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  Chapter 1




  Jude Donovan was used to hunting killers—used to running them down like the damn dogs they were and caging the bastards.




  So when he followed his latest prey into the swamps of Louisiana, an area that looked like it had been home to nothing but beasts for the last few centuries, he wasn’t nervous.




  Until a bullet thudded into him.




  Sonofabitch. The fiery pain blasted in his shoulder even as the retort of the rifle echoed in his ears.




  “You’re not taking me back, you bastard!” The snarl came from up ahead, to the right. The tip of the barrel jutted over a fallen log.




  Jude gritted his teeth, but didn’t bother glancing down at the wound. No time for that, not now. “Bobby Burrows!” He called out the man’s name. Voice loud and hard, as if

  he weren’t bleeding like a freaking stuck pig. “There are two ways we can handle this . . .” He stalked forward. Drops of blood littered the ground around him. Great.

  Blood would attract the gators and hell knew what else. The bastard would pay. “First way’s easy, as in . . . you drop that rifle and come out with your hands up.”




  “I’m not giving up! I won’t go to jail! I won’t!” The tip of the weapon began to move. Fuck.




  “Then we do it the hard way.” Jude inhaled and caught the cloying scent of the swamp, the rich flavor of his own blood, and the man’s scent of fear and sweat. “I come and

  get you—and I rip you apart.” Simple enough. His eyes narrowed on his target. The ground disappeared beneath Jude’s feet as he sprang forward.




  A man darted out from behind the log, eyes wild, rifle clutched tight to him. With a big-ass scope on it, of course. He lifted, aimed—




  Jude growled, a deep, inhuman sound, and he swiped out with his right hand. He caught the wanted man in the right shoulder, and saw the spatter of blood in the air. Bobby’s this time, not

  his.




  Wound for wound. Blood for blood. The way of his kind.




  He grabbed the weapon, wrenching it out of Bobby’s hand. Bobby, a guy in his forties, balding and with big fists, stared up at him, terror on his face. “You—you’re

  not—”




  Jude smiled. Held up his hands. Blood stained the claws that seemed to burst out of his fingertips. “Human?”




  A whimper.




  The smile stretched even more. His shoulder ached like a bitch, pulsing every few seconds, but Jude ignored the pain. An old habit. He leaned forward, ran his claws over the squirming

  man’s stubbled face. “No, I’m not. What I am, Bobby, is the worst nightmare you’ve ever had.” He let his claws dig into skin. “Tell me, did you enjoy cutting

  those women?”




  Bobby’s screams pierced the night.




  The first time she saw him, Jude Donovan was covered in blood. Erin Jerome recognized him instantly—she’d seen his picture in the local paper just days before. She

  watched as Jude handed the wanted man he’d apprehended over to the local cops. Watched as Bobby Burrows, a man who’d cruelly sliced up the faces of his ex-wife, his two ex-girlfriends,

  and some unlucky woman he’d stumbled across in Baton Rouge, was shoved into the backseat of a squad car.




  She could hear Bobby’s shouts from across the street. His yells of “Monster!” And his ravings about claws and killers.




  Disgust tightened her lips. Jerk was probably already preparing for his defense. An insanity plea. Erin would bet a month’s salary on it.




  Not that she was going to let the freak get away with something like that.




  Oh, no, as an assistant district attorney, it was her job to make sure that old Bobby got to see the inside of an eight by twelve foot cell, preferably for the rest of his miserable life. Angola

  prison was waiting for him.




  Straightening her jacket, because this was only her second week on the job and she needed to be professional—or, at least try to be—Erin crossed the street. Her eyes were drawn to

  Jude.




  The bounty hunter.




  He worked for Night Watch, a huge, multi-state operation that had a main base in Baton Rouge. Night Watch was reputed to be one of the best, if not the best, bounty hunting agencies in

  the country. No matter what it took, their hunters caught their prey.




  A fact that, right then, made her enormously grateful. Her job would get a whole lot easier now that she had the defendant in custody.




  Her heels tapped on the pavement. Time to—




  Jude’s head shot up. His eyes, the bluest she’d ever seen, lazered in on her.




  Erin stumbled. No, oh, hell, no—




  She caught his scent then. The wild scent of her kind.




  Other. Shifter.




  Erin wasn’t human, well, not completely anyway. And she knew the truth about the world around her.




  She knew that humans weren’t the only killers out on the streets.




  Sucking in a sharp breath, she straightened her shoulders and kept walking. The animal scent of the hunter teased her, as did the thick fragrance of blood in the air.




  Dammit, this is the last thing I need. She’d tried so hard, for so long, to be normal.




  Then this guy had literally landed in her path.




  His nostrils widened as she came closer. She knew he was drinking in her scent, knew too by the faint line that appeared between his brows that he couldn’t quite understand what she

  was.




  Story of my life.




  “Ms. Jerome.” One of the uniforms stepped toward her, a wide smile on his face. His partner slammed the car door, effectively isolating Bobby and ending his claws rant.




  Maybe that hadn’t been an insanity plea in the making after all.




  She crouched down, gazing at Bobby through the window. Her breath rushed out. “What happened to him?” But she knew.




  The uniforms looked at Jude.




  Jaw clenched, so did she.




  And Erin realized she’d made a serious mistake. His eyes held hers. Saw too much.




  Danger.




  Oh, yeah, this guy was a serious threat. To her.




  Not good-looking, not really, at least not in that classic, magazine way. A mane of thick blond hair teased his shirt collar. Framed a face that was hard, a little cruel. High cheeks. Sharp

  nose. Square jaw.




  No, not a GQ face. But still . . .




  Sexy. Somehow, he was still sexy. Maybe it was those lips. That scar that slipped right over the edge of his top lip. Shouldn’t have been sexy, but it was.




  He was.




  Freaking animal attraction, that’s what it was.




  The guy had an air about him, one of those I-don’t-give-a-damn attitudes. A wildness in his eyes and in the curl of his lips.




  Erin swallowed. She couldn’t help taking an uneasy step back.




  His eyes followed the movement, and one golden brow rose. After a moment, he shrugged. His gaze raked over her body. “And you are . . . ?”




  “Assistant District Attorney Erin Jerome.” Gritted out. Why was there blood all over Bobby? If something happened and this case got thrown out—




  “Not the question I was asking.” Bland as you please. That brow was still up.




