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Prologue





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 mind.

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 sometimes 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 one 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 arm 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, long 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 God 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.









In all of us, even in good men, there is a lawless

wild-beast nature, which peers out in sleep.


—Socrates (469–399 BCE)
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One week later…


On an island in the Seine, against the nighttime backdrop of an ageless 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 Gothic mother ship calling them home. And still she attracted attention.

The human males she passed turned their heads slowly 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. Weary 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—literally—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. Yet though the Lore was thick here, Emma had been unable to replace her pusher. Any creatures she could scout out to ask fled her solely 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—

She heard a crash, and before she even had time to feel bad for the waitress getting docked, another crash and then another followed. She tilted her head in curiosity—just as a table umbrella across the walk 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 wonder if he could possibly be human. His hair was thick and long, concealing half his face, and 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 shite, this madman had settled on her.

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

“Uh, I-I don’t know you,” she squeaked, trying to back up, but her legs immediately 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 as though with difficulty 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 for dire 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 ran 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, just sprinted across the field. She felt claws sink into her ankle a second before 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.” Her attacker didn’t sound human. “You will no’ get away. And we like it.” His voice was guttural like a beast’s, breaking, 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 sharply, she cried out, her breath seeming to leave her body.

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

She shook her head, uncomprehending. 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 the back of her neck, 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 sharp it nauseated her. He could take her or he could tear open her unprotected belly and kill her….

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? 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. When 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 frantically 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 Crillon on Place de la Concorde.

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. Though he walked with his broad shoulders back, like he owned this place, 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 inch-deep puddle in the bottom of her purse.

“Key,” he demanded.

With a deep exhalation, 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 either side of her face. 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, witch, 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 found the bathroom, yanked her inside, then tilted his head at the fixtures. “Clean yourself.”

“P-privacy?” she croaked.

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? Bewildered, 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, and wondered how she would get away from this lunatic. The Crillon 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, ten floors up. The luxurious 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 scarcely 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, then stared wordlessly 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 and inspected 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, his leg still regenerating, 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 female vampire. He hadn’t heard of a female 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.

And 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, trying 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 sharp 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 this was a damaged mind playing 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 door to the bathing chamber and found it locked. He shook his head as he broke the knob easily, then entered a room so thick with steam he could hardly spy her balled up against the opposite wall. He lifted her up by her arms, scowling to find her 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 chamber, 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—until 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 ran over him, noticing that it did nothing to quell his erection. He sensed her tense as though 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 flared 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 voice so soft he could scarcely hear her, 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 pain, 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. But 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, yet 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 seen 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 witness.

“M-my name is Emmaline.”

“Emmaline,” he growled, slowly reaching forward one claw to slice away the silk.









2





She’d been a fool to agree to this, Emma decided when the remains of her underwear fluttered to her ankles. Why should she trust him? She shouldn’t, but what choice did she have? She had to call Annika, her foster mother. She would be frantic when the pilot reported Emma had never shown up.

But was that really the reason she’d agreed to this? She feared 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 intense but now warm and golden. 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 completely 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. The other he placed 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 couldn’t stop 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, or scream—

“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 somewhat. When he ran his thumb slowly over her nipple and back, she sucked in a breath, glad he couldn’t see her eyelids briefly 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—”

He lifted her knee and placed it there himself. When she began to move it, he snapped, “Doona dare. Now, lean your head back against me.”

Then both his hands were back on her breasts, now 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, and as she panted, she imagined sinking them into his backside as he thrust into her. What was happening to her?

“Now, there’s a good lass,” he growled in her ear, just before 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 just to get this far, only to find a vampire, he wouldn’t be stopped now. “Relax,” he bit out. Just 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 the witch 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. Right when she was about to scratch him, bite him, he pulled her into his arms again, her back against his chest. He shoved her hand to his erection, inhaling sharply 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, God, yes.” He pawed her breast, but she scarcely felt it, her eyes widening as it continued on and on.

When he’d finished, she realized she was dazedly continuing to stroke him. 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 more sensually than she would have liked. Each movement brushed her achy nipples against the ridges of his torso. The golden hair on his chest tickled her lips, and despite herself, she imagined kissing that tanned skin. Her sex still throbbed for the semi-erect penis pressed high against her belly, yearned for it even though she’d seen how huge it had grown.

Just when she thought he was about to fall asleep, he murmured in her ear, “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 quickly 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 with a sharp exhalation. “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 sharp 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 completely. 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 squeaked, jerking her hand back.

Before she could even cry out, 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, pressing into her with his entire body, 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 when she saw the distinct claw marks that had rent 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 tucked her against his body 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, and 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.

Just 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 back of his dark claw across her neck. “And with one swipe of my claws I severed their heads—before they even woke.” His lips brushed over her neck where he’d trailed his claw, 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.”

Briefly closing her eyes with embarrassment, she tugged at her hand until he finally 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 beside her, sleep barely shaken off, as content as he’d been in hundreds of years. Of course, he’d been in hell for nearly two hundred of those, and 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 and still for most of the night. It was as if she suspected any movement on her part 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 into his side. She went 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. He wondered if he could 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 rushed 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. He rushed her into the bath, fiddling with the unfamiliar dial until the water streamed out icy cold, then put them both under it. After several minutes, she coughed, breathed deep, then 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 kindred. He merely wanted to keep her alive until he determined with certainty that she wasn’t his mate.

The evidence that she wasn’t kept mounting. If she had truly been 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 was playing 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, wondering what in the hell he was going to do with her. It wasn’t long before 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 it, trying 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. And now he had his own to listen to. After a few moments of button pressing, he managed to discover 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 the satchel she’d had with her last night onto the floor, noticing the leather was ruined. In the wet pile was a silver contraption with numbers like the numbers on the—he frowned—telephone. He shook it, and when water sloshed out, he tossed it over his shoulder.

A smaller leather case 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 to all the years he’d prayed for just a name, a mere hint of how to find his mate. He frowned, trying to recall if he’d 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 was like a daguerreotype, but this one had color. He had so bloody much to learn.

Her birth date was listed as 1982, 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 centuries ago.

