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By Karin Tabke


The Blood Moon Rising Trilogy


Blood Law


Bloodright


Blood Vow




About the book


The coming of the Blood Moon will lead two Lycan packs into war, spur two rival brothers into conflict, and spark an act of vengeance so evil that its effects will be felt for generations. And one woman stands at the center of it all…


As undisputed Alpha, Rafael must choose a life mate to preserve the dominance of his Lycan pack. He never suspected his mate would be a human, the same wounded woman he seduces from the brink of death. Falon is a dangerous combination of Lycan and Slayer - beings bred to destroy his kind. Even more, she's a mesmerizing beauty whose sensuality tempts the seasoned warrior to take unnecessary risks. The primal heat between them is irresistible, yet surrendering to it could destroy them both…for a vengeful foe stands ready in the shadows to fulfill what is rightfully his by Blood Law.





To Sylvia for lighting the fire,
 and to Bonnie, a true heroine




The Truth

In medieval Europe, wolves were feared and looked upon as the scourge of the earth. Many people lost their lives to wolf attacks. In 1281 Edward I, Longshanks, king of England, commissioned the great hunter, Peter Corbet, to eliminate the wolves in England. Peter, who would come to be known as Peter the Wolf, accepted the charter with bloodthirsty gusto, and soon hundreds upon thousands of wolves were slain. The devastation of wolves did not end with their demise in England and Scotland. As the centuries passed and the wolves fled into other parts of Europe, the hunt continued.



The Lore

In Peter’s time, there was a deformed wolf, Fenrir, an outcast born of an alpha and his mate.

All of the alphas, even Fenrir’s own sire, were so disgusted by Fenrir’s deformities that they banished him from all the packs. Furious that his own kind would shun him, Fenrir struck a deal with Gilda, the Druid witch of the Marches. She would grant the outcast wolf alpha strength and immortality in return for the slaying of twin wolves and the delivery of their souls every one hundred years.

Fortified and hungry for vengeance, Fenrir offered his services to Peter Corbet.

With Fenrir’s help, Peter hunted the packs and slew them. Only the strongest survived. Most fled north into Scotland, then into Norway and Russia. In Russia the great pack, Vulkasin, was born. Another pack fled south into France and across the Great Pyrenees where they settled and coexisted with the fierce Basque people. There, the formidable Mondragon pack multiplied and thrived.

Before Peter Corbet’s death, King Edward rewarded the great hunter for his fearlessness with a gold ring fashioned in the image of a howling wolf. Set as the eye, a rare, bloodred ruby. Peter dubbed the ring the Eye of Fenrir. And it was passed down to the eldest Corbet son.

The wolf hunts did not end with Peter’s death. With Fenrir’s guidance, Peter’s progeny picked up where their sire left off, as did their descendants through the ages, who would come to be known as Slayers.

The centuries passed, the hunted wolves moved into the vast Siberian wasteland and then across the great Bering Sea and into the New World. There the mystic Inuit people who had great respect for the wolves befriended them. But the Slayers, led by the vengeful Fenrir, followed.

On a fateful night, one that coincided with the sun reflecting on the full lunar eclipse and turning it bloodred, the Slayers, led by Fenrir, attacked the great wolf packs—both the Mondragon in Europe and the Vulkasin in the New World. Both packs fought valiantly. But Fenrir’s vengeance was too potent.

Seeing that the great packs were on the verge of extinction, Singarti, the great spirit guide of the Inuit, called to the gods for intervention. Lightning struck the master Slayer known as the jager, killing him. Singarti took the Eye of Fenrir from his hand and turned it on its namesake, forcing Fenrir’s spirit into the ring. Singarti cast a sealing  spell, trapping Fenrir within, then buried the ring deep into the frozen tundra of the North.

Singarti knew for the wolves to survive into the next millennia they must be able to shift into human form. And so she raised her arms to the great gods once more and asked that they have mercy on the wolves. The gods were benevolent that day. The surviving wolves shifted into human form and were called Lycan, only to take their natural wolf form for twenty-four hours during each full moon or when provoked by great rage. Singarti further protected the Lycan with the gift of her daughter, Sasha, to the great Vulkasin alpha, Arnou. With an infusion of Inuit blood, the Lycan thrived.

This infuriated Fenrir. Through the confines of the ring, he called upon the dark gods and demanded they favor him with a chance to raise his Slayers against the Lycan. And the gods scoffed but promised him this: when he found one who was equal to him in power but pure of heart, the gods would release him from the ring and grant him the chance to defeat the Lycan on the next rising of the Blood Moon.

The Slayers continued to hunt wolves and Lycan alike. The wolves continued to grow fewer in numbers, but the Lycan thrived. With no help from the banished Fenrir, the Slayers turned to black magic to aid them in their efforts to annihilate all things Lycan.

Ten generations passed. The Eye of Fenrir lay buried deep in the snowy tundra of the North. With the second coming of the Blood Moon looming, the two great packs, Mondragon and Vulkasin, united. Tamaska, pack Vulkasin’s alpha female, conceived and bore twin males, Rafael and Lucien: one dark, the other light. The births set off a year of countless other births, strengthening the bloodline and guaranteeing yet another generation of Lycans.


Though buried deep in the northern ice, Fenrir’s senses were so great that he was aware of the twins’ birth. Furious and more desperate  than ever to be freed, he used all of his dark magic and called out to the jager, Thomas Corbet.


