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BERLIN, GERMANY


The vampire had no idea that death awaited him in the darkness.


His senses were overloaded with need, his hands and arms full of a half-dressed redhead who pawed at him with barely restrained lust. Too fevered to notice they weren’t alone in his Darkhaven bedchamber, he willed open the carved double doors and guided his eager, panting prey inside. The woman teetered on a pair of tall heels, laughing as she twisted away from him and wagged a finger in front of her face.


‘Hans, you fed me too mush champagne,’ she slurred, stumbling into the dark room. ‘My head’s all woozy.’


‘It will pass.’ The German vampire’s words were sluggish, too, though not from the alcohol that had inebriated his unsuspecting American companion. His fangs were no doubt filling his mouth, saliva flooding over his tongue in anticipation of feeding.


He tracked her with deliberate movements as he closed the doors behind him and prowled toward her. His eyes glowed like embers, transforming from their natural color to something otherworldly. Although the woman seemed oblivious to the change coming over him, the vampire held his head low as he approached her, careful to conceal the telling heat of his bloodthirsty gaze. Except for that shuttered amber glow and the dim twinkle of stars outside the tall windows over-looking the Darkhaven estate’s private grounds, there was no light in the room. Then again, being one of the Breed, he could see well enough without it.


So could the one who came to kill him.


Enveloped in shadows across the large chamber, a dark gaze watched as the vampire grabbed his blood Host from behind and got down to business. The first pungent copper whiff of the human’s pierced vein made the observer’s fangs erupt from his gums in reflexive response. He hungered, too, more urgently than he wanted to admit, but he had come here for a greater purpose than to serve his own base needs.


He had come for vengeance.


For justice.


It was that overriding mission that held Andreas Reichen’s feet firmly to the floor as the other vampire drank greedily, blindly, across the room. He waited, patient only because he knew this male’s death would bring him one step closer to fulfilling the vow he’d made some twelve weeks ago . . . the night his world had disintegrated into a pile of ash and rubble.


Reichen’s restraint was held on a threadbare leash. Inside he churned with the heat of his anger. His bones felt like hot iron rods beneath his skin. His blood raced through his body, liquid fire that seared him from scalp to heels. Every muscle and cell within him screamed for retribution – screamed it with a fury that bordered on nuclear meltdown.


Not here, he warned himself. Not that.


The price would be steep if he gave in to the full mea sure of his rage, and by God, this son of a bitch wasn’t worth it.


Reichen held that explosive part of himself at bay, but the effort came a fraction of a second too late. The fire in him was already swelling, burning through the fragile tethers of his self-control . . .


The other vampire suddenly lifted his head from where he’d been feeding at the woman’s neck. He drew in a sharp breath through his nose, then grunted, animalistic . . . alarmed. ‘Someone is here.’


‘What’d you say?’ she murmured, still drowsy from his bite as he sealed her wound with his tongue then shoved her away from him. She staggered forward, huffing a couple of choice curses under her breath. The instant her sluggish gaze lit on Reichen, a scream ripped from her throat. ‘Oh, my God!’


Feeling his eyes smoldering with the amber fire of his rage, his fangs tearing through his gums in readiness of the fight to come, Reichen took a single step out of the shadows.


The woman screamed again, hysteria rising in her wild, panicked eyes. She looked to her companion for protection, but the vampire had no further use of her. With a callous sweep of his hand, he knocked her out of his way and stalked forward. The blow sent her careening to the floor.


‘Hans!’ she cried. ‘Oh, God – what’s going on?’


Hissing, the vampire faced his unexpected intruder and crouched into an attack stance. Reichen had only a moment to cast a quick glance at the confused, terrified human.


‘Get out of here.’ He sent a mental command that unlocked the bedchamber’s doors and swung them open. ‘Leave, female. Now!’


As she scrambled up from the polished marble beneath her and escaped the room, the Darkhaven vampire leapt into the air in a single, fluid arc of motion. Before his feet could touch down, Reichen launched himself at the bastard.


Their bodies collided, the explosion of Reichen’s forward momentum propelling both of them across the width of the chamber. Fangs huge and gnashing, fierce amber eyes locked on each other in the deadliest kind of malice, together they crashed like a wrecking ball into the far wall.


Bones cracked with the impact, but it wasn’t enough for Reichen.


Not nearly enough.


He threw the struggling, furious Breed male to the floor and pinned him there, one knee crushing his throat.


‘Ignorant fool!’ roared the vampire, arrogant despite his pain. ‘Have you any idea who I am?’


‘I know who you are – Enforcement Agent Hans Friedrich Waldemar.’ Reichen bared his teeth and fangs in a profanity of a smile as he glared down at him. ‘Don’t tell me you have already forgotten who I am.’


No, he hadn’t forgotten. Recognition flickered behind the pain and fear in Waldemar’s slitted pupils. ‘Son of a bitch . . . Andreas Reichen.’


‘That’s right.’ Reichen held the bastard in a gaze so deadly furious it must have burned to hold it. ‘What’s the matter, Agent Waldemar? You seem surprised to see me.’


‘I – I don’t understand. The attack on the Darkhaven this past summer . . .’ The vampire sucked in a choked breath. ‘I’d heard no one survived.’


‘Almost no one,’ Reichen corrected tightly.


And now Waldemar knew why he’d been paid this unexpected visit. There was no mistaking the bleak awareness in the other male’s gaze. Or the stark fear. When he spoke now, his voice shook a bit. ‘I had nothing to do with it, Andreas. You must believe me –’


Reichen snorted. ‘That’s what the others said, too.’


