














“Please,” she pleaded. “Your name.”


Ruby turned her face into him. Lips on his cold skin, she whispered against his scratchy cheek, ignoring the slight softening inside her at the utter maleness swirling around her in a heady mist. “You’re hurting me.” She tried to lift her arms, but his hands pinned them down.


“God help me,” he groaned.


Fresh panic flared to life inside her. And a spark of response. His pain, the agony of his hunger, threatened to consume her… but this emotion, his desire, made her purr and arch against him.


He nudged Ruby higher and released one of her arms. Instead of shoving at him with her hand, she curled her fingers into a naked shoulder, hissing at the contact, at the sensation of smooth male flesh… instantly infused with all his need, all his dark wanting. For her.


Her mouth opened wide against his bristly cheek. A sharp cry ripped from her throat.


God help her, as his desire rose, the blackness receded, faded to nothing.


“Sebastian,” he spat out, his cheek rippling against lips as he spoke.


“What?” She felt drunk, addled in the head.


“My name… is Sebastian.”


“Heated passion, fast-paced action, and a world of werewolves you never knew existed.”


—Bestselling author Robin T. Popp
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To Crave A Blood Moon








Prologue


The slam of the screen door cracked on the night. Ruby crawled from bed, dropping to her feet and sliding into her waiting slippers. Light glowed softly through the open door of her room. Voices rolled on the air.


Angry. Mad.


Her tummy cramped. Whimpering, she hugged the wall and peered out the door, bringing her stuffed duck to her mouth to gnaw.


“Richard,” she heard Mommy say. “Please. Don’t go.”


The screen door creaked as it always did when someone stood in the threshold, holding it open.


“You made your choice,” he snapped. “Now I’m making mine.”


Something that felt very close to hate rolled off him, finding Ruby where she huddled. She bit down on her duck’s floppy bill. Her stomach cramped tighter, twisting, and she felt her dinner of peas, potatoes and meatloaf rise up in her throat.


“For God’s sake, Richard. What choice is there? She’s our daughter—”


“No, she’s weird, Diane. She’s a weird kid. And I can’t stand to be around her. My own goddamned daughter!”


Tears burned her eyes. Ruby buried her nose in her stuffed duck and fought the urge to suck her thumb. Big girls didn’t suck their thumbs.


“If you won’t listen to me, listen to your mother,” Daddy continued in that ugly voice that made her cringe. “Your sister. Even your own family thinks she’s—”


“Stop it. Enough.” Mommy’s voice dropped to a quick hush. “You’re right.”


Closing her eyes, Ruby muttered a silent, fervent prayer, begging Jesus to make Daddy love her. Make her the kind of little girl a daddy could love.


The screen door groaned. Someone was pulling it wider. “You’ve made your choice,” Mommy said. “Now I’m making mine. Get out.”


The door slammed, the sound reverberating on the night, making her jump. Her duck fell. She edged back from the door, her heart seizing in her chest, hurting, hurting. The hurt was so bad she couldn’t even breathe.


Daddy was gone.


Because of her.


Mommy’s footsteps started toward her room. Ruby flew back into her bed and pulled the covers to her chin, pretending to be asleep.


A moment later, she felt the bed sink with her mother’s weight. Mommy folded her discarded duck into her arms and curled her body around her.


“Mommy?” she asked, eyes still jammed shut.


Her mother’s chest rumbled against her back. “Go to sleep, baby.”


“Is Daddy—”


“It’s late. We’ll talk tomorrow.” Pause. “We’re going to be fine, baby girl. Happy,” her mother said, in the voice she used when trying to convince Ruby that black-eyed peas tasted good. Just like regular peas.


She knew the voice. Knew that Mommy was pretending now. But then Ruby knew. She always knew.


“It’s okay, baby girl. We’re going to be fine.” She rocked her now, her hand smoothing over her hair.


The tight embrace only made Ruby feel more, made Mommy’s pain wash over her in burning waves. Desolation. Regret.


All of Mommy’s hurt bled into her. Hot sobs rose in the back of her throat, but Ruby held them back, kept them stuffed inside so Mommy wouldn’t know that Daddy was right. She was weird. Only someone weird could feel what other people were feeling.


A sound must have escaped her.


Mommy stroked the side of her face.


“Hush, baby. I can’t stand it when you hurt.”