Thomas heard the call and unearthed the Eye of Fenrir. Knowing the power the ring possessed and what would happen if Fenrir was freed, Thomas kept the rising of the ring to himself. But Thomas exploited the ring’s power. The Lycans who had thrived were systematically hunted and slain at an alarming rate.

Tragedy struck on the Vulkasin twins’ tenth birthday. Their parents were slain by Thomas, his two brothers, and his marauders. Vulkasin’s powerful medicine woman, Layla, was kidnapped by Thomas Corbet. Though it is forbidden for a Slayer to lie with a Lycan, Thomas could not control the overwhelming desire he experienced when he was in the presence of the soulful Lycan. Shamelessly, he took Layla; she bore him a child, a girl she named Falon . . .




Fourteen years ago . . .

FOR LONG MINUTES, Rafael stood silent outside the two-story cinder-block walls that shielded pack Vulkasin from the world. Thick rolls of concertina wire topped the five-brick-thick concrete, and behind that, the hot currents of high-voltage electric wire hummed. Although it was spring, a chill still lingered from a rough winter, and gray smoke wafted in great arching swirls from the chimneys inside the compound. Soon, the pack would rise, only to find that something had changed.

After being gone almost a year, Rafael Vulkasin was home.

But his homecoming was not one to celebrate. It did not signify the completion of Rafael’s spirit journey in the North, but rather the confrontation he’d been long hoping to avoid.

Alpha against alpha.

Brother against brother.

Even as he clenched his jaw, resolute in what was to come, Rafael set one of his two duffel bags down on the ground, pressed a code into a keypad that opened with a soft click, revealing another keypad, then pressed his right hand to the biometric pad. Slowly the heavy metal gates clicked open. Grabbing his bag, Rafael slid inside as the gates clanged shut behind him.

Gravel crunched beneath his booted feet as he strode deeper  into the compound and paused to take in the two-story log cabin–style building. He hated this place as much as he loved it. His chest tightened as memories stirred in his heart. Memories of his mother’s warmth and comfort, of his father’s strength and power, and of his brother’s unconditional love and loyalty. Memories of feeling secure—of knowing as long as his parents were alive, he, his brother, and the rest of the pack would be safe.

But they weren’t alive—not anymore—and the pack had nearly died right along with them.

Rage snapped, hot and vengeful, in Rafael’s belly. The beast within him snarled, gnawing at his gut, demanding release.

Retribution.

It was what he and Lucien lived for. It was why they had jointly challenged their cousin, Tallus, almost three years ago, for alpha rights. And while it was often the cause of tension between them when they disagreed about how to proceed, their goal had always been the same: hunt down Jager Thomas Corbet and his two brothers, Balor and Edward, and destroy them. To avenge the helplessness and despair he and Lucien had felt when they’d been forced to hide while the three Corbet brothers skinned their mother alive as their father and the rest of the pack helplessly watched.

Now Lucien was endangering the success of that goal.

According to Talia’s—his pack’s healer and spirit guide—dream visit, Lucien had brought someone into the compound walls that threatened their revenge as well as their pack’s strength—a human. A human his brother intended to claim as his mate.

As Rafael’s lip curled with distaste, Anton, Rafael and Lucien’s second-in-command, greeted him with a somber expression. The same somber expression that never changed. Though he was only a year younger, Anton’s face bore the stress lines of one who had witnessed unspeakable horror. As Rafael and Lucien had watched  as their parents were eviscerated, so, too, did Anton witness the mutilation of his mother. Their bond went far deeper than their heritage. Their suffering had solidified their friendship for life.

“It’s been a long time,” Anton said, extending his arm but casting his eyes down in a show of submissiveness. Rafael grasped Anton’s arm at the elbow then quickly released it.

“Too long by some accounts,” Rafael clipped, staring hard at Anton. “How fares the pack?”

Anton’s glance shifted momentarily up then sideways before he nodded and met Rafael’s gaze. “There is unrest. Talk of mutiny. Some say your brother would sacrifice us for his own pleasure. I don’t agree, but Lucien . . .” Anton shook his head. “The human has a strong hold on him.”

“Where is my brother and his—flavor of the week?”

Anton hesitated, then jerked his head toward the south wing of the compound. “He calls her elegida.”

Rafael scowled. Usually his brother’s conquests didn’t last long enough for a name exchange, but for him to go further and call her his chosen one? His scowl deepened. What hold did this woman have on his brother? “What do you think of her?”

Anton shrugged. “She makes your brother happy, but . . .”

“But?” Rafael questioned.

“But there is something not right with that one. Even for a human.”

For a moment, Rafael was tempted to share what he’d learned on his spirit journey—that an enemy was closing in on the pack, one with the power to destroy it completely. He didn’t think such a thing could be accomplished by a mere human female, especially one that his brother thought was his chosen one, but still . . . As he often did, Rafael chose to be cautious. Until he talked to his brother, he wouldn’t reveal too much. Rafael dropped his duffels to the plank  wood floor. “Have the females prepare my quarters, and rouse the pack in an hour. By then, the human will be gone.”

Rafael turned and moved toward the south wing, halting in his tracks when Anton’s voice followed him.

“Lucien will not cast her out, Rafe. He loves her. He believes she is his chosen one.”

Not turning around, Rafael said more to himself than to Anton, “Lucien has no choice. I am taking control of the pack.” It had to be. If Lucien would jeopardize the welfare of the pack for an unworthy life mate, he did not deserve to lead it.

Without another word, Rafael strode into the large, sprawling building he had left on his eighteenth birthday. It was as he remembered it: dark, depressing, but home. Lucien’s dominant scent pricked at his nostrils, but other scents mingled with Lucien’s. The scent of a human female. The scent of sex. And something darker . . .