And why in the hell would the leeches be in Louisiana? Had they taken over more than just Europe? And 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 supposed to be his mate, she would be his queen and would rule over Lachlain’s kind. 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 continually found his thoughts returning to his new prize, Lachlain was able to garner much information during his foray. The first lesson he learned was that 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 a lavish 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. Though 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 even 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 what the man considered “essential.” One hundred and fifty years ago, humans, with their aversion to bathing, had been an embarrassment to the Lore, who were almost to a species fastidious. 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 finally 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 quiet each one, he’d pictured the vampire sleeping up in his room, in what was now his bed. It 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. Certainly 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 creature 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 sharply separated her from the seething, towering male vampires with their red eyes. The ones he would exterminate one by one.

And soon he’d be strong enough to do it.

Frowning, he lifted the hand that rested on her chest. Examining it closely, he could barely 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.

He knew it was nearing sunset. 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 moaned softly, though she still slept. 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.

He felt her tense, wakening. “Come for me,” he growled against her flesh.

She drew her knees to her chest, resting her feet on his shoulders. Interesting, but he was game if—

She kicked him hard enough to send him across the room.

A stab of pain told him she’d torn muscles in his shoulder. A red haze covered his sight and confused his mind. He roared as he charged her, throwing her to the bed and pinning her down. He freed his trews and gripped himself, about to shove into her, crazed with his rage and lust, ignoring the Instinct’s warnings: Her mind won’t bend—she’ll break. You’ll destroy what you’ve been given….

He saw her fangs as she gasped with fear, and wanted to hurt her. A vampire given to him? Bound to him for eternity? More torture. More hatred.

The vampires had won again.

He bellowed with fury, and she shrieked. The sound shattered the glass lamp and the television and splintered the door to the balcony. His eardrums nearly burst and he leapt back, clamping his hands over his ears to block out the sound. What the bloody hell was that?

A scream so high-pitched he didn’t know if humans could hear it.

She shot from the bed, and as she yanked her gown into place, she gave him a look of…betrayal? Resignation? She flew to the balcony, ducking through the thick curtains.

Dark now, no danger. Let her go. He slammed his head and fists against the wall, mad with lust. With hate. Memories of fire and torture stabbed him. The feel of the bone finally giving way under his shaking hands….

If he was cursed to carry those memories, to have that burden, it was little better than still being there, trapped in fire. He’d rather die.

Maybe fucking her regularly, taking his pain out on her, was what he was supposed to do. Of course. He felt himself calming at the thought. Yes, he’d been given a vampire solely for his pleasure, for his revenge.

He stalked to the balcony, assessing his shoulder, and tore the curtain aside.

His breath left him.
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The vampire stood scarcely balanced on the balcony railing, her hair and gown whipping in the wind. He swallowed hard. “Come down from there.” Why had his chest tightened with such alarm?

She whirled to face him—somehow keeping her balance. She looked hurt, her luminous eyes filled with pain. He resisted the recognition taking hold in his disordered mind.

She whispered, “Why are you doing this to me?”

Because I’ve wanted what’s mine. Because I need you and I hate you. “Come down now,” he ordered.

She shook her head slowly.

“You canna die from this. From sun, or losing your head, but no’ from a fall.” He made his tone casual, though he was uncertain. They were how many floors up? If she was weak…“And I’ll easily follow you down to bring you back here.”

She glanced over her shoulder down at the street. “No, I might die in my condition.”

For some reason he believed her, and his alarm spiked. “Your condition? Because of the sun? Damn you, tell me!”

She turned toward the street and put one foot off the railing.

“Wait!” He tensed to spring for her, not understanding how she could possibly still be balanced. Won’t bend. She’s broken. “I will no’ do that again. No’ until you want me to.” The wind was picking up, plastering the silk to her body. “When you woke…that was meant to give, no’ to take.”

She put the foot back and faced him. “And when I refused your gift?” she cried. “What was that?”

If she died…The fear for her brought him his first true clarity since before the fire. Twelve hundred years he’d waited. For… her.

For whatever reason, the world had given a vampire to him, and he’d pushed her to this? Destroy what you’ve been given. He was devastated by what she was—but he didn’t want her dead. Or ruined.

It enraged him even to contemplate the hell he’d just been through, much less to talk about it, but he had to try anything. Have to get rid of this feeling—this dread. “Understand that I’ve been…locked away for one hundred and fifty years. Without comfort, without a woman. I’d only just escaped a week before I found you and I have no’…acclimated well.”

“Why do you act as if you know me?”

“I’ve been disoriented. Confused. I know we’ve never met.”

“Who are you?”

Just minutes before, he’d been about to claim her—without even telling her his name. “I am Lachlain, head of the Lykae clan.”

He could hear her heart speed up with fear. “Y-you’re a werewolf? You must let me go.”

She looked otherworldly, with her hair streaming about and her skin so pale. She was not of his kind, and he had no idea how to be with her. “I will. After the next full moon. I vow it.”

“I want to go now.”

“I need you…to get to my home,” he said, adding lie to truth. “And I will no’ hurt you again.” Possibly another lie.

She laughed bitterly. “You were going to force me just then, and I almost died this morning. Of sun.” She whispered the word. “Do you know what that’s like? The pain?”

He had a bloody good idea.

Her expression suddenly grew horrified, as if she was recalling a nightmare. “I haven’t felt the sun on my skin”—she swayed on the rail—“since I was three years old.”

Inching closer, mouth gone dry, he said, “I doona ken how to care for you, but you will tell me. And this will no’ happen again.”

“I don’t want your attentions. You…you frighten me.”

Of course he frightened her—his rages left even him shaken. “I understand. Now, come down. I know you doona want to die.”

She glanced over her shoulder at the waxing moon rising, giving him her flawless profile. A gust pushed her hair across her neck. In all his years, he’d never seen such a preternatural scene as her pale skin against her blood-red gown with the moon glowing behind her.

She didn’t answer, only exhaled wearily, swaying.

“Look at me.” She didn’t—she glanced down. “Look at me!”

She seemed to wake up, her brows drawing together, her eyes bleak. “I just want to go home,” she said in a small voice.

“You will. I vow you’ll go home.” To your new home. “Just help me get to mine.”

“If I help you, you swear you’ll release me?”

Never. “Aye.”

“You won’t hurt me?”

“No, I will no’ hurt you.”