  Her lips parted. “What?” No way could he have meant—




  His eyes swept over her again, and a smile lifted his lips. “Interesting.”




  Right then, the only interesting thing she saw was Bobby. A lie. But she’d always been good at lying to herself. And about herself. “What. Happened?”




  Another shrug. “He slipped in the swamp. Fell on some branches.”




  It was Erin’s turn to let her eyes drift over him. Drift over his too-wide shoulders and muscled chest. “Is that your blood?” she asked quietly. “Or his?”




  “Little of both.”




  A headache began to pound behind her left eye. Erin grabbed on to her patience and held tight.




  What was the guy’s deal? Was he the crazy one?




  “Uh, Ms. Jerome?” It was the uniform to her right. “You want us to go ahead and take Burrows to processing?”




  Erin shook her head. She’d been listening to the police radio, hoping for some word on Bobby. The guy had vanished less than an hour after posting bail—she still didn’t know

  what the idiot judge had been thinking. She’d been desperate for some word on the sadistic jerk, and then, like a sweet gift from Fate, she’d caught the news of his capture.




  She’d almost flown down to Burns Swamp. “Take him to the hospital. Get him patched up.” She pointed at the cop. “Do not let him leave your sight for even a

  second, understand? Bail’s revoked. Once the docs give the ok, haul his ass back to jail.” Hopefully, he’d stay locked up for the rest of his miserable days.




  The uniform, Ray Neal—she’d met him twice before—gave a nod. He and his partner climbed into the car, then drove away, taking her criminal with them.




  And leaving her alone with the hunter.




  “Wanna answer my question?” His voice was deep, rumbling.




  Goosebumps rose on her bare arms, and it was far too warm for her to have a chill from the weather.




  “Just what question was that?” She tilted her head to the right.




  “Who are you?” A pause. “What are you?”




  She let her brow furrow. She’d fooled Other before, she could do it again. “I’m really not sure I understand. I told you, I’m Assistant District

  Attorney—”




  “You don’t smell human.”




  Her breath caught on a gasp. No, he hadn’t just said—




  He stepped toward her, a fast move that brought their bodies too close. Jude leaned in, lowering his head over the curve of her throat. And inhaled.




  “Stop!” She shoved him, hard, and watched with no small satisfaction as he stumbled back.




  Oh, yeah, big guy, I’m much, much stronger than I appear. He wasn’t the first one to learn that little lesson.




  She almost bared her teeth at him. Almost.




  After all, she wasn’t an animal. No matter what the whispers back home said.




  “I don’t know just what you think you were doing,” she snapped, glaring at him as she narrowed her eyes. “But you’d better watch what you do and what you

  say around me.” Was the guy crazy? You don’t smell human. He couldn’t say things like that.




  The words were too dangerous.




  She reached into her purse. Dug out her card. “Call my office. My assistant will take care of any paperwork you’ve got.”




  He stared at her a moment longer. Then, slowly, his tanned fingers rose. Long fingers, callused. Strong. He took the card, and his fingertips brushed over her hand.




  Erin didn’t flinch and she was extremely proud of that fact.




  “Good work, Donovan.” After giving him that grudging token of appreciation, she nodded and began to march back toward her car.




  She’d taken all of five steps when she heard his whistle. Long, loud, and very appreciative.




  Erin stilled.




  I really don’t need this shit.




  “I’ve got your scent.” Hard words. Scary words. Because she knew what they meant.




  If Jude Donovan truly was a shifter, and every instinct she had screamed that he was, then having her scent, well, it meant he had her. He’d be able to follow her, to find her,

  almost anywhere.




  A shifter. What were the odds she’d stumble onto him?




  One of the little perks in the Other world—the world full of supernaturals and nightmares, the world that, rather unfortunately, was her life—was that like recognized like.

  Demons, because, yeah, those conniving bastards were real, could “see” others of their breed. They could look right past the magic glamour and peer into the darkness inside.




  Witches felt the power pull from their brethren.




  And shifters, well, they could smell each other—a distinct scent. One that carried the wisp of power and the scent of the beast.




  Jude Donovan smelled of power. Of wild, strong man. Of savagery. No denying that scent.




  As for the beast . . . she didn’t need the marks on Bobby’s face to know Donovan had claws.




  Erin began to walk again. One determined step after another.




  And even when she climbed into her car, she could feel his eyes on her. Watching and seeing too much.




  Now, she’d have to be extra careful to stay on her guard and not let the hunter discover the secrets she kept so carefully hidden.




  “What the hell happened to you?” Dee Daniels asked the minute Jude strode past the rather unassuming entrance of Night Watch’s Louisiana branch. She stood

  quickly, her blond hair cut brutally short around her elfin face. There was envy in her eyes as she stared at him with her lips slightly parted. “You lucky bastard, you took prey down,

  didn’t you?”




  Jude grunted and rolled his shoulder. He’d shifted before coming into the agency. A fast, hard shift to speed up the healing process. His kind were blessed with a freaking phenomenal

  recovery system. Some shifters were lucky, they could heal almost instantly from their wounds. Others took a few days for a full recovery. It all depended on the power of the beast inside.




  Because he was a very rare shifter breed, Jude was on the luckier end of the spectrum. He could heal fully in hours.




  Yeah, he’d have a scar because the system wasn’t that perfect. More like he had his own little micro surgeon inside, stitching him back up. Soon, all that would remain of the jagged

  hole would be a slim line of raised flesh—once the skin melded itself back together.




  He dropped his bag near his desk. Damn but he was tired.




  He hurt.




  And he was horny.




  All because of a little human.




  No, not a human. He’d stake his life on it.




  “You tracked the bastard down in twelve hours.” Dee gave a faint hmmm, kind of like a revving motor. “Jerk, you’ve just broken my record.”




  The disgruntlement in her voice had a reluctant smile tugging at his lips. “Don’t worry, babe, there’s always next time.” Dee was a bloodthirsty one. She was the toughest

  and sneakiest fighter he’d ever come across.




  And she was one hundred percent human.




  A human with a serious attitude.




  “I couldn’t let that asshole stay on the streets.” Because he’d seen the pictures. Seen just what good old Bobby had done to the women who’d “wronged”

  him.