Ruby didn’t have the heart to tell her it was her pain that made her hurt. Mommy hugged her tighter, and Ruby fought back a scream. Biting her lip, the coppery tang of blood ran over her teeth. But she didn’t utter a complaint. Complaints were what drove Daddy away. And kept anyone from wanting to be her friend at school.


From now on, she would never complain again. She would never tell. Then she wouldn’t scare anyone.


And Mommy wouldn’t leave her, too.
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TWENTY YEARS LATER…
ISTANBUL, TURKEY


He had moved beyond the point of pain.


Weeks had passed since Sebastian Santiago felt anything except bone-deep numbness. His carefully constructed shields remained in place while his beast prowled, hidden inside him. For now, it would wait in that dark, secret part of himself. And endure.


All to survive. To protect Rafe. He couldn’t lead his brother here, to this place. To these soulless bastards. He couldn’t let them know that he wasn’t alone. That others like him existed.


Bending his head at an odd angle against the moldy stone at his back, he watched the female beside him drag a blood-red nail across his chest. With moonrise so close, Annika was exceptionally vicious today. Not that she had ever been a cupcake with him. She had declared him her special pet the first day he arrived. Her nail increased its pressure, breaking skin as she drew a jagged line through his flesh. His chest surged against her hand, but he held silent as blood welled up, more black than red in the darkened cell.


Water dripped somewhere, a monotonous, lonely sound. He counted each drip, letting it occupy his thoughts. Ping. Ping. Ping. His tongue salivated, yearning to find the source and press his parched lips to it. They’d fed him this morning, but hadn’t bothered to supply water. Maybe they would remember tomorrow.


The ancient ground pulsed beneath him, cold with fallen blood. His. And the others that came before. Every full moon his captors gorged themselves. And blood ran. Swam down the walls. A corrugated river through the old building’s bones. He smelled it still. Could taste it in the air.


He inhaled harder, past wood, rock and mortar, past the taint of blood. A distant whiff of the world outside teased his nose, calling to him. Freedom—where the air smelled fresh, wet from the rain he had heard last night and the wash of sea at the city’s every side.


He closed his eyes, imagining he was out there. Instead of a dozen feet below earth where his nights and days were consumed in dark torment.


His eyes adjusted to the blackness with ease, seeing the movements and faces around him. A second female sidled near. An animal slinking closer. The coppery tang of blood seeped from her every pore. She pulled her dress over her head, revealing her sleek body. Catriona, he thought her name. Remember their names. Know each and every one so you can kill them later. He never once questioned his survival. He was a hard man to kill. Man. His lips curved cruelly, a harsh breath of laughter escaping him.


Annika frowned and dug her hand into his face, forcing his attention back on her. Greedy bitch. Her talon-like fingers delved through the bristly growth of beard. The smell of his own blood on her hand filled his nose.


She spoke to him in her tongue. He spoke several languages, but his Turkish was rusty. Even so, it had improved vastly since his imprisonment. “What is wrong, my pet?” she demanded in her guttural voice. “Our games amuse you?”


Their hands slithered like serpents on his body. Catriona bent over his chest and lapped up his blood with the rough rasp of her tongue. As if the taste of him was too much, she groaned and bit down. He surged against the force of her bite, eyes squeezing shut as the bitch made a snack of him with her blunt little teeth.


Annika shoved Catriona aside and bent to taste from where she had carved her mark on his chest. Catriona took exception and slapped her. Annika came up hissing fury, and the other female backed down, dipping those eerie pewter eyes. A strict code of hierarchy existed within packs. Clearly Annika held more rank.


Annika returned to him.


He forced himself away, floating outside himself, watching like a spectator as the two bitches played with him, a mouse in their paws. As they had done for months now.


Two moonrises had passed since they captured him off the streets. Two moonrises he had endured all manner of depravities. They enjoyed his resilience, their freedom to torture him again and again.


Annika’s hand gripped his cock, her touch soft and coaxing, directly opposite from the savagery that edged her features.


The only time they ever treated him to gentleness was when they wanted to rouse him. Physically, he could not prevent himself from responding. His body had become his worst enemy—his greatest weakness. No matter how he loathed them, they succeeded in using him.


The scrape of hinges filled the air momentarily, saving him from the females’ appetites. A warm blast of air swept into the frigid cell, accompanied by light. The suddenness of it stung his eyes. He held a hand over his face, squinting to see who his newest tormentor would be.


