined I would go.


Six


Nothing. Ever. Changes.


I woke up alone.


Naked.


Sweetly sore.


Satisfied.


But alone.


Except for the tall, red-headed Amazonian-looking woman with the sword, sitting on a chair near my bedroom door. She was wearing jeans and a T-shirt and, when she turned away from me to sheath her blade, I could see the tall ridges of flesh on her back, outlined by the white cotton.


“I’m Houri,” she said in a voice that sounded like a female Terminator from those Arnold Schwarzenegger movies. A bored female Terminator. “I’ve come to protect you. I’m—”


“Shaddai,” I finished for her, then turned over and pulled the cover over my head.


Damn straight nothing ever changes – and crazy definitely doesn’t change. I got cold all over and started to shake. Then I wanted to cry.


No. I wanted to scream. Demand that she take me to Shant.


But even as I pressed my face into my pillow and ground my teeth together, I worried.


What exactly would happen to him, for breaking the rules of his people? Had he said something about being an outcast? God, I really was a selfish bitch, wasn’t I? A selfish bitch who was about to sob until she puked.


Stop it. Stop it, stop it.


My phone was ringing. Probably Riverview. Or the police. Or both. I ignored it, rolled over, and pushed myself into a sitting position, careful to keep my sheet under my chin. “Hey, robot girl. You up for a good fight?”


Houri blinked at me. Her android-ish expression said, Does not compute. Then she went back to looking bored.


I got up, pulled on a pair of jeans and my own T-shirt – this one black – and pushed past Houri into my sparse living room. I had gym mats on most of the floor instead of carpet, and I crossed to the centre of the padded blue vinyl. When I turned back to face Terminator Girl, I settled into a classic Sayokan stance, arms up, legs wide, and beckoned to her.


The edges of Houri’s mouth curled into a smile. She stopped looking bored.


Then she kicked my ass all over the apartment.


Five or six times. Maybe seven.


I lost count somewhere between the separated shoulder and needing stitches in my chin because I wouldn’t let her heal me.


She wasn’t touching me.


Nobody was touching me again.


Except Shant.


If I ever saw him again.


And assuming I didn’t kill him instantly for making me believe in love at first sight, then disappearing like a sweet dream before I woke.


Seven


My life became a blur of sparring with Houri (and trying to keep all my teeth) – my version of pining away for my lost love. The more bones I risked or broke, the better I felt. For about five minutes.


Then there were all the statements I had to give to the police, the FBI, the CIA, Homeland Security and a bunch of other alphabet acronyms I didn’t know about the “terrorist bombing attack” on Riverview. Oh, and trying to convince the administration that the patient who had been present when the admissions office blew up had just run away, unharmed.


Yeah.


And not to my bed.


It took a month for the admissions office to get repaired and functional again, but when it was, I was stupid enough to go back to work even though my Shaddai protector assured me they could keep me in enough gold to rent a penthouse if I wanted one. Houri got passed off as a private bodyguard hired by my (non-existent) family following the terrorist attack.


To Terminator Girl’s credit, she taught me about my angel abilities: enhanced fighting skills, the ability to briefly repel fire if I willed it, speed, empathy, insight and attracting demons. Woo-hoo. Not a great lot of powers to inherit from Mom, but I figured I should be grateful for whatever advantage I might have, should one of the Raah show up again.


“What are you thinking about?” Houri asked me as I drank my 3 a.m. Starbucks Verona one Wednesday night, about four months after my encounter with the Raah – and with Shant. She was ensconced in her usual seat just outside my office door, wearing her hospital-issued nametag, her jeans and a red T-shirt which almost matched her hair. The secretary had retired and not been replaced yet, and the night nurse and patient aide had been called upstairs for an emergency, so we were alone.


“What am I thinking about?” I tasted the delicious chocolate coffee and made myself look her in the eye. “I’m thinking about an asshole.”


“A man,” she said, sounding definite, a little more human, like she had learned to be in her weeks with me.


I glared at her and didn’t answer.


“Was this man a boyfriend?” Houri looked almost amused, like we might be playing a game. “Did he tell you he loved you?”


My glare deepened, and I sank further into my creaky office chair. “No.”


Houri shrugged. “Well, did he tell you that you were a good lover?”


I wanted to slap her, but that would just start a sparring match and get a lot of furniture broken. “No.”


“What did he tell you then, to make you call him an asshole?”


I picked up my coffee again and sipped at it, letting the heavy chocolate flavour slide through my mouth, as in my mind I replayed as much of that night as I dared. Like I had done a thousand times. Maybe ten thousand. Every word. Every achingly hot, sensual movement.


When I thought I could speak, I looked her in the eye. “He said . . . He said I change everything.”


Houri’s expression shifted from amused to stunned. She got up from her chair, walked straight into my office, and put both hands on my desk, knocking papers in every direction.


