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Praise for A HUNGER LIKE NO OTHER

A RITA Award Winner!

“Intense action, devilishly passionate sex, and fascinating characters. . . . An amazing and inventive alternate reality. . . . Hot stuff!”

—RT Book Reviews

“Superb . . . rich mythology, a fresh approach, and excellent writing.”

—Fresh Fiction

“A unique romance—it truly stands on its own.”

—New York Times bestselling author Sherrilyn Kenyon
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“When it comes to creating adversarial protagonists who must overcome enormous emotional and deadly obstacles to get their HEA, no one does it better!”

—RT Book Reviews

“Equally adventuresome and romantic. . . . Superb.”

—Single Titles

MACRIEVE

“MacRieve’s like the ultimate tortured hero. . . . I love that all of Kresley’s heroes and heroines are different.”

—USA Today

“Every time I pick up a Kresley Cole book it starts this spiral of need to go back and read the rest of the series all over again. . . . This is probably the steamiest book of the series, almost from the get-go.”

—Avon Romance
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(The Dacians), a RITA Award Winner!

“Kresley Cole cannot do wrong in my book. She is masterful in creating the perfect Alpha Male.”

—Under the Covers Book Blog

LOTHAIRE

A RITA Award Finalist!

“I was amazed at this world Kresley Cole has created . . . a definite favorite.”

—USA Today

“How do you make the crazy, arrogant, and ruthless archvillain of a series a hero? With great difficulty! Yet Cole pulls it off splendidly.”

—RT Book Reviews

DREAMS OF A DARK WARRIOR

“Sex scenes so hot there is a danger the pages could spontaneously combust.”

—Love Vampires

DEMON FROM THE DARK

“Intense danger mixes with insatiable desire to create a scorching hot romance that plays out against a fast-paced backdrop of thrilling supernatural adventure. Addictively good reading.”

—Love Vampires

PLEASURE OF A DARK PRINCE

“There are few authors that can move me to tears. Kresley Cole is one of them.”

—Book Binge

KISS OF A DEMON KING

A RITA Award Winner!

“Cole deftly blends danger and desire into a brilliantly original contemporary paranormal romance . . . sexy . . . sharp humor . . . simply irresistible.”

—Reader to Reader

DARK DESIRES AFTER DUSK

“Cole outdoes herself. . . . A gem.”

—RT Book Review

DARK NEEDS AT NIGHT’S EDGE

“The evolution of this romance is among the most believable and engrossing I’ve ever read. Cole’s Immortals After Dark series continues stronger than ever.”

—Fresh Fiction

“A wickedly exhilarating ride through the world of the Lore. I can’t recommend Conrad and Néomi’s book enough. Fabulous, Ms. Cole! Simply fabulous!”

—Romance Junkies

WICKED DEEDS ON A WINTER’S NIGHT

“Cole effortlessly delivers heart-wringing romance, likeable heroines, hot heroes and hotter sex . . . set against an original and exciting paranormal mythology that keeps both the story and the reader speeding along.”

—Love Vampires

NO REST FOR THE WICKED

“Sizzling sex and high-stakes adventure are what’s on tap in mega-talented Cole’s sensational new paranormal release. . . . One nonstop thrill ride. Brava!”

—RT Book Reviews

THE WARLORD WANTS FOREVER

“Holy hotness, Batman! Why did nobody sit me down and give me a stern lecture on why I needed to start this series ages ago? I mean, whoa.”

—Reading the Paranormal
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For Richard,

my real, live Viking.


Excerpted from The Living Book of Lore . . .

The Lore

“. . . and those sentient creatures that are not human shall be united in one stratum, coexisting with, yet secret from, man’s.”

• Most are immortal and can regenerate from injuries, killed only by mystical fire or beheading.

• Their eyes change with intense emotion, often to a breed-specific color.

The Valkyries

“When a maiden warrior screams for courage as she dies in battle, Wóden and Freya heed her call. The two gods give up lightning to strike her, rescuing her to their hall, and preserving her courage forever in the form of the maiden’s immortal Valkyrie daughter.”

• Take sustenance from the electrical energy of the earth, sharing it in one collective power, and give it back with their emotions in the form of lightning.

• Possess preternatural strength and speed.

The Vampire Horde

“In the first chaos of the Lore, a brotherhood of vampires dominated, by relying on their cold nature, worship of logic, and absence of mercy. They sprang from the harsh steppes of Dacia and migrated to Russia, though some say a secret enclave live in Dacia still.”

• Have the ability to teleport, also known as tracing.

• Each adult male seeks his Bride, his eternal wife, and walks as the living dead until he finds her.

• A Bride will render his body fully alive, giving him breath and making his heart beat, a process known as blooding.

The Forbearers

“. . . his crown stolen, Kristoff, the rightful Horde king, stalked the battlefields of antiquity seeking the strongest, most valiant human warriors as they died, earning him the name The Gravewalker. He offered eternal life for eternal fealty to him and his growing army.”

• An army of vampires consisting of turned humans, who do not drink blood directly from the flesh.

• Enemies of the Horde.

The Lykae Clan

“A proud, strapping warrior of the Keltoi People (or Hidden People, later known as Celts) was taken in his prime by a maddened wolf. The warrior rose from the dead, now an immortal, with the spirit of the beast latent within him. He displayed the wolf’s traits: the need for touch, an intense loyalty to its kind, an animal craving for the delights of the flesh. Sometimes the beast rises. . . .”

• Each Lykae possesses the Instinct, an inner guiding force.

• Mate for life. Over eternity, they seek their fated one above all things, revering matehood as other species do gods.

The Turning

“Only through death can one become an ‘other.’ ”

• Some beings can turn a human or even other Lore creatures into their kind through differing means, but the catalyst for change is always death, and success is not guaranteed.

The Sirenae

“Near the sea’s edge, beware the siren’s song . . .”

• A female species of immortals who can permanently mesmerize and enslave males who hear their singing.

• Derive power from the sea and can’t be away from it for more than one cycle of the moon.

The Furiae

“If you do evil, beg for punishment—before they come . . .”

• Ruthless she-warriors bent on delivering justice to evil men when they escape it elsewhere.

The Demonarchies

“The demons are as varied as the tribes of man . . .”

• A collection of demon dynasties.

• Some kingdoms ally with the Horde.

The Accession

“And a time shall come to pass when all immortal beings in the Lore, from the Valkyries, vampire, Lykae, and demon factions to the witches, shifters, fey, and sirens . . . must fight and destroy each other.”

• A kind of mystical checks-and-balances system for an ever-growing population of immortals.

• Occurs every five hundred years. Or right now . . .


Prologue
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Sometimes the fire that licks the skin from his bones dies down.

It is his fire. In a recess of his mind still capable of rational thought, he believes this. His fire because he’s fed it for centuries with his destroyed body and decaying soul.

Long ago—and who knows how much time has toiled past—the Vampire Horde trapped him in these catacombs deep beneath Paris. He stands chained against a rock, pinned at two places on each limb and once around his neck. Before him—an opening into hell that spews fire.

Here he waits and suffers, offered to a column of fire that may weaken but is never-ending—never-ending, just like his life. His existence is to burn to death repeatedly, only to have his dogged immortality revive him again.

Detailed fantasies of retribution have gotten him this far; nursing the rage in his heart is all he has.

Until her.