Urgency pushed Rafael faster. He could only hope his brother had not yet marked her; had he, there was only one thing that could separate her from Lucien: death.

That she was merely a weaker species, one unworthy of sharing its blood with the powerful Lycans and thus weakening the pack as a whole aside, something dark and terrible grabbed hold of Rafael.

As resolved as Rafael was to remove the human from the pack, he didn’t want to kill her to do it. Not only would he lose his own brother in the process, but there would be the Blood Law to answer to. An eye for an eye.

“Damn you, Lucien!” Rafael growled. He took off toward the heady scent of sex.

 



 



HE KICKED OPEN his brother’s door and stopped short at the shrill scream of a woman.

Rafael’s eyes narrowed in on the sight of his brother vigorously fucking the female from behind.

For a moment, her beauty, so spectacular, mesmerized him to stillness.

Thick auburn hair, deep-set blue eyes, high cheekbones, and lips so succulent he instantly imagined his dick shoved between them topped her voluptuous curves. His hands twitched at his sides. Her best asset, however, were her ripe tits. She slyly watched him watch her then wriggled her ass under his scurrilous glare, her tits bouncing in response.

Rafael’s blood quickened as the sudden urge to take her struck him. If it were under any other circumstances, he’d take a dip in that pond himself. But these weren’t other circumstances. Intuitively, he knew there was something terribly wrong here.

Jerking himself forcibly from the unease that has settled upon him, Rafael shouted, “Lucien. Stop!”

Unbelievably, even as the female met his gaze, as if he were in a sexual trance, his brother paid him no mind—didn’t even acknowledge his presence. Instead, he continued to pump into the woman, eyes closed, his fingers digging into the flesh of her hips, his own thrusting with manic power as low groans of pleasure escaped his throat.

Rafael stepped deeper into the room for a closer look at the girl’s neck for signs of his brother’s mark. It was smooth and unblemished. He was not too late.

In the next instant, his brother brought himself and the girl to a raucous climax without attempting to mark her. Their heavy pants filled the small space as their bodies slowed.

Without breaking her stare, the female brushed damp hair from her brow and licked her full lips. She smiled deviously and straightened, arching her back and wrapping her arms around Lucien’s neck  so that her breasts thrust tauntingly in Rafael’s face. Rafael swallowed hard. Her mysterious, musky scent called to him as it must have to his brother. His gaze dropped to her flat belly, her flared hips, then lower to the fiery red curls at the juncture of her thighs. They were tight and glistened with moisture. She spread her thighs wider, giving Rafael an unfettered view of her pink, swollen lips cradling his brother’s dick. More of her potent scent released, snaring his rapt attention. He felt her pull, like sweet-smelling angel vines slowly winding around his chest, intoxicating, tightening, lethal . . . he resisted. She was all things carnal, and for a brief span of a second, Rafael understood his brother’s infatuation. Heavy lids dipped over passion-dark eyes. “Lucien, my love, we have company,” she purred.

Breathing heavily, Lucien opened languorous eyes and locked gazes with Rafael. Although his eyes appeared dazed, almost drugged, there was no surprise in their golden depths. No welcome, no joy, only indifference.

“The fair-haired son returns,” Lucien slurred. “Come back later. I’m busy.” Lucien grabbed the woman’s hips and thrust into her again. If Rafael didn’t know better, he’d swear his brother was on drugs. Something he would never do.

The woman gasped, her eyes rolling back into her head, each time Lucien impaled her from behind.

“You’ve had your fun, Lucien. Release her,” Rafael said softly to his brother. “Now.”

Grasping her hips tighter to him, Lucien narrowed his eyes, defying Rafael’s command. He thrust harder into the female—once, twice, three times. The woman’s gasps turned into high-pitched, “Oh my God!” shrieks.

“You don’t command me, Brother,” Lucien gritted out between thrusts. “I have ruled this pack for a year in your absence, and I will  continue to rule even if it’s with you by my side. Now leave us. Find your own mate.”

Quieting now even as her body shook with the power of Lucien’s penetration, the woman sneered, “Do as your brother commands, Rafael, before I have you banished from the pack.”

Lucien snarled loudly, grabbed a hank of the woman’s hair, and wound it around his fist and pulled hard, causing her to scream. “Silence, woman!” His eyes glittered, seeming to clear momentarily from their lust-induced trance. “You may be my chosen one,” he growled, yanking her hair for effect, “but Rafael is my brother. He is your alpha just as I am. Do not—”

“This human,” Rafael snarled, pointing an accusing finger at her, “is not your chosen one. Such a thing is impossible. She is not our kind!”

Lucien’s head whipped back, his glare menacing. He growled, showing straight white teeth. His eyes still on Rafael, Lucien nipped the female’s shoulder. “You’re wrong, Brother. She is mine. It has been foretold that my mate will be human, and so now it will be done.” He thrust into her again, and the female cried out.

Rafael shook his head, unsettled by the belief in his brother’s eyes. Lucien had always been impulsive and rash, ruled more by his emotions than by caution. If it had been up to him—if Rafael hadn’t finally convinced him otherwise—Lucien would have risked the pack before it had regained its full strength to go after clan Corbet. Now, this female had made him forget almost everything but the need to mark her. That alone told Rafael something was wrong.

“Fuck her all you want, Lucien, but don’t mark her. Not now,” Rafael tried to reason. “Not with the coming of the Blood Moon.”