“Can you make that promise? You can’t seem to…control yourself.”

“Every hour I gain control.” Because of her? “And know that I doona want to hurt you.” That, at least, was now true. He thought.

“You won’t do those…th-things to me again?”

“I will no’ unless you want me to.” He held out his hand to her. “Do we have an agreement?”

She didn’t take it, but after several agonizing moments, she did come down with a bizarre movement. She stepped down as if she were strolling and had stepped from a curb without breaking stride.

He gave her shoulders a shake. “Doona ever do that again.” He had an odd urge to squeeze the vampire to his chest, and set her away.

She looked down. “I won’t. Unless it’s a better alternative.”

He glowered at that. “Do we have an agreement?”

When she nodded, he wondered if it was only the position he’d forced upon her that had made her agree, or was it more? He’d thought he might have seen compassion in her eyes for just a brief moment when he’d admitted his imprisonment.

“Then we leave tonight for Scotland.”

Her lips parted. “I can’t go to Scotland! I was going to direct you. Or at least, MapQuest was,” she added in a mumble. “How would you plan to get there without burning me alive?” She was clearly panicked. “I-I can’t travel easily. No commercial planes. No trains. The sun…”

“I’ve secured a car. We’ll drive there.” He was pleased by how casual he sounded, since a week ago he hadn’t known what a bloody car was. “And stop well before sunrise each day. A man downstairs mapped it out for me.”

“You know how to drive? You acted as though you’d never even seen a car—”

“No, I doona know how to drive, but I’m guessing you do.”

“I’ve only driven short jaunts from home.”

“Ever been to the Highlands?”

“Uh, no—”

“Ever want to?”

“Who doesn’t—?”

“Then, vampire, you’ll be going with me.”


 


Emma lifted an unsteady hand to her hair and pulled a hank in front of her face. She stared in horror.

Streaked. By the sun.

He’d left her to shower and dress, and alone in the bathroom, she gaped at the vivid evidence of how close she’d come to dying. Dropping her hair, she slid off her nightgown and twisted in the mirror to assess her skin.

It was unharmed now, pale and healed—unlike the last time. She glanced at the back of her hand, growing nauseated. Thank Freya, the memory of her burn was mercifully hazy as usual.

Though she couldn’t recollect specifics, she’d learned her lesson well, avoiding the sun for nearly sixty-seven years, yet near dawn she’d passed out before she could either escape this Lachlain or beg him to shut the curtains.

Shivering, Emma turned on the shower and stepped in, avoiding the broken marble. She still sensed his presence from the night before. She could almost feel his hands skimming over her wet skin, his finger pressing full inside her, his powerful body shuddering and tensing as she’d stroked him.

When she turned in the shower, the water sprayed her sensitive breasts, making her nipples hard—In a flash, the memory of waking under his mouth hit her.

She’d struck out at him with such violence because she’d been confused and frightened. Yet she’d also been nearer to orgasm than she had in her entire life. She was a weak woman, because for the briefest second the temptation to lie there docile and let her knees fall open to accept his fierce kiss had been nearly overwhelming. Even now she found herself wet.

For him. She was bewildered by her response. She wondered how she would react to him if he wasn’t debating killing her.

At least now she knew why he was so savage. Besides clearly having issues,  he was a Lykae, considered a ruthless menace by even the lowliest in the Lore. She recalled what her aunts had taught her about them.

Each Lykae housed a wolflike “beast” inside, like a possession. This rendered them immortal and made them crave and appreciate the elementals: food, touch, sex. But, as she’d seen tonight and the night before, it also could make a Lykae unable to control its ferocity, a ferocity their kind willingly unleashed during sex, reveling in scratching, biting, and marking flesh in a frenzy. Which had always sounded hellish to Emma—a being cursed with fragility and a deep-seated fear of pain.

How such a handsome façade could mask an ungovernable animal was beyond her understanding. He was a beast in the form of a fantasy. His body, except for the incongruous leg injury, was nothing short of…divine. His hair was thick and straight, a rich, dark brown that she imagined would look golden in the sun. She’d noted that sometime today he’d had it trimmed, and his face was now cleanly shaved to reveal his perfect features. On the surface divine, beneath…a beast.

How could she be drawn to a being that she needed to be running from ?

Her arousal was involuntary, shaming in a way, and she was glad when the weight of her exhaustion stifled it. She was flagging by the minute, and the idea of driving to Scotland enervated her even more.

As she slumped against the shower wall, she wondered how Annika was holding up right now. Probably shrieking with worry and fury, ensuring that their hometown of New Orleans got flailed with lightning and that every car alarm in three parishes went off.

Emma also wondered if she really would’ve jumped. Yes, she thought with a start—if this Lachlain had been the same insane, howling animal of before, if his eyes hadn’t slowly warmed to golden, she would’ve taken her chances.

And she wondered how he’d hurt his leg and where he’d been “locked away” for so long and by whom—

Immediately she shook her head as if to dislodge the questions.

She didn’t want to know. Didn’t need to know.

Annika had once told her that vampires were cold and dispassionate, able to use their powerful logic as no other in the Lore because they could disregard any detail outside of their goal as incidental.

Emma had a job to do. Period. And when she completed it, she would be awarded her freedom. She just had to keep her eye on the ball. Never played baseball, freak. Oh, yeah.

Didn’t matter. Finish the task—get to go on as usual.

As she lathered and rinsed her hair, she mused over her typical week prior to the misbegotten trip. Monday through Friday she did research for her coven and trained before watching a late movie with the more night-owlish of her aunts. Friday and Saturday the witches came over with their Xbox and blenders full of pastel drinks. Sunday night she rode horses with the good demons who often loitered around the manor. If she could tweak just a couple of little aspects about her existence, life could be damn near perfect.

She frowned at her thoughts. As a natural-born vampire, she couldn’t lie to others. If an untruth arose in her thoughts and the impulse to use it fired in her mind, she would become violently ill. No, Emma couldn’t lie to others, but she’d always had a talent for lying to herself. A couple of little tweaks? In truth, there was a yawning loneliness in her life—and a fear about her nature that rode her constantly….

As far as she knew, she was like no one else in existence—she truly belonged nowhere—and though her Valkyrie aunts loved her, she felt loneliness as sharply as a blade driven into her heart every day.