“Shant,” she whispered. Before I could deny it, she added, “You should have told me, Dutch.”


I looked away from her. “There’s nothing to tell.”


“You’re protecting him.”


My turn to shrug.


“If you love him, you should tell him.” Houri sounded definite and, when I glanced in her direction, she looked adamant too.


I wanted to beat her up again – only, I’d never quite succeeded in that pursuit. “I’m not protecting anything,” I grumbled, going back to my paperwork. “It’s wrong. Talking to him again would be crazy.” Then, quieter, and definitely more honest: “I don’t want anything bad to happen to him.”


Houri cocked her head like she was trying to process information, which of course made her look totally like a robot Terminator all over again. “And being with you, Dutch Brennan – what makes you think that would be bad?”


Eight


“This is a rotten idea, Houri.” I pulled the collar of my leather jacket tight against my neck and cheeks to fend off the major mountain breeze making my eyes water. “If he does this, he’ll never be able to come here again. And I have no idea if things would even work out between us.”


The wind didn’t seem to be bothering Terminator Girl at all. She wasn’t even wearing a coat over her sleeveless tank, and her biceps flexed when she crossed her arms. “There are worse fates than banishment. Like facing eternity without the one who has claimed your heart.”


Even though my own heart did a little dance in response to what she said, I rolled my eyes. “We spent a night together. I haven’t claimed anything.”


Houri laughed at me.


I thought about throwing a punch, but decided if Shant really did come through the sanctuary portal that Houri assured me was located in the Amberd ruins, I’d rather not have a black eye.


The journey to Armenia had taken us almost a week, her flying me, us resting on various islands, then cities, then towns. It was a major feat that we hadn’t killed each other.


Mount Aragats was much as I remembered from my childhood: volcanic and full of pits and pocks and craters. Vegetation was sparse this time of year, and a wicked cold breeze whistled between the flat stretch of rocks and grass where we stood and the ruins we had come to see. Sunlight flooded Amberd, and in the background clouds drifted against a crystalline sky. It really was a postcard-perfect scene, and my breath caught as I so clearly remembered standing in the same spot with my beautiful – my angelic – mother.


Shaddai. Come here to call them. They’ll hear you if you truly need them.


“Shant,” I whispered, heart aching so fiercely I had to fight sobs as I stared at the ruins of the rounded towers. Part of me wished he’d burst out of the tumbledown rocks and come striding towards me, but the better half of my soul hoped he wouldn’t.


Houri said that, by coming, he’d be giving up the right to return to Amberd and to function as a protector – though I had no doubt he would protect me with every ounce of strength he possessed. But he’d be losing so much: his culture, his history, his identity. On just a chance, a whisper of possibility. Nothing was set between us, or definite. For all I knew, he’d take one look at me with morning bed head tomorrow morning and fly off into the sunrise screaming.


I shook my head, blinking to keep back the tears. “I’m not worth that kind of sacrifice.”


“That, I believe, is Shant’s decision.” Houri sounded distant, almost distracted. “His sense of honour would have forced him to allow you to make the first move towards permanence, but now you have. You are half-angel, Dutch. You will have a very long life. You and Shant could share many, many beautiful years together.”


“He won’t come.” I studied every nuance and crack in the fallen towers. “He shouldn’t come.”


When I couldn’t stand the lump in my throat any longer, I turned away from Houri to cry in peace. She caught me by the waist, and I wheeled around, arm swinging to get in the first blow.


But it wasn’t Houri who had hold of me.


It was Shant.


My heart throbbed so hard I almost shouted from the sensation.


He had caught my arm, mid-swing. He caught my other hand, too, as I raised it to slap him for leaving me without saying goodbye.


He held me there for an endless moment, his grip firm on my wrists, his green eyes dark with intensity. He still smelled like everything fresh and clean, mixed with cinnamon and a hint of cloves. He was wearing jeans again, no shoes, no shirt. His black hair rippled in the mountain wind, but I couldn’t feel the cold any more, or the bite of the air on my ears and cheeks.


I couldn’t feel anything but his hands on my arms.


So strong.


So warm.


He was here. He was actually here. He had come to me when I called. Even though I had only spent part of a day and night with him, he was so familiar, so right, like a piece fitting into the jigsaw puzzle of my existence with a tight, certain snap. How empty my old life would have been if I had tried to keep going without at least trying to get to know him. The ache of the truth struck me so deeply and suddenly that my chin trembled.


Shant pulled me forwards and we pressed against each other in the mountain sunlight.


Then, before I could start sobbing like a complete idiot, Shant let go of my wrists, wrapped me in his powerful arms, and kissed me.


The taste of him, the heat of him stole my breath and reason. I felt free and captured, safe and completely at risk. I was alive. I was eternal when he touched me. Everything in the world had to be as warm and bright as this moment, this place, and I didn’t think I’d ever mind daytime again.


