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Chapter One




   




   




  Jack Miller aimed his shotgun at the monster’s grey-skinned head and pulled the trigger. Green sludge and bits of bone and flesh splattered through the air to land on the street, the gory aftermath releasing a noxious, sulfurous odor.




  Shit! His head whipped around, on search for others. He’d hoped to avoid these creatures, but his luck was overall fucked today. The noise would bring more monsters, more death. There was no further advantage to keep creeping around in shadows. It was time to haul ass.




  After the earthquake an hour earlier, the streets now resembled pieces of a jigsaw puzzle strewn around. A car wouldn’t make it three feet. Shotgun reloaded, he took off through the jagged mess, years of trail running keeping him upright.




  A low undertone of anguish surrounded him, cries from people needing help, unable to escape their stone prisons. He didn’t pause. I’m getting my wife. I’m sorry, but you’re on your own.




  His Lauren, who he had last seen rubbing her nine months pregnant belly, giving him that crooked smile at his panicked question, “Is it time to go to the hospital? Should we call Ana to get the boys?”




  She had waved him out the door in the peaceful morning light saying there was still time, she would start to take care of things, now go be a good cop and let the captain know paternity leave was about to take their best detective away.




  Six hours after she kissed him goodbye, Jack stepped into his standard public-servant-worn office, on return from a jail run. His own cell phone out of commission due to a run-in with a perp, he reached for the desk phone to call Lauren and see how she was feeling when the phone rang. He picked it up. “Detective Miller.”




  “Yes, is this the husband of Lauren Miller?”




  Jack’s skin goose-bumped at the detachment in that voice, as practiced as any cop who worked homicide for twenty years. It took two tries to swallow and relax his throat enough to speak. “I’m Lauren’s husband.”




  “Detective, this is County General. Your wife has been admitted, and I’m afraid that an emergency situation has devel-”




  The ground buckled and twisted and threw him against the wall. The building creaked and groaned, the high-pitched crack of shattering glass sharp in his ears.




  The floor still moved. He struggled to regain his footing and watched the earthquake tear through the city from his third-story view. Buildings wrenched from the earth, cars tossed through the air, glass shattered in visible streams. Outside a maelstrom of loud, crashing noise accompanied by the acrid smell of smoke and burning gasoline.




  As the destruction continued outside another change took place. Nothing physical signaled this wreckage, but against his skin was scraping, surging, scratching, a changing of air and atmosphere – something shaking up his guts, fucking with him down to the bone and beyond.




  Wrongness. Jack locked his knees and leaned against the scarred-wooden desk. Acid surged up his throat and he kept swallowing hard against the urge to keel over and vomit.




  “CODE 999! CODE 999!”




  Moments later a volley of gunfire sounded outside. A stampede of footsteps pounded past his door. The precinct charged into crisis mode.




  Jack stepped into the swarm of cops heading for the munitions locker. The sergeant handed out weapons, only taking enough notice to make sure he was handing to a cop. “Don’t forget the sting grenades,” Sarge called out as officers suited up in Kevlar, riot gear, and automatic weapons.




  Running to the front of the station, Jack heard screams, then a horrified “What the fuck are those?”




  Disbelief stopped Jack dead as he exited the station and looked what was coming down the road.




  Dear God…




  The rookie behind him plowed hard into his back. It didn’t knock him over, but it shook him out of the daze.




  Training took over, and as he drew his gun and began firing, he catalogued the monsters descriptions. Humanoid features, heights 6’5” to 7’5”, built like weightlifters. Grey-green skin, with overlarge heads and features misshapen like they’d been pummeled thirteen rounds in the ring. Jaws shoved forward with tusks protruding upward like ivory knives.




  They were every nightmare had by every little boy made flesh.




  They carried swords and axes and bows as though they had stepped out of a medieval exhibit. The metal surfaces gleamed in the late afternoon sun, the glint menace personified as it shone in his eyes.




  The bullets of the .45s weren’t doing enough damage. Jack shouted behind him, “Get me a shotgun!”




  Cops fired while several monsters broke into a run and ran at them in a full-frontal assault.




  Gun empty, Jack looked around for a weapon. A sword lay on the ground. Not seeing any other options, he picked it up.




  The fucker was heavier than any bat he’d ever swung. One creature ran to mow him down, and at the last moment Jack went down to his knees, swinging the sword at the creature’s thigh.




  The sword sliced clean through, severing leg from body. The creature fell forward and hit the ground with a hard thud. Before it could move, Jack drove the sword straight down into the creature’s chest where a human’s heart would be.




  It worked. The creature exhaled in a death gasp. Jack pulled the sword out and again faced the fray.




  “Detective, here!” called a voice, a shotgun thrust into Jack’s hands the moment he turned toward it. The gun settled against him in familiar comfort.




  With several officers now firing shotguns and automatics the monsters were taking damage at a good rate. As their body count rose the largest of the monsters – who stayed toward the rear during the attack – threw his head back and released a high-pitched primal scream. The monsters turned from the station and retreated deeper into the city.




  Retreated toward the hospital.




  Oh God…




  The bark of the captain’s voice overwhelmed the confusion. He took charge and centered the group of cops, breaking them into large teams to start search and rescue.