Over the centuries, he has heard uncanny new things in the streets above, occasionally smelled Paris changing seasons. But now he has scented her, his mate, the one woman made for him alone.

The woman he’d searched for without cease for a thousand years—up until the day of his capture.

The flames have ebbed. At this moment, she lingers somewhere above. It is enough. One of his arms strains against its bonds until the thick metal cuts into his skin. Blood drips, then pours. Every muscle in his weakened body works in concert, striving to do what he’s never been able to for an eternity before. For her, he can do this. He must. . . .

His yell turns to a choking cough as he rips two bonds free.

He doesn’t have time to disbelieve what he’s accomplished. She is so close, he can almost feel her. Need her. Another arm wrenches free.

With both hands he clenches the metal biting into his neck, vaguely remembering the day the thick pin was hammered into place. He knows its two ends are embedded at least three feet down. His strength is waning, but nothing will stop him when she’s so close. In a rush of rock and dust, the metal comes loose, the recoil making him fling it across the cavernous space.

He yanks at the bond wrapped tight around his thigh. He wrests it and the one at his ankle free, then begins on the last two holding his other leg. Already envisioning his escape, not even glancing down, he pulls. Nothing. Brows drawn in confusion, he tries again. Straining, groaning with desperation. Nothing.

Her scent is fading—there is no time. He pitilessly regards his trapped leg. Imagining how he can bury himself in her and forget the pain, he reaches above his knee with shaking hands. Yearning for that oblivion within her, he attempts to crack the bone. His weakness ensures that this takes half a dozen tries.

His claws slice his skin and muscle, but the nerve running the length of his femur is taut as a piano wire. When he even nears it, unimaginable pain stabs up its length and explodes in his upper body, making his vision go black.

Too weak. Bleeding too freely. The fire will build again soon. The vampires return periodically. Will he lose her just when he’s found her?

“Never,” he grates. He surrenders himself to the beast inside him, the beast that will take its freedom with its teeth, drink water from the gutters, and scavenge refuse to survive. He sees the frenzied amputation as though watching a misery from a distance.

Crawling from his torture, abandoning his leg, he pulls himself through the shadows of the dank catacombs until he spies a passageway. Ever watchful for his enemies, he creeps through the bones littering the floor to reach it. He has no idea how far it is to escape, but he finds his way—and the strength—by following her scent. He regrets the pain he will give her. She will be so connected to him, she’ll feel his suffering and horror as her own.

It can’t be helped. He is escaping. Doing his part. Can she save him from his memories when his skin still burns?

He finally inches his way to the surface, then into a darkened alley. But her scent has faltered.

Fate has given her to him when he needs her most, and gods help him—and this city—if he can’t find her. His brutality had been legendary, and he will unleash it without measure for her.

He fights to sit up against a wall. Clawing tracks into the brick street, he struggles to calm his ragged breaths so he can scent her once more.

Need her. Bury myself in her. Waited so long. . . .

Her scent is gone.

His eyes go wet, and he shudders violently at the loss. An anguished roar makes the city tremble.


My ideal man? He’ d have to be considerate, easygoing, and well-mannered. Above all, he’ d need to treat me like a queen.

—Emmaline Troy, aka Emma the Timid, half vampire, half Valkyrie

Never run from one such as me, female. You will no’ get away—and we like it.

—Lachlain MacRieve, King of the Lykae
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One week later . . .

On an island in the Seine, against the nighttime backdrop of a Gothic cathedral, the denizens of Paris came out to play.

Emmaline Troy wound around fire-eaters, pickpockets, and chanteurs de rue. She meandered through the tribes of black-clad Goths who swarmed Notre Dame like it was the mother ship calling them home. And still she attracted attention.

The human males she passed turned their heads to regard her, frowns in place, sensing something, but unsure. Probably some genetic memory from long ago that signaled her as their wildest fantasy or their darkest nightmare.

Emma was neither.

She was a co-ed—a recent Tulane grad—alone in Paris and hungry. Worn out from another failed search for blood, she sank onto a rustic bench beneath a chestnut tree, eyes riveted to a waitress drawing espresso at a café. If only blood poured so easily, Emma thought. Yes, if it came warm and rich from a bottomless tap, then her stomach wouldn’t be clenched in hunger at the mere idea.

Starving in Paris. And friendless. Was there ever such a predicament?

Couples strolling hand in hand along the gravel walk seemed to mock her loneliness. Was it just her, or did lovers look more adoringly at each other in this city? Especially in the springtime. Die, bastards.

She sighed. It wasn’t their fault that they were bastards who should die.

She’d been spurred to enter this fray by the prospect of her echoing hotel room and the idea that she might find another blood pusher in the City of Light. Her former hookup had gone south, fleeing Paris for Ibiza. He’d given little explanation for abandoning his job, saying only that with the “arrival of the risen king,” some “serious epic shit” was brewing in “gay Paree.” Whatever that meant.

As a vampire, she was a member of the Lore, that stratum of beings who’d convinced humans they existed only in imagination. Though the Lore was thick here, Emma had been unable to replace her pusher. Any creatures she could scout out to ask fled her because she was a vampire.

They scurried without knowing that she wasn’t even a full-blooded one, nor that Emma was a wuss who’d never bitten another living being. As her fierce adoptive aunts loved to tell everyone, “Emma cries her pink tears if she dusts a moth’s wings.”

Emma had accomplished nothing during this trip that she’d insisted on taking. Her quest to uncover information about her deceased parents—her Valkyrie mother and her unknown vampire father—was a failure. A failure that would culminate in a call to her aunts to get them to retrieve her. Because she couldn’t feed herself. Pitiful. She sighed. She’d be razzed about this for another seventy years—

A crash sounded. Before she had time to feel bad for the waitress getting docked, another crash and then another followed. Across the walk, a table umbrella shot fifteen feet up to be batted high in the sky, fluttering all the way to the Seine. A cruise boat honked and Gallic curses erupted.

Half-lit by the walk’s torchlights, a towering man turned over café tables, artists’ easels, and book stands selling century-old pornography. Tourists screamed and fled in the wake of destruction. Emma shot to her feet with a gasp, looping her satchel over her shoulder.

He was cutting a path directly to her, his black trench coat trailing behind him. His size and his unnaturally fluid movements made her doubt he was human. His hair was thick and long, concealing half his face. Several days’ growth of beard shadowed his jaw.

He pointed a shaking hand at her. “You,” he growled.

She jerked glances over both of her shoulders looking for the unfortunate you he was addressing. Her. Holy shit, this madman had settled on her.

He turned his palm up and beckoned her to come to him—as if confident she would.

“Uh, I-I don’t know you,” she squeaked, backing up, but her legs met the bench.

He continued stalking her, ignoring the tables between them, tossing them aside like toys instead of varying his direct pursuit of her. Furious intent burned in his pale blue eyes. She could sense his rage more sharply as he neared, unsettling her, because her kind were considered the predators in the night—never the prey. And because, at heart, she was a coward.

“Come.” He bit out the word and motioned for her again.

Eyes wide, she shook her head, then leapt backward over the bench, twisting in the air. She landed facing away from him and began speeding down the quay. She was weak, more than two days without blood, but terror made her quick as she crossed the Archevêché Bridge to exit the island.

Three . . . four blocks covered. She chanced a look behind her. Didn’t see him. Had she lost him?

Sudden glaring music from her purse made her cry out.