  Poor Sheila Gentry had gotten seventeen stitches in her face because she’d made the mistake of saying no when the guy asked her out for dinner. She’d taken a pit stop at a gas

  station and found one hell of a Romeo who wanted to pick her up.




  Psycho.




  Caged psycho now.




  The little ADA had better do her job and keep him there.




  He eased into his chair. Heard the grunt of the leather. “Dee, what do you know about Erin Jerome?”




  She blinked her chocolate eyes. The lady was all of five-foot-three. One hundred and fifteen pounds. She looked like a hard wind would blow her over.




  But he’d seen her take down demons twice her size.




  Dee knew the score about the Other world. Knew it, and often hated it.




  A frown had her brows pulling low. “The new ADA? She just started.”




  Yeah, he knew that. He would have known about her if she’d been around for more than a few weeks.




  Her scent. He’d never smelled anything like it. Roses. Soft, subtle. And . . . more. An alluring, haunting scent of woman.




  She didn’t smell like an animal. Didn’t give off the wild, rich scent of female shifters.




  But the minute he’d seen her, the minute he’d caught her fragrance in the air, his whole body had stiffened.




  And he’d gotten the biggest hard-on of his life. There was something there. He knew it.




  “Oh, hell, she’s Other.” Dee curled her lip. “I swear, you guys are taking over the city.”




  Yeah, they were.




  “What is she? Witch? Djinn? One of those charmers?”




  Jude didn’t speak. Because he didn’t know.




  “A vampire?” Ice dripped from her voice. Dee hated the vamps. Her mission in life was to exterminate as many of them as she could.




  Not that he blamed her, really. A vampire master had slaughtered her family years ago.




  Dee was real big on the “eye for an eye” mentality.




  “I don’t . . . think so.” Erin’s skin had been flushed with color. Kissed by the sun. Vamps were usually paler than, well, death.




  The lady had been a real looker. Coal black hair, thick, spilling to her shoulders. Red lips. Cheeks almost brutally sharp. Eyes wide and gold. And a little black mole near the corner of her

  left eye.




  Great body. High breasts. Round hips. Long, long legs.




  Sexy.




  Tall, slender, she’d walked with confidence, grace.




  Until she’d seen him.




  Then he’d watched her stumble, for just a moment.




  Because she’d sensed what I am.




  Only another shifter should have been able to sense him.




  “She didn’t smell like a shifter,” he muttered, rubbing his hand over his face. Hell, he shouldn’t even be worrying about this now. He should be sleeping. Drinking.

  Congratulating himself on another job well done.




  Not obsessing over a woman who clearly wasn’t interested in him.




  Yeah, ’cause smelling a woman, sniffing her like a freaking dog—that was the way to get a date.




  “Just let me know if you hear anything about her, okay?” he finally said.




  A cautious nod.




  “Thanks, Dee.” He closed his eyes . . . and saw Erin.




  Shit. He needed to get a life.




  He needed to take a life. Needed to kill. Needed to feel the sweet trickle of life being washed away.




  The Slasher, Bobby Burrows, waited just behind the bars. There he stood, stalking around and muttering about evil and devils and hell.




  And annoying the hell out of him.




  That bastard had been on the news for the last two nights.




  Bobby’s fat, ugly face had been splashed across the screen—making him sick.




  Bobby Burrows didn’t deserve fifteen minutes of fame. He deserved a trip to the grave.




  Bobby grabbed the bars of his cell. Tightened his thick hands into straining fists around the metal and screamed, “The fuckin’ devil marked me! I want reporters in here, I

  want my lawyer, I want—”




  “Relax.” He sidled closer to Bobby, finally stepping out of the shadows he loved so much and smiling. He jerked his thumb toward the group of guards who were watching television near

  the entrance to the cages.




  Cages. That’s what he called ’em. To keep the animals inside.




  But sometimes, the cages couldn’t hold the animals.




  He drew in a deep breath and caught the scent of the man’s sweat and blood. “They’re not gonna help you.” They were too busy huddling up and watching a game to give a

  shit about the guy left in holding. He smiled and hoped he didn’t look too hungry. “But I will.”




  Bobby squinted at him. The left side of his face was covered by a large, white bandage. “What? Who are you?”




  His hands rose to the bars, reached for Bobby’s—




  The Slasher jumped back.




  Ah . . . not as stupid as he looked. “Why don’t you tell me who hurt you, Bobby?”




  “I-I did. The devil—”




  “The devil’s not real.” He’d never seen him. Judgment wasn’t for the afterlife. It was for here and now, to be delivered by the strong.




  “Yes, he is.” Absolute certainty. “Found me in the swamp. Changed before me. I shot the bastard, but he still came after me.” He licked his lips. “Then he

  cut me.”




  The bars were so thin. Not nearly strong enough to keep him out.




  But strong enough to trap the human inside.




  “He let you live, didn’t he? I don’t think the devil would do that.”




  “He’s a monster!” Spittle flew from Bobby’s mouth. “Hiding behind the face of a man. That fuckin’ hunter! Pretendin’, he’s

  pretendin’!”




  “We all pretend,” he told him softly, aware of the excitement burning through his gut. He didn’t have any more time to waste. “It’s how we live.” His hands

  flew through the gap in the bars. His right hand locked around the Slasher’s throat.




  A wheeze slipped past Bobby’s lips.




  Smiling, he jerked the human’s head to the right. He heard the sharp snap of bones.




  And felt a rush of power as the man sagged in his grip.




  Slowly, his left hand rose. He cast a glance back toward the guards. They were still glued to their TV.




  Fucking oblivious humans.




  Claws pushed from the ends of his fingertips. He raised his left hand and plunged the claws into Bobby’s heart.




  As the blood flowed, a soft sigh escaped his lips.




  No way was the media going to be able to overlook this kill.




  He’d be taking over the news now.




  Jude got the call from the police station forty-five minutes later. A cop who owed him a favor tipped him off.




  The call was brief, and the details came fast. Burrows was dead. The ADA was on her way.




  And, oh, yeah, it looked like an animal had attacked the guy—while he was locked up. Of course, the cops hadn’t seen a thing. Bobby had been all alone in holding one minute, then

  sliced and diced the next.