Shant nibbled at my bottom lip, then moved his mouth to my ear, my nape, then lower, to that perfect, sensitive spot between my neck and shoulder. Shivers and chills covered every inch of me, and I laughed as I ran my fingers through the black silk of his curls.


He lifted his head and gazed at me, searching my soul, asking a dozen questions without saying a word.


I had the answer, just one answer, to all of them.


I suppose I had known it the first time I saw him, or at least the moment he finally touched me in my apartment. I just hadn’t admitted it to him, like he had been brave enough to admit it to me.


“You,” I whispered, then kissed him again, and pulled back to gaze into his liquid emerald eyes. “You change everything.”




Taking Hold


Anya Bast


She could lose this child. Oh, please, God, no. Not another one. Her heart wouldn’t be able to stand it.


Lily stopped near a tree and inhaled the cold crispness of the early winter air. She didn’t need a wolf’s nose to know that snow was coming, a lot of it. Every step she took further up Elgonquinn Mountain ratcheted her panic skywards. So far she was doing a good job of using that reaction, instead of letting it use her, but it was close. There was nothing she hated more than not being able to control the circumstances affecting those she cared about . . . and she cared very much about this boy.


Deadfall rustled under the paws of the shifter accompanying her. Mac, a hulking silver-tipped wolf, came to stand beside her. He raised his nose to the wind to hunt beyond the scent of the impending storm for any trace of Casey, the lost boy they sought. Three days ago he’d just vanished into the forest. His parents were frantic, but had been commanded by the pack alpha to allow Mac to hunt for the child. The pack had only sent one lone wolf to search for Casey, which showed how much faith they had in the boy, or maybe it showed how little hope.


As a trained nurse, she’d volunteered to accompany him.


But she and Mac would have to find shelter soon or all three of them would be lost. Lily feared most for the child. He was fifteen, a man in the eyes of the pack and able to look after himself, but not from her all-too-human perspective. Or maybe it was her past that coloured her perspective and made her think of Casey as younger than he truly was.


Lily knew him. She did a lot of volunteer work for the Elgonquinn Mountain shifter school system. Casey was a solid beta, not particularly strong as wolves went, but not a weakling either. He loved music and girls, just like any other teenage boy. He liked to read too, something he didn’t want his peers to know. Lily fed him fantasy novels on the sly. Of course, he especially liked books about vampires, werewolves and other paranormal entities. Every time she thought of that boy out there all alone her chest went tight with fear.


The one lone wolf they’d sent to search was a true lone wolf: Macmillan Hardy was the best tracker the Elgonquinn Mountain pack had to offer, and he was a telepath to boot, not a skill all shifters possessed. He worked often with the Elgonquinn Mountain forest wardens, an alliance that was rare in the chilly – no, frigid – relationship between human and shifter society. Lily had worked with him often and respected him greatly.


Mac looked tough and he was – broad-shouldered, brawny and intimidating from every angle. His face wasn’t handsome, not by a long shot, yet there was some indefinable allure to him. His eyes, like his hair, were dark brown, and they were intelligent, full of depth and emotion. And for as much as his body contained strength, she’d seen a gentleness in him to sharply contrast it on more than one occasion. He cared every bit as much about Casey as she did – no matter that he lived apart from the pack.


The man was an enigma and Lily was fascinated by him, just as she was interested in shifters as a whole.


When Lily was a child, the shifters had been forced to make themselves known after a wolf was caught on video making the change (once video cameras became so readily available, it was inevitable). Humanity, predictably, had been shocked. But there were so few wolves, so few packs, that they’d been largely defenceless against this new human attention. The only thing that had stopped the pitchfork mob, and the scientists ready with their dissecting scalpels, was a small group of equal-rights activists. Her parents had been a part of the movement.


Paranormals had been popular in movies and books up to that point, but once werewolves were revealed to be real, all that changed. Some humans, like herself, were still fascinated by them, but the bulk of humanity feared them – as if the monster in their bedroom closet had suddenly turned out to be real.


But Lily had reason to think humans were more bloodthirsty than the wolves.


It was fortunate that the wolves had already cordoned themselves off from the greater human society, living in remote areas that allowed them the freedom to be who they were. They didn’t interact with humans much and never had. Honestly, the shifters preferred it that way, anyway. Procreation between the species was impossible; it seemed they were biologically compatible enough for sex, but not for creating children. So the government had declared many of the lands where the wolves had already congregated to be federally protected, and the shifters lived on them in relative peace, for their own protection.


But it was really more to segregate them and everyone knew it.


“Anything?” she pushed out, her voice raw and filled with emotion – both for her safety and the boy’s in the face of the impending storm.


Not yet.