“The rising is over a decade away.”

“She will corrupt you before then.”

Lucien didn’t respond, and once more Rafael glanced at the  female as a snide smile tilted her full red lips. Her eyes darkened to onyx and lasered in on Rafael. The tendons on her neck stood out as she arched into Lucien. Her head held high, her black eyes unwaveringly locked onto his. Terrible realization sprouted to life in Rafael’s belly.

She was not just an outsider to his pack.

She was the enemy.

She was Slayer.

And if Lucien marked her, his seed would bear fruit. It would mean not just the weakening of their pack; it would mean its utter destruction.

As if reading his thoughts and mocking them, the female rubbed her slick cunt against Lucien, making small mewling sounds. Her sinister scent clamped down around Rafael’s head, tightening around his chest, making it impossible to draw a breath. His anger flashed red, and the beast within him snarled, clawing for release.

Striding toward them, Rafael grasped his brother’s shoulder. “Dark magic oozes from her scent, Lucien! Can’t you smell it? She is Slayer! Kill her now, or she will be the death of us all!”

Totally consumed by her, Lucien shrugged off his touch. Shaking his head, he looked down at the undulating body connected to his own. Adoration shone in his tawny eyes. He traced a finger along the curve of her back then looked up at Rafael. “You are wrong, Brother. Yes, I smell her magic, but it will only strengthen the pack. Our children will rule for the next millennia!”

Lucien shoved him, sending Rafael stumbling back against the wall. As Rafael righted himself, Lucien pumped wildly into the Slayer, sweat slickening his body as once more he and his consort shuddered through another impending climax. Lucien threw his head back and snarled, “She is mine!” Teeth bared, he lowered them to the pulsating jugular of the woman beneath him, to mark her as his life mate, his  chosen one, forever forming a blood bond that could only be broken by death.

“You defy the Blood Law!” Rafael shouted, lunging upon them. And for doing so, Lucien would pay with his life!

Even if it were not written that no Lycan shall lie with a Slayer, Rafael would never allow his brother to blend the blood of a Lycan and Slayer. It was sacrilegious treason.

Just as his brother’s teeth sank into the tender flesh of the girl, Rafael’s beast roared furiously and sank his fangs into her chest. She screamed, a bone-chilling, agonizing sound of misery and furious defeat. Her body contorted and convulsed; blood spurted from her punctured heart in a high arch across their faces as her life force dwindled. Her screams turned to low gurgles before trailing off to silence.

“No!” Lucien roared, the sound of his voice filled with despair. Frantically he pressed his fingers into her gaping chest, trying to stem the streaming blood from her heart. “What have you done?” he demanded, his voice choked in harsh sobs. Her black eyes glassed over in hardness as her lifeblood ebbed from her body. “No,” Lucien cried, this time barely audible. He pulled her limp body to his chest, clutching her tightly as if his strength could restore her life. Then slowly, hypnotically, he began to rock her, murmuring soft words of comfort against her cheek.

Rafael stood firm, resolved, knowing that despite his brother’s terrible pain, he did what had to be done. He had saved his brother’s life as well as the lives of his pack.

After several long minutes, Lucien abruptly stopped. Gently he laid her down on the bloody sheets. He smoothed her blood-soaked hair from her lifeless eyes then gently shut her lids. Her blood smeared across his body, slowly his brother rose on the bed, his eyes glowing red.

“Rafael!” Lucien raged. “You will pay with your life!”

“I saved yours, Brother! She was Slayer!”

Lucien shifted into a huge black wolf, his glossy pelt shining beneath the morning sunlight.

And so it had come down to the survival of the fittest.

 



 



PAIN TORE THROUGH Talia’s heart. “Rafael! Lucien!” she screamed, jumping from her bed. An urgency so strong it nearly toppled her with its power propelled her from her rooms at the far end of the compound to Lucien’s quarters. As she rushed into his room, she screamed, slid in a pool of warm blood, and landed spinning on her knees. The woman Lucien had meant to mark lay dead on his bed, steam rising from her eviscerated chest.

In the corner, amid the shambles of splintered furniture and broken glass, lay Rafael, his tawny fur matted with blood, his turquoise colored eyes glazed as death took him. Next to him lay the black furry body of Lucien, his golden eyes dulling as his lifeblood streamed from his chest.

“Noooooo!” she cried, “Noooooo!” On hands and knees, she scurried across the slippery hardwood to them. Kneeling between the brothers, Talia pressed a bloody hand to each of their hearts, stemming the blood flow. “Please,” she whispered to the gods. “Please, spare them.” The panic that had initially seized her evaporated as a deafening calmness settled within her. Slowly, reverently, she began to chant, summoning all of her power and calling upon the Great Spirit Mother, Singarti, the mother of all healers, the mother of all Talia’s grandmothers, to preserve the Lycans she’d created three hundred years ago.

Energy crackled and snapped around her head in a myriad of metallic colors. Wide-eyed, she stared as they began to form into  a vision of a noble woman dressed in white-fringed leather robes, with eagle feathers woven into her long, flowing black hair, two great wolves, one black, one golden, lying obediently at her feet.

Raising a slender hand, her ocean blue eyes glowing fiercely, Singarti whispered, “As you ask, so it will be done. The brothers will live, but only as one. Day and night. Light and dark. Mated and mateless. For all eternity, only one hour shall separate them. Until the Blood Law is avenged.”

 



 



AND SO THE years passed . . .