  Jude grabbed his jacket. Slung it over his shoulder—almost healed now. He ran for the door.




  And ignored Dee’s shout behind him.




  





  Chapter 2




  “You don’t want to see the body.”




  His voice, even deeper now, stopped her as Erin began to climb the steps leading to the police station and to the dead man.




  She glanced back over her shoulder. She’d caught his scent seconds before he’d spoken. “How do you even know there’s a body here, Donovan?” The District

  Attorney’s office had received the call less than fifteen minutes ago. Just how had the hunter learned about the death?




  Suspicion had her eyes narrowing. “You didn’t—”




  He jumped up the steps. Grabbed her arms. “I didn’t kill the bastard, no. If I’d killed him, well, he would’ve been left in the swamp and been gator bait by

  now.”




  Erin swallowed. Nice, to, ah, know. “Then why are you here?”




  “Same as you. I want to know what happened to the Slasher.”




  Her eyes narrowed. You don’t want to see the body. “Sounds to me like you already know.” Which meant she had a leak in the department. Not surprising. Not particularly

  good news, either.




  His wide shoulders lifted in a shrug. “Trust me on this, you don’t want to see Bobby Burrows right now.”




  She licked her lips. “And, trust me, I’m a big girl. I can handle it.” Not like it was her first murder scene. Not by a long shot. She was twenty-nine years old, and

  she’d been working the rough cases since she’d passed the bar years ago.




  To make a difference, sometimes you had to get your hands dirty.




  Erin turned and continued stalking up the stone steps. Jude shadowed her moves, his body a ripple of muscle.




  His scent filled the air around them.




  Her heart raced, too fast. Was the frantic beat from the dread filling her at the thought of a dead man waiting in what should have been a secure cell?




  Or was it from something more?




  No.




  She shoved open the glass doors. A guard near the front rushed forward. “Ms. Jerome—”




  Her thumb jerked toward her hulking shadow. “Keep Donovan up here. I don’t want him anywhere near my crime scene.”




  Her sensitive ears picked up the hunter’s swift inhalation and the nearly soundless . . . “You’ll need me on this one, sweetheart.”




  Sweetheart. She slanted him a scathing glance. “Doubt it, hunter. Doubt it.” Then she stalked down the tiled hallway, heading for lockup, and wondering just what sort of

  sight waited for her.




  You don’t want to see the body.




  The lady had one fine ass.




  Even as anger tightened his body, Jude couldn’t help but admire that beautiful sway.




  His nostrils were full of her scent. Woman, roses, and just a hint of rich, wild forest. Yeah, that wildness—that fragrance had slipped into the air when those gorgeous eyes had narrowed

  and rage coated her voice.




  Erin Jerome was so much more than she pretended to be.




  The beast within him roared when she got close, and when she got too far away.




  “Sorry, man, you heard the orders.” Jamison McGee, a good cop and a good human, frowned at him. “You’re gonna have to stay—”




  “It’s all right, James.” Jude rocked back on his heels. He could smell the blood from here. “She’ll be changing her mind.” Because he hadn’t been

  kidding when he told the pretty ADA that she’d need him.




  Jude glanced toward the vinyl chairs near the entrance. “When she comes looking for me, I’ll be waiting.”




  Five minutes, ten tops, and he’d wager his ADA would be running her sexy ass right back to him.




  Because it seemed that another monster was out hunting. One that had killed right under the noses of the Baton Rouge PD.




  Talk about a bold asshole.




  Jude almost could admire that. Almost.




  The scent of the blood burned her nostrils. Most of her kind liked that smell. She hated it.




  Erin straightened her shoulders and strode forward. Four uniformed cops stood just in front of the entrance to the pen. They glanced up at the clicking of her heels. One of them, an older guy

  with rich coffee skin, graying hair and a strong chin, stepped toward her. “Ms. Jerome, you’d better brace yourself.”




  He looked worried. Looked like he thought she was going to pass out after one glance at the stiff.




  She really wasn’t the passing out kind of girl.




  “Thanks for the warning.” The second one she’d gotten in less than three minutes. But Grant Tyler wasn’t being an ass with his warning. The young cop next to him was

  stark white and shaking. He looked like he might be doing some fainting at any moment.




  Oh, hell. A cop ready to hit the floor was never a good sign.




  Erin pointed toward the door. “Show him to me.”




  Grant pushed open the door.




  The stench nearly made her gag. Then she saw him.




  Bobby’s arms had been yanked through the bars, left to hang over the edges of his prison. His wrists had been cut, long, thick slices, and his blood pooled on the floor. His eyes were

  open, wide, and his face had been slashed. A bloodred smile stretched from one ear to the next.




  Positioned. Styled. His body had been arranged for the ultimate shock value.




  Erin’s lips pressed together.




  “You okay?” Grant whispered.




  There was a flash of light as the crime scene guy snapped a photo.




  She flinched. “Fine.” No, no, she wasn’t fine. What the hell had happened? Her gaze jerked to the left, then the right. The other cells were empty. Transfer had been

  made just hours before, and she knew Bobby had been the only prisoner in holding.




  She’d planned for him to be the only one there—all the better for the cops to keep an eye on him.




  This was so not good.




  A killer, murdered while he was surrounded by cops.




  Murdered by cops? Her stomach knotted.




  Erin turned away from the body. Goosebumps rose on her flesh. “Who was here?”




  “I was.” Admitted quietly. “Burns, Grimes, and Hyde.”




  Her fingers pressed into her right temple. The blood. “And you didn’t see a thing?” Doubt had her voice rising. No way, no way was that possible.




  “We were up front.” His lips tightened. “Didn’t see what happened and didn’t hear a peep.”




  Oh, shit. This was a nightmare.




  Captain Antonio Young strolled in then. Wearing a perfect suit, not so much as a wrinkle anywhere to be found.




  Erin growled at him. He wasn’t on her top ten list. Over the last week, she’d gotten a pretty up close look at the captain, and came away thinking the guy was a bit of a prick. He

  was secretive, he didn’t share his case files with the rest of the PD, and the guy was given to disappearing for long periods of time. Hardly upfront police behavior.




  Erin had no idea how the man had ever been promoted through the ranks.