Who in the hell had programmed the Crazy Frog ring tone into her cell phone? Her eyes narrowed. Aunt Regin. The world’s most immature immortal, who looked like a siren and behaved like a frat pledge.

Cell phones in their coven were usually for emergency only. Ringers would disturb their hunting in the back alleys of New Orleans, and even a vibration would be enough to trigger a twitching ear in a low creature.

She flipped it open. Speak of the devil: Regin the Radiant.

“Little busy right now,” Emma snapped, taking another peek over her shoulder.

“Drop your things. Don’t take time to pack. Annika wants you at the executive airport immediately. You’re in danger.”

“Duh.”

Click. That wasn’t a warning—that was narration.

She’d ask the details once she was on the plane. As if she’d needed a reason to return home. Just the mention of danger and she would scamper back to her coven, to her Valkyrie aunts who would kill anything that threatened her and keep malice at bay.

As she tried to remember her way to the airport where she’d landed, the rain started to fall, warm and light at first—April lovers still laughing as they skipped under awnings—but swiftly turning to pounding cold. She came to a crowded avenue, feeling safer as she wound through traffic. She dodged cars with their wipers and horns going full-force. She didn’t see her pursuer.

With only the satchel slung around her neck, she traveled quickly, miles passing beneath her feet before she spied an open park and then the airfield just beyond it. She could see the diffused air around the jet engines as they warmed, could see the shades on every window already drawn tight. Almost there.

Emma convinced herself she’d lost him, because she was fast. She was also adept at convincing herself of things that might not be—good at pretending. She could pretend she took classes at night by choice, and that blushing didn’t make her thirsty.

A vicious growl sounded. Her eyes widened, but she didn’t turn back as she sprinted across the field—

Claws sank into her ankle. She was dragged to the muddy ground and thrown onto her back. A hand covered her mouth, though she’d been trained not to scream.

“Never run from one such as me, female.” Her attacker didn’t sound human. “You will no’ get away. And we like it.” His voice was guttural like a beast’s, yet his accent was . . . Scottish?

As she peered up at him through the rain, he examined her with eyes that were golden in color one moment, then flickering that eerie blue the next. No, not human.

Up close, she could see his features were even, masculine. A strong chin and jaw complemented the chiseled planes. He was beautiful, so much so that she thought he had to be a fallen angel. Possible. How could she rule out anything?

The hand that had been covering her mouth roughly grasped her chin. He narrowed his eyes, focusing on her lips—on her barely noticeable fangs. “No,” he choked out. “No’ possible. . . .” He yanked her head side to side, running his face down her neck, smelling her, then growled in fury, “Goddamn you.”

When his eyes turned blue, she cried out, her breath seeming to leave her body.

“Can you trace?” he grated as though speech was difficult. “Answer me!”

Tracing was how vampires teleported, disappearing and reappearing in thin air. Then he knows I’m a vampire?

“Can you?”

“N-no.” She’d never been strong or skilled enough. “Please.” She blinked against the rain, pleading with her eyes. “You have the wrong woman.”

“Think I’d know you. Make sure, if you insist.” He raised a hand—to touch her? Strike her? She fought, hissing desperately.

A callused palm grasped her nape, his other hand clenching her wrists as he bent down to her neck. Her body jerked from the feel of his tongue against her skin. His mouth was hot in the chill, wet air, making her shudder until her muscles knotted. He groaned while kissing her, his hand squeezing her wrists hard. Below her skirt, drops of rain tracked down her thighs, shocking her with cold.

“Don’t do this! Please . . .” When her last word ended with a whimper, he seemed to come out of a trance, his brows drawing together as his eyes met hers, but he didn’t release her hands.

He flicked his claw down her blouse and sliced it and the flimsy bra beneath open, then slowly brushed the halves past her breasts. She struggled, but it was useless against his strength. He studied her with a greedy gaze as rain splattered down, stinging her naked breasts. She was shivering uncontrollably.

His pain was so acute it nauseated her. He could take her or he could tear open her unprotected belly. . . .

Instead he ripped open his own shirt, then placed his huge palms against her back to draw her to his chest. He groaned when their skin touched, and electricity seemed to flash through her. Lightning split the sky.

He rumbled foreign words against her ear. She felt they were . . . tender words—making her think she’d lost her mind. She went limp, her arms hanging while he shuddered against her, his lips so hot in the pouring rain as he ran them down her neck, across her face, even brushing them over her eyelids. There he knelt, clutching her; there she lay, boneless and dazed, as she watched the lightning slash above them.

His hand cradled the back of her head as he moved her to face him.

He seemed torn as he watched her with some fierce emotion—she’d never been looked at so . . . consumingly. Confusion overwhelmed her. Would he attack or let her go? Please let me go. . . .

A tear slipped down her face, warmth streaking down amidst the drops of rain.

The look disappeared. “Blood for tears?” he roared, clearly revolted by her pink tears. He turned away as if he couldn’t stand to look upon her, then blindly swatted at her shirt to close it. “Take me to your home, vampire.”

“I-I don’t live here,” she said in a strangled tone, staggered by what had just occurred, and by the fact that he knew what she was.

“Take me to where you stay,” he ordered, finally facing her as he stood before her.

“No,” she amazed herself by saying.

He, too, looked surprised. “Because you doona want me to stop? Good. I’ll take you here on the grass on your hands and knees”—he lifted her easily until she was kneeling—“till well after the sun rises.”

He must have seen her resignation because he hauled her to her feet and pushed at her to get her moving. “Who stays with you?”

My husband, she wanted to snap. The linebacker who’s going to kick your ass. Yet she couldn’t lie, even now, and never would have had the nerve to provoke him anyway. “I am alone.”

“Your man lets you travel by yourself?” he asked over the downpour. His voice was beginning to sound human again. When she didn’t answer, he said with a sneer, “You’ve a careless male for yourself. His loss.”

She stumbled in a pothole and he gently steadied her, then seemed angry with himself that he’d helped her. But when he led them in front of a car a moment later, he threw her out of the way, leaping back at the sound of the horn. He swiped at the side of the car, claws crumpling the metal like tinfoil, sending it skidding. Once it finally stopped, the engine block dropped to the street with a thud. The driver threw open the door, dived for the street, then darted away.

Mouth open in shock, she scrambled backward, realizing her captor looked as though he’d . . . never seen a car.

He crossed to her, looming over her. In a low, deadly tone, he grated, “I only hope you run from me again.”

He snatched her hand and again lifted her to her feet. “How much farther?”

With a limp finger, she pointed out the luxurious Pavillon.

He gave her a look of pure hatred. “Your kind always had money.” His tone was scathing. “Nothing’s changed.” He knew she was a vampire. Did he know who or what her aunts were? He must—otherwise how could Regin have known to warn her about him? How could he know her coven was well-off?

After ten minutes of her being dragged across avenues, they pushed past the doorman of the hotel, garnering stares as they entered the palatial lobby. At least the lights were dimmed. She pulled her soaked jacket over her ruined blouse and kept her head down, thankful that she’d braided her hair over her ears.

He released the vise-grip on her arm in front of these people. He must know that she wouldn’t attract attention. Never scream, never draw the attention of humans. They were always more dangerous in the end than any of the thousands of creatures of the Lore.

When he draped his heavy arm across her shoulders as if they were together, she glanced up at him from under a wet lock of hair. He walked with his broad shoulders back, like he owned this place, but he was examining everything as if it was new to him. The phone ringing made him tense. The revolving doors had done the same.