  Jack stormed to the older man’s side. “Captain, my wife’s at the hospital, I’ve got to get to her.”




  The older man shook his head, dismissing Jack without even bothering to look at him. “Not happening. In case you failed to notice, we are in a state of emergency. We have a disaster plan to follow, and we’re sticking to it.”




  Jack’s hands curled into fists. Fear and anger and worry urged him to strike out against anything that stood between him and Lauren. This man was an obstacle to be eliminated. “My wife needs me.”




  As if he could sense the younger man’s thoughts, the captain took a protective step back. “Those things ran into the city, straight in the direction of the hospital. It is unsafe to go there when we have no idea what the hell we are facing.” Turning toward other officers, the captain continued, “We need to start canvassing the surrounding areas, get survivors out and to safety. Miller, I want you to take your men and scour zone D. Direct everyone back to the safe haven.”




  A firm hand on his shoulder prevented Jack from damaging both the captain and his career, a hand that belonged to his partner Hector Torres. Jack nodded at Hector’s unspoken command, saying nothing as the plans were finalized. Weapons were distributed, boundaries were gone over, and one by one the groups went.




  After his group had cleared the precinct, Jack turned to Hector. “Torres-” he began, but the older Hispanic man shook his head, stopping the words.




  “I know, Miller, you’re heading to the hospital. I’m surprised you lasted this long. Ana called me, she has the boys and they’re heading to safety now. Lauren asked her to come get them before she went to the hospital. You worry about your wife.”




  “Thanks, man.”




  Hector shrugged, black humor that spoke of long years on the force coming out as he responded, “Hope you make it back alive.”




  “Just take care of my boys.” And Jack left to face the nightmares between him and Lauren.




  The bite of autumn air froze his lungs as Jack continued his jog, shotgun at his side. Several monsters appeared, searching the area.




  Damn, they heard that last gunshot.




  One monster spotted him, pointing in his direction and leading the other creatures toward him.




  Jack started shooting. He was hitting his targets with the accuracy born out of long hours at the gun range, but too soon the last round was fired.




  Dropping the useless shotgun to the ground, he pulled out the large bowie knife from his waistband.




  A howl rolled through the darkening night – deeper and fiercer than any howl he’d ever encountered on the ranch growing up. Jack should have been pissing his pants in terror, but right now was only numbness, too much seen and felt and dealt with today.




  Bursting from the ruined buildings came the biggest wolves he had ever seen, big as shit. Except they weren’t wolves, they looked like wolves mixed with human. Some ran on two legs, some on all four. Broad barrel chests and long arms and legs thick with muscle, fur stuck out in stiff tufts, ears pointed and alert atop their skulls, short snouts that gleamed white, sharp teeth.




  Werewolves? Are these werewolves?




  They ran at the grey-skinned monsters, jumping from great distances to snap at the monsters faces and throats, claws leaving deep gouges and drawing out more green blood and viscous matter.




  Creatures that only should exist in big-budget horror films fought each other. Even as blood and bodies marked the streets, he could only look on with a detached fascination.




  Three of the wolven creatures broke away from the back and ran for Jack, and the numbness fled before a spike of adrenaline. Sweat beaded at the base of his neck and marked a trail down his back. He brought his blade up.




  The werewolf in front was much larger than the other two. The closer they got the clearer the details were. Jack could start marking where they must have sustained wounds. The smallest one had the worst, a deep gouge on its face that still bled.




  They stopped, all upright. Dark brown fur was absorbed by skin, snouts shortened to form a humanoid nose and mouth, claws became hands. In moments, a human man with shaggy dark blond hair and yellow eyes stood before him. The two smaller ones were both male, a teen and a prepubescent, with features so similar to the adult they had to be family.




  The adult stared him down, those yellow eyes unwavering as they appraised Jack. “I would appreciate it if you lowered your blade,” the now man said, motioning with his chin to the knife in Jack’s hand.




  These creatures could kill him with little difficulty. As loath as he was to give up any weapon, it would be nothing but stupidity to keep it out and antagonize the creature. Jack opened his mouth, and words he didn’t plan tumbled out. “How is this real?”




  Battle cries sounded in the background as the werewolf spoke. “I do not know. What I have been told is our realms have collided.”




  “Collided? What do you mean, realms?”




  “I mean your world is not my world. Yet somehow, they have become one.”




  Jack looked to the battle still waging, the werewolves winning over the other monsters. “What are those things?”




  “Orcs. They are our enemies.”




  “And humans?”




  The werewolf studied him with the palest yellow eyes he had ever seen. “Humans exist on my world. Most were allies. We will see if the humans on this world will be considered the same. For the moment I am willing to give you the benefit of the doubt. We will fight the orcs so the humans of this area will be safe.”




  The orcs were retreating. The werewolves still in battle followed, and all the monsters dispersed toward the city’s edge.




  Jack wasn’t going to follow to see how it played out. Right now only Lauren mattered. “Thank you for saving me.”




  The werewolf nodded. “Perhaps in the future, you will return the favor,” he said, turning back into his other form, the young ones following his lead. All three took off in the direction of the sounds of battle, and Jack went the opposite way, toward his wife.