Waldemar started to squirm, but Reichen pressed down harder with his knee planted heavily against the vampire’s throat. Waldemar wheezed, trying to raise his hands as the weight began to crush his air channel. ‘Please . . . just tell me what you want from me.’


‘Justice.’


With neither satisfaction nor remorse, Reichen grabbed Waldemar’s head in his hands and gave a fierce yank. His neck snapped, then the Breed male’s head fell back to the floor with a heavy thunk.


Reichen exhaled a deep sigh that did little to purge his anguish, or the grief he felt at being alive and alone. The sole survivor. The last of his family line.


As he stood and prepared to leave this latest death behind him, a glint of polished glass on one of the room’s several mahogany bookcases caught his eye. He stalked over to it, his feet moving automatically, sharpened gaze fixed on the face of his enemy that stared out from within the silver-framed photograph. He grabbed the picture and stared down at it, his fingers hot where they pressed into the metal of the frame. Reichen’s eyes burned the longer he looked at that hated face, a growl curling low in his throat, raw with visceral, still-smoldering rage.


Wilhelm Roth stood among a small group of Breed males wearing ceremonial Enforcement Agency garb. All of them were decked out in black tuxedos and starched white shirts, their chests festooned with bright silk sashes and gleaming pendant medallions, gilded rapiers sheathed at their sides. Reichen snorted at the self-importance – the power-hungry arrogance – etched in those smug, smiling faces.


Now they were dead men . . . all but one.


He’d saved Roth for last, having meticulously worked his way up the chain of command. First the Agency death squad members who’d ambushed his Darkhaven home and opened fire on every living being inside – even the females, even the infants asleep in their cribs. Next he’d targeted the handful of Enforcement Agency cronies who had made no secret of their allegiance to the powerful Darkhaven leader responsible for ordering the slaughter.


One by one over the past several weeks, the guilty had met their end. The vampire lying dead and broken on the floor was the last known member of Wilhelm Roth’s corrupt inner circle in Germany.


Which left Roth himself.


The bastard was going to burn for what he’d done.


But first he would suffer.


Reichen’s gaze drifted back to the framed photograph in his hands and froze there. On first glance, he hadn’t noticed the woman. All of his focus – all his fury – had been centered solely on Roth. Now that he had found her, he couldn’t tear his eyes away from her.


Claire.


She stood off to the side of the group of Breed males, petite yet regal in a sleeveless ghost-gray gown that made her light brown skin look as smooth and lush as satin. Her soft black hair was swept up in a careful chignon, not a single strand out of place.


Time had not aged her so much as a year from when he’d known her – not that it would, when she was kept youthful and strong by the blood bond she shared with her chosen mate these thirty-some years. She was looking at Wilhelm Roth and his criminal friends, smiling with a perfectly schooled, perfectly unreadable expression.


A perfectly proper mate to the vampire who had proven to be Reichen’s most treacherous adversary.


Claire.


After all this time.


My Claire, he thought grimly.


No, not his.


Once, perhaps. Long ago, and for merely a few months at that. A brief handful of time.


Ancient history.


Reichen stared at her image behind the silver-framed glass, surprised at how easily his fury for Wilhelm Roth could bleed over to the vampire’s Breedmate. Sweet, lovely Claire . . . in bed with his most hated enemy. Was she aware of Roth’s corruption? Did she condone it?


It hardly mattered.


He had a mission to fulfill. Justice to claim. A deadly, final vengeance to serve.


And nothing would stand in his way . . . not even her.


Reichen’s gaze bore down on the photograph, fury smoldering in the amber light that reflected back at him from the surface of the glass. His fingers burned where his skin met the metal of the frame. He tried to cool the acid tempest swirling in his gut, but it was too late to hope for even a small measure of calm. With a snarl, he tossed the photograph to the floor and turned away from it. He stalked to one of the tall windows and willed open the pane, knowing he couldn’t trust his touch now that his rage was so close to ruling him.


Reichen stepped onto the sill in a crouch, hearing the hot spit and sizzle of melting silver and cracking glass as the framed photograph burst into flames behind him.


Then he leapt into the thick autumn night to finish what Wilhelm Roth had started.
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Claire Roth’s lips pursed in contemplation as she stared down at the architect’s model spread out on the table in her library. ‘What do you think about moving the bench away from the strolling path and closer to the koi pond, just on the other side of the cottage roses?’


‘An excellent idea,’ said a bright female voice over the speakerphone situated nearby. The young woman was calling from one of the region’s Darkhavens. Having seen some of her work elsewhere within the vampire community, Claire had been working with her for the past week, privately consulting on the design of a small garden park. ‘Have you decided about the material for the walkways, Frau Roth? I believe initially you’d mentioned cobblestones or crushed rock –’


‘Would it be possible to keep the paths natural instead?’ she asked as she moved along the side of the table, perusing the rest of the scale model. ‘I’m thinking soft earthen walkways trimmed with something simple yet inviting. Forget-me-nots, perhaps?’


‘Of course. That sounds lovely.’


‘Good,’ Claire said, smiling as she considered the change. ‘Thank you, Martina. You’ve done a wonderful job. Really, I couldn’t be more pleased with how you’ve taken my jumble of rough ideas and turned them into something so much more than I imagined.’


The young Breedmate’s voice brightened on the other end of the line. ‘The park is going to be beautiful, Frau Roth. It’s obvious how much time and care you’ve put into your vision of what you’d like it to be.’