Though he hid it well, she could tell he was unfamiliar with the elevator and hesitated to enter. Inside the lift, his size and his energy made the generous space seem cramped.

The short walk down the hall to her room was the longest of her life, as she devised and rejected plan after plan of escape. She hesitated outside the door, taking her time retrieving the key card from the puddle in the bottom of her purse.

“Key,” he demanded.

Exhaling, she handed it to him. When his eyes narrowed, she thought he was about to demand “key” again, but he studied the door lever and gave it back to her. “You do it.”

With a shaking hand, she slid it in. The mechanized buzz and then the click of the lock were like knells to her.

Once inside her room, he checked every inch of it as though to make sure she was in fact alone. He searched under the brocade-covered bed, then tore back the heavy silk drapes to reveal one of the best views in Paris. He moved like an animal, with aggression at every turn, though she’d noticed he favored one leg.

When he slowly limped to her in the hallway, her eyes widened and she eased backward. Still he continued toward her, studying her, weighing . . . before his gaze settled on her lips.

“I’ve waited a long time for you.”

He continued to behave as if he knew her. She would never forget a man like him.

“I need you. No matter what you are. And I’ll wait no longer.”

At his baffling words, her body inexplicably softened, relaxing. Her claws curled as if to clutch him to her, and her fangs receded to ready for his kiss. Frantic, she rapped her nails against the wall behind her and tapped her tongue against her left fang. Her defenses remained dormant. She was terrified of him. Why wasn’t her body?

He placed his hands against the wall on each side of her head. Unhurriedly, he leaned in, brushing his mouth against hers. He groaned from the small contact and pressed harder, flicking her lips with his tongue. She froze, not knowing what to do.

Against her mouth, he growled, “Kiss me back, creature, while I decide if I should spare your life.”

With a cry, she moved her lips against his. When he stilled completely as if to force her to do all the work, she slanted her head and brushed his lips lightly again.

“Kiss me like you want to live.”

She did. Not because she wanted to live overmuch, but because she thought he would make sure her death was slow and torturing. No pain. Never pain.

When she darted her tongue against his as he had done to her, he groaned and took over, cupping her neck and head so he could hold her as though for the taking. His tongue stroked hers desperately, and she was shocked to find it was . . . not unpleasant. How many times had she dreamed about her first kiss, even knowing she would never receive one? But she was. Now.

She didn’t even know his name.

When she began shivering again, he stopped and broke away. “You’re cold.”

She was freezing. Being low on blood did that to her. Being tackled into the wet earth and soaked through hadn’t helped. But she feared that wasn’t why she shivered. “Y-yes.”

He raked his gaze over her, then gave her a disgusted look. “And filthy. Mud all over you.”

“But you . . .” She trailed off under his lethal glare.

He turned toward the bathroom, pulling her inside, then tilted his head at the fixtures. “Clean yourself.”

“P-privacy?” she gasped.

Amusement. “You have none.” He leaned his shoulder against the wall and crossed his muscled arms, as if awaiting a show. “Now, undress for me and let me see what’s mine.”

Mine? She was about to protest again, but he jerked his head up as though he’d heard something, then bolted out of the room. She slammed the bathroom door, locking herself in—another laughable gesture—then turned on the shower.

She sank down on the floor, head in her hands. How would she get away from this lunatic? This hotel boasted foot-thick walls between the rooms—a rock band had stayed next door to her and she’d never heard them. Of course, she didn’t envision calling for anyone—never scream for a human’s help—but she was contemplating digging her way out through the bathroom wall.

Soundproof walls, twelve floors up. The lavish room that had been a haven, protecting her from the sun and nosy humans, was now a gilded cage. She was trapped by some being, and Freya only knew what.

How could she get away when she had no one to help her?

*  *  *

Lachlain heard a squeaking wheel, smelled meat, and limped for the room’s door. In the hallway, an old man pushing a cart yelped with fright at the sight of him. Wordlessly, he gaped as Lachlain snatched two covered plates from the cart.

Lachlain kicked the door closed. Found steaks and devoured them. Then pounded a hole in the wall at a sharp memory.

Flexing his now bleeding fingers, he sat on the edge of the strange bed, in a strange place and time. He was weary, and his leg pained him after running the vampire down. He pulled up his stolen pants to inspect his regenerating leg. The flesh was sunken and wasted.

He tried to push away memories of that loss. But what other recent memories did he have? Only those of being burned to death repeatedly. For what he now knew had been a hundred and fifty years. . . .

He shuddered, sweating, and retched between his knees, but kept himself from vomiting the food he needed so badly. Instead, he ripped his claws through a table by the bed, just preventing himself from destroying everything in sight.

In the last week since his escape, he would be doing well, focusing on his hunt for her and his recovery, seeming to acclimate; then something would put him in a rage. He’d broken into a manor to steal clothes—then destroyed everything inside. Anything he didn’t recognize and understand, destroyed.

Tonight, he’d been weak, thinking unclearly, and still he’d gone to his knees when he’d finally picked up her scent once more.

But instead of the mate he’d expected, he’d found a vampire. A small, fragile vampire. He hadn’t heard of a female one being alive in centuries. The males must have been secretive about them, cloistering them all these years. Apparently the Horde hadn’t killed off all of their own women, as the Lore told.

Christ help him, his instincts still said this pale-haired, ethereal creature was . . . his.

The Instinct screamed inside him to touch her, to claim her. He’d waited for so long.

He put his head in his hands, struggling not to lash out again—to get the beast back in its cage. But how could fate rob him once more? For more than a thousand years, he’d searched for her.

And he’d found her in what he despised with a hatred so virulent he couldn’t control it.

A vampire. The way she existed disgusted him. Her weakness disgusted him. Her pale body was too small, too thin, and looked like she’d break with her first stiff fucking.

He’d waited a millennium for a helpless parasite.

He heard the squeaking wheel, going much faster past his door, but his hunger was sated for the first time since the ordeal began. With food like tonight’s, he would shake off any physical trace of the torture. But his mind . . .

He’d been with the female for an hour. Yet it had been an hour during which he’d only had to push the beast back twice. Which was a considerable improvement, since his entire existence was of constant bleakness interrupted only by rages. Everyone said a Lykae’s mate could soothe his any woe—if she really was his, she had her bloody work cut out for her.

She couldn’t be. He must be delusional. He seized on that idea. The last thing he’d regretted before they forced him to the fire was that he’d never found her. Perhaps his damaged mind played tricks.

Of course, that was it. He’d always pictured his mate as a buxom redheaded lass with wolven blood who could handle his lusts, who would revel in the raw ferocity with him—not this fearful wisp of a vampire.

Damaged mind. Of course.

He limped to the bathing chamber and found the door locked. He shook his head as he broke the knob easily, then entered a steam-filled room. She was balled up on the floor against the opposite wall. He lifted her by her arms. Still wet and dirty?

“You’ve no’ cleaned yourself?” When she only stared down at the ground, he demanded, “Why?”

She shrugged miserably.

He glanced at the cascade of water within a glass enclosure, opened the door, and ran his hand under it. Now, this he could use. He set her away, then stripped.

Her eyes widened, focused on his cock, and she covered her mouth. You’d think she’d never seen one. He let her look her fill, even leaned back against the wall, crossing his arms over his chest while she stared.