  The double doors of the hospital entrance were in sight when a great flapping sounded overhead, air gusting around him like a mini-tornado, whipping up debris in great chunks.




  Around him the late afternoon sun disappeared, leaving shadow and darkness. Jack looked up.




  Fucking hell.




  This can’t be.




  Am I…?




  Crazy. Have to be crazy.




  Dra-




  Dear Lord, please,




  Dragon?




  Help us…




  It was straight from every fairy tale ever told. Enormous enough to block the sun. A wingspan easily three times that of the largest plane he’d ever seen. A long neck and an even longer tail.




  It passed over him, lost to his sight within moments.




  Sensation returned to his limbs. Only then did the throb of his palms and the ache in his knees make themselves known, where concrete shards sliced into his hands and ripped out the knees of his trousers to bloody the skin underneath. His legs throbbed as he rose.




  No. Compartmentalize. Later. He’d think on it later. Now he had to get into that fucking hospital.




  Ignoring shouts to keep out, he bounded up the steps to the sixth-floor maternity ward, leaping over rock and broken steps that littered his path.




  The front desk of the maternity ward was empty and the automatic doors were open. Here the earthquake had done enough damage to twist walls and leave chunks of tile lying about. Power was on, but it was dim – back-up generator only. It was safe enough to keep the patients here, but it was clear the ward was in crisis mode. With no one to stop him, he ran down the hall. “Lauren! Lauren!”




  A nurse ran out of one of the rooms in front of him. “Sir, you need to stop! We are trying to keep everyone calm.”




  “I’m looking for my wife. What room is Lauren Miller in?”




  A stillness stole over the nurse’s form except her shoulders, which pushed back in quick movement. “Lauren Miller?” she asked, but it was stalling disguised as a question, something a cop saw and heard on a daily basis. Tendrils of fear Jack had not experienced even when faced with those monsters only minutes before uncurled from his belly, his skin growing chilled as they wormed their way to the surface.




  “Where is my wife?” he asked, advancing on the younger woman.




  The nurse would not look him in the eye, her throat working in nervousness, and his skin went from chilled to sub-zero. “Sir, you need to wait here. I need to get my supervisor…”




  “Where’s my wife?” he screamed, grabbing the young woman by the shoulders and shaking her.




  “That’s enough.” The voice was a whip, cracking through the air. He turned to behold a battle-axe of a woman, late sixties, built broad and strong with a face that told she had seen much and overcame it all. “Let the girl go.”




  “I want my wife! Where is Lauren Miller?”




  The older woman walked to him, no fear in her as she grabbed his hands and peeled them away from the girl’s shoulders, her focus such he could not look away from her. She said to no one in particular, “Bring Mr. Miller a wet cloth to wipe down and a scrub shirt.”




  The squeak of shoes at his side told him someone was following her orders. Wet cloth was thrust into his hands and habit had his body moving even as his thoughts were centered on his wife. As soon as he pulled the clean top over his head, he said, “Please, my wife, where is she?”




  There. That flash of compassion in her eyes, that fucking flash that every cop and doctor and nurse displayed when they were about to tell you your life was over. He backed away from her, shaking his head. “No. No, no, no.”




  She was ruthless in her efficiency. “Mr. Miller, I’m sorry to tell you that your wife died today. There were complications. The baby was born as the earthquake started and we lost power, and in the chaos we couldn’t do what was necessary to save her life.”




  No.




  No no no nononono nonononononononononononononono




  It was the hand on his cheek, the living warmth of another human that brought him to awareness, the realization the litany was not in his head but coming out of his mouth. He grabbed her wrist. “Let me see my wife. Take me to my wife!”




  “No Mr. Miller.” The nurse’s eyes were steady on him. Not breaking eye contact, she called out, “Sarah, bring the baby.”




  A young woman approached, sidling up to the older woman and angling her body away from his. With unhurried movement, the nurse disentangled her wrist from his grasp, twisting to take the bundled infant from Sarah.




  She put the baby to his chest. Long practice had him grabbing the precious bundle before his brain caught the significance of the moment. “This is your daughter, Mr. Miller.”




  Daughter. He had wanted a baby girl so badly, had prayed for her every night. Lord, you’ve blessed me with my boys and I’m grateful for them. But if you could, I’d love a little girl. I want her to be like my Lauren.




  “Daughter…”




  “Did you know you were having a little girl, Mr. Miller?”




  He shook his head. “No. Lauren wanted it to be a surprise, Lauren…” and he choked, because Lauren should be here answering these questions, about how she refused to find out, because she said, I’m not going to let anyone make a big deal if this baby is a girl or act all sad for us if it’s another boy. You and me, Jack Miller, we make the best babies in this world, and boy or girl, that’s how it is.




  “How many other children do you have, Mr. Miller?”




  The question brought his attention back to the battle-axe, and he blinked several times to focus on her.




  “I know you have others. The way you hold that baby speaks of a lot of experience.”




  “Four. Four boys.”




  “So you have four boys, and now you have a little girl to protect as well. I’m sorry about your loss, but you can’t be carrying on any more. You’ve got too much responsibility on your shoulders and you need to be strong for them.”