Claire quietly registered the compliment, feeling less pride than relief. She wanted this slice of empty land to be turned into something beautiful. She wanted it to be perfect. Every planting, every carefully placed sculpture, bench, and strolling path was intended to be a place of total peace and tranquillity. A sanctuary meant to inspire the mind, heart, and soul. She wasn’t one to pick up the torch for a cause – well, not in a very long time, at any rate – but she had to admit this project had become something close to an obsession for her.


‘I just need it to be right,’ she murmured, blinking past a sudden misting of her eyes. She’d been overly emotional lately, and was grateful that there was no one in the library to see her weakness.


‘Don’t worry,’ Martina’s cheerful voice soothed. ‘I’m certain he’s going to love it.’


Claire swallowed, caught off guard. ‘W-what?’


‘Herr Roth,’ the young Breedmate replied. An awkward silence stretched out for long moments. ‘I, um . . . I’m sorry if I’m prying. You’d asked me to keep the park and its design a secret, so I suppose I assumed that you meant it to be a gift for him.’


A gift for Wilhelm? Claire had to work to contain her bemused reaction to the idea. She hadn’t even seen her mate for half a year. He came to the country only because his blood compelled him to. Claire had grown to dread those visits, expected as his mate to feed him from her veins and to take his blood in exchange. Wilhelm hardly pretended to feel differently about their coolly obligatory arrangement. They had discreetly lived apart nearly all of the three decades of their pairing – he in his Darkhaven mansion in the city, she and a handful of security staff here in the country manor a couple of hours away.


No, the garden park was not a gift for her chronically absent mate. In fact, she was sure he’d be furious if he found out that she’d undertaken the project on her own. Fortunately for her, Wilhelm Roth hadn’t taken an interest in anything she thought or felt or did for quite some time now. He was more than content to leave her to pursue her assorted philanthropic and social activities; his business with the Enforcement Agency was all that mattered to him, particularly of late. That was his obsession, and in a quiet corner of her heart, Claire was glad for her solitude. Especially these past difficult weeks.


Martina let out a small sigh over the speaker. ‘Please, Frau Roth . . . forgive me if I’ve overstepped my bounds in any way.’


‘Not at all,’ Claire assured her. Before she had to offer Martina either a pleasant lie about her motivations for the park’s construction or explain her estrangement from the Breed male she saw infrequently at best, a hard rap sounded on the library door. ‘My thanks again for the lovely design, Martina. Let me know if you have any other questions before we proceed with the project.’


‘Of course. Good night, Frau Roth.’


Claire ended the call, then stepped out of the room. She closed the door behind her, still feeling protective of her secret undertaking and seeing no reason to invite questions from Wilhelm’s loyal hounds. But now that she was standing alone with one of the half-dozen Enforcement Agents assigned to look out for her and the property she occupied, she realized that her little side project was the least of the security detail’s concern. The guard seemed agitated, uncharacteristically twitchy.


‘Yes. What is it?’


‘I need you to come with me, Frau Roth.’


‘What for?’ She could see now that the big male was visibly rattled. Considering he was Breed, in addition to being armed to his fangs with firearms and combat gear, rattling someone like him was no small thing. Something was terribly wrong.


The comm device clipped to his black bulletproof vest was crackling with intermittent static and snippets of urgent conversation among the other agents posted at the country house. ‘We’re evacuating the premises immediately. This way, if you would.’


‘Evacuating? Why? What’s going on?’


‘I’m afraid there is no time to waste.’ More static sounded over his comm. More voices issuing clipped orders in the background. ‘We’re readying a vehicle for you now. Please. You must come with me.’


He started to reach for her arm, but Claire stepped out of his range. ‘I don’t understand. Why do I have to leave? I demand that you tell me what’s going on.’


‘We had a situation at the Darkhaven in Hamburg a short while ago –’


‘A situation?’


The guard didn’t elaborate, simply spoke right over her. ‘As a precaution, we’re clearing out of here and taking you to another location. A safe house in Mecklenburg.’


‘Wait a minute – I have no idea what you’re talking about. What situation in Hamburg? Why do I need to be moved to a safe house? What exactly does any of this mean?’


The guard gave her an impatient look as he barked his position into his comm device. ‘Yes, I’m with her now. Bring the vehicles around to the front and prepare to roll out. We’re on the way to meet you.’


He made another grab for her and Claire’s patience snapped. ‘Goddamn it, talk to me! What the hell is going on? And where is Wilhelm? Get him on the phone. I want to talk to him before I let you haul me out of my own home with hardly an explanation.’


‘Director Roth has been out of the country since July,’ the agent told her, his schooled expression seeming to suggest that he didn’t notice her embarrassment over the fact that a basic security detail could know more about her mate’s whereabouts than she did. He cleared his throat. ‘We’re attempting to contact the director now to brief him on the attack –’


‘Attack,’ Claire replied, awkwardness forgotten as her skin went cold and tight. ‘Good lord. Was someone attacked at the Darkhaven? Has someone been injured?’


The guard stared at her for what seemed like endless minutes before he finally hissed a curse and blurted out the details in a toneless spill of words. ‘The Darkhaven in Hamburg was breached less than an hour ago. We just received the call from one of the guards who managed to escape. The only guard who escaped,’ he amended. ‘It was a complete annihilation. Everyone present at the mansion tonight is dead.’


‘Oh, God,’ Claire whispered, leaning back against the closed library doors for support. ‘I don’t understand . . . Who could do something like that?’