Under her rapt gaze he grew hard, his length distending—his body, at least, must think she was his. When she gasped and lowered her gaze, his wasted leg caught her attention, seeming to startle her even more. That alone embarrassed him, and he stepped into the water to break her stare.

He closed his eyes with pleasure as the water washed over him, his erection stiffening even more. He sensed her tensing to run, and opened his eyes. If he’d been stronger, he would’ve hoped she would try it. “Looking at the door like that? I’ll catch you before you make it from this room.”

She turned back, saw he’d grown harder, and seemed to choke on a cry.

“Take off your clothes, vampire.”

“I-I will not!”

“Do you want to come in here with them on?”

“Preferable to being naked with you!”

He felt relaxed under the water, even magnanimous after the excellent food. “Then let’s make a bargain. You grant me a boon and I’ll return one.”

She looked up at him from under a curl freed from her tight braids. “What do you mean?”

He put his hands on each side of the door and leaned forward out of the water. “I want you in here, unclothed. What do you want of me?”

“Nothing of value equal to that,” she whispered.

“You’ll be with me indefinitely. Until I decide to let you go. Do you no’ want to contact your . . . people?” He spat the word. “I’m sure you have much value to them, being so rare.” In fact, keeping her from her vampire kin would just be the beginning of his revenge. He knew they’d find the idea of her being fucked repeatedly by a Lykae as revolting as his clan would find it.

She nibbled her red bottom lip with one tiny fang, and his anger banked again. “I doona have to grant you anything! I could just take you in here and then in the bed.”

“A-and you won’t if I agree to be in there with you?”

“Come willingly and I will no’,” he lied.

“What will you . . . do?”

“I want to put my hands on you. Learn you. And I’ll want your hands on me.”

In a soft voice, she asked, “Will you hurt me?”

“Touch you. No’ hurt you.”

Her delicate blond brows drew together as she weighed this. Then, as though in great duress, she bent down to her boots, unfastening them with a buzzing sound. She stood and grasped the edges of her jacket and ruined blouse, but she seemed unable to proceed. She shook wildly, and her blue eyes were stark. Yet she was agreeing—in a flash of insight, he knew she wasn’t agreeing because of any reason he could fathom. Her eyes seemed so expressive, but he couldn’t read her.

When he loomed closer, she peeled the wet jacket and blouse away, then the shredded undergarment beneath them, hastily draping a thin arm over her breasts. Shy? When he’d heard of the orgies of blood the vampires reveled in?

“Please. I-I don’t know who you think I am, but—”

“I think”—before she could blink, he’d ripped her skirt clean from her body and tossed it to the ground—“that I should at least know your name before I set to touchin’ you.”

She shook harder if possible, her arm tightening over her breasts.

He studied her, his gaze drinking her in. Her skin was perfect alabaster covered only by her strange pantalettes, the black silk that was like a V on her body. The front was transparent jet lace and teased against the blond curls between her legs.

He remembered his two fleeting tastes of her skin in the howling rain and unnatural lightning, and his cock pulsed, the head growing slick with anticipation.

Other men would find her exquisite. The vampires would. Human males would kill for her.

Her trembling body was too small, but her eyes . . . wide and blue like the daytime sky she would never behold.

“M-my name is Emmaline.”

“Emmaline,” he growled, slowly reaching forward one claw to slice away the silk.
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She’d been a fool to agree to this, Emma decided when the remains of her underwear fluttered to her ankles.

She shouldn’t trust him, but what choice did she have? She had to call Annika, her foster mother, who would be frantic when the pilot reported Emma had never shown up.

But was that really the reason she’d agreed to this? Maybe it wasn’t so selfless a reason. Throughout her life, men had asked things of her—things her hidden vampire nature made impossible. Not this male. He knew what she was, and he wasn’t asking the impossible, he was demanding . . .

A shower.

And yet . . .

He held out his hand. Not aggressively or impatiently, but accompanied by a slow perusal of her wholly naked body with eyes that were now golden and warm. He gave a sharp groan that she knew was involuntary. As if he found her beautiful.

His size was still terrifying, his leg sickening, but with a deep breath, and more courage than she’d conjured in her entire life, she slipped her hand into his.

Just when she fully grasped that she was naked in a shower with a six-and-a-half-foot crazed male of indeterminate species, he pulled her under the water with him. Turning her back to him, he took her left hand and placed it against the marble. He placed her other against the glass.

Her mind was racing. What would he do to her? She couldn’t be more unprepared for a situation like this. A sexual situation. He could do anything he wanted. She had no way of stopping him.

She drew her head back in surprise when, all business, he began running soap down her back, over her backside, his palms big on her. She was embarrassed that this stranger saw her like this, but she was also intrigued by his body. She strove not to peek at his huge erection as he bent and moved, but it was . . . eye-catching. She tried not to notice that the hair on his arms, legs, and chest was golden-tipped, or that his skin, but for that of his leg, was tan.

He bent down to wash her legs front and back, and scrubbed the grass and mud from her knees. When he rubbed toward her upper thighs, she shoved her legs together. He gave a frustrated growl, then stood to draw her back against his chest, until she could feel him prodding her. He started the same leisurely exploration of her front, one arm bent by her side, his hand clasping her shoulder.

Suddenly his callused palm cupped her breast. She would fight—

“Your skin’s so damn soft,” he murmured in her ear. “Soft as the silk you wore.”

She shivered. One compliment, and Emma—who’d never suspected she was easy—relaxed. When he ran his thumb slowly over her nipple and back, she sucked in a breath, glad he couldn’t see her eyelids slide closed. How could anything feel that good?

“Put your foot there.” He motioned to the narrow bench along the shower’s back wall.

And spread her thighs? “Um, I don’t know—”

He lifted her knee and placed it there himself. “Lean your head back against me.”

Then both his hands were back on her breasts, rubbing with friction since the soap had washed away. She bit her lip as her nipples hardened almost painfully. She should be terrified. Was she so desperate for touch—any touch—that she would submit to this?

His fingers inched lower. “Keep your legs open to me.”

She’d just been about to shove them together again. She’d never been touched there. Or anywhere else, for that matter.

She’d never even held a man’s hand.

Swallowing nervously, she watched as his hand trailed down to her sex. “B-but you said—”

“That I would no’ fuck you. Trust me, you’ll know when I’m about to.”

She gasped at the first touch, involuntarily jerking in his capturing arms, staggered by the intensity of feeling. Two fingers caressed her sensitive flesh, stroking and teasing her, and it was all the more pleasurable because he was . . . gentle. Slow and gentle. When he felt her wetness, he rumbled foreign words and brushed his mouth over her neck as if pleased with her.

He tried to dip his finger inside her, but her body clenched against the unfamiliar touch.

“Tight as a fist,” he rasped. “You have to relax.”

She wondered if she should tell him that all the relaxing in the world wasn’t changing that.

He reached for her from the back. When he began working his middle finger into her sex from behind, she gasped and rocked to her toes as if to get away. But his other hand bent her forward slightly, then trailed down to stroke her from the front. She heard panting, and was startled to realize it was her own.

This stranger was petting her body—inside her body—and she was aroused.

Did the air charge with electricity? For her? Please let it be for me. . . .

He shook more and more as he touched her. She sensed that he barely held onto his control. . . . She should be wary, afraid. But his fingers were so slow on her, the one inside her hot. So much unfamiliar pleasure. The urge to moan arose.