  An electric current passed between them, empathy between two survivors who knew there was a path ahead they needed to take, and their loved ones would have to wait a little while before they were reunited. He straightened his back and brought his daughter up to his chest, laying her little head over his heart. “Yes, ma’am.”




  The nurse gave a decisive nod and turned back to the hospital personnel behind her, issuing orders as she marched down the hall.




  His daughter started to snuffle, so he brought her head up higher onto his shoulder, bouncing lightly to calm her. He looked down, seeing the curve of baby cheek, smelling the baby soft smell only newborns possessed, bringing peace even when the world around them was falling apart. “Don’t worry, baby. You’re safe now. Daddy is here and will always protect you, I promise.”




  His little girl. He hoped she would have her mother’s coloring, especially those cornflower blue eyes. He hoped she had her mother’s kind heart and strong spirit and loving compassion…




  He squeezed his eyes shut, holding the tears back. None of that now. There were other things to do.




  Like a name. He and Lauren hadn’t chosen one for a girl. Mostly because Lauren didn’t really believe they were going to have a girl, but also because she hadn’t wanted to use his choice.




  We can’t name our daughter that, Jack. I know you love it, but it sounds too much like my name. I don’t want people thinking I’m so egotistical I need my little girl to remind everyone who her momma is.




  Lauren, my love, my life, your little girl will be as amazing as you are, and she’ll be proud to let everyone know who her momma is.




  Jack Miller, don’t try to sweet talk me. Jack… -stop that! You letch!




  Jack… Jack… I love you…




  He rubbed his cheek over the downy soft skin of his little girl’s head. “Your name is Larissa, little girl. I know it fits you, and I think your momma would agree.”




  Later, and soon, he’d have the outside to deal with. Later was telling four boys they no longer had a momma who would love and care for them. Later was dealing with a world that went to hell and figuring out how to bring it back. Later. But now, there was only this moment with his precious baby girl.




  Welcome to our family, Larissa Joy.




   




   




   




  
Chapter Two




   




   




  26 years later




   




  She is connected to the future of your Clan. Guard her well.




  Three months.




  Three months he stood sentry, crouched in the shadows of the building across from her.




  Three months he watched, waiting for her importance to become clear, to explain why she was brought into his life.




  Three months she consumed his every waking moment.




  She was in the living room, picking up the clutter which accumulated over the day. She danced as she went about her task, her hips moving in sinuous rhythm to the song heard through the open door of her balcony – the beat heavy, the female singer’s voice soft and alluring and darkly sexual.




  The fingers of his right hand curled, claws raking over his palm.




  The autumn night had taken on the crispness that spoke of winter arriving soon. Humans were more sensitive to temperature than his kind, but the cold seemed not to bother her. After finishing her task, she walked out on the balcony and sat on the metal chair that stood flush with the outside wall. The thin sweater she wore offered little protection from the chill but she made no move to go back inside. She wrapped her arms around her waist and stretched long legs in front of her, crossing them at the ankles.




  He burrowed deeper into the shadows, more habit than fear she would notice him.




  Her long hair spilled behind her, a color he had only seen once before when he flew over a wheat field on a blinding summer day. Her face contained no harsh lines. It was all soft curves, heart-shaped with the fullest mouth, one that made her appear to always be on the verge of pouting. Her body was ripe, her sweater and jeans tight over lush curves.




  She was so innocent to the dangers of this world, so unprepared to deal with any danger. Why did her Clan let her live away from them? They must know how exposed she left herself, what a tempting target she made. Her father had been a fool to let her leave the safety of his house.




  Her phone rang. She took it from her pants pocket. Her side of the conversation was loud in the still evening. “Hello? Dad, hi.”




  After several moments her laughter rang out, light and airy and free. Tension eased from him, the bunched muscles in his back loosening. Her face was animated, enjoyment evident as she talked with her father. She confused him, but in this one thing they were the same – absolute loyalty to their Clan.




  Then she groaned. “I’m going to be grading papers. I told you Mrs. Wajkowski’s appendix burst, right? Well, the substitute they brought in is overwhelmed and I volunteered to help her out.”




  She would never refuse anything her family asked of her, so she tried to get them to rescind their invitations when she didn’t like the request. What now was her father asking of her?




  She rubbed the back of her neck, the motion causing her chest to thrust out, bringing the neckline of her sweater a fraction lower. “No, I don’t think I’ve had the pleasure of meeting Nick yet, and I’m sure he’s a very nice guy.”




  Now the reason for the invitation became clear. Her father often tried to match her with suitable mates, though without success thus far. They were too forward in their attentions. None crossed the line with her, but one had frightened her with his disregard for her words and the way he towered over her. That man would never go near her again.




  “Can’t any of the brothers fill out the poker game? Make it all precinct guys?” she asked, but her defeated tone told him she would be going to her father’s home tonight. She snorted at something her father said, saying in return, “Are you trying to tell me you happened to schedule all four on the Friday night shift and not a soul said anything to you?”




  Whatever her father said caused her to roll her eyes, but she responded as expected. “Okay, Dad, I’ll be over a little later. I have a few things to do first, so you’ll have to survive a little while without me.” A beat of time. “I’m always cute, and no, I’m not changing into a skirt.” A few more moments of her father speaking, then with exasperation on her features, she said, “Love you Dad, buh-bye.”