Present day 

THE HARD THRUM of the V-twin vibrated between his thighs, up to his hips, then along his spine. His corded muscles bunched in tension as he focused on the dark thread of highway ahead. He was wound tight, every sense on high alert, ready to uncoil, to strike at the slightest provocation.

The cool spring air tore through Lucien Mondragon’s long black hair. He didn’t wear a helmet; he didn’t care about the law. Not man’s law anyway. There was only one law he respected, and that was the Blood Law of revenge.

Throwing his head back, Lucien howled at the rising moon. It was dusk, and the Blood Moon called to him. It was time. The quickening had begun. In three months, the lunar eclipse would occur, and with it, he would stand as undisputed leader of the northern packs with more power than any alpha before him. More power than one leader had a right to posses, but the power he was due. And with it, he would destroy every living descendant of Peter Corbet,  the original wolf Slayer. But he had another just as important slaying to do first.

Lucien opened the throttle wide, and the chopper lunged beneath his thighs, like an ardent lover arching into his deep thrusts. Only Lucien had no lover. No mate. No mistress.

Rafael Vulkasin had made sure Lucien would never have more than one-night stands with pack whores.

Snarling, Lucien pictured his nemesis’s blood running in thick rivulets from his torn-out throat. The vision swam in macabre glory before him. He could almost taste the coppery thickness of Rafael’s blood on his tongue.

It would be Lucien’s pleasure to end that betraying bastard’s life. And he would do it slowly. Lucien would savor each one of Rafael’s gasps for air, each plea for his life, each pulse of his heart as his lifegiving blood ebbed from him.

But first, Lucien would force Rafe to watch as he slowly, methodically, strangled Rafael’s mate. She’d beg for her life, too. But she would die.

He grinned in the darkening light and snarled again.

An eye for an eye.

It was the way of the pack.

He would see it done.




One

FOR FALON CORBET, being special sucked. A lot.

Because in today’s world, her rages, which were coming more frequently, and the dead people that seemed to follow her even into her dreams were not en vogue. There were other things, too, things she pretended weren’t there. Things that got her into trouble.

It was why she was constantly between jobs, always broke and never spending more than a month anywhere. It was also why she lived in a closet-sized room on the fifth floor of a flophouse in the dregs of Sacramento.

And most of all, it was why she was hungry all of the time and why her most viable dinner option was yet another one of those nasty prepackaged sandwiches. The ones with soggy yellow bread and a limp pickle.

She hated them so much that the thought of choking another one down was enough to consider the pros and cons of living. For the third time that day, she contemplated ending it all. She felt as if  her life held no purpose. Survival had become increasingly difficult. No one would miss her . . .

Yet.

There was that niggling thought in the very back of her mind that told her she was destined for more. That she had a very specific purpose for living. That if she took her life, many more would be lost. So she persevered.

And since beggars couldn’t be choosers, Falon decided to make a dinner run to Del’s market.

Quietly, she slipped into the hallway outside her room, pulling the door shut behind her.

Cringing when the rotting wooden floor creaked beneath her stealthy step, she glanced quickly behind her, afraid she’d see her slumlord, the ever watchful Mr. Sabo. If he caught sight of her, he would corner her then press her hard about her late rent. Then, even as she tried to put him off, he’d bluster inches from her face, his spittle spraying her cheeks and nose as he told her how, if he let her slide on her already past due rent, he’d have to let everyone slide, and he wasn’t in the goddamn business of enabling losers to continue to be losers.

Did Sabo actually think she was happy with how her life had turned out? Of course, he never bothered to ask. Then again, it wasn’t like she was Chatty Cathy either. But whenever Sabo compared her to a loser, something deep and terrible inside of Falon wanted to hurt him. Such feelings terrified her. She was not always prone to violence, but sometimes . . . she couldn’t control it.

Holding her breath, Falon flattened her slender limbs against the murky hallway, down the five flights of stairs, and then inched her way into the dingy gray vestibule. She nearly collapsed in relief. The old codger was nowhere in sight. For someone who hadn’t eaten  since peanut butter toast and a banana more than twenty-four hours ago, she darted out the front door with Olympic sprinter speed.

She raised her face to the crisp evening breeze and inhaled. Spring had sprung in Sacramento, but there was more than the fragrant scent of blossoms in the air. The stench of decaying flesh, though barely perceptible, hung like a fog bank along the streets most nights.

Recently, her senses had honed. Unusually so. Just another anomaly that was Falon Corbet.

With each passing day, it seemed the stench around her grew heavier, more prominent. Tonight it combined with a dark energy that was so palpable Falon hesitated in her step and seriously considered returning to her room. The vitality of it felt like an electrical storm in her body, her veins live conduits. Her breath came hard, fast, and warm. She could feel it curl around her each time she exhaled. But as aware as she was of the dark forces that seemed to follow her no matter where she went, she was even more aware of the auras around her. Not the bright colorful ones of those who embraced life in happy accord. It was the dark, malevolent ones, like dirty dredge oil that slithered along corners or along the street gutters, careful to stay undetected, from who or what she wasn’t sure.

Most days she didn’t pay them much mind, like the cockroaches under the trash cans, they were just a part of the world as she knew it. Squeezing her eyes shut, Falon mentally pushed back, blocking the wild, chaotic swirls of emotion that pierced her brain. Normally, if she concentrated hard enough and long enough, she could push it all away. But some nights when she opened her eyes, she saw the haunted souls who walked the streets, like holocaust victims, their deep, dark, sunken eyes begging in silent agony for glorious release.

She couldn’t help them. She didn’t know how to, and even if she  did, the darker, more powerful auras that swirled around them would prevent it. Intuitively, she knew that.