Lily had been watching Mac and had noticed he was constantly scanning for any psychic traces of Casey. It would help their search a lot if Casey could tell them where he was . . . plus knowing if he was even alive would be nice. This mountain was unforgiving and had felled many an experienced hiker.


She closed her eyes for a moment, then swung her backpack down from her shoulder. She dug inside for a warmer pair of gloves, wishing for the hundredth time to have Mac’s thick, warm fur.


Mac trotted into the clearing before them, headed in some direction unknown to her. Communication wasn’t one of the man’s strengths, but tracking was, so she’d trust him.


The wind gusted hard, stealing her breath. Mac disappeared over the ridge of a hill. “Hey,” she yelled. “Human back here. I won’t be able to survive the kind of storm brewing up on the horizon.”


Mac looked at her, his handsome head tipped regally. Without a word, he sallied forth, further into the wilderness.


Great.


With a sigh, she followed him, her will to find the boy more powerful than her desire to protect herself. She headed into the wind. It was blowing hard now and slicing against her partially numb cheeks. Little bits of ice had started to pelt down on her, like tiny slivers of metal, and the cold scent of snow had grown heavier in the air. There was a point, when walking into a snowstorm, at which your vision became obscured from all the squinting you had to do. She’d surpassed that point long ago. Her head ached from having to trudge headlong into the wind.


Mac stayed ahead of her at all times, probably more to avoid her company than as a caring gesture. She didn’t take it personally; Mac disdained everyone’s companionship. And, hell, she was a human – beneath his notice completely, she was sure. Although there was a fierce note of protectiveness in him, if you knew where to look. It was in the little actions she’d noticed him make in Pack City, like accompanying an elder to the store and back, or defending one of the middle schoolers against a group of bullies. Right now he was all about finding the boy and that made her admire him – even more than she already did.


You had to be strong to be a lone wolf, to buck the pack. You had to be stronger than the alpha to stand on your own because standing on your own meant you were a threat to the larger social organization.


Kind of like herself.


Her friends and family would be shocked by just how much she knew about shifter society. Lily knew it was unacceptable, but she was fascinated. She always had been, ever since she’d been eight and the werewolves had announced themselves to the world. It was the reason she’d pursued a nursing career and ended up working with the Elgonquinn Mountain wardens and the local pack. She was one of the few human health care practitioners who would have anything to do with the shifters. It was she and her colleagues who worked closest with the seven wolf packs across the country, the Elgonquinn Mountain pack being the largest. That made her sort of an outcast in human society. At dinner parties – which she tried to avoid as much as possible – she received all kinds of odd looks and even odder questions and comments.


“Is it true the alpha has the right to any female in the pack?”


“I heard they’ll eat human flesh given half a chance!”


“And when they shift from wolf to human they’re naked as the day they were born . . . and they don’t even care. Immodest beasts.”


“They’re all inbred, you know, won’t touch a human . . . thank God!”


Most of their information was wrong, but she never bothered to correct them. People guarded their misconceptions of the shifters jealously. It gave them an excuse for their “justified” outrage.


Mac stopped and waited a beat or two for her to catch up and then continued on. It must have been difficult for him to keep her slow pace, but he never complained. Her boots snapped cold, dry twigs as she progressed, the smell of snow heavier in the air. Her coat rustled with every movement.


Suddenly, Mac stilled on the top of the hill, nose high.


Lily scrambled up to collapse next to the huge animal, kneeling on the frigid earth and breathing heavily. “Find something?”


Mac remained still and non-responsive.


I heard something.


He probably meant telepathically, Lily thought.


It’s gone now. Come on, we need to get you to shelter.


He trotted forwards, following some wolfish instinct. Forcing herself to her feet, she tagged along, the cold wind biting her face, digging into her joints and invading her lungs.


The ice chips turned to snow and grew heavy fast. The world was only white, searing her eyes and melting pain into her head like thick acid.


Lily stopped at the edge of a frozen lake to rest, just for a moment, and watched Mac make his way across it, the snow swirling and billowing around his legs as he skated across the glassy surface. He was moving faster now and she had to concentrate on not falling too far behind. She pushed her exhaustion away as best she could and set off. Maybe the fact that Mac was moving more rapidly meant he’d caught some sign of the boy – a psychic or physical scent. Her steps quicker at the possibility, she shouldered the weight of her load and sped up, her boots crunching ice and the wind whooshing into the sides of her heavy hood. Every moment they didn’t find the boy was another moment he might be lost forever.


Halfway across, the ice under her feet cracked.


Lily stilled, terror sending a jolt, colder than anything Mother Nature could create, through her veins. From a distance away, Mac also stopped, turned, stared.


Crack.


“Mac.” Her voice came out a whisper. She was almost afraid her voice might weaken the ice further. Stupid. “Mac!” Damn it. She’d thought for certain the ice had been frozen all the way through. Hell, the possibility it wasn’t frozen hadn’t even crossed her mind.