She’d figured if she could determine how her parents had lived together and had been able to have her, then maybe she could find others like herself. Perhaps then she could finally feel a connection to something else. And if she could discover more about her vampire half, she might allay her fear that one day she would become like them.

No one should have to worry each day that she might turn into a killer….

If she’d assumed he would give her privacy because he’d learned a lesson, she’d have been wrong. He walked right in and opened the shower stall door. She jumped, startled, fumbling not to drop the conditioner bottle before catching it on the pad of her forefinger.

She saw his fists clench and open, and that finger went limp. The bottle thudded.

One hit…The image of the shredded bedside table flashed in her mind, then the memory of the car he’d batted like a crumpled piece of paper. Chunks of marble that hadn’t been pulverized still littered the shower floor. Fool. She’d been a fool to think he wouldn’t hurt her. Of all the things she should fear, she feared pain the most. And now a Lykae clenched his fists in anger. At her.

She turned into the corner, giving him her side to try to shield her nudity. And because if he hit, she could sink down and draw her knees to her chest. But with some foreign curse, he stalked off.

After showering, she returned to the bedroom to find almost all of her belongings gone. Had he taken them to the car he’d secured? If so, ten euros said that he’d tossed her laptop under everything else. She supposed it didn’t matter anyway, since she’d uncovered nothing about her parents to go into said computer. Just because she could navigate Tulane’s research library did not mean she could crack the Lore in a foreign country—oh, and in the hours between sundown and sunup.

She’d accomplished nothing on this trip. But for her abduction, of course.

Why should she even be surprised?

She exhaled wearily and trudged to the items he had left her—one outfit laid out on the bed. Of course he’d chosen the tiniest, most sheer lingerie she’d brought with her. The thought of him handling her underclothes, deliberately choosing them for her, made her blush for the thousandth time since she’d met him. She must have wasted a gallon of blood blushing because of him.

He’d also picked out long pants and a turtleneck and a sweater and a jacket. Did he want her to be buried in clothes?

At that moment, he appeared again. She leapt backward, clearing the length of the mattress to stand at the headboard. Even with her keen hearing, she hadn’t heard a hint of his approach.

He raised his eyebrows at the quick movement. “That frightened of me?”

She clutched her towel. I’m that frightened of my own shadow, much less an overgrown Lykae! But his voice hadn’t been cruel, and she gathered the courage to study him from beneath her lashes. His eyes were that warm golden color and he was wearing new clothes. He looked like a mid-thirties millionaire. Or more aptly, a physique-model playing one.

The bastard was a remarkably handsome man. And he obviously knew it, which nettled. “You’ve attacked me twice. You’ve given me no reason not to be frightened.”

He was getting irritated again. “That was before I gave you my word that I would no’ hurt you.” Then, seeming to get his temper under control, he said, “Everything is ready. I have a rented car waiting and I’ve settled the bill for this room.”

She could just imagine that bill. Even though he’d annihilated the antique bedside table in this room, it wouldn’t add up to the cost of her stay. “But I’ve been here for weeks. I can pay for my own—”

“You did pay. Now, come down from the bed.”

When he held out his hand to her, she crossed to the opposite side and stepped down, feeling dizzy and fearing the worst—the utter abuse of her credit card. “And I suppose I paid for your new clothes?” she dared to ask with the bed between them. Emma knew fine things—all Valkyrie did—since they’d inherited Freya’s acquisitiveness—and the cut of his clothes reeked of money.

He wore a dark leather car coat that was hand-stitched and flat-front trousers, camel in color and lean in fit. Under the opened jacket, a black thin cashmere shirt molded to him like a second skin. Between the edges of his coat, she could see the rigid outlines of his chest. His clothing said, I’m rich, and I might be a little dangerous.

Women would adore him.

“Aye. The man downstairs has many resources and our card has no limits.” His tone dared her to say something.

Our card? Her Centurion AmEx with instructions that some purchases might seem off and that the owner would be traveling, so do not hinder in any way. A safeguard had now turned into a financial weapon in his hands.

Like all in the coven, she had a yearly allowance for clothes and entertainment and it was very generous, but she’d been saving up, thinking of buying something major that would be all her own—an antique or her own horse or anything that she wouldn’t have to share with her aunts. No longer.

Among her other trials with him, the Lykae appeared determined to break her bank.


 


“You didn’t leave me any way to cover my ears,” she said, glancing down, avoiding his eyes as usual.

Her comment made him scowl again at her clothing. She wanted to hide something he found attractive, and yet her garments were so revealing to others? Her black trews scarcely came up over her hipbones and hugged the curves of her arse. Her red shirt, though high-collared, had strange, asymmetrical seams that drew the eye to the swell of her breasts. When she moved, flashes of her flat midriff came into view. He’d chosen those clothes to cover her—not advertise her. He’d buy her new ones at the first opportunity, spending lavishly of the vampire’s money. He intended to find out how much he could possibly spend.

“I just need a scarf or a way to fasten my braids. Or people will see them—”

“You’ll leave your hair down.”

“B-but the humans—”

“Will no’ dare do anything when I am there.” When he found himself crossing to her, she took several steps back. Terrified of him.

Lachlain had little memory of the field and even the rest of the night before was hazy, but he knew he’d been…less than gentle. Then tonight he’d leapt onto her, pinning her to the bed about to shove into her, even while knowing he would hurt her. He’d seen her in the shower warily noting his clenched fists. She was right—she had no reason not to.

On the balcony, he’d discovered pain within her. That’s what she had in her eyes. He had it, too, and he was too damaged to help her. Too full of hate to want to help her.

“Then can I at least call my family?” she asked. “Like you promised?”

He frowned. He’d said “contact her family,” as in a letter. He’d seen the man downstairs use the telephone. On the television, he’d seen it as well. He’d never thought she could have called another country. “Be quick about it. We have to make good time tonight.”

“Why? Are we going very far?” Her voice grew panicked. “Because you said an hour before sunrise—”

“Are you nervous about this?”

“Of course I am!”

“Doona be. I will protect you,” he said simply, annoyed that she relaxed not a whit. “Make your call.” He turned the corner into their room’s foyer, strode down the hall to the door, opened and closed it.