She had never moaned with pleasure before. Never in her life had she been moved to. . . .

Her claws curled like they never had. As she panted, she imagined sinking them into his backside, goading him to thrust into her. What was happening to her?

“Now, there’s a good lass,” he growled in her ear. Then he turned her and lifted her in his arms. “Put your legs around my waist.”

*  *  *

Her eyes had been heavy-lidded with lust, but now they widened in panic again. “Y-you said you wouldn’t.”

“Changed my mind when I felt you wet and needing.” She did want him—as she was supposed to.

He frowned, uncomprehending when she struggled. Even in his weakened state, quelling her fight took little more effort than holding a wildcat.

He pressed her against the wall, pinning her there, and set his mouth to sucking her throbbing little nipples. He closed his eyes with pleasure, groaning as his tongue swirled around them. When he opened his eyes again, he found hers squeezed shut, her balled fists resting on his shoulders.

He set her on her feet again and stroked between her legs. She’d gone tight again. If he tried to fuck her like this, he’d tear her—but he didn’t care. For all he’d done to get this far, only to find a vampire, he wouldn’t be stopped now. “Relax,” he bit out. The opposite happened—she began that useless shaking again.

Need to be inside her. Haze. She would make him wait longer for the mindlessness he craved? Torturing me just as her kindred did. He bellowed with rage, his hands shooting out on each side of her head to crush the marble behind her.

Her eyes went stark once more. Why couldn’t she have been of his kind? If she had, she would have been clawing him to fill her, begging. She would have fed him into her body and sighed with relief when he rocked into her. The mental image of this creature doing that made him groan in misery at his loss. He wanted her willing. But he’d take what fate had given.

“I’m going tae be inside you tonight. Best relax.”

She gazed up at him with her brows drawn as though with despair. “You said you wouldn’t hurt me. You p-promised.”

Did she think that promise would be enough to save her? He gripped his cock, dragged her leg up to his hip. . . .

*  *  *

“But you said,” she whispered, devastated that she’d believed him. She hated being lied to, especially since she could never lie back. “You said. . . .”

He stilled. With a deep growl, he released her leg and hit the wall again. Her eyes widened when he grabbed her and turned her around. He pulled her into his arms again, her back against his chest. He shoved her hand to his erection, hissing in a breath at the first touch. His voice gone guttural, he said, “Stroke me.”

Glad for the reprieve, she tentatively held him, in no way able to fit her palm around him. When she didn’t begin at once, he bucked his hips. She finally ran her hand over him in long strokes, looking away.

“Harder.” She tightened her fingers, face hot with embarrassment. Was it so apparent that she had no idea what she was doing?

As if reading her mind, he rasped, “That’s it, lass.” He was kneading her breast, his mouth against her neck, broken sounds coming from his chest. She could feel his muscles tensing. His arm tightened around her until she didn’t think she could breathe. His other hand dipped down to cup her sex.

He growled, “Going tae come.” Then, with a raw groan that drew her gaze back to the sight, his seed came, pumping out into the shower. “Ah, gods, yes.” He pawed her breast, but she scarcely felt it, her eyes widening as it continued on and on.

When he’d finished, she continued to stroke him in a daze. He stayed her hand as he shuddered, the muscles of his torso rippling.

She was losing her mind. She should be appalled, yet she recognized her body was aching. For him? For the firm hand he’d removed from between her legs?

He pushed her back against the unmarred wall under the showerhead. Leaning his chest against her, he placed his chin on her head and his palms by her face to box her in. “Touch me.”

“Wh-where?” Was that her voice sounding so . . . husky?

“Doona care.”

She began rubbing his back, and as she did so he kissed the top of her head, absently, as if he didn’t realize he was being kind to her.

His shoulders were broad and, like the rest of him, hard and thick with muscle. Seemingly of their own accord, her hands glided over him sensually. Each movement brushed her achy nipples against the ridges of his torso. When the golden hair on his chest tickled her lips, she imagined kissing that tanned skin. Her sex still throbbed for the semi-erect penis pressed high against her belly, yearned for it despite how huge it had grown.

She thought he was about to fall asleep, but then he murmured, “I can scent you’re still aroused. Deeply so.”

She sucked in a breath. What exactly was he? “Y-you say these things just to shock me.” She thought he spoke so bluntly because he’d determined how uncomfortable it made her—and she resented him for it.

“Ask me to make you come.”

She tensed. She might be a coward, without accomplishment or talent. But right now she felt fiercely proud. “Never.”

“Your loss. Now, take down the braids. You’ll keep your hair loose.”

“I don’t want to—”

When he reached down to do it himself, she unraveled them, trying to keep her pointed ears covered.

His breath left him. “Let me see them.”

She said nothing as he brushed her hair back.

“They’re like the fey’s.” He ran the backs of his fingers against the tip at the top and she shivered. By his watchful gaze, she knew he was noting her reaction. “Is that a trait of female vampires?”

She’d never seen a full-blooded vampire, male or female. She shrugged.

“Interesting.”

He rinsed her hair, studying her face with an inscrutable expression. When finished, he ordered, “Turn this water off,” then drew her from the stall.

Taking a towel, he dried her off. He even pinned her still—by hugging an arm around her waist—to run the cloth slowly between her legs. Her eyes grew wider as he continued to inspect her as if she were a prospective purchase. He palmed the curves of her bottom, then brought his hand down hard on each side, making sounds of . . . approval?

He must have noticed her bewildered expression, because he said, “You doona like me learning you?”

“Of course not!”

“I’ll allow you to do the same.” He placed her palm flat on his chest, dragging it down, a challenging look in his eyes.

“I’ll pass.” She jerked her hand back.

“Again, your loss.” He swooped her up in his arms and carried her to the bed, roughly tossing her there.

She scrambled up, dashing for her dresser full of clothes. In a flash, he was behind her, peering over her shoulder, his penis hardening against her. He picked out a revealing red lace nightgown, pulling it out with one finger under the straps.

“Red. To remind me of what you are.”

Red was her favorite color. She wanted to be reminded, too.

“Raise your arms.”

Enough! “I—can—dress—myself,” she snapped.

He yanked her around to face him, and his tone went deadly. “Doona displease me, vampire. You canna imagine how many years of rage I’ve got pent up, ready to be tapped.” She glanced past him, and her jaw slackened at the claw marks scoring the bedside table. He’s a madman.

She helplessly raised her arms. Her aunts would have told him— Her brows drew together. Her aunts wouldn’t have told him anything, because they’d already have killed him for what he’d done. Frightened Emma raised her arms. She was disgusted with herself. Emma the Timid.

When he smoothed the gown over her, he insolently brushed her nipples, which were hard as if seeking his touch. He stood back to rake his gaze over her from her toes up to the gown’s high slit at the leg, finally resting on the lace bodice. “I like you in silk.” His voice was a deep rumble, his gaze as strong as a touch, and even after everything that had happened, she responded.

He gave her a cruel smirk. He knew it.

Her face flushed and she turned away.

“Now, get in the bed.”

“I’m not sleeping with you.”

“We’re going to do something in that bed. I’m weary and thought we’d sleep, but if you have other ideas . . .”

*  *  *

Emma had always wondered what it would be like to sleep with someone.