Move. She had to move. Maybe she could progress past the weakness in this part of the ice. Carefully, she stepped forwards, inch by inch.


Crack. Crack. Craaaack.


Lily screamed. Plummeted. Frigid water closed over her head, stole her breath and heartbeat. She went motionless with shock for a moment before terror set her limbs to thrashing. Panic jolted through her veins. She couldn’t even think. The cold drained everything away.


Weight. Dragging her under.


She struggled to get her pack off her back, then pushed herself up. Her head breached the surface and she took a ragged gulp of air, her lungs and major organs burning, burning.


Under again. Heavy coat pulling her down.


Quiet. So cold that the shock leached from her body, leaving numbness behind. The numbness was nice, almost warm. Silence. Stillness.


Floating. Would it be so bad just to let go?


Hands grasped her coat and yanked her up, the sweet tranquillity broken by a cold wind. She ate air in small, razor-sharp bites. The strong grip pulled her over the ice lip of the pool, dragged her across the frozen surface of the lake. Above her she saw only white. Pain had entered every molecule of her body. Her teeth chattered so hard, she was sure she’d break them.


A face entered her line of sight – eyes as light and icy as the frozen water, face as jagged and hard. Mac mouthed her name but she heard nothing.


Then she saw nothing.


Lily woke with a jolt, sitting up. “Casey!”


Mac sat beside a fireplace, poking a stick into the embers. His back was to her and he didn’t turn. He wore only a pair of well-loved jeans, the muscles of his back working as he tended the blaze. Even his feet were bare.


The soft blankets shifted against her body and she realized she was naked. The bed was rough hewn from logs. In fact, she was in a log cabin and everything in it looked handmade. A small cooking area – not quite a kitchen – stood to her right. There was a couch and a chair, two hulking bookshelves stacked to bursting with books. There was Mac and the fireplace.


She hurt.


The memory of falling through the ice flooded her mind. Flailing against the weight of her clothing. The bitter cold. Giving in to the seductiveness of the water. Her nurse’s mind flitted through the possibilities – hypothermia, frostbite? But she felt all right, if a bit chilled and sore.


“Where am I? How did you get me here?” She flipped the blankets back and her bare feet hit the wood floor with a slap. “We have to go. Casey—”


“Is safe,” Mac said from the fireplace without turning around. “At least for now.”


“What do you mean?” Pause. “Goddamn it, talk to me!”


He paused in his incessant jabbing at the fire and turned. “I found Casey. Telepathically.” He paused in his incessant jabbing at the fire and turned. His gaze swept her. “Get back into bed.” His voice had a rough edge that made her jerk away.


Remembering she was naked, she eased back under the blankets. Oh well, he’d been the one to undress her. He’d seen it before. Being a nurse, it wasn’t like the naked body bothered her much. Mac needed to get a grip.


“Casey is in a cave. I think I know where he is, but he can’t tell me for sure. He’s lost.” He paused. “He’s being hunted.”


“Explain.”


Mac turned his head away from her. “He’s being tracked by a bunch of humans. They’re hunting him like an animal. They intend to shoot him.”


Lily’s blood went almost as cold as when she’d fallen into the lake. “That’s imposs—”


“No, not really. It wouldn’t be the first time a group of shifter-hating humans has come up the mountain for a bit of sport. They always pick the young ones. They wouldn’t dare try this on a mature member of the pack.”


Lily stared at him for a long moment, letting his words sink in. He had no reason to lie, even if she desperately wanted this to be one. It made sense she’d never heard of it happening before. The pack wasn’t exactly into information dissemination with humankind, not even with well-meaning, bleeding-heart nurses. “If that’s true we need to get to him before the hunters do.”


“Not that easy.” Mac jerked his head towards the window. “Not even I can travel in this.”


Beyond the window, it was white – a pure sheet of snow that looked like someone had taken a paintbrush to the glass. Every once in a while, the wind lulled and she glimpsed chaotic white swirling. It was a flat-out blizzard.


“Oh no.” The panic welled and she forced it down with what she hoped was not a visible effort. “The boy . . .”


“Is safe, like I said, for now. He found a cave and he’s in wolf form. Casey is a smart kid. He’s warm and dry for the time being.” Mac paused, his expression going tight. “Let’s hope for less for the hunters.”


“Where are we?”


“My home. I was leading us here when it became clear the storm was brewing. Luckily we weren’t far when you fell through the ice. How are you feeling?”


She levered up a bit, covering her naked parts with the blankets and wincing. “Like I fell through the ice.”


“I’ll have food for us soon.”


That was good since her stomach felt like it was going to gnaw through her spine.


“You didn’t get frostbite, no hypothermia. It was close though.”


“How do you know? You a doctor?”