The guard shook his head. ‘We don’t have a clear count of how many attackers were involved in the strike, but the surviving agent said the assault was like nothing he’d ever seen before – fire everywhere, as though hell itself had blown down the gates and swept through the place. There’s nothing left but cinders.’


Claire stood there, stricken and voiceless, trying to process everything she was hearing. It was impossible . . . unbelievable. It just didn’t make sense. God, so much of what had been happening lately made no good sense at all.


So much random violence.


So much senseless death.


So much pain and loss . . .


‘We can’t delay,’ the guard was saying now. ‘We have to get you evacuated before this location comes under attack, as well.’


‘You really believe that whoever did this will come out here? Why?’


This time the guard didn’t pause to tell her anything more. His fingers clamped down hard around her arm and he started walking – quickly. The message in his brisk stride was plain enough: Claire could hurry to keep up with him, or he would drag her out of there. Either way, she was leaving the premises and doing so under heavily armed, grim-faced security.


There was no stopping for a coat or her purse. She fled with the guard, out of the house and into the chill of the late October evening. The cold autumn breeze bled through the fibers of her wine cashmere sweater and her gray wool pants as she ran alongside the guard to the paved drive, the soles of her suede loafers scuffing in her effort to keep up with the longer-legged gait of the agent dragging her along by the arm.


Claire was shown to the open back door of a Mercedes that idled in the center of a vanguard of four other vehicles.


‘Get in,’ the guard instructed her, and gently but urgently guided her inside ahead of him.


As he slid in next to her on the leather seat and closed the door, Claire tried to rub away the bone-deep chill that seemed to emanate from within her body rather than without. Everything was happening so fast. She was still trying to come to grips with the terrible news of the attack on the Darkhaven in Hamburg, let alone register the idea that not a few minutes ago her biggest worry was the proper placement of a garden bench or flower bed. Now the handful of Wilhelm’s relatives and personal guards who’d resided at the Darkhaven were dead and she was being removed from her home in the middle of the night, fleeing from an unknown, unfathomable evil.


Why?


The question wailed in her mind. It was the same thing she’d been asking herself some three months ago, when another Darkhaven had fallen to tragedy – a tragedy that also had left behind only ash and smoke in its wake. But that had been an accident, according to the investigating Enforcement Agents. A freak explosion so fierce and total that it likely killed all of the Darkhaven’s residents instantly.


And still the question haunted her, as painfully as it had when she first heard the awful news . . .


Why?


‘We are in and rolling,’ said the guard seated behind the wheel, radioing to the other vehicles. He stepped on the accelerator, and, like a fast-moving snake, the fleet of black sedans began to speed as one down the lengthy, forest-lined driveway.


Claire sat back, trying not to feel the anxiety that hung in the stale air of the car. The woods around them seemed darker than usual, so strangely quiet. Overhead, the thin moonlight was blotted out by the densely needled tops of the towering pines. The vanguard cleared the first bend in the nearly mile-long private drive. They sped up on the straightaway, all of the cars lurching into a higher gear as they gunned it for the main road.


There was no warning of the assault that hit the lead car in that next instant.


From out of the pitch-dark forest came a blinding ball of orange fire. It smashed into the first Mercedes in the line, exploding the car on impact. Claire screamed, feeling the sonic vibration of the blast all the way into the soles of her feet.


‘What the fuck is that?’ shouted the guard next to her in the backseat. ‘Jesus Christ, hit the damn brakes!’


Red taillights went bright in front of them, and it was all their driver could do to avoid crashing into the back of the other sedan as it skidded to a stop. Like a toy train suddenly gone off its track, the caravan of vehicles bunched up, their line skewed and broken.


And up ahead, the first car was engulfed in flames that shot high into the black sky.


Just then another fireball launched out of the cover of the forest. It flew in a speeding, comet-bright arc, projecting straight toward the halted cars. Yet another orb of flames came quickly in its wake, both of the airborne threats awesome in their terrible, burning beauty.


The guard seated beside Claire leaned forward, his fingers clawing into the headrest of the seat in front of him. ‘Back up – fast, damn it!’ he yelled at the shell-shocked driver. ‘Throw this thing into reverse and get us the hell out of here!’


Tires squealing, the Mercedes jerked into a violent backward retreat. As the car spun around on the narrow track of pavement, its bumper crunching into the vehicle behind them in the driver’s panic, Claire watched the guards in the two remaining cars out front throw open their doors and try to make an escape on foot. One of them leapt to safety in the woods.


The other proved only seconds too slow. The first fireball crashed down into the hood of his car, obliterating man and metal both in a sickening roar of twisting, flying debris.


Claire screamed, turning her face away from the carnage just as the second fireball rained down onto the empty car ahead of them on the road. The thundering explosion shook the earth and chewed a deep, smoking crater into the ground.


The guard next to her made the sign of the cross on his chest, then punched the back of the driver’s seat with a nasty curse. ‘Go, you moron! Hit the fucking gas! Get us out of here!’


Too late.


From out of nowhere – from out of the sky itself, it seemed – came a rolling, fiery sphere of heat. The fireball soared down past the windshield of the vehicle, the glow of it so intense it filled the interior of the Mercedes with blinding white-hot light. Whatever it was, it felt charged with the power of ten suns, as electric as a bolt of lightning, concentrated into an orb the size of a bowling ball. All the hair on Claire’s arms and at the back of her neck rose up as the thing smashed into the ground mere feet from the hood of the car.