  He must’ve had some serious connections somewhere or else he’d known where some bodies were buried. Maybe he’d helped to bury those bodies.




  “Your men have to be cleared.” Her voice was sharp. The captain knew this, and he still had Grant and the others less than ten feet away from the victim. “What the

  hell are you thinking?”




  His dark eyes narrowed. “I don’t need you to tell me how to do my job.”




  “Uh, yeah, obviously, you do.” The press would go wild with this story. Wild. “Four cops. One dead perp. You do the math, Young.” Okay, so she sounded like a

  bitch. Screw the polite chitchat. The man knew better.




  Bobby Burrows was dead—not just dead—slaughtered. Aw, hell.




  Young’s handsome face—cause, yeah, no denying he was a pretty boy with those elegant planes and hollows on his face—tightened. No sign of his flashing dimple. He glared at her,

  and she glared right back.




  “We didn’t do it.” From Grant. Strong, steady Grant. She’d had a good feeling about the guy from the beginning, from the first moment she’d met him at the

  courthouse. A real upfront kind of guy.




  Now this.




  “We’re going to have to prove that,” she said. Not going to be easy.




  Another flash of light.




  Erin licked her lips and knew what she had to do. “Excuse me.” Much as she hated it . . .




  She was going to have to get close to that body. She spun and headed for the perp. Um, victim now. Her steps slowed as she approached the body. “Give me a minute, Mark,” she said to

  the crime scene analyst, and he moved back.




  Less than a foot away, she stopped. She didn’t touch Bobby or the bars, no way was she going to risk contaminating evidence. But . . .




  But her eyes touched him. Her gaze scanned every inch of him, paying careful attention to the wounds and—




  Shit.




  Her heart slammed into her chest.




  Those weren’t knife wounds. No, she knew the shape of those wounds.




  Intimately.




  Those slices had been made by claws. She’d seen marks like that too many times in the past.




  Her nostrils twitched and she stared at Bobby’s bloody form.




  The cops there—the captain, the three men, and the woman—they were human. So were the crime scene guys.




  No shifters.




  But a shifter had been here. He’d killed.




  And she knew there was a shifter close by, one who didn’t mind a little blood and who sure had a hard-on for Bobby.




  Jude.




  Her steps were very precise as she turned and left the holding area. Once she was clear, her fingers knotted into fists, and she stormed down the hallway, racing back to face the hunter.




  Jude stretched his legs out, letting the heels of his boots press into the old floor. He didn’t glance at his watch, but he figured Erin had been with the body about

  eight minutes or so now and—




  Click. Click. Click.




  The sound of fast-approaching high heels.




  He glanced up.




  And saw Erin bearing down on him, her face tight with fury and her eyes blazing.




  Glowing?




  She stalked right up to him, put her hands on the hips he’d like to touch and demanded, “What did you do?”




  Whoa. Jude stood up, slowly, aware that he towered over her slender figure and using that to his advantage. “I think you’ve got the wrong idea here, sweetheart.”




  “I am not your sweetheart.” She jabbed a finger into his chest. “You think I don’t know what got a hold of that bastard?” Her voice was fierce, but pitched

  low enough that only he would be able to hear her. “I recognize the work of claws when I see ’em, Donovan.”




  “Not my claws.” The words came out more growl than anything else. He cleared his throat, tried again. It was hard to speak normally, with her so close, with that sweet scent

  filling his nose, and with the beast roaring. “I told you, if I wanted him dead, he wouldn’t have made it out of that swamp.”




  “You knew what I’d find in that cell.” A pause, just for a beat of time. “How’d you know, hunter? Because you’d been the one to send Bobby to hell? Just had

  to put a smile on his face, didn’t you? A grin for him to greet the devil with?”




  He grabbed her hand, tired of her fingernail digging into his chest. “I didn’t do it, sweetheart. I’ve got an alibi. I was at Night Watch and at least four other

  agents can attest to that.” Good thing, too. He rotated his shoulders. No more pain. Not even a twinge.




  “How did you know?” Gritted from between her teeth. Teeth that were starting to look a bit sharper than before.




  He almost smiled. Would have, if they weren’t talking about a dead body and if they hadn’t been surrounded by cops. “I’ve got a friend in the department. He called

  me.” Because he owed me and because the sly bastard knew he’d need my help. Just like she would.




  Erin just didn’t want to admit it yet.




  “What. Friend?”




  “Aw, now, you can’t expect me to—”




  “What. Friend!” Her voice wasn’t soft anymore, and a couple of cops glanced their way. “Tell me, because I’m sure as hell thinking

  you’re—”




  “It was me, ma’am.” A slow-drawling southern voice said.




  Erin’s head whipped to the left and her mouth dropped open as she stared at Antonio. “Bullshit.”




  He smiled at her, flashing his perfectly capped, too-white teeth. The teeth looked even whiter next to his caramel skin—coloring Jude knew the guy had gotten courtesy of his very lovely

  Mexican mother. “ ’Fraid so, Ms. Jerome. ’Fraid so.”




  “Why?”




  “Because I’m not quite as clueless as you seem to think I am.” His voice was low but fierce. “And one look at that body told me the cops in that room weren’t

  suspects.” He jerked his thumb toward Jude. “But one of his kind sure as hell was.”




  She froze. Then, it was as if a veil fell over her face. Erin’s expression cleared, until only a false mask remained. “His kind? What’s that supposed to mean?”




  Jude blinked. The lady was good. If she hadn’t just been snarling at him about claw marks, he might have bought her confused act.




  Or maybe not.




  Because apparently even Tony wasn’t buying it. The captain snorted and said, “If you really don’t know, ma’am, then you’re gonna have one hell of a time

  survivin’ in this town.”




  She was living a nightmare. An absolute somebody-please-wake-me-up screaming nightmare.




  Antonio knew about the Other.




  Yeah, that was a problem, but the big deal was that she had a shifter gone bad who was slicing up killers right under the noses of the PD.




  The news headlines would be brutal.




  “I hate to break this to you, Ms. Jerome—”




  “Erin,” she choked out because the captain drawled her surname out in a way that was like nails grating on her nerves.




  “But the world you live in, well, only half of what you see is real.” Antonio paced the small confines of his office, looking very much like a caged cat.




  He wasn’t. The guy didn’t so much as give off one whiff of shifter scent.