  She hung up the phone, a long sigh escaping. She stood up and stretched her arms, the movement lifting the sweater so the silky skin of her stomach was visible and the material bunched in such a way that it showed a generous expanse of breast.




  He ran his palm over his mouth, the bite of fang on flesh hard enough to draw a thin line of blood.




  She lowered her arms and leaned on the railing, her gaze coming to meet his.




  Discomposure thrilled through him, alighting down his spine. Could she see him? Time hung for a moment, his puff of visible breath going still in the air as though it too waited for the answer.




  She gave a final sigh and entered her apartment to get ready for her journey.




  Relief and an odd disappointment skittered through his mind before sense reasserted itself. Of course she could not see him. No one as unobservant as she could ever hope to glimpse one of his kind.




  The odd ache in his chest was back. The ache that started the night he realized he had only one more week with her, and it was time to get back to his life, his responsibilities, his Clan. Three months he had sworn to watch over her, and now he was free to never again take up this sentry, never again place her safety before his Clan, never again look upon her face.




  Never see her again…




  She finished her preparations and left her apartment.




  He would now need to follow her to her father’s house. It was harder to hide there, more chance of discovery, but there was no choice. She would not be allowed to leave his protection as long as he watched, not even to exchange it for the protection of her family. They were human guardians, yes, but he trusted her to no one else.




  He watched the front entrance for her exit. It took only moments before she emerged from the building and went toward the side street where her car waited for her.




  The wind changed. With the shift the smell assailed him. Decomposition, death, rotting flesh and decay.




  Zombies.




  Larissa…




  This hard pit in his stomach, this weakness in his limbs, this ice in his veins that threatened to stop his heart – this was unknown. Never, not even as a fledgling warrior, had he been so powerless.




  Rage, though, rage was a familiar companion, and the rage he welcomed, let it engulf these other sensations and bury them deep. A white and blinding wave overwhelmed all in its path and directed itself at those that would hurt what was his to protect.




  They dare come after her?




  They dare?




  A bellow clawed its way from his throat. He ran the length of the roof and with a snap of his wings, he plummeted toward his enemies.




   




  *****




   




  Her brothers were going to kill her. No way around it, she was a marked woman.




  Subtle Dad wasn’t. Sad thing was, her father wasn’t the hairiest matchmaker she had ever seen. That honor belonged to her third-grade teacher, Mrs. Donovan, who had tried to match up every single father in her class with her unmarried daughter. Even her widowed father hadn’t been able to escape the madness.




  But Dad could scheme with the best of them. Would he really force all her brothers to work the despised Friday night shift so he could set up his daughter on a blind date?




  Why yes, yes he would.




  Larissa gave a loud exhale as she left the safety of her building and marched forth to yet another set-up. The coffee shop across the street was still open and Larissa faltered, a hot chocolate calling her name. No, better not. If she didn’t hurry, her brothers would come to carry her bodily to wherever this Nick was, not unlike the traditional virgin sacrifice.




  They really hated working the Friday night shifts.




  Not that she wanted to go. It had been tough to leave the little haven of her apartment tonight. The night was crystal clear with a moon so bright and big she might have had a chance of touching it. The air was crisp and fragrant with the scent of the dampened oak leaves carpeting all the once-green, grassy areas.




  And there was the presence of her phantom companion. It had to be her family’s paranoia about her living alone catching up to her, but these last couple months she had been living with a constant presence. Maybe if the feeling scared her she would be more wary, but she was comfortable with this companion. It was protective in its watchfulness, a dark energy against those who would hurt her while it wrapped her in safety. She felt safer these last months than she had even when she had lived at home.




  A snort of laughter spilled out as she imagined Dad’s indignant expression if she ever told him that. Maybe a hint or two she should rethink the whole coming-back-home-to-live thing.




  Enough with the flights of fancy. There were plans to make. Okay, poker. Another set-up sure, but maybe Nick would be nice. He couldn’t be worse than Anthony, he of the love obsession with his abs, who pulled up his shirt four separate times to try to convince her to touch the muscle mass. Or there was Ben, who took her to the steak and seafood restaurant and ate and drank everything in sight while she ordered salad, then proceeded to split the check with her.




  And then there was Leonard.




  Yeah, Dad didn’t do too well with choosing Leonard.




  Still, he hadn’t been so horrific, and she was a tad ashamed of the momentary glee that rushed through hers the next day when Dad told her Leonard’s car had been mysteriously crushed.




  Besides, if it worked out with Nick, she would be spared her brothers’ accusing glares during Saturday dinner when she told them that, once again, there had been no spark and no chance for further romance.




  So, reframe this whole set-up situation. She didn’t want to go over to Dad’s, but there was always a chance it could turn out to be a real blessing.




  Larissa breathed in the autumn night air, taking in great lungfuls as she moved toward her car. There were no better nights than these, when the leaves were changing colors and the bite in the air made every breath a pleasure-pain mix.




  And then her breath stopped, frozen in her chest as every muscle in her body froze when a roar sounded through the empty streets, the unholy sound moving ever closer.