Another fireball hit behind them, knocking Claire and her two companions forward in their seats. The driver’s head hit the steering wheel with a sickening crack. The airbag detonated with the impact, setting off the car’s security system. Amid the bleating alarm and the puff of chemical smoke from the deployed airbag, Claire also smelled the trace scent of blood. She wiped her forehead and swallowed hard when her fingers came away stained crimson.


Shit.


It was never a good idea to bleed in front of vampires, even vampires disciplined by Enforcement Agency training and dedicated to the service of her very powerful, very unforgiving mate. Not that she really expected to live long enough tonight to worry about the potential blood thirsts of her guards. It didn’t seem likely that she or any of them would survive these next few moments.


‘Run,’ growled the one in back with her. He had a gun in each hand. His pupils were contracted to vertical slits in the center of their amber irises as he glared at the door handle beside her. The panel swung open with the force of his Breed mind. ‘Run as far as you can. It’s your only hope.’


Claire scrambled out and hit the ground in a clumsy stagger. Her legs were weak, shaking. Her head was ringing, her heart hammering in her chest. She heard the guard roar as he got out of the vehicle on the other side and stood to face whatever assault was coming.


Claire drifted toward the tall black shadows of the woods as the chaos continued all around her. A couple of guards raced past her, weapons drawn, as though any of them could stand against the hell that had arrived here tonight. She couldn’t imagine what kind of army had opened up such a brutal offensive strike. Claire shot a terrified look over her shoulder as she made her way to the edge of the forest.


Whoever the attacking forces were, they were coming closer now. The unearthly glow of the forest behind her was growing brighter, marking their progress. Her steps slowed as the orange light reached through the trees like rays of scorching sunshine in the midst of coldest darkness. She stared, transfixed, unable to look away from the approach of what was probably going to be her death.


A silhouette began to take shape.


Not an army, but a single man.


A man whose entire being was alive with flames.


For one instant – one jarring, delusional instant – Claire thought she recognized the broad cut of his shoulders, the fluid swagger of his stride. Impossible, of course. Still, a glimmer of familiarity kindled in the back of her mind. Could she know him somehow?


But this was no man – certainly none that she knew, now or ever. This creature was something out of a nightmare.


He was death incarnate.


The crack of a gun firing jolted Claire’s attention to the gathered group of Enforcement Agents nearby. Another bullet rang out, then another and another, until the air was filled with the sound. For all the good it did.


The man of flame kept walking, unfazed. The bullets popped like firecrackers as they neared him, exploding harmlessly the instant they met the wall of heat that surrounded his body.


When the last shell was finally spent, he paused.


He lifted his hands in front of him, though not in surrender. With little more than a second’s warning, he turned loose a volley of fire on the defending guards. Claire couldn’t bite back her scream of horror as the flames engulfed them, incinerating them on the spot.


She knew the instant the man noticed her. She felt the heat of his eyes pierce her from across the distance, every nerve ending in her body going taut with fear.


‘Oh, God,’ she whispered, stumbling backward a few paces.


The man of flames took a step in her direction, all of his terrible fury now rooted entirely on her.


Claire bolted, not daring to look back again as she plunged into the woods and ran for all she was worth.
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He walked unfazed through the smoldering ash and ruin on the pavement. His boots crunched over broken glass and wrenched metal, past puddles of spilled, flaming oil and the smoking remains of the Breed males who’d fired on him with their paltry weapons.


Their bullets hadn’t stopped him.


Nothing could, not when he was like this.


The ground sizzled under the heavy soles of his boots – not from annihilated debris, but from the heat that was still running through his limbs, an electrical crackle that traveled every inch of his body in pulsing waves of lethal, pure living energy.


He’d let his fury get out of control tonight; he knew that. He’d understood well enough how important it was to contain the fire inside of him, but his hatred of Wilhelm Roth had made him careless – first in the city, then here. His thirst to complete his vengeance had pushed him over a steep ledge and now he was falling, falling . . .


Failing, when justice was so near his grasp.


Roth hadn’t been at his Hamburg Darkhaven. Nor had he been among the dead who’d tried to flee these grounds tonight. His vision flooded red with heat, Reichen cast a ruthless eye over the wreckage. He could see no sign of the bastard.


But Roth’s mate was here.


She would know where to find him. And if her lips refused to give him up, her blood would tell soon enough.


Claire.


Her name flickered like a shorting-out circuit in his mind, dimly, darkly, only to be devoured by the rage that owned him. Right now, to him, she wasn’t anyone he’d known, once or ever. She was no one he’d ever held in his arms. No one he’d ever loved.


Right now, like this, his fury knew only that she was the female who belonged to Wilhelm Roth.


And that made her as much Reichen’s enemy as Roth himself. He stalked toward the edge of the woods where he’d watched the Breedmate run. Vaguely he registered the scent of melting pine pitch and singeing leaves as he passed into the thick stand of trees. Low-hanging branches curled out of his way, bent from his path by the heat rolling off him with each stride.


He knew precisely where the female had fled. He could hear the rapid panting of her breath as he walked deeper into the forest. She was afraid, the scent of her terror a crisp note that the drifting smoke didn’t quite conceal.


Up ahead now, her footsteps went silent. She’d found someplace to hide from him – or so she thought. Reichen’s boots chewed up an unerring path toward her. Bloodred, laser-sharp, his focus locked on a huge ball of crumbling earth and the exposed, twisted dead roots of a fallen tree. Roth’s Breedmate crouched behind it.