“No.” He stirred the fire. “I just have a sense for stuff like that.”


She sneezed. “All I contracted is a cold, I guess. I can live with that. Thank you.”


He inclined his head. “I thought the ice could hold you if it could hold a one-hundred-and-eighty-pound wolf.”


She sniffled and raised a brow. “What exactly are you implying?” Well, at least her sense of humour wasn’t totally lost.


He only stared blankly at her.


“Never mind.” Apparently he didn’t spend much time around women . . . or anyone, for that matter. “Please tell me you have a bathroom.”


He looked pointedly at the back of the cabin. “Just like any other house.”


Thank God. She went to flip the blankets back and was immediately hit in the face with a pair of grey sweats and a black sweater. “Hey, relax! I wasn’t going to gross you out with my body again, don’t worry about it.”


“Wear those.” He turned back to the fire. “Your clothes are still wet.”


Fuming, she pulled on the too-big clothes, followed by a pair of thick wool socks that were lying on the bedside table. “I thought shifters weren’t supposed to care about things like nudity.”


He didn’t answer her. Big surprise.


“Do you have running water?” she snapped, rising.


He was back to poking the stick into the fire. “Running water, heat, electricity. I equipped the place with solar collection panels.”


Of course he was off the grid more than halfway up Elgonquinn Mountain, far from the pack and even farther from human civilization. Just the way he liked it, undoubtedly. She sneezed again, glowered at his back, then headed in to drive the residual chill from her bones with what she hoped was steaming hot water.


She entered the small bathroom and started the water in the shower. The wind whistled past the small oval window above the toilet, snow swirling. The boy was still out there somewhere in this.


Catching her reflection in the mirror over the sink, she pushed a hand through her short hair, letting the thick ends trail through her fingers. There were no tell-tale signs of injury as a result of her fall through the ice. Mac had rescued her from the water and managed to get her warm quickly enough. OK, maybe he did have a “sense for stuff like that”.


She examined the skin around her eyes. Thirty-two years old and she was already getting wrinkles. Before this trek was over she’d probably end up with a few grey hairs to go with them.


Lily exited the bathroom rubbing a towel through her brown hair. Mac looked away from her, stirring the pot of stew on the stove.


It was strange to have a woman in his house, stranger that it was Lily. When he’d been paired with her to go after Casey, he’d been pleased. He was attracted to her, had been for a while.


Hell, it went past attraction.


But humans and shifters, it wasn’t done. It was against federal law, in fact, not to mention every human or shifter societal norm. Not that he cared about norms, or laws for that matter.


He wasn’t good at relating to people, but every time he was in her presence . . . he wanted to try. Really, he just wanted her.


She sneezed again.


“Come sit down. I have stew and some bread and butter.” He glanced at her. “You need to eat something hot. The storm will have let up by tomorrow morning and we can hit the trail again.”


She had less than twenty-four hours to kick the sickness trying to take hold in her body. Mac could sense a person’s physical well-being and, while it was true she just had a cold, trudging through the snow could turn it into something much worse.


“Thanks.” She settled into one of the set places at the table. He served a bowl and she dug in with the kind of appetite that Mac liked to see.


“The scars.” He glanced at her. “On your thigh and stomach.” He’d seen them when he had taken off her wet clothes. Long, wide slashes.


“I don’t want to talk about it.” She paused, softened. “If you don’t mind.”


He took a bite of bread.


“It’s, uh—” She swallowed hard.


“You don’t have to tell me.”


“No, it’s OK. I was married once and . . . he wasn’t very nice.”


“Oh.” It came out a low wolf’s growl. The bite of bread in his stomach turned to rock. Knowing someone had hurt her made his wolf hackles rise.


His father had been an abuser too. It was why, long ago, Mac had vowed he’d never hurt anyone else unless it was in self-defence or in defence of another. The Elgonquinn Mountain alpha had worried about Mac for a while, knowing he was strong enough to challenge his alpha position, but Mac didn’t want it and wouldn’t fight unless provoked first. Now the pack just left him alone.


“I was pregnant when he gave me the little love tokens you saw on my leg and stomach. I lost it.” She paused. “The baby, I mean. It was a long time ago.”


She couldn’t have children any more, either. Mac could feel it. The bastard had really messed her up inside.


Lily stared at her stew for a long moment, then got up and paced to the window, wrapping her arms across her chest. “Looks like it’s letting up a little.”


“We won’t lose the boy.”


Her shoulders grew a degree tighter. “I hope not.”


“He’s not your baby.”


She turned, dropping her hands to her sides and taking a step towards him. “How did you know to say that? How could you know that’s what I was thinking?” Swift intake of breath. “I thought your telepathy only worked among shifters.”


“It does, but that doesn’t mean I’m not observant. You’ve committed your entire life to helping people, wildlife, the world, but especially children – shifter and human alike. After what you just told me about your miscarriage, it wasn’t hard to make the jump.”