   




   




   




  
Chapter Three




   




   




  Larissa’s mouth went dry, her palms dampening in spite of the chilled night. She looked up to find the source of that inhuman sound.




  What was that? This was a protected area – humans-only. The magical wards had been recast only last month with the specific purpose to fend off any non-human race or species.




  The low hum of voices brought her attention back down to the street. Three bodies moved toward her. Probably male, judging by the taller height and broader shoulders, but she couldn’t be sure. They wore hoods to hide their faces, and their jackets hid any shape of the upper torso. She had seen similar groupings many times at the high school she taught at. Still, they seemed… -wrong. Their bodies were at odd angles, their steps uneven, more akin to a series of lurches rather than the awkward gaits of adolescents or the surer steps of adult males.




  If it feels wrong, run. Even before the echo of Dad’s oft-repeated advice faded, she had turned away from the group and was sprinting back to her car.




  Their steps quickened behind her, faster than their shuffling led her to believe. It took mere seconds for her to feel a brush of fingertips against the back of her coat. Adrenaline surged, fueling her muscles, and she shot forward.




  She turned the corner to see three other men in front of her. Skidding to a stop she swiveled on the ball of her foot, turning to go the opposite direction, but found that the three who had been trailing her had already come out of the side street and now surrounded her.




  Her heart beat double-time, a staccato that urged flight, but no avenue was open. The men had formed a loose circle, blocking any escape, and several more beings coming from various directions. All she could do was stand there.




  The wash of tears clouded her vision. Images of Dad, of her brothers, of school and Olivia and even her damned stuffed giraffe she had since kindergarten.




  They bore down on her, their heads still covered by hoods. Thin hands with a skeletal appearance reached out for her, the faint whiff of decay around them, like meat that had been left out.




  She wrapped her arms around herself, hunched over, bracing against that first touch.




  The primal scream ripped through the air again, closer this time. A mountain of a man with wings descended from the sky.




  He landed on the street before her with such force the pavement under her feet shook. No, he wasn’t a man. Stone-grey skin, black hair, and those huge wings, but before she could get a better look, the creature advanced on the things that surrounded her.




  The hooded men turned their attention to the creature. One of them rushed forward, but the creature picked him up by the front of the hoodie with one hand and threw the man against the building, the impact causing the hood to fall away and reveal his face.




  One eye bounced against its cheek, only a ligament keeping the eye attached, while on the opposite side of the face the skin of its jaw was gone and the white bone underneath visible. Its nose was half chewed away and the remaining skin was bloated and pus filled.




  Larissa screamed, covering her eyes in against the wrongness.




  Zombies? Zombies here? No, not in the protected zone, it couldn’t be. Things like these weren’t allowed to be here.




  Zombies meant…




  Zombies meant…




  “This is not happening, this is not happening, this is not happening…” But it was, and Larissa clenched her jaw hard to stop the flow of unconscious words. What would Dad say, what would Dad say?




  Always be aware of your surroundings, kiddo.




  Larissa forced her hands away from her face and watched as the zombies brought out knives and flung themselves at the creature. He towered over the zombies, but for something as big as he was, the creature was graceful, dodging the weapons while he used his wings, hands, and tail to fight off his enemies.




  The creature ripped off one zombie’s arm and threw him against the wall. The zombie hit hard and tumbled to the ground, the severed arm landing a few feet away. The zombie rose and grabbed the arm, pushing it back against the socket. As Larissa watched, the flesh mended together, and once again the zombie had use of the arm.




  It flung itself back into the battle. This time the winged creature tore off its head before he threw the body away. There was no more movement after that.




  There had to be at least fifty zombies swarming the creature. They were so engrossed in their fight they had forgotten about her.




  Move! Run away!




  A sharp zing raced through her body and broke the frozen panic that engulfed her. Let the monsters fight between themselves – she needed to get to her car.




  Her car was on the other side of a nearby alleyway, and after a quick look around confirmed nothing was near her, she ran full speed toward the alley. As she neared the entrance something grabbed her ankle.




  Larissa put her hands out to protect her face as she fell. Her wrist throbbed and the pressure she put on it to push herself up caused it to give way under her. She flipped over onto her back, but before she could try to stand again a zombie loomed above, milky eyes intent on her.




  She used the heels of her hands and feet in an effort to push herself away from the zombie, but it reached down and grabbed the front of her jacket. He lifted her as if she weighed nothing and she dangled a good foot above the street. Larissa punched his arm, but for something disintegrating before her eyes, she couldn’t make him move even a millimeter.




  She looked for a weapon, anything that would help, but instead caught sight of movement out of the corner of her eye. Shadows moved like spilled ink over the ground toward the wall. They crept up the wall, fanning out. From the middle of this darkness, from the solid wall of the alleyway, a new man emerged.




  He was shadow made flesh, his eyes and hair purest black, his body fuzzy as if the shadows still clung to his skin like a dark cloud. In each hand he held a curved sword.




  The zombie jerked its head to look back, but before he could complete the action the shadow man moved and held up his hand, the streetlight glittering on the metal of the blade as it arced down and beheaded the zombie holding her.