Reichen heard the pound of her heartbeat kick even faster as he neared and the current traveling his body began to cook the ancient root ball, steam rising from deep inside the dark clump. It would be just moments before the whole thing ignited. His heat was too strong now and roiling outward in pulsing waves. He wouldn’t be able to stop the coming explosion, even if he tried.


‘Come out, female.’ His voice sounded rusty and foreign to him. Tasted as dry as ashes in his throat. ‘You don’t have much time left. Come out of there while you still can.’


She didn’t obey him. Some distant part of him wasn’t exactly surprised by her stubborn resistance – he might even go so far as to say that he’d expected it. But another part of him, the part that was lit up with pyrokinetic fury and deadly short on patience, let loose with a ground-shuddering roar.


The warning, such as it was, proved effective.


He caught a flash of movement – heard the quick rush of footsteps flying over leaf-strewn ground – in the instant before the tree root detonated. Sparks shot out in all directions, sending streamers of orange light high overhead. Reichen saw Roth’s woman bolting deeper into the woods as smoldering debris rained down around the crater that now gouged the earth where she’d been hiding.


On a black curse, he went after her. She was running fast, but he was faster. There was nowhere for her to go. It didn’t take her long to figure that out for herself. Her steps slowed, then stopped altogether. Reichen paused where he stood, some ten paces away from her. Leaves crackled and withered above his head, all around him branches scorching from his heat.


Her hands flexed and fisted at her sides, her feet shifting as she seemed to weigh her chances of escape and quickly dismiss them. ‘If you’re going to kill me now, then do it.’


Her voice was quiet, but without the slightest falter. The velvet sound of it awakened scattered memories that shot through his mind in a barrage of images: He and this woman, naked in bed together, caught in a tangle of sheets, laughing, kissing. Her deep brown gaze dancing in golden candlelight as he fed her sugared raspberries on a midnight picnic by the lake. Her arms wrapped around his waist, her cheek resting against his bare chest as she confessed that she had fallen in love with him.


Claire . . .


It took long moments for him to shake loose of that remembered past. He forced himself to think of a more recent one, the one that he could still taste in the bitter tang of the smoke that hung in the forest air. The one that was soaked in the blood of too many innocent lives.


‘I haven’t come for your death, Claire Roth.’


She went very still at the mention of her name. Reichen stared at the rigidly held spine ahead of him, the delicate shoulders squared and unshaking, defiant, as his enemy’s mate slowly pivoted to face him. Her large, dark eyes held his gaze across the distance. He saw a note of recognition there, but it was swallowed up by disbelief. She mutely shook her head, staring at him as if he were a ghost or, rather, some kind of monster. He knew he was, especially after tonight, but seeing it in another’s eyes – in her eyes – made the anger in him surge a bit wilder.


‘Tell me where he is,’ Reichen demanded.


She didn’t seem to hear him. She stared for what seemed like forever, taking him in with that keen, inquisitive gaze. Finally, she gave a slow shake of her head.


‘I don’t understand how this can be,’ she murmured. She took a step forward, only to back off a second later as blackened leaves and pine needles fell from their branches around him and turned to white ash at his feet. ‘My God . . . Andreas. Is this a dream? I mean, I must be dreaming, right? This isn’t real. It can’t be . . .’


The words came haltingly, sounding weak, choked in her throat. Despite the intense heat pouring off him, she lifted her hand as if she meant to reach out for him. ‘I thought you were dead, Andreas. All these three months since the fire destroyed your Darkhaven . . . I believed that you were dead.’


Reichen snarled at the threat of her touch. On a startled gasp, Claire snatched her arm back. She rubbed the fingers that would have incinerated on contact with him, no doubt feeling some measure of that truth on her unprotected skin.


Her confusion was clear. As was her horror. ‘Good lord, what’s happened to you?’


Of course she wouldn’t know. He had been different when she knew him. Christ, everything had been different then. The heat that lived in him now had been cold and dormant, lurking deep beneath even his own awareness – until the hellish power of it had been beaten and tortured out of him for the first time some thirty years ago.


It had taken all he had and all that he was to snuff the accursed power and hold it down inside him. It had been so long since the heat had risen in him, he’d actually been fool enough to believe he’d driven the heat back for good. But it was still there, banked but smoldering. Waiting for the slightest chance to ignite while he strove to deny its very existence.


He had lived a lie for the past three decades, only to have it erupt in his face.


Now he would never be the same. Now Wilhelm Roth’s treachery had reawakened that monstrous side of him. Now grief and anger had invited the terrible ability back into his life, and the fires were always burning inside him.


They were beginning to rule him.


To destroy him.


And because of the ruthless actions of her mate, Claire was seeing that hideous truth with her own eyes.


No, he would never be the same again.


And he would not rest until he had his vengeance.


Through the flames, Claire’s eyes searched his, part in worry, part in pity. ‘I don’t understand what’s going on, Andre. Why are you like this? Tell me what’s happened to you.’


He hated the concern in her voice. He didn’t want to hear it, not from Roth’s mate.


‘Please, talk to me, Andre.’


Andre. Only she had called him that. After her, he’d not permitted anyone to become that familiar – that intimate – with him. After her, there had been many things he’d not dared permit, of himself or others.


The sound of his name on her lips now was a pain he hadn’t anticipated. Reichen bared his teeth and fangs in a sneer meant to cower her, but she wouldn’t relent with her demand for answers.


‘Who, Andre . . . who has done this to you?’


He let the fire of his rage wash over him, his voice as rough as gravel in his throat. ‘The bastard who sent his death squad into my home to slaughter my kin in cold blood. Wilhelm Roth.’