She turned her face away. “It’s dumb.”


“It’s human.”


Her whole countenance darkened. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


Damn it. He wasn’t good at this. “I mean it’s not dumb. It’s a reaction to a disturbing event in your life. It might be irrational, but it’s not dumb.”


Lily studied him, licking her lower lip and then pulling it from under her upper teeth. It was a habitual gesture she displayed when she was deep in thought.


Mac had to look away, otherwise he’d get up and kiss her.


“How did you end up so emotionally intelligent?” she asked.


“You think because I live away from the pack that I don’t have feelings?”


She regarded him for a long moment, eyes narrowed. “On the contrary. I’m starting to think that it’s because you have strong feelings that you live away from the pack.”


He turned away and spooned up more stew.


She sat back down. “Why do you live away from the pack anyway?”


“Most people irritate me.”


“Join the club. Not that you would join a club.” Pause. “So, do I irritate you?”


He set his spoon down and looked up at her. Mac made sure he had eye contact with her before he spoke. “You’re one of the few people whose company I enjoy.”


She blinked, then their gazes caught and held. “Really? I’m surprised you’d say that. After all, I’m a human and we really don’t know each other very well.”


“I’d like to fix that,” he answered.


“The part where I’m human or the other thing?”


His mouth twitched. “I can’t make you a shifter, you have to be born with the DNA, so I guess it’s the other thing.”


“Oh.”


“You sound surprised.”


“Well, I am.”


He blew out a frustrated breath. “I live away from the pack because I don’t want to be a part of the politics. I’d be expected to challenge Randall for position of alpha since I’m one of the stronger of the pack wolves, and I don’t want it. I prefer to live here, away from the entanglements of other people.”


“Away from responsibility.”


“Sure, you could say that. I don’t mind being alone. I’m not afraid of myself. Living this way suits me.”


She studied him. “It does suit you.” She took another bite. “So can I ask you a personal question? Since, you know, you’re linking sentences together at the moment.” She smiled a little.


He knew he wasn’t the most verbose man in the world. “Sure. Ask me anything.” He leaned back in his chair.


“Were you born as a human or a wolf?”


It was a common question. Some shifters were born wolf and then turned human when they reached maturity. Most shifters were born human though, and changed for the first time into wolf form when they hit adolescence.


Mac looked at her through half-lowered lashes, a secretive expression on his face. “I was born human. Would it make a difference if I’d been born a wolf?”


“No. I was only curious. I think shifters are fascinating. The ones born in wolf form especially fascinate me. They seem . . . wilder than the others. That’s why I thought, er . . .” Way to put her foot in her mouth.


“So you thought maybe I’d been born wolf?”


“Maybe.”


Mac leaned closer and Lily’s breath caught. “Because I seem wilder than the others?”


“Uhm.” A sneeze tickled her nose and she fought hard to suppress it. His eyes were like molten chocolate and his mouth was . . . lovely. Edible. She could probably sustain herself for days by nibbling on his full lower lip alone.


Was he going to kiss her? Her body tingled at the possibility of it, something in the centre of her warming in anticipation. Yes, she wanted him to kiss her. She’d fantasized about it more than once. She’d fantasized about more than just a kiss, too.


He stared at her for a moment, then eased back into his chair. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”


Disappointed, Lily let out the breath she’d been holding and sneezed.


Mac stood and took their bowls away. Outside the wind rushed around the cabin, whistling and rocking the shutters and doors. “I’ll make you some tea, a Native American remedy. Hopefully it will help you kick the cold by morning.”


She stared towards the window. “I just keep thinking of Casey. Not so much about the storm. I mean, if he’s in a cave, he’s sheltered enough. But to be out there, hunted . . .”


“If the storm has us holed up, you better believe the hunters aren’t going anywhere either. Casey is safe enough for now, in all ways.”


He made tea for her and they sat near the fire while she sipped, talking of their families until dark. Sue had a sister and her parents were still alive. He was an only child and his parents had passed away. Outside, the wind still blew furiously, dropping inches of snow on the cabin. Lily didn’t want to think about how many.


“You know, you prefer to spend your life away from the pack, but I’m not much different than you, really.”


Mac rolled his head towards her and asked lazily, “How’s that?”


“I’ll make a confession. I can’t stand most people. Some are all right, a small minority, but most of the time I feel like I don’t fit in.”


“But you help to heal them.”


She snorted. “Yes.”


“So why don’t you do what I do? How come you don’t live apart from everyone else?”


Lily shrugged, studying her cup. “Maybe I just can’t let go. Maybe I’m a little afraid too, afraid of being alone.”


When she finally got up to go to sleep, Mac stood with her. He took the empty cup from her fingers and set it on a nearby table. He pulled her close and lowered his mouth close to hers. His breath warmed her lips, but he didn’t touch her there, not yet.