But he never left.









5





“Do you have any idea how dead you are?” Regin asked. “Annika is freaking out. She’s making berserkers look like candy-stripers right now.”

“I know she’s worried!” Emma said, clenching the phone in both hands. “I-is she there?”

“Nope. There was an emergency she had to take care of. Em, why in the hell weren’t you on the plane? Or answering your cell phone?”

“The cell phone’s toast. Got wet in the rain—”

“And why weren’t you on the plane?” Regin snapped.

“I’ve decided to stay, okay? I came here for a reason and I’m not finished yet.” Not a lie.

“You couldn’t answer any of our messages? Any of the messages the manager tried to deliver to your room today?”

“There could’ve been knocking, I don’t know. Go figure—daytime and I was asleep?”

“Annika’s sending a search party for you,” Regin said. “They’re at the airport right now.”

“Well, call and tell them to make a U-ee, because I won’t be here.”

“Don’t you even wanna know what you’re in danger from?”

Emma glanced over at the bedside table. “I quite know, thank you.”

“You spotted a vampire?” Regin shrieked. “Did he approach you?”

“A what?” she shrieked back.

“What did you think I meant about danger? Vampires have been following Valkyrie all over the world—even here. Vampires in Louisiana, if you can wrap your mind around that. But wait, the insanity builds: Ivo the Cruel, number-two man to the vampire king, was on Bourbon Street.”

“So close to home?” Annika had moved their coven to New Orleans years before to get away from the Vampire Horde’s kingdom in Russia.

“Yeah, and Lothaire was with him, too. You might not have heard of him—he’s an elder in the Horde, kind of does his own thing, but creepy-creepy. I’m thinking he and Ivo weren’t in the Quarter for a Hand Grenade and a Lucky Dog. Annika has been out searching for them. We don’t know their intentions, why they don’t just kill as per usual, but if they found out what you are…”

Emma thought back to her nightly forays around Paris. Had she been followed by members of the Horde? Could she even tell a vampire from a human? If her aunts had taught her that the Lykae were monsters, they’d told her every day of her life how vicious the Horde was.

The vampires had captured Furie, the Valkyrie queen, more than fifty years ago and no one could find her. There were rumors they’d chained her to the bottom of the ocean, dooming her to an eternity of drowning only to have her immortality surge her to life again and again.

They’d wiped out Regin’s entire race of beings—Regin was the last of the Radiant Ones—which made for a conflicted relationship between her and Emma, to say the least. Emma knew Regin loved her, but she was hard on her. Her own foster mother, Annika, made a hobby of killing vampires, because as she often said, “The only good leech is a dead leech.”

And now the vampires might discover Emma. For seventy years, that had been Annika’s worst fear—ever since Emma had first tried to nip her with her baby fangs in public….

“Annika thinks these are signs that the Accession has begun,” Regin said, knowing that would strike fear in Emma. “And yet you’re away from the safety of the coven?”

The Accession. A chill crept through her.

Bringing prosperity and power to the victors, the Accession wasn’t an Armageddon type of war—it wasn’t as if the strongest factions of the Lore met on neutral turf after an invitation to “rumble.” About a decade into it, events began to come into play, as if fate was seeding future, deadly conflicts, involving all the players at a startling rate. Like windmill vanes on a rusted spoke, it began creaking, creeping to life, only to gain momentum and soar with speed every five hundred years.

Some said it was a kind of cosmic checks-and-balances system for an ever-growing population of immortals, forcing them to kill each other off.

In the end, the faction that lost the fewest of their kind won.

But the Valkyrie could not increase their numbers like the Horde and the Lykae, and the last time the Valkyrie had dominated through an Accession was two millennia ago. The Horde had won it ever since. This one would be Emma’s first. Damn it, Annika had promised Emma that she could stay under her bed through the thick of it!

Regin’s voice was smug when she said, “So, I suppose you’ll be wanting that ride home now.”

Can’t lie, can’t lie. “No. Not yet. I met someone. I met a…man. And I’m staying with him.”

“A man?” Regin gasped. “Oooh, you want to bite him, don’t you? Or have you already? Oh, Freya, I knew this would happen.”

“What do you mean, you knew this would happen?” The coven had forbidden Emma to drink straight from a living source because they didn’t want her to accidentally kill. Plus they believed blood was mystically alive when inside a being, its powers—and side effects—dying when outside. It had never been a problem for Emma. In New Orleans, they had delivery from a Lore-owned blood-bank setup, the number on speed dial like Domino’s.

“Em, this was law. You knew better than to get dental with somebody.”

“But I—”

“Hey, Lucia,” Regin called out, not even bothering to mute the phone. “Pay up, suckah, Emma got dental with some dude—”

“No, I didn’t!” Emma said in a rush. “I’ve never gotten dental!” How many Valkyrie were home to hear Regin? “You placed bets about me?” She strove not to sound as dismayed as she was by this. Was Regin the only one who thought Emma would behave as other vampires would? That she would slip up—or revert to her true vampire nature? Or did they all share Emma’s fear that she might turn killer?

“If not to drink him, then what would you want with a man? Huh?”

Her voice quavering with anger, Emma said, “What any woman wants! I’m no different from you—”

“You want to, like, sleep with him?”

Why did she sound that disbelieving? “Maybe I do!”

Regin sucked in a breath. “Who are you and what have you done with my niece’s body? Come on, Em! You’ve never even had a date and all of a sudden you’re meeting a ‘man’ and thinking about lifting tail? You, sweet seventy and never been kissed? Don’t you think it’s a little more likely that you want to drink him?”

“No, it’s not like that,” she insisted. The vampires in the Horde sublimated the sexual urge. Blood lust and the need to kill ruled them. And for all these years, Emma had not been a sexual person. She’d never been in a sexual situation.

Until last night.

She felt a glimmer of hope. She’d been aroused by Lachlain. She’d felt regular lust—not blood lust. And she’d been so close. Even tonight, she’d been to the edge with him. Could she use him to answer this question once and for all? She bit her lip, thinking of the possibility.

“Have you gotten yourself into trouble?” Regin asked. Emma could hear her narrowing her eyes. “Is someone there right now?”

“No, I’m alone in my room. Is this really so hard to believe?”