Hastily crossing the street, Falon glanced up at the waxing pink moon shrouded in dark, wispy clouds. She tried to make light of the sinister sight, thinking the only thing missing from the eerie vision was the lone howl of a wolf. Instead, shivers slithered across her back like giant cold worms, and she felt the hint of something else in the air. Something dark and powerful. Primal. Something that would irrevocably change the course of her life.

Something she wanted no part of.

Using every ounce of her concentration, Falon closed her mind to every flick and flare of energy around her. It cost her. More of her precious energy drained in her efforts to keep her mind closed to things that did not concern her.

She was not at her strongest, having eaten only enough to feed a bird more than a day ago.

Head lowered, Falon trudged down the sidewalk, crossed the oddly quiet street at the first corner, then stopped just outside the metal and glass door of Del’s grocery. She raised a hand to push the door open, then hesitated. Guilt gripped her.

Unable to stand the tragedy of the souls who haunted the many soup kitchens in town, or endure the recrimination at the local churches, she’d become the lowest of the lows—a petty thief. Yet, if she got over that sad fact and went in, she’d eat again, and if she ate, she’d live another day. Hunger pains jabbed at her belly in a harsh, grinding staccato. They were becoming unbearable. Despite her aversion to them, when she pictured a soggy sandwich wrapped in cellophane, her mouth actually began to salivate.

“Jesus,” she hissed, staring at her trembling hand. She’d eat a damn brick she was so hungry.

She almost regretted her blasphemy. Despite her guilt, she knew  God would want her to eat. Wouldn’t he? Yes. After all, he’d guided her here before. Closing her eyes, like a repeating movie reel, she played her artful pilfering out in her head. She knew exactly how many steps it took to get from where she stood to the refrigerated food section in the back. Once there, she’d smoothly duck behind the towering paper towel display, out of sight of the big round mirrors mounted in the ceiling, and slip a sandwich down her bulky sweatshirt. And then, eyes cast to the floor, she’d walk past Mr. Delico, through the front door, without any fear she’d be stopped.

She opened her eyes, blinking away the hot sting of tears.

Yes, she’d stolen from Mr. D before. Tonight, though, something significant was going to be different. Tonight, she’d walk out of the store without leaving her usual quarter. Tonight, she didn’t even have that. Which meant she’d have to pay with something more . . . special—in a currency only she knew existed. Maybe warn Mr. D when she sensed trouble heading his way. She’d done it before. The first time she told him he might want to close early, he hadn’t listened. He’d been robbed and pistol-whipped three hours later. After that, he never questioned her. After that, he let her walk out with dinner, her cost, a quarter.

With a weary sigh, Falon pushed open the front door to Del’s and stopped short. Pressure swirled about her, pushing against her in a tentative, probing way as if trying to get into her head. The hair on the back of her neck stood straight up. It didn’t take a PhD to know something was different in Delico’s grocery.


Son of a bitch.

She knew she should have stayed in her room!

Tentatively, Falon cast a slow glance around the small grocery, looking for the jovial face of the owner. He was nowhere in sight.

The pressure mushroomed, followed by an unexpected jab of pain in her belly. Falon grunted as if she’d been mule-kicked in the  gut. Another hard punch racked her. Hot tears welled in her eyes. Grabbing her midsection, she slowly turned to face the counter.

The thin, blond man behind the register bore no resemblance to the chubby olive-skinned Italian shopkeeper. She stepped toward him, gasping when another hard jab of pain twisted her innards. This pain wasn’t from hunger. This was different.

A warning.

Taking a shallow breath, Falon slowly faced the blond man and demanded, “Where is Mr. Delico?”

The guy merely swept his gaze over her from head to toe, then nodded with a slow, satisfied gesture that surprised her as much as his lopsided leer. He must have X-ray vision. Her depleted curves were hiding beneath a baggy black sweatshirt and two-sizes-too-large desert cammies and combat boots. Her black hair, a shield to her soul, hung like a sheet halfway across her face and down to her ass.

When he continued to leer, Falon turned and walked stiffly toward the back refrigerators. Subtly, she glanced up at the round mirrors mounted in the back corners of the store. Through a slit in the wave of her hair, she watched his dark eyes follow her. Then his eyes shifted to his left and his mouth moved slightly, as if he was talking to someone behind the counter.

She’d bet the rent she didn’t have that the person he was speaking to wasn’t Mr. D. So where was he? Trussed up like a holiday pig in the storeroom?

“Damn it,” she muttered softly.

Slowly, she turned. As she did, she tossed the long waves of her hair off her face. She straightened to her full height of five foot eight and looked pointedly over the stacked aisles to the blond man behind the counter.

“Walk out of here now,” she said softly, “and I promise not to hurt you.”

The blond’s thin lips turned up into a smile then widened, showing badly stained teeth. As he stepped to the side, another man rose from behind the counter. As he appeared, his deadly aura blasted her entire being with hot, searing pain. The force of it knocked her backward into the thick glass refrigerator doors.

“Shit!” she woofed as her back shattered the glass and the velocity of the hit pushed her into the unit.

She really hated being special.




Two

EMBEDDED IN THE broken glass of the refrigerator door, with the shelves inside holding her upright, just like in cartoons, Falon heard birdies chirping as they circled around her head. But unlike a cartoon character, Falon recovered quickly. Shoving the metal shelves and broken glass off her, she jumped to her feet and prepared to fight. She might not like facing unpleasantness, but she wasn’t a shrinking violet either. Her heretical life sucked, but she wasn’t going to give it up without a fight.