Lily’s heart tripped over itself for a moment. “But shifters and humans aren’t supposed to—”


“Don’t like rules. Don’t like supposed to. How about you?”


“I, uh, don’t right now, that’s for sure.”


“Give in to what exists between us, Lily.” His gentle exhalation warmed her blood. “I know you can feel it, just like I can.”


The press of his lips on hers drove away the rest of the cold from her centre. His lips skated over hers, nipping here and there until she was only a boneless mess of want.


“Wow,” she whispered when the kiss finally broke.


Then he pulled her down to the bed and that was the very last thing she was able to articulate until morning.


Lily sneezed as she stared out the window at the winter wonderland before them. Mac handed her a tissue, then went back to securing his snowshoes.


He’d been correct about the storm ending by morning, but snow covered the ground in a good twelve inches that hadn’t been there the day before. The cabin sat nestled, warm and cosy, in the middle of all the new snow and ice, but Lily couldn’t wait to leave it. Casey needed them. It had taken a solid half an hour to even get the front door open, and snow had drifted clear over the roof on one side of the house.


Her body ached, not from her cold but from her night with Mac. She’d been right about his tender side. He’d shown it to her amply. It was hard to believe that such a muscular body could also hold so much tenderness, so much regard. He’d made her feel cherished, even loved – which was crazy. And yet . . .


Anyway, Mac was a multifaceted man. She wouldn’t mind exploring those facets, if he’d let her. Screw what anyone thought about it, too.


“You ready?”


She turned towards him. He’d told her he’d travel in human form today to keep pace with her, and also because, even as a wolf, the snow pack would be hard to navigate.


Nodding, she followed him out of the door, shuffling awkwardly in the snowshoes and fifty-five layers Mac had insisted on dressing her in. She felt like the Pillsbury Doughboy. When the outside cold hit her, it stole her breath for a moment. The memory of falling through the ice the day before rushed back at her.


No crossing any lakes for her today.


He pulled her against him, his breath showing white in the wintery air. “I was glad when you volunteered to help me look for the kid,” he murmured.


“I did it for Casey, but being with you is a definite perk.”


He grinned, a quick flash of teeth, and they headed out, their snowshoes leaving round, criss-cross footprints leading away from the cabin.


Now that Mac had a bead on Casey’s psychic signature, they went straight towards him. No more educated guesses. They went as fast as they could and Lily kept up well. Her cold remained mild. Perhaps the tea had helped, or maybe it had been Mac himself. She wouldn’t mind a second helping of each, especially of Mac.


In early afternoon, Lily noticed Mac moving faster, perhaps sensing not only Casey but the hunters. They were well on the other side of the mountain now, not far from the cave where the child had weathered the blizzard. Her legs were tired and her ankles ached from trudging through the snow, but she pushed herself harder.


A crack sounded in the distance. Gunshot. Mac began to run as though he weren’t wearing clunky snowshoes.


Lily tried to run too, but fell flat on her face. She pushed upwards. Someone grabbed her from behind before she could rise. She struggled hard and strong hands clamped down, hurting her even through the layers of winter clothing.


“Stop it, wolf lover,” a deep voice growled in her ear.


She stilled, recognizing the owner. “Derrick?” He was one of the wardens. A big burly guy who liked . . . to hunt. Every fall he bragged to everyone about how many deer he’d bagged once the season opened.


“Damn it, I knew she’d recognize us,” said a man to her left.


“Shut the fuck up, Steve.”


Derrick swung her up and around. He wore a blue ski mask. “You just had to get in the way, didn’t you? They were going to send the wolf alone for the boy, but you just had to fucking stick your nose in and volunteer to go too, didn’t you? Not that we don’t know why. You have a taste for fur, don’t you?”


Was this a trap for Mac? Had they planned this all along?


“What the hell are you doing, Derrick? Mac’s a werewolf. Do you really think you’re going to live through this?”


God, she hoped not.


The blood chilling sound of a shotgun being loaded made her look to Steve, also wearing a ski mask. “He may have teeth, but we got bullets. Guess which one wins?”


Derrick yanked her forwards. She tripped on her snowshoes, but he pulled her up again before she could face-plant. “You should have stayed home, Lily. Now we have to kill you before we can hunt.”


Oh, that was great news.


Mac leaped into the air and changed form. The extra clothing he wore, the snow shoes, everything down to the last fibre, was used up in the strange and mysterious magic that fuelled his transformation. It would make him appear heavier, give him more fur, longer, sharper teeth.


All the better to eat hunters with.


Paws made contact with the snow and he sank deep, struggling to jump through it, although he was still moving faster on four paws than he’d been doing on two feet. Muscles working, he made his way towards Casey’s psychic signature, the same direction the gunshot had come from.
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