“Okay, I’ll play. Who is he? How did you meet?”

This could get tricky. “He was a stranger. I met him outside of Notre Dame among the vendor stands.”

“And? Want to not be the secretive vamp you always are and spill the details? If this is true….”

“As if I can lie! All right, you want to know? I think he’s…he’s wildly handsome!” With emphasis on wild. “He knows what I am and we’re leaving Paris together.”

“Great Freya, you’re serious. What’s he like?”

“He’s strong. Said he’d protect me.” Great kisser. Intermittently insane. With a broad chest she’d wanted to lick like ice cream.

In a scoffing tone, Regin asked, “Strong enough to take down a vampire?”

“You have no idea.” Getting out of town with a powerful Lykae—the natural-born enemy of the vampires—was sounding more and more like a bingo idea. But then she frowned. If Lachlain hadn’t been the danger they’d warned her of, then what was his agenda? What did he want with her? Why didn’t he simply kill the vampire he’d captured?

A suspicion tickled her mind, but she mentally scratched it away. He can’t even drive a car—obviously he needs help. And I’m from the Lore….

“When are you leaving Paris?”

“Tonight. Right now, actually.”

“That’s good, at least. Tell me where you’re going.”

“So Annika can come drag me home by my ear?” And fight Lachlain to the death? “Nope. Tell her I’ll be home week after next at the latest, and that if she tries to find me, I’ll know she doesn’t trust that I am more than capable of taking care of myself—”

Regin snorted, then laughed outright.

“I can take care of myself.” Her tone hurt, she asked, “Why is that funny?”

Shrieking laughter.

“Piss off, Regin! You know what? I’ll send you a postcard!”

She slammed the phone down, then snatched up her boots. Stomping into the first one, she muttered angrily, “I will so go.” Another boot shoved on. “And I won’t be catching any Stockholm syndrome.”

When the phone rang seconds later, she yanked it back up. “What?”

“Alrighty then, have it your way—you’re officially on your own,” Regin said, then sniffled as if she’d cried from laughing so hard. “Now, if you come across a leech, no offense, remember your training.”

“None taken. And would that be the sword training where you fly past my defenses and swat me on the ass, chirping, ‘Dead!’? Another swat. ‘Dead!’? Yeah, I’ll get right on that.”

“No, that would be the training where you sprint like hell whenever you hear that I’m looking for you to train.”


 


Once she’d hung up the telephone again, Lachlain strode around the corner without even acting like he hadn’t listened.

She jumped again, then her brows drew together. “You eavesdropped, didn’t you?”

“Aye,” he answered without compunction.

“Learn anything new?” she asked in a nervous tone.

Not really. “Your accent’s odd and you speak too quickly,” he answered honestly. Then he smirked. “But I did hear that you think me ‘wildly handsome.’” He wondered why he’d felt a flush of pleasure at that. As if he cared what she thought.

She glanced away, but not before he saw her face flush. He thought he heard her mutter, “Emphasis on the wild.”

“Why did you no’ tell your family what I am?”

“I would never want to worry them unduly.”

“And knowing you are with a Lykae would worry them?” he asked, as though he didn’t know how violently they would react to the news.

“Of course it would. They’ve told me about you. About what you are.”

He crossed his arms over his chest. “And what am I?”

For the first time since he’d taken her, she purposely met his gaze. “Deep down, you’re a monster.”
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Emma wears her fear like a flag.

That’s what her aunts said about her, not cruelly, just with baffled shakes of their heads. Compared to them, she feared so much—and she was the first to admit it.

They were courageous, fierce, and each of them had a purpose in life—some to guard indestructible weapons that could never fall into the wrong hands. Some watched over a bloodline of a particularly strong or noble human family. They were considered guardian angels.

Emma? Well, Emma had undertaken the epic endeavor of…college. At Tulane. She hadn’t even ventured outside of her hometown to earn her identity of Emma the Co-ed, possessor of a B.A. in pop culture.

She remembered one time when she was young, playing at night in her sandbox. Out of the corner of her eye, she’d seen the yellow glow of a troop of ghouls as they descended on the manor.

She’d fled inside, bursting through the door, screaming, “Run!”

Her aunts had all shared glances. Annika had appeared embarrassed, her stunningly beautiful face displaying a frown. “Emma, sweetling, what precisely do you mean by run ? We don’t run from anything. We’re the creatures they run from, remember?”

How surprised they’d been when Emma had wanted this trip abroad. How shocked they would be that her finger was very decidedly pushing the lobby button of the elevator to take her to the Lykae waiting for her. After she’d called him a monster to his face, his eyes had flickered, then he’d stormed out of the room, ordering her to meet him at the car downstairs.

The car downstairs. Holy shite, was she really going to do this? As she descended, she did a quick mental tally of the pros and cons of cooperating and leaving with him.

Pros. She could possibly use him to finally understand more about herself and her nature, and he would kill any other vampire in sight, thereby protecting her from them.

Cons. He’d never told her whether he ultimately planned to kill her or not. The Lykae might protect her from the vampires, but who would have her back against him?

Her aunts might never run—but Emma excelled at it. Until she got into the car with him, she thought, she still had a chance….

When she exited the elevator, she spotted him through the lobby as he waited in the drive. His gaze was already locked on her. She took a steadying breath, glad for once that she and Regin had bickered—it always fired her up, sometimes enough to make Emma throw down her pompoms and toe the sideline.

He was standing beside a black sedan, a black… Mercedes? She raised an eyebrow. He’d rented what looked like a 500 series that was going to cost her a fortune to drop off in a different country. Werewolf couldn’t find an S6 ?

Yes, he was a Lykae, but seeing him like this, she realized that no one would ever know he was of a different species. When he casually leaned back against the door and crossed his arms over his chest, he appeared human, just taller, stronger, with some kind of inexplicable pull.

Although he appeared relaxed, his eyes were watchful, and the streetlamps lit an expression that was intent and never wavering from her face. She suppressed the urge to glance behind her for the woman he was truly devouring with his eyes.

Was this whole scary situation worth it just so she could experience that look? Just so she could have the knowledge of what it was like to have a man like that look at her as if she were the only woman in the world?