‘Impossible,’ Claire heard herself say, although whether she meant the awful charge against Wilhelm or the fact that Andreas Reichen was very much alive – alive and unfathomably lethal – not even she was certain. ‘You need help, Andre. Whatever has happened to you to make you like this . . . no matter what you’ve done tonight . . . you need help.’


He scoffed, dark and dangerous. It was an animalistic sound, matched by the feral look in his eyes. His rage was obvious, a force so immense his body didn’t seem able to contain it. Claire’s gaze swept over him, over the pulsing currents of heat that ringed his limbs and torso and distorted his facial features to something monstrous and inhuman.


God in heaven.


This hellish heat was his rage.


‘Oh, Andre,’ she whispered, her heart tightening despite the confusion of emotions tumbling through her. ‘I know how you must be hurting. I hurt for you, too, when I learned what happened at your Darkhaven.’


‘Fifteen lives,’ he snarled. ‘All dead. Even the children.’


Pained to think of it, Claire closed her eyes. ‘I know, Andre. I heard, of course. Everyone in the region was stricken when the news of it reached us from Berlin. It was an awful, unimaginable tragedy –’


‘It was a fucking bloodbath,’ he barked, the sharp, raw scrape of his voice cutting her off. ‘Fifteen innocent lives wiped out at Wilhelm Roth’s command. All of them murdered, shot like dogs on his orders.’


‘No, Andre.’ Claire shook her head, confused. Appalled that he could think such a thing. ‘There was an explosion. The Enforcement Agency investigators concluded there had been a rupture in the estate’s gas main. They ruled it an accident, Andreas. I don’t know where you got the idea that Wilhelm –’


‘Enough,’ he growled. ‘You can’t protect your mate with lies. Nothing can protect him from the justice he deserves. I will avenge them.’


Claire swallowed hard. She wasn’t so naive that she believed Wilhelm Roth’s honor to be without a blemish or three. He was a cold male, distant but not cruel. He was a ruthless politician who’d never made a secret of his driving ambitions. But a murderer? Someone who could be capable of the kind of death Andreas accused him of? No, she couldn’t reconcile that.


As difficult as it was to consider, Claire wondered if it was Andreas, not Wilhelm, who was the true monster here. She need only look past his broad shoulders to see the smoke and fire still rising from the carnage he’d left on the road. And there was yet more death and destruction in Hamburg, at the Darkhaven where Wilhelm Roth and his smattering of kin and staff had lived.


Death and destruction not so unlike the kind that had visited Andreas’s own Darkhaven three months ago. The fire in Berlin had been immense. The annihilation had been merciless, complete. Nothing had been left of the mansion or its inhabitants when the smoke had finally cleared. The flames had consumed them all.


Oh, God . . .


Claire stared at Andreas, a sickness swelling to ugly life in her heart as the heat rolling off his body warped the air around him. Maybe there was an explanation for what had happened at his Darkhaven. Maybe he had snapped somehow. Had something occurred to send him over the edge, to bring out this terrifying side of him?


‘Andre, listen to me.’ She took a step closer to him, her hands held out before her in a gesture of peace, of calm. ‘I don’t know what’s happened to you, but I want to help you if I can.’


He growled a nasty curse. The heat coursing over him seemed to intensify, putting a sharp electrical tang in the air.


Claire went on, hoping she might be able to break through whatever madness it was that gripped him. ‘Talk to me, please. Tell me how to help you and let’s sort this out together. I’m willing if you are.’


Although she’d forced a fearlessness into her voice, she couldn’t help jumping a little as a crackle of illumination – as intense as white-hot lightning – began to arc off his body. He grunted through his teeth and fangs. His already thinned pupils narrowed to the barest vertical slits of black in the center of his fiery amber eyes. He was Breed, a predator by nature, but the vampire in him had never scared Claire. It was this other side of him – the side she’d never known he had, let alone seen firsthand – that made her blood run cold in her veins.


Uncertain now, horrified by all that had occurred tonight and wary of this stranger she no longer knew, Claire took another step toward him. ‘Please, you must know that you can trust me. Will you let me help you, Andre?’


‘Goddamn it, stop calling me that!’


At his bellow, a tree to the immediate right of her burst into flames. Claire threw a nervous glance at the fire suddenly climbing the trunk of the tall pine. Heat blasted toward her from the instant conflagration, hitting her face as though she were caught in a furnace.


Had he intended that as a warning, or a threat?


Was he able to control this part of him at all?


She wasn’t certain he could. Claire inched away from the flames, keeping her eyes on Andreas, who followed her with a narrowed, searing gaze. She searched those eyes for reason – for some small thread of sanity – but all she saw staring back at her was rage. And pain. Dear God, so much pain in those eyes now.


‘Tell me where he is, Claire.’


She gave a weak shake of her head. ‘I don’t know.’


‘Tell me.’


She shook her head again as her feet carried her a few more paces away from this creature who had once been her friend . . . her lover. At one time, she had thought Andreas Reichen to be her everything. Now she was certain she was looking at her death. Hers and Wilhelm’s both. ‘I haven’t seen Wilhelm in quite a while. He doesn’t inform me of his business or his travels. But he’s not here, and I don’t know where he is. It’s the truth, Andre.’


Another roar flew out of him as his name slipped past her lips. Nearby, another tree went up in flames like a Roman candle. Then another, and another. Heat exploded on either side of her, fire rolling high into the night sky. Claire couldn’t hold back her scream. Nor could she curb the survival instinct that kicked her legs into motion as the forest around her began to burn.