  With the loss of its head, the zombie crashed to the ground. Larissa fell those inches she had been held aloft but managed to keep her feet under her and stumbled against the building for support.




  The shadow warrior came toward her. His eyes met hers for the briefest moment before commotion at the alleyway’s entrance drew his gaze. With both swords aloft, he went to meet the zombies coming after her.




  Sudden pressure on her arm. She turned, screaming and slapping her hands at whatever was behind her.




  It was a woman, long red hair vibrant under the street lights. She blocked Larissa’s flailing arms and ineffectual swats. “We’re getting you out of here,” she said, and grabbed Larissa’s wrist to lead her out of the alleyway.




  Before they could do so, the other end of the alleyway was crowded by more zombies. “Keep back,” the woman ordered, pushing Larissa to the side.




  The woman reached behind her shoulder and pulled free the longest sword Larissa had ever seen. It looked as tall as the woman and half as wide, but she hefted it in her hand as though it weighed no more than a kitchen knife.




  The large sword took on a red glow. As though in response, scrolls of fire appeared on the woman’s bare arm. They settled into her skin, winding their way up to her shoulder to disappear underneath the black leather vest she wore, muted flame under flesh. Sword in hand, she ran toward the zombies blocking the path.




  Trapped. But across the alley was a door on that building’s side. If by some luck it was unlocked maybe Larissa could get away from all this madness. She took one step forward when something fell from the sky in front of her.




  The winged creature stood before her, his massive body blocking her exit. He reached down and grabbed her around the waist.




  No, no, I was so close!




  “Let me go!” she screamed, raking her nails against his bare chest in an effort to wound him, his skin so hard it was as though her nails slid against stone. If she hurt him he gave no sign. He put one arm under her knees and held her bridal style tight against him. He spread his wings, the wingspan massive.




  She looked back at the shadow warrior. He had finished with the zombies, swords still in the air as if he had swung his last killing strokes. His head turned toward her as she was pulled into the air, the creature taking flight with her.




  Soft words were spoken into her ear. “I will not harm you, little human. Hold onto me. I will protect you.”




  The creature could speak. His voice was deep and soothing and gentle and so at odds with his appearance. That voice, combined with her fear of falling, overrode any other considerations. She circled her arms around his thick neck for some semblance of stability and safety and held tight as the creature flew her into the waiting night.




   




   




   




  
Chapter Four




   




   




  They had been flying – what… thirty minutes? Three hours? – when they arrived at an expansive keep nestled within a jagged mountain range. From this angle she noticed several multi-story towers rising from the stone, but the design was so clever the keep had to be near invisible most of the time.




  They set down on the top of the highest tower, the landing so skilled only the slightest bounce let her know they were on solid ground.




  She was in shock – she had to be. It was the only explanation for why she was not crying or cursing her luck, the creature, her father, card games, and anything else that led her to leave her apartment in the first place. The calmness infusing her now felt unnatural, ready to shatter with the first application of force.




  Still, she’d take whatever advantage she could get right now. Maybe the calm would hold, at least long enough to discover why she had been taken.




  Be reasonable. Friendly. The first rule of negotiation her dad taught her was to find out what the other person wanted and figure out a way you could convince them you’d be able to supply it. That, and always be realistic about what was going on.




  Well, here were the ugly facts. She had no mad-ninja-skillz to rely on and her family didn’t know where she was. She didn’t know where she was. The only way she was leaving was if this creature allowed it.




  The creature was looking at her and made no move to put her down. Should she look at him? Would he take that as aggression? During the flight she hadn’t looked at him and instead kept her gaze fixed on the hollow at the base of his throat. His neck was thick and led into heavily muscled shoulders, and his body gave off so much heat he might be able to be substitute for the furnace of a small home. She hadn’t gotten cold as they flew.




  There was no other option. She needed to try to communicate, and communication couldn’t happen if she didn’t look at him.




  She muttered a quick prayer in case any gods were wandering around. None appeared, so what choice but to get on with this? Steady on, girl. One deep breath, two, and then her gaze met his.




  Midnight black eyes under a prominent brow bone. The planes of his face were nothing but hard angles, his chin a square slab. It was as if he had been chiseled out of stone, his face displaying none of the roundness of flesh.




  He was studying her as much as she was studying him. He didn’t have any eyebrows, but his brow bone came together to form a little furrow between his eyes.




  He seemed approachable, no negative emotion on his face she could detect. No time like the present to find out her fate. “Why have you brought me here?”




  Those eyebrows drew even closer together at her question. Did her words confuse him? Unless she had been hallucinating, he had spoken English to her.




  Before he made any sign that he would answer she heard movement behind her, the same thwup that had marked his landing. She turned to see a good dozen creatures like him, every single gaze locked on her as though she was wearing a homing beacon.




  Calm, I need you to hang on. Don’t leave me now.




  A female pushed away from the others and walked until inches from Larissa, one clawed hand coming to rest on her hip. Her features were a fraction softer than the male’s, her body the stuff of comic books – outrageous curves framed with sleek muscle. About her she had an aura Larissa recognized from every cop she had ever met. It was confidence and authority mixed with a good dose of Don’t fuck with me.