“Oh, holy hell!” she gulped, catching sight of the massive hulk that materialized before her.

The skinny dude had nothing on this guy. This dude looked like a Conan the Barbarian.

Thick brown hair hung straight around a sharp, angular face, a face embedded with the deep lines of experience and age-old hatred. Black, penetrating eyes locked onto her with such fervor she shivered. A thick leather strap crossed his worn leather jerkin that was  open at the throat. Brown suede pants were tucked into doeskin moccasin-type knee-high boots. Huge gnarled hands clenched and unclenched at his sides. Despite the power exuding in waves from the man, if she wasn’t so terrified, she’d laugh. He looked ridiculous in that getup.

Falon tilted her chin up defiantly. He could smash her with a flick of his wrist, but only if she gave him the chance.

“I might be half your size, mister,” Falon challenged, “but I’m quick, and I know kung fu.” She postured in what she hoped looked like a credible karate chop position. The scuzzy blond man behind the counter walked silently up behind his big friend and stopped. Not, she was sure, because he took her threats to heart but because something had fundamentally changed between them. Instead of a leer, his long face had turned solemn. Like she had passed some sort of sniff test, and she was now due his respect.

Conan scowled and quietly contemplated her. Every instinct told her to turn and run as fast and as far as she could, but she didn’t.

Mr. D was trussed up somewhere, probably needing medical attention. She wasn’t going to thank him for looking the other way when she ripped him off by turning yellow.

She took a threatening step forward and raised her karate-chop-ready hands higher. “Go now, and I won’t call the cops.”

“Cops cannot help you, Slayer,” Conan said in a thick accent she could not place. He extended his ham-sized hand, his thick, callused fingers distended toward her. A large gold and ruby ring glittered on his third finger. The stone, depicting the eye of a howling wolf, glowed. “Your place is with your people.”

Pain jabbed her temples. She blinked several times. She’d seen that ring before. A long time ago . . .

“Come with me, now,” he softly commanded.

Stunned, Falon could not react. Her brain fogged. Her joints  froze as if clogged with Play-Doh. Somewhere in the midst of her fear, however, she felt the bubbling of astonishment.

If this guy thought she was going to trot out of here with him and his blond sidekick, he was too stupid to live.

“My people?” she choked out. “I have no people. You have me mixed up with someone else.”

He stepped toward her, and somehow, despite her terror, she was able to hold her stance. “I have not made a mistake, Falon Corbet. I have searched for you for nearly a decade. You are the one I seek.”

Her jaw dropped. No one knew her real name. No one except her long-gone foster parents and the poor excuse of a caseworker who had turned his back on her when she needed help all those years ago. She’d been on her own since she was fourteen, and since then had always used an alias. Better to keep the cops at bay when she skipped town and her financial obligations and to keep her name out of the system that had turned on her.

Despite wanting to show this guy some game, Falon took several steps back. “Who are you?” she whispered. “How do you know my name?”

“I am Viktor Salene.” He gave her a short, curt bow. “Jager, master Slayer of Lycans.”

She narrowed her eyes. The guy was definitely smoking something. “What’s a Lycan, and how do you know who I am?”

The man scowled, his eyes darkening until he looked demonic. “Lycans are an abomination of nature. The scourge of the earth! They are the creatures a great king charged our ancestors to destroy over seven hundred years ago. The creatures I have spent my life hunting.”

Falon took another step back. The guy was crazy. She looked past him to Blondie, who was nodding reverently.

Right.

Okay.

She almost made a crack about Halloween being months away, but didn’t. These guys were serious. Crazy, but serious. And that just made them all the more dangerous.

“I’ll tell you what, boys. Tell me where Mr. D is. Let me make sure he’s okay, then we’ll take our conversation outside.”

“If it is the shopkeeper you speak of, he cannot be helped,” Conan the jager said.

As his words trailed off, Falon felt it. The bitter coldness of death followed by a profound sense of loss. And guilt. Mr. D was dead because he had befriended her. “You killed him?” she demanded incredulously, knowing, yet still not wanting to believe what she instinctively knew to be true. Falon cringed, squeezing her eyes shut. She also knew poor Mr. D did not die easily or quickly. Her eyes flashed open. Heat radiated from her face, and the rage erupted. This time she didn’t fight it.

The barbarian nodded.

Her vision clouded then cleared as fury ripped through every part of her, pumping more adrenaline into her system. The kick of it gave her a sudden urge to retch, but she swallowed the bile back. “You bastard! He was a kind old man! You had no right to kill him!”

She grabbed a box cutter from where it lay on top of a partially unpacked box of produce and swung it wide. It caught Conan’s face, slicing open his right cheek. He didn’t flinch. The only clue to his fury was the narrowing of his shiny black eyes and the intense wave of pain that flashed over her. The bastard! He’d attacked her with—what? Some kind of invisible force? Whatever it was, it hit her like a wall, but one she held her own against. Her fury and despair over Mr. Delico’s fate reigned supreme, causing something unbelievable to happen.

Conan’s massive body jolted as if he had been slammed by a wall.  Instinctively, Falon knew she had done it, but she had no idea how. She didn’t question it. She’d never know, so she’d just go with it. A snide smile twisted her lips.

His eyes narrowed to black slits. “Do not challenge me, Slayer!” he roared. “I am jager! I will cut you down where you stand for your insolence!”