She ran in the only direction she could, away from Andreas. Her sense of bearings was lost in the chaos of her terror, not that she actually expected she would escape. She ran, waiting to feel the scorch of hellish fire on her skin, certain that Andreas’s fury would not permit her to live.


But still she ran.


She was breathless by the time she reached the edge of the woods. Breathless and shaking, her feet stumbling over the grass and rough ground. She lifted her head and nearly burst into relieved tears to see the manor house looming up ahead of her. Behind her was darkness and the glow of flames in the distance. A jolt of adrenaline surged into her bloodstream, and Claire raced across the open lawn to the front door of the fortresslike estate.


The place was unlocked, left open in the guards’ haste to evacuate earlier. Claire flew inside and slammed the door behind her, throwing all of the bolts and locks home. She ran for high ground, grabbing a cordless phone along the way and fleeing up the stairs to the third floor, praying that the sanctuary she’d just found wouldn’t turn out to be her tomb. She was halfway through dialing Wilhelm’s secretary before she realized the phone had no dial tone. It was dead, nothing but endless broken static on the line.


‘Damn it!’


Claire threw the phone down as she drifted to the large, shuttered windows on the far wall. She had some inkling of what she’d see on the other side of the glass, but it still robbed her of breath when she opened the shutters and peered out over the estate’s expansive grounds.


Black smoke plumed from the long drive and from within the forest. Orange fire twisted up over the treetops, licking at the starlit sky. And in the center of the woods, a brighter light glowed – throbbing white heat, blindingly intense.


Andreas. He was the source of all that eerie light.


Would he come for her now? If he did, she had nowhere left to run.


But the light from his body didn’t move. Neither did Claire. Her feet stayed rooted to the floor near the window as she watched that unearthly pulse, unable to look away.


She watched, until hours passed and the fires on the road and in the forest began to die down.


She watched . . . as night crept steadily toward dawn and the glow of Andreas’s fury continued to burn.




[image: illustration]    CHAPTER FOUR    [image: illustration]


She didn’t know what woke her.


With a start, Claire lifted her head from where her brow had been pressed against the cool glass of the window. She didn’t know how long she’d dozed – long enough that the faint pink blush of dawn had marched all the way over the horizon, bringing with it a drizzle-laden shroud of fog that blanketed the forest and the ground below.


Oh, God . . . morning.


Daylight growing brighter by the minute.


And no sign of Andreas’s light anywhere.


Claire’s breath misted the glass as she peered down from the window at the lifeless stretch of grass, pavement, and pines outside. Had he left while she’d slept? Was he gone now?


Was he dead?


After what she’d witnessed him do last night, she wasn’t sure why the thought should put such a knot of dread in her breast. But before Claire could tell herself that she should be damned grateful just to have survived the night herself, she was already on the stairs, descending swiftly through the heart of the manor house. She freed the locks on the front door and eased it open, pulling one of the guards’ coats off a stand in the foyer and wrapping it around her shoulders to ward off the wet chill as she stepped outside.


The striking quiet hit her first. No sound at all other than the intermittent patter of a light rain. It was so peaceful and still, she might have been tempted to think last night had just been a horrible dream. But then the pungent stink of extinguished fires carried across the grounds.


It had all been real, worse than the stuff of nightmares. Her nose burned with the acrid reminder of the violence she’d witnessed.


Claire drifted across the grass, bypassing the long drive to avoid the carnage of her vanguard. She didn’t want to see what the fires had done to the Breed males who’d been killed last night, nor did she want to know how quickly the rising sun would consume whatever might remain of them. It was that thought – the understanding of what prolonged ultraviolet exposure did to the hypersensitive skin of the Breed – that pushed Claire deeper into the forest.


Toward the place where she’d last known Andreas to be.


It was difficult to tell where the fog ended and the trailing smoke from burnt trees and scorched ground began. Everything seemed cloaked in heavy gray mist. Her skin dampening with each step she took, Claire watched her feet move through the low-lying fog, following a blackened trail that led some long distance into the woods. The quiet reached out to her as she moved past singed bramble that clawed at her like skeletal fingers of the dead. The stench of old smoke and burnt vegetation grew stronger here, catching in the back of her throat.


And yet another sharp odor – not that of cold, extinguished flames, or even the electrical tang that had been rolling off Andreas’s body last night. But there was something else in the air. Fresh, rising heat. The sickly sweet olfactory assault of burning flesh.


Oh, no.


She took a few anxious steps, faltering a bit as the earth dropped sharply, about a foot below her. The hole where the old tree root had been, she dimly registered. The hole that became a crater when Andreas blew her hiding place to bits in his rage.


It was at this spot in the woods that he’d lingered last night. He hadn’t followed her at all. And he hadn’t left before the sun began to rise.


He was still here.


Claire cautiously approached the large, dark shape huddled ahead of her on the fog-threaded ground. He wasn’t moving, hardly breathing. The fire that had been burning around him and within him was gone now. His clothes were scorched and torn. His skin sizzled under the hazy rays of the sun, already forming blisters everywhere that he was exposed.


He didn’t look so dangerous like this. He wasn’t the monster she’d met out here in the dark; he was just a man now. A man made deathly vulnerable by the part of him that was something more than human.


Like this, it wasn’t difficult at all to remember that she had once loved him like no other. It surprised her how easily the pain of their abrupt parting came back to her, as well.
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