All her life she’d lived in the shadow of her aunts, who were so stunningly lovely that eddas were written about them. Though Emma’s mother was dead, Emma was still overwhelmed by universal tales of her fabled beauty.

Emma was scrawny, pale, and…befanged.

Yet a man this handsome was giving her a look that could smelt metal. If he hadn’t terrified her and attacked her—if he could be the gentle lover who’d cupped her breast and rumbled in her ear that her skin was soft—would she leave with him? Her eyes met his. This male had touched her and made her feel things she hadn’t before, things she’d envied others. Merely nestling her face against his naked chest had been a new experience that she would never trade for anything.

Feeling bolder, she allowed her gaze to flicker over his body before slowly inching back up to his face. He wasn’t smirking or scowling, but looked as if he was thinking the same thoughts she was.

She found herself drawn to him, her mind and thoughts shutting down, like she was disconnected from reality. As her heels clicked across the lobby’s marble floor toward him, her body seemed to come alive. He stood fully, visibly tensing.

Her breasts seemed fuller. Her ears were uncovered in public, with only her long, freed hair to conceal them. She felt as though she’d gone out without a bra—she felt a little…naughty. When the sudden urge came to taste her lips, she did. He clenched his hands in response.

She wanted one thing from him, and if he could give it to her, shouldn’t she risk the rest? She’d risked the shower with him for the same reason, and he hadn’t hurt her then. No, in the end, he had kept his promise—

The spell was broken when a Ferrari, reeking of burned clutch, screeched to a stop behind the Mercedes. Two European starlets with perfect bodies clad in tight dresses spilled out. Perplexing, but Emma grew dismayed knowing he would appraise them just as he had her. The leggy blondes with bubble breasts spotted him and stopped in their stilettoed tracks, finally recovering enough to giggle loudly in a bid for his attention.

When it wasn’t forthcoming, they pouted, and one “dropped” her lipstick to roll by his feet. Emma gaped as the woman bent down before him, then checked for his reaction.

Between her and Lachlain, she was the only one watching the scene—he’d never taken his gaze from her. But she had the impression that he was well aware of their antics. His eyes bored into hers as if saying, I’m looking at what I want. She shivered.

Having been completely ignored, the two finally gave up and shot Emma venomous looks as they passed. As if he was hers? As if she was keeping him from them? She was a prisoner—more or less! “You can have him, kitties,” she hissed for their ears only. They blanched before scuttling away. She might be a coward against Lore creatures, but with humans she could hold her own in the tabby arena.

Now, how would she fare traveling with a wolf?


 


Lachlain had watched as Emmaline glided through the lobby, moving too gracefully to truly look human. He’d been struck by how wealthy and coolly composed she appeared—like an aristocrat. One would never imagine her timorous nature, because she seemed to have donned a cloak of confidence.

Then she’d changed.

He didn’t know what caused it, but her gaze turned heated. She gave the impression that she needed a man—and he’d responded. Everything in him responded. But others had, too. Though she seemed unconscious of it, her sensual walk and movements lured every male gaze to her. In mid-conversation, they turned and stared, enthralled. Even the women did. Lachlain pinpointed each of their focuses. The women stared at her clothing and shiny hair; the men ogled her breasts, lips, and eyes, their hearts and breaths speeding up at her mesmerizing beauty.

Did each of those fools think he’d be the one to give her what she desired? Fury fired in him. She’d told him with a steady gaze that deep down he was a monster. She’d been partly correct, and right now that beast wanted to kill every male that dared look at her when he had not claimed her. This was a vulnerable time, and the Instinct was screaming at him to get her away—

Realization hit him. Female vampires had always been born beautiful—as a defensive and predatory tool. They manipulated with it and used it to kill. This one was at work even now, doing what she’d been born to do. And he’d been reacting just as she’d known he would.

When she stood before him, he cast her a black look. She frowned at his expression, visibly swallowed, then said, “I’m going to go with you. And I won’t try to run or escape.” Her voice was silky and seductive, a voice made for wicked murmurs in bed. “I’ll help you, but I’m asking you not to hurt me.”

“I told you I’d protect you.”

“You told me the night before that you might kill me.”

His scowl deepened.

“Just please, um, could you try not to?” She looked up at him with those blue eyes that appeared so guileless.

She thought to use her wiles to handle him? To gentle the beast inside him? He couldn’t even control it—

An odd, chill wind blew, batting a curl against her cheek. Her eyes narrowed. A second later, they widened and her hands flew to his chest. He glanced down and saw her shell-pink claws go from curling to straight—like little daggers.

She’d perceived a threat. His eyes scanned the area; he was feeling something, too. But it was fleeting, and his senses weren’t as keen as they normally were. Not yet. In any case, a menace of some sort near her wasn’t surprising. As a vampire she had many blood enemies—a fact he’d once applauded. Now he would have to fight them because he would destroy anything that sought to hurt her.

Instead of telling her that, he removed her hands from his chest with an expression of distaste. “I’ll bet you’re better off with me than alone out here.”

She nodded, agreeing. “Then can we go?”

When he gave her a tight nod, and drew away from her to go to the passenger side of the car, the valet opened the driver’s door and helped her in. Lachlain cringed at not having assisted her, then grew angered over his chagrin.

After a brief grappling with the door handle, he joined her, sinking into the plush seat. The interior was luxurious—even he would know that—though it was strange that the accents in the car looked like wood but didn’t smell organic.

She peeked at the back seating of the car, no doubt noticing the cache of magazines he’d had the concierge amass for him, but without even a questioning glance she faced forward. “I can get to London”—she pushed a button that said OnStar —“but after that I’ll need help.”

He nodded, watching as she hurriedly adjusted her seat far forward before strapping a harness over her front.

At his look, she explained, “It’s a seat belt. For safety,” then reached down to move a lever to D.

So help him, if that stood for “drive” and that was all it took to engage this machine, he was going to fall out. When she glanced at his seat belt, he raised his eyebrows and said simply, “Immortal.”

He knew he’d irritated her. She moved her foot to the longer of two pedals on the floor, stomping it, and the car surged forward into traffic. She glanced at him, no doubt hoping to have startled him. Not possible—he could already tell he was going to love cars.

Her tone defensive, she said, “I’m immortal, too, usually, but if I get in a wreck and get knocked out till morning, that sun allergy card my aunts make me cart around won’t do jack. Okay?”