Visions of poor, sweet Mr. D begging for his life as these two thugs ripped him to shreds nearly brought her to her knees in anguish. The anguish, however, made her stronger. It fueled the rage in her. It gave her the will to see if that small jolt of power had been real and if she could do it again. She leaned forward, as if pressing against a great wind, when in truth it was the force of Conan’s will she battled. Concentrating, she pulled the furious energy swirling around her inward, until it was pulsing inside her chest like a fireball. In one Herculean surge, Falon flung her hands forward with her last ounce of strength, expelling the buildup. And it was enough to nudge Conan the jager aside.

She bolted for the front door.

Conan cursed, and his mad aura took the form of a steel blade that speared her from behind. Searing jabs of heat pierced her skin. This time, however, the pain was more than mental.

Her skin split open.

Blood erupted from the wound. She felt the warm rivulets drip down her back.

He followed with another sharp slice of heat, this time cutting through the black leather of her left boot and across her ankle. Falon howled in agony. Stumbling, she zigzagged awkwardly through the store. The front door was only a few feet away. If she could . . . just . . . get . . . to it—

Another searing shot of heat cut across the back of her ankle, severing her Achilles tendon. She screamed again and fell face-first,  sprawling onto the hard linoleum floor. Blood, warm and slippery, pooled around her, preventing her from getting the traction she needed to crawl to the doors.

Hard footsteps thudded behind her. She focused, pushing the agony from her mind, and concentrated solely on escape.

Deep laughter infiltrated her focus. Large hands grabbed her by the hair and pulled her up. “You cannot outrun your destiny, Slayer.”

Falon closed her eyes. With every cell in her tattered body, she channeled her rage and mentally forced a harsh shot of pain into her captor.

He yelped, his hands loosening. She watched his dark eyes widen, then narrow. His face morphed into something so disturbing she thought she’d lose control of her bodily functions. When he opened his mouth, long sharp teeth glinted under the fluorescent lights. “You will learn, Slayer, I am jager, and as such, I own you.”

He lowered his face to her chest but kept his gaze on hers. “Now,” he hissed, “we will become a part of the other. The next time you lash out to inflict injury on me, you will also inflict it on yourself!”

“No,” she screamed, thrashing against him.

“Don’t fight me—” he growled just as the front doors of the small grocery slammed open. A harsh, hot wind chaotically swirled inside, swooshing across Falon’s face, lifting her hair in a spiraling torrent before sending items from the surrounding shelves flying across the aisles and crashing to the floor.

Conan’s head jerked up, eyes narrowing as if catching sight of an enemy. “Take care of him, Barrak,” he growled furiously to his flunky. Blondie stepped forward. Before he took another step, he screamed and went flying across the top of three aisles before crashing onto the floor.

“Still picking on little girls are you, Viktor?” a deep masculine voice sneered.

Falon tried to raise her head to see who was speaking, but Conan’s gaze snapped back to hers at the same time he shoved her down. His eyes glinted with a preternatural shine, warning her off. Despite his superior strength, she felt a shift in his body and energy at the other’s presence. Falon forced her head up to get a look at what caused the satanic bastard such anxiety.

For the brief span of several heartbeats, she could not breathe. She could not have uttered a single syllable had her life and the fate of the free world depended on it. Fierce gold flashes of energy snapped and popped around the blond, black-leather-clad man. He was, in very plain speak, magnificent. And lurking beneath his glory was a deadly supernatural energy. The commanding presence of the man standing at the threshold of the store could not be denied. Nor could the contempt twisting his lips. She swallowed hard and wondered which man was more of a threat.

“Vulkasin, you cur. How dare you show yourself!” Conan spit.

Vulkasin strode into the store, his chin raised, his nostrils flaring. “The stench of death follows you, Slayer. Do you never grow weary of the kill?”

Conan raised Falon up and held her out toward the intruder. “The quickening has begun, Lycan. Prepare yourself.” Falon tore her gaze from the intruder, who had not even glanced at her, and turned to the lunatic who held her so tightly she could scarcely breathe. He turned rabid black eyes on her.

“No,” she croaked, knowing he was going to bite her. She shoved at him, madly trying to gather her thoughts and blast him one last time. His grip tightened. He ripped the front of her sweatshirt open with his teeth, revealing her naked breasts. His eyes glinted hungrily. Not, she realized, with lust but with possession. As if he had won the lottery and he was mentally counting all the terrible ways he could spend the money.

“We are destined to be one,” he breathed.

A dark shadow fell over them. Falon screamed, not sure if it was because of the bite Conan was about to take out of her or because she’d locked gazes with the one he called Vulkasin—the one that looked as if he’d just escaped the bowels of hell with every intention of bringing them right back with him.




Three

CONAN DROPPED FALON to the floor, then swept her behind him with a booted foot to her chest. She slid several feet on her own blood before slamming into a wall hard enough to force the air from her lungs.

Even as Falon gasped for breath, she was very aware of the two furies before her, and of her need to get the hell out of there. Fast.


But even as she tried to flee, her bloody hands offered no traction on the slippery floor. Her right foot throbbed with pain as she tried to backpedal away from the two whatever-the-hell-they-weres.

The sharp shaving sound of steel against steel echoed in the small grocery. Aside from her gasps for air, it was the only sound. As the two beasts circled one another to the left of her and away from the door, Falon rolled, trying to inch closer to escape. She turned over and looked up, paralyzed by awe.

The fantastic sight before her was breathtakingly terrifying. Vulkasin stood battle-ready with two gleaming broadswords, one in  each fist, the fluorescent lights glittering off the sharp edges in a weird play of colors.
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