She had never experienced it, never felt another’s skin against her own for more than the briefest moment. When he’d enfolded her in a spooning position, she’d been shocked by how warm he was. Her body, which had paled and cooled with hunger, grew warm as well.

She had to admit this unfamiliar closeness was . . . remarkable. The hair on his legs tickled her, and his firm lips pressed against her neck as he slept. She could even feel his strong heartbeat against her back.

She finally understood the appeal of this. And knowing what she did now, she wondered how anyone could not want a bedmate. He was answering so many questions she’d had, proving so many of her secret dreams.

And yet he could readily kill her.

At first, he’d squeezed her to his chest so hard it was everything she could do not to cry out. She didn’t think he held her so tightly to hurt her—he could have just hit her if that was his intention—so she was confused by his obvious need to clasp her to him.

Now he slept at last, his breaths growing even and slow. She called up her meager reserve of courage. Little by little, over what seemed to be an hour, she eased his arms open.

If only she could trace, she could escape so easily—but then she never would have been taken by him in the first place. Annika had taught Emma about tracing, the Horde’s means of travel. She’d warned that vampires could teleport to any place they’d been to previously. The stronger ones could even teleport others, and only a fierce struggle might prevent it. Annika had wanted Emma to learn how. Emma had tried her hardest, failed, and been discouraged. She’d stopped paying attention. . . .

When Emma was finally able to duck from under his arms, she rose in cautious degrees. Free of the bed, she glanced back at him, and again was struck by how handsome he was. She was saddened that he had to be like this. Saddened that she couldn’t learn more about herself—and even about him.

As she turned, his big hands snared her around the waist. He flung her back into the bed, then joined her once more.

He’s playing with me.

“You canna escape me.” He pressed her back, then levered himself up beside her. “You only provoke my anger.” Even as his eyes flickered, they appeared unseeing. He behaved as if he was still dreaming, like a sleepwalker.

“I-I don’t want to anger you,” she said with a shaky breath. “I just want to go.”

“Do you know how many vampires I’ve killed?” he murmured, either ignoring or not hearing her words.

“No,” she whispered. She wondered if he truly saw her.

“I’ve killed thousands. I hunted them for sport, stalking their lairs.” He ran the backs of his dark claws across her neck. “And with one swipe of these I severed their heads—before they even woke.” His lips brushed over her neck where he’d trailed those claws, making her shudder. “I could kill you as easily as taking a breath.” His voice was a low rumble like a lover’s might be, gentling her, so inconsistent with his cruel words and actions.

“Are you going to k-kill me?”

He smoothed a strand of hair from her lip. “I have no’ decided. I’ve never hesitated a second before you.” He was shaking from holding his position above her. “When I wake from this haze—when this madness clears, if I still believe you are what you are . . . who knows?”

“What I am?”

He took her by the wrist and forced her hand to his naked shaft. “You feel me hard. Know that the only reason I’m no’ inside you right now is because I’m weak. No’ because of any concern for you.”

Face flushed with embarrassment, she tugged at her hand until he let it go. “You would hurt me that way?”

“Without a second thought.” His lips curled. His gaze seemed intent on her face, but his eyes were still vacant. “And that’s just the beginning of the things I’ll do to you, vampire.”
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The next morning Lachlain lay in bed with his new prize, as content as he’d been in hundreds of years.

Of course, he’d been in hell for nearly two hundred of those.

Now he was clean and fed, and toward morning he’d slept like the dead with none of the grueling nightmares of the last week.

She’d lain tense for most of the night, as if she suspected any movement might make him want to come again. She’d have been right. Courtesy of her soft hand, he’d ejaculated hard, shockingly so. She’d eased the heavy ache in his ballocks, but he’d still wanted to be inside her.

All night he’d squeezed her to him. He couldn’t seem to stop himself. He’d never slept the night with a female before—that experience was reserved for a mate—but apparently he liked it. A lot. He recalled speaking to her, but not what he’d said. He remembered her reaction, though. She’d looked hopeless, as if she’d finally realized her situation.

She’d attempted escape one last time, and again he’d enjoyed letting her think she was about to succeed before he dragged her back and tucked her against his side. She’d gone limp, then passed out. He didn’t know if she’d fainted or not. Didn’t particularly care.

He supposed it could be worse. If he was going to possess a vampire, she might as well be a beautiful one. She was a hated foe, a blood drinker, but beautiful.

Could he put meat on her bones? Was that possible for a vampire? Drowsily, he reached forward to touch her hair. Last night when it had dried, he’d found it curled wildly and was a lighter blond than he’d thought it. Now he marveled at the glossy locks shining in the sun. Lovely, even for a vampire—

Sun.

Mother of Christ. He leapt from the bed, yanking the curtains closed, then stormed back to her, turning her in his arms.

She was scarcely breathing, unable to speak, pink tears of blood tracking from her dazed eyes. Her skin burned as though with fever. Rushing her into the bath, he fiddled with the unfamiliar dial until the water streamed out icy cold. He put them both under it.

After several minutes, she coughed, breathed deep, and went limp again. He gathered her closer to his chest with the crook of his arm, then frowned. He didn’t care if she’d burned. He had burned. Because of her ilk. He merely wanted to keep her alive until he determined with certainty that she wasn’t his mate.

The evidence mounted. If she was truly his, he never would have thought, Now you know how it feels. Not when his life’s purpose had always been to find her so he could protect her and keep her from harm. He was sick—his mind played tricks on him. It had to be. . . .

He kept them in the water until she cooled, then plucked the sodden silk from her body to dry her tender skin. Before he returned her to the bed, he dressed the vampire in another gown—this one an even deeper red. As if he needed to be reminded of what she was.

He drew on his own battered clothes, then prowled the suite. What in the hell was he going to do with her?

Before long, her breathing returned to normal, her cheeks pinkening again. Typical vampire resilience. He’d always cursed it, and hated her anew for demonstrating it.

With disgust, he turned from her, his gaze landing on the television set. He studied the contraption to determine how to turn it on. He shook his head at the simplicity of modern devices and cleverly deduced how by selecting a button labeled “on.”

Over the past week, it had seemed to him that every inhabitant of every residence on the outskirts of Paris had convened in front of one of these boxes at the close of each day.

With his keen sight and hearing, Lachlain had been able to watch from outside. He would drag stolen food up a tree, then lean back to be stunned by the different information inherent in each one.

Now he had his own to listen to. After a few moments of button pressing, he discovered a static place that only reported news, and it was in English—her language, and one of his, though he was more than a century out of date with it.

As he rummaged through her things, he listened to the unfamiliar speech patterns and the new vocabulary, learning them quickly. Lykae had that talent—the ability to blend, to pick up new languages, dialects, and current words. It was a survival mechanism. The Instinct commanded—Blend. Learn everything. No detail to be missed. Or die—

He studied her belongings. Back to the silk drawer, of course. The underclothing of this time was smaller and therefore preferable to yore. He imagined her in each elaborate scrap of silk, imagined biting them off her, though a couple of pieces baffled him. When he realized where the string was supposed to go and pictured her thus, he groaned, nearly coming in his trews.

Then to the closet to examine her strange clothes, so many of them red in color, so many of them lacking in coverage. The vampire would not be leaving this room in some of them.

He emptied her water-logged satchel onto the floor. In the wet pile was a silver device with numbers like the numbers on the—he frowned—telephone. He shook it. Water sloshed out, but nothing else happened, so he tossed it over his shoulder.