Gunter stood there. The pack alpha had made only two appearances since Sebastian’s capture. Once at the beginning of his captivity, and another a month ago… to check on his progress.


With a snap of his fingers, the two females left Sebastian’s side, their heads dipped in deference to the pack’s master. With lingering glances full of dark promise, they left him alone with the alpha.


Gunter entered the cell, his well-tailored linen slacks and white shirt a stark contrast to the dungeon that had become Sebastian’s world.


Standing over Sebastian, he grimaced at the sight of his soiled and naked body, shaking his head. “You look like shit.”


Sebastian levered himself up on his elbows. The chains rattled, the manacles at his ankles and wrists pulling, digging into bone. His skin had long rubbed free. Raw muscle and sinew hung in torn tatters. Until free of the manacles, his body could not regenerate.


“Your hospitality has lacked somewhat.”


“Indeed?” The alpha cocked his head to the side, amusement lacing his voice. “Any number of men would be glad for the attention you’ve been given. Fucked daily by beautiful women. What complaint can you possibly have?”


Sebastian’s lip curled. “Is that what you call them? Women? I think sewer rats a more apt description.”


Gunter tossed back his head with a laugh. After a moment, he sobered, his silver eyes a steady molten stream. “All for naught, it would seem. None of them are breeding. It appears we are not a compatible species, after all. Shame.”


Sebastian tensed, both relieved and alarmed. Since he never made it a habit to sleep with lycans, he had not known if he could impregnate any of the females who had used him for stud in the last weeks.


Gunter continued, “Unfortunate, I know. I cannot breed your special talents into my pack. So what shall I do with you?” He cocked his head in contemplation, tapping his lip. The room’s shadows cast menacing lights to his features.


“I’ve an idea,” Sebastian murmured, lifting one manacled wrist to his propped knee as if he were not chained to a wall in a dungeon. “You can let me go.”


Gunter tsked. “So you can continue picking off my kind at your leisure? I have enough to worry about as it is without setting some hybrid loose who fancies himself the annihilator of my race.”


Sebastian shrugged, trying to appear unaffected as he lied, “Who says I have to continue my ways?” Hunting his distant brethren was what Sebastian did best. Until now, until he’d been captured, he’d excelled at it. He would never stop.


“No. Can’t have you running about,” he continued as if Sebastian hadn’t spoken. “I’ve other problems. We’re at war with a particularly bothersome cell of lycans on the rise in the west.”


There’d always been feuding between packs. A territorial species, they could never come to an accord, which was man’s greatest defense against them. “You mean I might be lucky enough and you might kill each other off.”


Gunter’s eyes glittered an unholy silver. “I had hoped you would be a useful weapon. And you may yet.”


Unease crawled through his chest, cracking at his armor of numbness, just a fissure, but the first crack nonetheless. “How is that?”


“I need merely convince you to join our side.”


Sebastian snorted. “That will never happen.” He possessed a soul. Nothing would change that… change him into a demon that glutted himself every moonrise and sank deeper and deeper into damnation. He wasn’t damned. No matter that his mother spent her life reminding him that at his core he was Satan’s spawn.


“Oh, it will happen.” Gunter strode several feet and lifted Sebastian’s breakfast tray from where Annika had kicked it in her haste to have him this morning. Before the day’s depravities began, he had licked his bowl of oatmeal clean, desperate for the nourishment. “You might just be a half-breed dog, but the half of you that’s like me will guarantee it will happen.” He rolled a finger against the inside of his bowl, then tasted. “Hmm. Honey. Sweet. But your next meal will be even sweeter—of the human variety.”


Blood rushed to Sebastian’s head, and he grasped at his roiling emotions, desperate to keep them in check, buried deep where they could not be detected by his brother a world away. He’d lasted this long, he could hang on longer. He had to.


“Never fear, I shall make certain it’s something delectable. Female, of course. And young. The freshest is always young.”


He surged against his chains, the steel striking his wrist bones with a clang that should have been agony… but only paled beside the horror of the alpha’s words. “You bastard—”


Laughing, Gunter strode from the cell. The heavy door clanged shut after him, the bolt sliding home the final sound in the charged silence.


Sebastian dropped his head to his bare knees, his fingers digging cruelly into his flesh. His heart raced. Emotion rose hot and thick in his throat, choking, ready to spill free.