  But then, her smell was pretty damn hard to detect, too.




  “Really?” She kept her voice mild with an effort. After the captain’s big revelation, he’d herded her and Jude into his office. She was playing the innocent human, for

  now. And for as long as necessary.




  “Two years ago, I was out in the swamps. A vampire tried to drain me and leave my body for gator bait.”




  Nice visual. “A vampire?” Erin shook her head. “Sorry, captain, but vampires aren’t real.” Yeah, right. Those bastards were as real as she was.




  Jude rolled his shoulders beside her. He’d been doing that every few moments. What was up with that?




  “They’re real.” Antonio stopped his pacing. “Get used to the idea.”




  She had, about twenty-five years ago, when she’d watched her mother go claw to teeth with a vamp. “Um . . . tell me, captain, have you been in for an evaluation recently? Perhaps a

  trip to the police shrink is in order.” Erin braced her hands on the armrests of her chair and pushed to her feet. “Now, unless you want to tell me a few fairy tales about some trolls

  running loose in the city, I’ve got a murder to solve. I don’t have time for this crap.” A good exit line. She headed for the door, chin up, shoulders back.




  And heard clapping behind her. Glancing over her shoulder, Erin saw Jude smiling at her.




  “Nice.” He pointed one long finger at her. “But why don’t you cut the crap, ADA? We both know you understand all about the monsters in the dark, and playing the

  innocent isn’t gonna work with me.”




  We both know you understand all about the monsters in the dark. Her lips parted.




  He rose slowly and stalked toward her. Yeah, stalked, his movements slow and steady, strangely graceful, his eyes predatory. His bright gaze dropped to her mouth. Seemed to heat.




  Trouble. Oh, but the man was going to be dangerous to her. She’d known it from that first glance. Erin licked her lips. “I, uh . . .” No, that wouldn’t work at

  all. She cleared her throat. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Donovan.” One fast glance toward Antonio. “I’m not going to jump on this insanity

  parade—”




  “Gloves are off, lady. You know what I am.”




  Shifter.




  He leaned in close and she watched the flare of his nostrils. “And I know what you’re not.”




  Human.




  Asshole.




  “So let’s cut to the chase, here, okay? No pretending’s necessary when the door’s closed.” And the door was closed. Closed and locked. She’d heard the soft

  snick after Antonio shut the door. “You saw the body. You said yourself—those were claw marks, right?”




  Her gaze darted once more to the left. Antonio stared at her with his wide eyes. Denial was still an option. She didn’t have to blow her cover, the cover she’d worked so hard to get.

  Four months. It had taken her four months to find this job and to escape from her past.




  A past that had come calling today—memories stirred up by the cloying scent of blood and death.




  Running from monsters was hard work, because they were everywhere.




  Silence hung in the room, too thick.




  Jude swore. “Fine. I’ll take a look at the body and see what I—”




  Erin grabbed his hand when he tried to push past her, and she kissed her new life good-bye. “It was a shifter.”




  Antonio exhaled. “Damn woman.”




  Jude’s skin felt warm beneath her fingertips. His eyes bored into hers, and she watched his pupils flare.




  Dangerous.




  She pulled her hand back and smoothed her fingers over the soft cotton of her pants. “It was a shifter, and, how convenient—there’s a shifter standing right in front

  of me.” Towering over her. Surrounding her with his heat and scent.




  “I didn’t kill him—”




  “Jude wouldn’t—”




  Their words twisted and blurred in her mind. She waited for the denials to finish, then raised a brow. “You said you could prove your innocence.”




  His eyes narrowed, but Jude nodded. “Good,” she muttered. “ ’Cause you’ll have to do that.” And she believed he could. After that whole alibi business was

  taken care of, it would be time to get down to business.




  “Call Night Watch,” Jude said. “You can verify my whereabouts in less than two minutes.”




  She’d do that, but first . . . “Are you up for another case, hunter?” She knew just how hard it was to catch a shifter, especially one who hungered for the sweet thrill of

  human prey.




  “You trying to hire me?”




  Yeah, she was. She knew that Jude Donovan would be her best bet for catching this killer. The cops wouldn’t be able to track a shifter.




  It takes a beast to catch a beast.




  Oh, the games the Other played.




  “The DA gonna be up for this?” Antonio asked, inching closer.




  Erin didn’t glance his way. “He’ll go for it.” She’d make absolutely certain he did. “But will you?” she asked Jude.




  His hard face was unreadable. Jeez but the man was big. She topped out at just under six feet, but he towered over her by several inches.




  Just what kind of beast did Jude carry? Shifters—the beings that most said carried two souls.




  The soul of a man.




  The soul of an animal.




  Most shifters were pretty harmless. They could transform into foxes, birds, or snakes.




  Others were more dangerous. Bears, panthers, wolves.




  Wolves. Some believed—with good reason—that those were the most dangerous of the shifters. Fierce, bloodthirsty, and, just for fun, every now and then . . . psychotic.




  “I’ll hunt for you.” His gaze never left her face. “For a price.”




  “The city will pay you.” She’d talk to the mayor and the DA. She wasn’t planning a big reveal about the Other world with them; at least, not unless she

  wasn’t given a choice. But Gus and Clark were smart guys. They’d wise up real fast to the benefits of having this case handled as quietly and quickly as possible.




  If Jude could contain the guy, they’d be more than willing to pay his price. A price she expected to be very high.




  Jude shook his head. “Not talking about the city.”




  Antonio stopped his inching closer routine.




  Her heart slammed into her ribs but she kept her voice quiet and silky when she asked, “Then just who are you talking about?”




  A slow smile. One that whispered across his face, lifted his upper lip and had her thighs clenching.




  “You, sweetheart. You.”




  Erin gulped. Dammit—that scar on his top lip—sexy. She could see the hunger in his eyes. The man’s hunger and the beast’s.




  And she felt the hot rise of her own need.




  Not going to happen. She took a moment to let her heart rate ease back to normal. This wasn’t the first time she’d had a strong physical reaction to a shifter.




  Okay, a really sexy shifter.




  And it wouldn’t be her last. She couldn’t stop the rush of sensual awareness, but Erin controlled the wild instincts inside. She always had. “The city will pay you,” she

  said again and let the ice chill her words. “And pay you well.” Because hunting a killer like the one who’d slaughtered Bobby wouldn’t be easy.