  This female would never be pathetic enough to huddle in an alleyway screaming or freeze in terror. Larissa’s eyes flicked away.




  “Terak, what is this?” asked the female, in an offhand way that was supposed to indicate you really weren’t interested in the answer.




  Terak, huh? Always good to know your kidnapper’s name.




  Larissa’s attention went back to the female, but as she met those eyes her throat tightened. Her earlier tone was a lie, because the female creature in front of her looked as though she were debating on how many strips of flesh she could cut from Larissa with those claws.




  What had she done to earn this ire? None of the others displayed hostility.




  Earlier she hadn’t wanted to be taken for an impromptu flying trip, but her kidnapper wouldn’t let her out of his grasp. Now when she had a psycho female in front of her and really didn’t want leave the relative safety of his arms, of course Terak chose to put her down. His wings folded in, settling over his shoulders like the fall of a cape.




  “What should we do with her?” the female creature continued. “Shall I take her to the dungeon?”




  A dungeon? Whips and chains and iron maidens dungeon? That was what Terak planned for her? Bile rose in her throat when he answered from behind her, “No Valry, she is not a prisoner.”




  Valry was not happy with that, if the further flattening of her already non-existent lips was any indication. Nope, nope, no matter what, Larissa was not going to ever be alone with this female.




   




   




  Valry’s anger radiated off her in waves while the other Clan members showed only curiosity. The mood was not censorious but Terak hated that he had no answers to give. They might be uncertain on what happened to bring about this unprecedented incident, but their confusion could not match his own.




  He had turned from his fight with the zombies to see his little human in the grasp of the female Guild member. He knew the Guild would not harm her, but they would take her somewhere he could not follow. A haze settled over his vision.




  Once she was in his arms instinct took over. He brought her to where none would dare touch her without his permission.




  She took a step back to put distance between herself and Valry, a move that illustrated his little human was no fool. She came close enough that her hair brushed across his wings. His gaze slid over her form. Small but constant tremors were shaking her frame, and his chest went concave.




  She was unused to battle, and not only had she faced zombies this night but had been taken from her home against her will. Fear, tension, and fatigue were riding her hard.




  And instead of sheltering her, he placed her in front of his people with no explanation, making her unsure if her fight was over.




  Though he knew his Clan – Valry – was studying his every move, he could not let her suffer any further. He picked her up, hearing her small gasp from his unexpected movement. His mouth to her ear, his words meant for her alone, he said, “You are safe here, little human. I vow it. None will harm you.”




  He pulled back enough to study her eyes. The cornflower blue absorbed him, drowning out the knowledge that his Clan standing feet away or the words of the Oracle that had brought them together. All these months watching her, the one question he could not answer was the color of her eyes.




  Terak thought he had imagined every shade possible, but he had been wrong. This shade of blue – soft and warm, the color pure throughout – he had not conceived of, but now that he beheld them, he could think of no more perfect color for her.




  The rustling of wings brought his attention back to his people. Valry’s hands were clenched into tight fists. He would have to deal with her later, but for now his first responsibility lay in providing for the woman in his arms.




  His gaze on his Clan, Terak said, “This woman is guest, not enemy.” Ignoring the questioning eyes of his people, he continued, “Are all patrols back?”




  Malek, his second-in-command, came forward. “All but two.”




  “Which patrols?”




  “Over the vampire stronghold.”




  Terak nodded. “We will speak of it later,” he said. With no further words of explanation and the human held tight in his arms again, he turned to descend the stairway that led into the tower.




   




   




  Everything was grey – walls, stairs, ceilings. Maybe the creatures kept it that way so they could camouflage themselves if something attacked them here. If it weren’t for his hair and the black pants he wore, the creature holding her would have disappeared into his surroundings.




  The creature took her through the tower and into the body of the castle. After a lot of stairs, twists, and turns with nothing to look at but miles of utilitarian grey stone, they came to a room that held the biggest collection of books Larissa had ever seen.




  The room was two, maybe three stories tall, and from floor to ceiling were nothing but shelves lined with books. Rich splashes of blue, burgundy, brown and green delighted her color-starved eyes. Several couches in a muted tan fabric and a large fireplace in the middle of the back wall were the only other decorations in the room.




  The creature set her on her feet again. She stepped back a few paces, gauging his reaction as she moved away.




  He did not try to keep her near and let her roam as she wished. With the speed of the night’s events, Larissa hadn’t had the chance to study him. She took advantage of this quiet interlude to do so now.




  His wings appeared leathery, and though they were currently draped over his shoulders, she remembered the full wingspan well enough that she was sure it equaled his nearly seven feet in height. He had a tail, the tip of which currently rested beside his booted foot. He was thick with muscle, every part of his body defined. His arms seemed the size of support beams, his legs thick as oaks, and his clawed hands looked as if he could encircle her waist in them.




  Outside of the wings, tail, and claws that tipped his fingers, his features overall were almost human, just a little – more. A little sharper, a little harder, a little bigger.




  And almost…beautiful, in a rough-hewn, alien way.




  He called her a guest and hadn’t yet tried to harm her. She owed him an acknowledgment of what he had done for her. “Thank you for saving my life.”
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