No, no, no, no…


If they starved him and trapped him with a human, who knew how long he could fight his instinct to survive, how long before he became one of them… animals ruled by hunger?


Then he would be utterly and irrevocably lost. The fate his mother always feared would be his.


A flash of memory filled his head. A night long ago. A hundred years past. He lay in bed. A boy. His twin slept soundly beside him. The wind outside their mountain cottage howled, shaking the shutters. Only firelight illuminated the sparse confines.


His mother emerged over the two of them, a knife poised, ready to strike. Then she crumbled, sobbing, unable to kill the pair of demons she had spawned. He had watched her from thinly parted eyes as she staggered across the room and dropped to the hearth before the fire, the dagger still clutched in her hand. He knew then. Knew that whatever he was didn’t deserve life.


Unfortunate that she had not found the strength of will. Unfortunate that a mere knife would not have ended his life. For he now sat a prisoner in a rotting cell… waiting for the beast within to surface and devour whatever hapless female they chose to toss at him. Maybe his mother should have finished him then and spared him—spared the world.


Emotion burned through him, incinerating all shields he had constructed. He could no longer fight it. Closing his eyes, he rolled his head against the cold wall, unable to stop the despair from flowing free.


PALACIOS, TEXAS


Rafe Santiago woke with a scream thick in his throat. Instantly, his wife was beside him, wrapping her arms around his sweat-dampened chest in a fierce hold.


“Rafe, what is it?”


“Sebastian,” he spit out between gasps. “He’s in trouble.”


His eyes locked with Kit’s. The green pulled him in, a calming balm to the stark horror he had just felt. His brother’s horror. They had always felt a connection, a bond that could stretch across the ocean which separated them.


Seb had felt Rafe’s turmoil when he turned Kit into one of them—a hybrid lycan, a dovenatu, a rare species created through the mating of a lycan with a female descendant of Etienne Marshan—the world’s first lycan.


Kit’s voice swept through him. “Then we’ll find him.”


Slowly, he nodded. Rafe had been unable to reach his brother for months now. Not unusual. Sebastian was like that. Aloof. Solitary. He had broken free from Rafe years ago. Still, Rafe had suspected something was wrong. Whenever he tried to tap into his brother’s head, he only got gray static.


He suspected. And now he knew.


Rising from the bed, he faced the window, staring down into the yard and beyond at the gently swelling waters of the bay. The swing on the porch where he and Kit sat after dinner creaked in the breeze.


“Did you… sense where he is?”


He recalled the dream, saw the awful room, felt Seb’s pain, his battered body as if it were his own.


Seb’s tormentor had spoken in Turkish. “Turkey. The last time I heard from him he was hunting a pack in Vienna. Something took him east. I can track him.” He splayed a hand against the cool glass, fingers curling, pressing as though he would shatter the delicate barrier. “We’ll need help.”


He felt her move behind him. Her small hand came to rest on his shoulder. His brother would never have been taken easily. Only an army of lycans could bring him down. They would need their own to go after him.


“Darius,” he said.


“Gideon,” she added.


He nodded. The four of them would be a force for any army to face, mortal or otherwise.
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Ruby Deveraux woke with a sharp gasp tight in her throat. Her dream vanished like fast-fading smoke. She willed it gone, willed the frightening images and sensations from her head. She was good at that. Good at tossing up barriers.


Pulling the comforter tighter, she burrowed into the hotel bed, groaning as she eyed her murky surroundings. Sleep rarely gave her any sense of peace. How could it? Her defenses fell then. Dropped like a row of dominoes. Especially in a place teeming with people. Their thoughts and emotions hunted her in sleep, penetrated the closed shutters of her hotel room, finding her, becoming her own.


Rolling to her side, she inhaled the pungent aroma of Turkish roses outside her window. Her dream clung, not yet ready to let go. A brutal shadowland of dark images that twisted with pain. Flashing teeth, snapping, tearing… rancid-hot breath on her neck.


She hadn’t dreamed of monsters since she was a child. Not since her father deserted her. The months following that had been fraught with nightmares.


Still tired, she chafed her palms against the side of her face. In a few days, she would be on a plane home. Soon she would be safe in her house again. Safe and blessedly alone.


Sighing, she dragged a hand through her loosened hair and rolled her head side-to-side on the pillow, stretching her neck. Nothing would lure her from her hotel room tonight. The peanut butter crackers in her luggage would work for dinner. She needed to gather her energy to face the onslaught of tomorrow. Airports were never fun. Plenty of negative energy there.