  He snorted. “They’d better.” Jude didn’t look away from her. “But, sweetheart, you’ll pay, too.”




  The words were a definite threat.




  Shifters always thought they were the baddest assholes on earth.




  Because some of them were.




  The local news carried the Burrows story that night at ten. A bright, perky blonde appeared at the top of the hour announcing, “Bobby Burrows, the suspect in the

  so-called Slasher Crimes, was found dead in his holding cell today. Police aren’t releasing any information on this case yet, although sources say foul play is suspected . . .”




  What?




  He stared at the screen and felt the rage boil in his blood.




  Foul play was suspected? Fuck, yes, he’d carved up that bastard.




  And he’d done it for her.




  The image on the screen flickered and a close-up shot of the mayor and the DA appeared. The DA was running his fat mouth about the security at the station.




  Blah. Blah. Blah




  The camera angle altered, just a bit, and his prey appeared.




  So perfect.




  Erin stood a bit behind the mayor. Looking all calm and lovely in her button-down shirt and pants. Controlled and elegant.




  Such a beautiful lie.




  He knew who she was, what she was, down deep, past the skin.




  She was just like him. She liked the blood, the screams, the pleas for mercy.




  He knew all about the real Erin. Flawed, broken, and wild for death.




  Just like him.




  He hoped that she’d liked her little present. Hoped she enjoyed all of the presents he would give to her. Soon.




  He rose and went to the TV. He touched the spot just over her image.




  Sweet, sweet Erin.




  “No more running, love, you’re mine.”




  She should have known escape wasn’t possible.




  She should have known.




  





  Chapter 3




  She went to him. When the press conference was over, when the freak-out in the mayor’s office had finally subsided, Erin went straight to

  Jude.




  She knew where he lived. She’d gotten that information from Night Watch when she called to verify his alibi.




  Jude’s lair was at the edge of the city, skirting the swamps. More of a cabin than a house, and one that didn’t look overly inviting.




  Raising her hand, Erin banged on the door. So, sure, it was close to midnight. And, okay, granted, the swamp looked dark and dangerous and the call of the crickets and who-the-hell knew what

  else had her ears ringing.




  The mayor had sent her to Jude. The DA had sent her.




  And she’d come because she needed to see him.




  The door opened with a creak. Jude stared down at her, stubble on his cheeks, his blond hair tousled and his eyes hooded.




  No shirt. His chest was bare and too close. The man had serious muscles. Damn. His jeans hung low on his body, wrapping around his hips and clinging to his strong, hard thighs.




  Hunter.




  “Took you long enough,” he said, voice so deep it was nearly a growl.




  Light surrounded him and spilled onto the porch. She shifted, her high heels scraping over the old wood. “Didn’t realize you were waiting for me.”




  Lie. She’d known that he wanted to talk to her, alone, just as she’d wanted to talk to him.




  Erin had to find out what he knew about her—and how he knew it. So I won’t slip up and make the same mistake with someone else next time. “Do I get to come

  inside or do I have to stay out here all night?”




  His mouth hitched into a half-smile. Erin inhaled.




  Then Jude stepped back, motioning for her to enter.




  The fingers of her right hand tightened around her purse strap and she walked forward, hesitating for only the briefest of seconds when she caught sight of the deep gouges along the

  doorframe.




  Claw marks.




  Some shifters sure did like to mark their territory. Her jaw tightened and she brushed past him, all too aware of the heat and strength of his body.




  The interior of his place was Spartan bare. A couch. A giant TV. A paperwork-covered desk shoved into the corner. A big, scarred wooden table, two chairs around it, a small lamp on its surface.

  Erin caught a glimpse of the kitchen—or was that a closet?




  “Not here much,” he said with a shrug, following her gaze. “Too busy—”




  “Hunting.” She knew exactly how he spent his days. In the hours since they’d parted, she’d done her homework.




  Jude Donovan. Age thirty-five. College graduate, with a degree in criminal justice. He’d been recruited to work for Night Watch when he’d barely been twenty-two. His reputation for

  hunting was vicious, and so were the criminals he captured. The vilest of criminals.




  Humans . . . and she’d be willing to bet Other, too.




  She reached into her bag and pulled out a check. Not the usual way things were handled in the DA’s office, but . . . “I’ve been authorized to acquire your services.” He

  didn’t glance at the check, just kept those blue eyes trained on hers. Her fingers were steady as she held the check in the air between them. “This check is for ten thousand

  dollars.”




  No change of expression. From the looks of his cabin, the guy shouldn’t have been hesitating to snatch up the money.




  “Give the check to Night Watch.”




  At that, her lips firmed. “I already gave them one.” A hefty one, at that. “This one’s for you. A bonus from the Mayor. He wants this guy caught, fast.” Before word

  about the true nature of the crime leaked too far.




  “So old Gus doesn’t think his cops can handle this guy?”




  Gus LaCroix. Hard-talking, ex-hard-drinking mayor. No nonsense, deceptively smart, and demanding. “He’s got the cops on this, but he said he knew you, and that you’d be the

  best one to handle this job.”




  Erin strongly suspected that Gus belonged in the Other world. She hadn’t caught any unusual scent drifting from him, but his agreement to bring in Night Watch and his almost

  desperate demands to the DA had sure indicated the guy knew more than he was letting on about the situation.




  Could be he was a demon. Low-level. Many politicians were.




  Jude took the check. Finally. She dropped her fingers, not wanting the flesh on flesh contact with him. Not then.




  He folded the check and tucked it into the back pocket of his jeans. “Guess you just got yourself a bounty hunter.”




  “And I guess you’ve got yourself one sick shifter to catch.”




  He closed the distance between them, moving fast and catching her arms in a strong grip.




  Aw, hell. It was just like before. The heat of his touch swept through her, waking hungers she’d deliberately denied for so long.




  Jude was sexual. From his knowing eyes, his curving, kiss-me lips, to the hard lines and muscles of his body.




  Deep inside, in the dark, secret places of her soul that she fought to keep hidden, there was a part of her just like that.




  Wild. Hot.




  Sexual.




  “Why are you afraid of me?”