A leather billfold contained a hardened card that was a “Louisiana Driver’s License.”

Vampires in Louisiana? Unheard of.

The card had her name as Emmaline Troy. He paused for a moment, thinking back over all the times he’d prayed for a name, any hint of how to find his mate. He frowned. Had he told the vampire his own name the crazed night before . . . ?

Her height was listed as five foot four, her weight as one hundred and five pounds—not even sopping wet could she achieve that—and her eyes as blue. Blue was too tame a word for their color.

There was a small likeness of her smiling shyly with her hair braided to cover her ears. The likeness itself was amazing, but puzzling. It resembled a daguerreotype, but this one had color. He had so bloody much to learn.

Her birth date was listed as 1992, which he knew was false. Physiologically she wasn’t older than her early twenties, frozen forever when she was strongest and most able to survive the future, but chronologically, she would be older. Most vampires had come into existence eons ago.

And why in the hell would the leeches be in Louisiana? Had they taken over more than Europe? If so, what had happened to his clan?

The thought of his clan made him glance up at the vampire, sleeping still as a corpse. If she was his mate, she would be queen of all Lykae. Impossible. The clan would rip her to shreds at the first opportunity. The Lykae and vampires were natural-born enemies—had been since the first nebulous chaos of the Lore.

Blood adversaries. That’s why he was impatiently returning his attention to her things—to study an enemy. Not because he was itching with curiosity about the female.

He opened a thin blue passport book and found another likeness with another smile that looked coaxed, then a “medic alert” card listing her medical condition as “sun allergy and extreme photosensitivity.”

As he pondered whether the card was a jest, he pulled out a “credit card.” He’d seen advertisements for those on the television—he’d probably learned as much from the advertisements as he did from the grim person who sat and divulged news—and he knew they purchased everything.

Lachlain needed everything. He was starting his life over, but his most pressing needs were clothing and transportation away from here. As weak as he was, he didn’t want to remain in a place where the vampires knew she stayed. And until he could sort through everything, he would be forced to take the creature with him. He supposed he needed to figure out a way to keep it alive during their travels.

All those years spent devising ways to kill them, and now he had to figure out how to protect one?

Knowing she would most likely sleep until sunset—and couldn’t escape during the day in any case—he left her to make his way downstairs.

The questioning glances he was sure to receive would be met with an arrogant glare. If he showed his ignorance of the times, he would cover it with a gaze so direct that most people would think they’d misunderstood him. Humans always cowered under that look.

Audacity made kings. And it was time to reclaim his crown.

*  *  *

Though he found his thoughts returning again and again to his new prize, Lachlain was able to garner much information during his foray. The first lesson he learned? Whatever kind of card she owned—this black “American Express”—denoted extreme wealth. Not surprising, since the vampires had always been rich.

The second? A concierge in an opulent hotel like this could make your life very easy—if he thought you were a rich, but occasionally confused, eccentric. Who’d had his luggage stolen.

Initially, there had been some hesitation on the man’s part. He’d asked if “Mr. Troy” could provide any identification whatsoever.

Lachlain had inched forward in his seat, staring him down for long moments, his expression balanced between anger at the question and embarrassment for the man for asking. “No.” The answer was casually threatening, succinct, subject-ending.

The man had jumped at the word as he might at an unexpected gun report. Then he’d swallowed and hesitated no more, even at the most bizarre demands. He hadn’t raised an eyebrow when Lachlain wanted sunset and sunrise charts—or when he wanted to study them as he devoured a twenty-ounce steak.

Within hours, the man had arranged for fine clothing to fit Lachlain’s large frame, transportation, cash, and maps, and had secured reservations for lodging in the coming nights. He supplied every basic essential Lachlain might have needed.

Lachlain had been pleased by one thing the man considered “essential”: bathing. A hundred and fifty years ago, humans had been averse to it, incomprehensible to the fastidious Loreans. Even the ghouls dumped themselves in water more often than nineteenth-century humans. Yet now, cleanliness and the tools requisite to achieve it were essential for them.

If he could get used to the speed with which this time moved, he might begin to enjoy its benefits.

Toward the end of the day, when he’d finished all his tasks, he realized he hadn’t lost control or had to fight a rage once in the several hours he’d been away.

The Lykae were prone to fits of temper—in fact, they spent many years of their lives learning to control it. Couple that tendency with what he’d been through, and he was shocked that he’d felt only a flare or two of anger. To quell them, he’d pictured the vampire sleeping up in his room, in what was now his bed. The creature was in his possession, to do with as he pleased. The knowledge of that alone helped brace him against his memories.

In fact, now that his mind had cleared somewhat, he wanted to question her. Impatient to return, he considered the elevator. They’d existed when he’d last walked above ground, though back then they’d been an amenity for the indolent rich. They weren’t now, and using it was expected. He rode it to his floor.

Inside the room, he removed his new jacket, then crossed to the bed to wait for sundown. He studied her at leisure, this vampire he’d been deluded enough to mistake as his.

Brushing aside her thick blond curls, he studied her fine-boned face, the high cheekbones and delicately pointed chin. He traced a finger over her pointed ear, and it twitched under his touch.

He’d never seen a being like her, and her fey appearance distinctly separated her from the seething, towering male vampires with their red eyes. The ones he would exterminate one by one.

Soon he’d be strong enough to do it.

Frowning, he lifted the hand that rested on her chest. Examining it closely, he could see a smattering of scars across the back. The web of fine white lines looked like a burn scar, but it didn’t extend to her fingers or past her wrist. She’d been burned as though someone had seized her fingers and held only the back of her hand to a fire—or to the sunlight. And she’d been burned young, before she’d been frozen into her immortality. Typical vampire punishment, no doubt. Vile species.

Before the fury engulfed him again, he allowed his gaze to settle on other parts of her, then dragged the cover from her. She didn’t protest, still soundly asleep.

No, she was not what he had normally been attracted to, but the nightgown he dragged up past her navel and down to her waist revealed those small but plump and perfect breasts that had fit in his hands, and her hard nipples that had aroused him so last night.

The back of one finger trailed across her tiny waist, then over the bunched silk and down to her blond sex. He had to admit he liked that and wanted to taste her there.

He was a sick bastard to contemplate these thoughts about a vampire, to find one so attractive. But then, shouldn’t he be allowed some latitude? He hadn’t seen a Lykae female in nearly two centuries. That was the only reason why his mouth watered to kiss her.

Sunset neared. She’d wake soon. Why not wake her with the pleasure she’d forfeited the night before?

When he spread her silky white thighs and settled between them, she softly moaned in sleep. Last night, she might have decided her fear or pride was stronger than her desire, but her body had wept for release. She’d needed to come.

With that thought in his mind, he didn’t even attempt to start slowly, but fell upon her, ravenous. At his first taste, he groaned from the intense pleasure. He licked madly at her wetness, grinding his hips into the sheets. How could she feel so good to him? How could he be experiencing this much pleasure—as if she was truly the one he’d waited for?

When her thighs tightened around him, he took her with his stiffened tongue, then suckled her small flesh. A glance up revealed that her nipples had hardened into tight points and her breaths came hectic. Her arms fell over her head.

He knew she was close even though she slept. A weird charge came into the air, making him uneasy, making his hackles rise. The taste of her made him forget. He savored her as she grew wetter and wetter against his mouth.
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