Adele had been right. An empath should never stray too far from home. But Ruby had insisted she could handle it. The constant throb at her temples told her how wrong she had been. She should never have agreed to the trip. It wasn’t like back home, when she could leave and escape the solitude of her farmhouse. Adele had warned her, tried to tell her there would be nowhere to run, but Ruby hadn’t listened.


This trip had been important. A grand gesture of rebellion—freedom. Something she had to do to give back, to help girls like her. Like the girl she once had been.


The sunset call to prayer rang outside her hotel, vibrating the window’s shutters. Solemn and dark… almost like everything else in this foreign land.


The familiar urge to flee seized her. Maybe she could catch a late-night flight out of Istanbul. She could be back in Louisiana tomorrow.


The rattle of a key in the lock had her peering at the door. Rosemary entered. The retired social worker looked closer to seventy than her fifty years. Hard lines edged her eyes and mouth, and when Ruby stared at her she felt only her weariness, her deep dissatisfaction with the world. Defeat. Sourness. It pulled her down, weighed her into the hotel bed.


Moving about the room, kicking off her shoes, Rosemary studied her for a long moment. “Rough day?”


Only two people knew of Ruby’s… gift. Rosemary, who placed her in home after home. And Adele Summers, her best friend. Her only friend in Beau Rivage. Everyone else just wrote her off as the weird eccentric who lived on the old Deveraux farm.


She nodded weakly. “Yeah.”


“I thought bringing you along as a chaperone wouldn’t work.” She sighed and Ruby felt the full bitter wave of her disgust. It wasn’t new. Rosemary often felt disgusted with her over the years, mostly due to Ruby’s inability to keep a foster family. She grimaced. Families had never wanted her once they realized what she was.


“I can’t hide away forever.” God knew she had hidden long enough.


“Well, what good are you to yourself or the girls when you get exhausted before noon? You should have stayed holed up at your farm.”


Ruby swallowed down the lump in her throat. True. What kind of chaperone was she if she had to hide away instead of chaperoning the girls?


“What are you doing here? I hope you didn’t skip dinner to check on me.”


“I wouldn’t do that. I came back here to look for Amy and Emily. Hoped they were in their rooms.”


Ruby frowned. “Shouldn’t they be at dinner?”


“Should is the operative word. I just checked their room. They both complained of stomach aches and took a cab back here earlier.” She shook her head. “Those two. I never thought I’d ever have a kid under my care that could give me more grief than you, but they take the prize.”


Ruby sat up, ignoring the jibe. “You believed they both had a stomach ache? And you let them return on their own?”


“I didn’t want to miss the tour of the Blue Mosque.” Rosemary’s eyes glinted defensively. “And they did share a plate at lunch today.” She shrugged. “Maybe it was food poisoning.”


“Right.” Ruby swung her legs over the edge of the bed and pushed to her feet. Amy was a good girl, but easily misguided. Ever since she paired up with Emily, Amy had turned into someone else. A perfect parrot of the wilder Emily.


She hastily put on her shoes. “We should have split those two up from day one.”


“Should,” Rosemary said again. “That word comes up a lot with these kids.”


Ruby resisted reminding her that the word should needed to be applied to the parents who brought children into the world and then failed them. Rosemary always had a way of blaming the kids. “I suggested you split them up.”


Ruby had been one of them. Rejected. Abandoned. Left to the system. Ruby knew. She knew well.


“Any idea where they went?”


“Kevin said they were talking to some older guys earlier when we were browsing tapestries at the Bazaar. They invited them to a party. He heard the girls agree to meet them at six at that pastirma shop where we ate.”


A party in a strange, exciting city. A pair of fifteen-year-old girls. Older exotic men. Great. It was a formula for disaster. Rising, she faced Rosemary. “Ready?”


She blinked. “Where are we going?”


“To get them.”


The social worker’s face screwed tight and she waved a hand. “They’ll be fine… probably drag in after they’ve had their fun.”


“And you’re okay with that? What if they don’t? What if they get into trouble? Or hurt?”


“Look. I’m not about to scour the city for them. And I don’t know why you think I would.”


“Oh, I don’t know. Because it’s your job.”


“I don’t get paid enough for that.”