  Not the question she’d expected, but one she could answer. “I know what you are. What sane woman wouldn’t be afraid of a man who becomes an animal?”




  “Some women like a little bit of the animal in their men.”




  “Not me.” Liar.




  His eyes said the same thing.




  “Do your job, Donovan. Catch the freak who cut up my prisoner—”




  “Like Bobby had been slashing his victims?”




  Hit. Yeah, there’d been no way to miss that significance.




  “When word gets out about what really happened, some folks will say Bobby deserved what he got.” His fingers pressed into her arms. Erin wore a light, silk shirt—and even that

  seemed too hot for the humid Louisiana spring night. His touch burned through the blouse and seemed to singe her flesh.




  “Some will say that,” she allowed. Okay, a hell of a lot would say that. “But his killer still has to be caught.” Stopped, because she had the feeling this could be just

  the beginning.




  Her feelings about death weren’t often wrong.




  She was a lot like her dad that way.




  And, unfortunately, like her mother, too.




  “What do you think? Did he deserve to be clawed to death?”




  An image of Bobby’s ex-wife, Pat, flashed before her eyes. The doctors had put over one hundred and fifty stitches into her face. She’d been his most brutal attack.




  Erin swallowed. “His punishment was for the court to decide.” She stepped back, but he didn’t let her go. “Uh, do you mind?”




  “Yeah, I do.” His eyes glittered down at her. “If we’re gonna be working together, we need honesty between us.”




  “We need you to find the killer.”




  “Oh, I will. Don’t worry about that. I always catch my prey.”




  So the rumors claimed. The hunters from Night Watch were known throughout the U.S.




  “You’re shivering, Erin.”




  “No, no, I’m not.” She was.




  “I make you nervous. I scare you.” A pause. His gaze dropped to her lips, lingered, then slowly rose back to meet her stare. “Is it because I know what you are?”




  She wanted his mouth on hers. A foolish desire. Ridiculous. Not something the controlled woman wanted, but what the wild thing inside craved. “You don’t know anything about

  me.”




  “Don’t I?”




  Erin jerked free of his hold and glared at him. “Few things in this world scare me. You should know that.” There was one thing, one person, who terrified her but now wasn’t the

  time for that disclosure. No, she didn’t tell anyone about him.




  If she could just get around Jude and march out that door—




  “Maybe you’re not scared of me, then. Maybe you’re scared of yourself.”




  She froze.




  “Not human,” he murmured, shaking his head. “Not vamp.”




  Vamp? Thankfully, no.




  “Djinn? Nah, you don’t have that look.” His right hand lifted and he rubbed his chin. “Tell me your secrets, sweetheart, and I’ll tell you mine.”




  “Sorry, not the sharing type.” She’d wasted enough time here. Erin pushed past him, ignoring the press of his arm against her side. Her body ached and the whispers of hunger

  within her grew more demanding every moment she stayed with him.




  Weak.




  She hated her weakness.




  Just like her mother’s.




  “You’re a shifter.” His words stopped her near the door. She stared blankly at the faded wood. Heard the dull thud of her heart echoing in her ears.




  Then the soft squeak of the old floorboards as he closed the distance between them.




  Erin turned to him, tilted her head back—




  He kissed her.




  She heard a growl. Not from him—no, from her own throat.




  The hunger.




  Sure, he made the first move, he brought his lips crashing down on hers, but . . . she kissed him right back.




  Her hands locked around his shoulders, her nails dug into his flesh. Oh, damn, but his flesh . . . Strong, hot.




  Her mouth was open, lips parted for the thrust of his tongue. She’d tried to play the good girl and walk away, but there was no denying she wanted this—wanted him.




  Tongues met. Took. Tasted.




  And he tasted good. Even better than the chocolate she craved in the middle of the day. Erin realized she wanted more. So much more.




  She rose on her tiptoes. Widened her mouth, and this time, the growl that she heard came from him.




  His hands clenched around her hips, and he jerked her even closer to him. The hard bulge of his arousal pressed against her. Long and hard and promising such fierce pleasure. She could have him,

  thrusting deep and hard into her, and Erin knew the ride would be fantastic. The sex great.




  She could have him.




  His fingers cupped her ass.




  Take him. Take him.




  He ripped his mouth from hers. She sucked in a sharp breath and tried to clear the lust from her mind. She needed—




  His mouth pressed against her neck. Right over her pulse.




  Her weak spot.




  His tongue laved her and her knees trembled. Then Jude bit her, a light, teasing bite.




  A marking, nonetheless. She knew the way of shifters.




  But that didn’t stop the heat that swept through her. Erin’s nipples swelled against him, her sex moistened.




  Freaking animal response.




  So much need.




  “You want me, Erin, just as much as I want you.” The words rumbled against her flesh.




  She wouldn’t deny it. She wouldn’t give in to the furious desire, either. With one serious effort, Erin made her hands stop clutching him and she pushed against his chest

  instead.




  Nice chest.




  He didn’t move.




  She pushed harder, letting some of her enhanced strength flex. “Let me go.”




  His head rose and he stared down at her with eyes shining brightly. So blue it almost hurt to look into them.




  “Shifter.” He said this again, but it wasn’t so much a question. Too certain. “I can see it in your eyes.”




  No, no that couldn’t be possible. She always controlled her body. No claws. No glowing eyes. No too-sharp teeth. The guy was guessing, trying to trip her up.




  “Sweet little shifter. You can’t hide your beast from me.”




  There was no beast. “Let. Me. Go.” Her voice was huskier than she would have liked, but she meant the words. Being near him right then, not really an option.




  Running, yeah, that was the best option. Not because she was afraid, but—




  Shit, okay, she was afraid.




  So there were a few things that scared her.




  Jude dropped his hold.




  Erin spun around and fumbled with the door. Her purse, all but forgotten, banged against her hip. Then she was outside, stumbling onto the porch and putting some much needed space between

  them.




  Now if her heart would just slow its frantic beat.




  “This isn’t over.” His voice followed her down the steps.




  “Damn right.” She tossed him a glare over her shoulder. “You’ve got to find my killer—”




  “Not that.” His steps were slow and heavy on the porch. “Us. We’re not over. We’re just getting started.” He licked his lips. “I can still taste

  you.”
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