“Fine,” Ruby bit out. “Where’s John? I’ll get him to go with me.”


“Don’t bother. He can’t leave the rest of the kids to go off after two troublemakers.”


She inhaled deeply. “All right. I’ll go alone. I’ll find them and bring them back.”


“How?” Rosemary glanced at her watch. “You’ll never make it there by six. The traffic—”


“Maybe.” If she could get close enough it would be enough. She just had to get close enough. Her gift would do the rest.


Rosemary shot her a skeptical glare, and Ruby read the doubt there. More than that. She felt it. As always. Buried beneath Rosemary’s general ennui and dissatisfaction with her life was her skepticism that Ruby could do nothing more than hide away in her farmhouse—the oddball loner everyone thought her. “You don’t do crowds.”


“I’ll be back soon.” She clicked her money belt into place around her waist, beneath her tank. Adele had bought it for her, insisting she wear it instead of using a handbag, so that her money, passport and visa never left her body.


“The girls will be long gone by the time you get there,” Rosemary predicted. The bed creaked as she lowered her square, solid frame onto it.


Maybe. But not what they left behind. Not the lingering trace of their emotions. Not their blind, youthful enthusiasm. She should be able to feel them, track them. As long as she lowered her guard and let them in…


Rosemary continued. “You’re wasting your time. They’ll be back sometime tonight.”


Ruby placed one hand to the door’s latch. “I can’t do that.” Without another thought, she stepped out into the hall, into the waiting world with all its people, all its pain, ready to sink their teeth into her.
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“Wait here, I’ll be right back,” Ruby instructed the cab driver before hurrying out into the labyrinth of streets, into a fog of spices and herbs.


In the fading dusk, she scanned the narrow streets for Amy’s blond hair, bypassing the pastirma café where they ate earlier. Seeing nothing, she closed her eyes and released a deep breath… and let it all flow in. Every vile, poisoned sensation. Good existed, too. Amusement. Joy. But those faded amid the onslaught of negative feelings. The mean, the ugly, the sinister—they always hit harder.


She staggered from the force of emotions swirling around in the sultry air, bombarding her in wave after wave, eddying along her senses. Her stomach twisted and knotted. There was little time to process. Closing her eyes, she breathed thinly through her nose, swimming through the thick fog, searching until she located the girls.


She found them.


Emily and Amy. Excitement. Eagerness. Pride.


It thrilled them to have attracted the notice of men. They knew they were being bad, breaking the rules. But they reveled in it too much to stop themselves.


Ruby walked, following the heady sense of euphoria the girls emitted. Ferry horns blew low and deep from the nearby port. Eyes thinly parted, she pushed ahead, following only her awareness of them. She strode from the center of the bazaar quarter, down a street of busy shoppers vying with vendors for their evening fare.


Mingled with Emily and Amy’s emotions lurked those of their companions. Two of them. Ruby’s stomach knotted and clenched. She had never felt anything like them before. The sensation they emitted was more of a condition than a feeling. Black hunger. A mawing ache. And in that hunger, nothing else existed. Bleak emptiness. And that was even more frightening. Because there should be something. Some feeling. Some sentiment. There always was. She could always feel something. No one felt nothing. It simply wasn’t human to feel nothing, to possess only that unnatural hunger. Even a starved man must have other thoughts in his head, feelings in his heart. But these men with Amy… they felt empty. Dead.


Weaving through the warren of streets, Ruby’s stomach twisted tighter. She had to reach the girls. Fast.


She shook her head as one determined vendor waggled a dead chicken in her face. Pushing ahead. Ruby tuned everything else out as she clung to the thread of emotions from the girls. Dodging a cyclist, she hurried. The thread suddenly grew thinner. Gasping, she jerked to a stop. Looking left and right, she concentrated. Listening to her instinct, she ducked into a small side street.


Sheer curtains billowed off windows high overhead as she hurried down the narrow cobbled street. The market’s volume faded to a dull purr behind her, and the thread grew stronger again.


She passed an old lady. Sitting on the stoop of her building, she stared out at Ruby with night-black eyes and spat something in Arabic from lips that moved as quickly as the fingers shelling chickpeas into a bowl.


A sense of urgency stole over her and Ruby quickened her pace. Tenements reached for the sky on either side of her. A baby cried from inside the one to her left, the wail stretching and twisting into the twilight until it died suddenly.


She stopped abruptly amid the growing shadows as the street came to an end at a courtyard. A fountain sat at its center, its gurgling water the only sound in the silence of impending night. A warehouse-type building sat within the courtyard, a squat, solid structure that crouched wide in the shadow of tenements. With its massive double doors of ancient wood, it looked nearly as old as the city itself.


The skin of her face tingled, stomach queasy with knowing. Amy and Emily were behind those doors.


The same black wave of hunger she had felt earlier swamped her as she faced the building. Aching. Craving. Only stronger. Only more. Fighting back the nausea welling up inside her, she approached the door and rapped until her knuckles burned. Her knocking ricocheted off the courtyard around her.


Moments passed before the door opened. A man stood there, his dusky-skinned face curiously ageless. “Yes?” he asked, blue-green eyes glittering against his camel-toned skin.


She moistened dry lips. “Hi. Two of my friends are guests here. We were invited to a party—”


Suspicion. Anxiety. He pasted a smile of welcome on his face, despite his tension. “Ah, yes. Of course.” He stepped aside, waving her in.


She stepped inside a mosaic-tiled foyer, not at all what she expected given the building’s dismal exterior. Congratulating herself on the ease in which she had infiltrated, she looked expectantly at the man, wondering at his unease over her arrival.


“The young ladies are this way.”


She followed him, trying not to stare at the opulence around her. Surely nothing the girls—or herself—had seen in their corner of Louisiana. The paintings on the wall, the gilded chandelier, the ageless sculpture set upon a strategically placed marble pedestal.


The soles of her sneakers fell flat on the tiled floor. She clung to the jumpy thread of emotions that ran a direct line to Amy and Emily. Harmless compared to the dark ache swirling on the air. Desperate need. Thick as smoke, suffocating, threatening to drag her down and make her sick. As sick and helpless as she used to get when she was a kid, before she learned control, before she learned to set up her barriers. She sucked in a deep breath.


They stopped before a door of carved pewter inset with opals. The beauty of it almost distracted from the fact that it was bolted on the outside. The man sent her a smile, knocking once before lifting the hefty bolt with a grunt. The smile might have disarmed her if she did not sense unease tripping through him… and a skittery sense of urgency. He wanted to run away, to flee…


Why? What would he have to be afraid of?


Then the door opened.


Clawing hunger. A pulling ache.


Struggling past the strange… condition—not a feeling; there was no feeling, no sentiment—she spotted Amy laughing on a couch, sipping champagne and talking to a pair of very attentive men.


And Ruby couldn’t go anywhere. Couldn’t leave.


She cleared the threshold, noting with some relief that the room was crowded with men and women alike. It was a party. That much was true, at least. Softer, milder emotions existed beneath the hunger. Glee. Delight. Levity. All too light to make much of an impression on her. The black ache eclipsed everything else.


Music filled the room. Blood-pumping hip-hop piped in from an overhead system. A huge spread of food and drink weighed down one table, which everyone appeared to be sampling, making the hunger even more puzzling.


Ruby drove a hard line toward Amy.


“Ruby,” she cried. Annoyance. Guilt. “What are you doing here?” Amy looked over her shoulder, as if she expected to see Rosemary and John in tow.


“I’ve come to take you and Emily back to the hotel.”


Emily arrived then, one hand propped on her hip. “We’re not going,” she announced. Hostility. Aggression.


“Oh, yes you are,” Ruby countered. “You are fifteen years—”


“Ruby, is it?” A man stepped in front of her. Tall, dark, his eyes glittered an eerie silver. Hunger swathed him. Controlled. Careful. And beneath that… the familiar nothing. Emptiness. An animal that did not feel emotion, only the physical demands of his body. Hunger. She resisted the impulse to retreat a step.


“I’m Gunter. Why not stay and chaperone the girls? Eat. Drink. Be our guest.”


It was like coming face-to-face with a serpent. Charm and hospitality dripped from his voice, but behind it all—a void. His expression exuded warmth… but Ruby knew. She felt. Something dreadfully, terribly wrong flowed from him. From nearly everyone else in this room. She darted a quick glance around. Several others gazed at her. Her breath caught at their silver eyes. How the hell was it possible for them to all have the same freakish eyes?


“Amy,” she whispered, her lips barely moving as her hand inched toward the girl. Her pulse raced at her neck. “Come with me. Now.”
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