“I understood fifty percent of that,” he observed calmly.

“I can’t afford this car,” she retorted, clenching the steering wheel as she directed the vehicle around other cars.

Why this concern about money? Who would dare withhold funds from her? The vampires had always been wealthy and had just begun investing in seep oil when he was imprisoned. Obviously, the market had grown. Not surprising, since everything their king, Demestriu, touched turned to gold. Or died.

Thinking of Demestriu made rage flare, nearly choking him. Pain radiated through his leg, and he clenched his hand on the handle above his head, crushing it.

She gasped, then locked her gaze straight ahead, murmuring to herself, “How much can a handle cost? Really.”

Her unnecessary worry over something that would have no bearing on their life irritated him. His wealth—their wealth—was in his, their home. They need only get to it.

Their home. He was returning to Kinevane, his ancestral estate in the Highlands, with his woman. Finally. And if she weren’t a vampire, he might feel pleased about that fact.

Instead of slighted.

He wondered how the clan would react to the incredible insult of her presence.
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“How fast are we going?”

“Eighty kilometers an hour,” Emma answered in an offhanded tone.

“How long is a kilometer?”

She’d known he was going to ask that. Sad but true—she didn’t know. She was just matching the dial on her speedo to the kilometer-an-hour limit posted on the signs.

Many of his questions over the last half hour were making her feel stupid, and for some reason she felt it vital that he didn’t think that.

The questions accompanied the stockpile of news magazines he’d acquired, no doubt from “the man downstairs” who’d mapped out this journey. Emma had seen Lachlain flying through them, realizing he was reading them that quickly because he would ask her for definitions every few pages. Acronyms seemed to stump him, and though she’d nailed NASA and DEA and PDA, she came up short on MP3.

After he’d read the magazines cover to cover, he took up the car manual and the questions resumed. As if she could define “a transmission.”

Even with her limited assistance, she could feel him learning, could perceive how intelligent he was. And his questions indicated that he was deducing much, reasoning out his own answers as he soaked up knowledge in a way she’d never imagined was possible.

The rental car’s copy of French traffic rules followed the manual, but he skimmed it, then tossed it away as if unimpressed. At her look, he explained, “Some things doona change. You still put on the parking brake on a hill, horse carriage or no.”

His arrogance, his easy dismissal of things he should be awed by, rankled. A car would terrify her if she’d never been in one until she was an adult. Not Lachlain. On the road, he was too pleased with himself. Too comfortable in the leather seats, too curious about his window and air controls, flicking them on and off, up and down, and mauling the German technology with his huge paws. If he’d been locked away for so long, then shouldn’t he be discombobulated?

Shouldn’t he still be shaken? She believed nothing could shake his colossal arrogance—

Great, he’s found the control for the moon roof. Her patience was ragged. Open…close. Open…close. Open…

Every minute closer to dawn found her more tense. She’d always been so cautious before. This trip to Europe had been her first real independence and only allowed because her aunts had provided so many safeguards. Yet Emma had managed to run out of blood, get kidnapped, and be forced out into the world with no precaution against the sun other than a car trunk, heading for who knew where….

And still all this might be safer than not going with him. Something had been back at the hotel—possibly vampires.

Just after they’d gotten into the car, she’d thought about telling him that her life might be in danger. Two reasons prevented her. For one, she didn’t think she could stand it if he shrugged and gave her an “I should care about this why?” look. And secondly, she’d have to explain what she was.

The Valkyrie were enemies of the Lykae as well, and she’d be damned if she allowed herself to be used as ammunition against her family. In fact, she didn’t want Lachlain to discover anything about her to use against her. Luckily, she didn’t think she’d revealed any weaknesses in her conversation with Regin—weaknesses like her critical need for blood. She could just imagine him saying, “I could find you some blood”—he would clap and rub his hands together—“right after shower time!” Besides, she could make it the three days it would take to get to Scotland. Surely.

She closed her eyes briefly. But the hunger …She’d never been tempted to drink from another, but with no alternative in sight, even Lachlain was starting to look good. She knew exactly where she would tap that neck. She would dig her claws into his back to hold on to him for a little reverse-mainline….

“You drive well.”

She coughed, startled, wondering if he’d caught her staring and rubbing her tongue against her fang. Then she frowned at his comment. “Um, how would you know?”

“You seem confident enough. Enough to take your eyes from your path.”

Busted…“For your information, I’m not a particularly good driver.” Her friends complained of her indecisiveness and her habit of letting everyone in front of her to the point of standstill.

“If you’re no’ a particularly good driver, then what do you do well?”

She gazed down the highway for many moments, contemplating an answer. Being good at something was relative, wasn’t it? She liked to sing, but her voice couldn’t compare to the pipes on a siren. She played piano, but twelve-fingered demons schooled her. She said honestly, “I’d be lying if I said I did anything particularly well.”

“And you canna lie.”

“No, I can’t.” She hated that. Why couldn’t vampires have evolved until they could lie without pain? Humans had. Now they merely flushed and felt uncomfortable.

A few more go-rounds with the moon roof control followed. Then he drew some slips of paper from his jacket pocket. “Who is Regin? And Lucia, and Nïx?”

She glanced over, her jaw dropping. “You collected my private messages from the front desk?”

“And your dry-cleaned clothing,” he replied in a bored tone. “Which sounds like an oxymoron to me.”

“Of course you did,” she said sharply. “Why wouldn’t you?” Privacy? You have none, he’d sneered. He’d eavesdropped on her speaking with Regin—as though it were his right.

“Who are they?” he demanded again. “They all order you to call except for this one message from Nïx. It makes no sense.”

Nïx was her befuddled aunt, the oldest of all Valkyrie—or the proto-Valkyrie, as she liked to be called. She had supermodel good looks but saw the future more clearly than she did the present. Emma could only imagine what Nucking Futs Nïx had said. “Let me see it.” She snatched the missive, placing it flat against the steering wheel, then took a quick glance at the road before reading:


 


Knock, knock…


—Who’s there?


Emma…


—Emma who? Emma who? Emma who? Emma who?


 


Nïx had told Emma before she’d left for Europe that on this trip she would “do that which you were born to do.”

Apparently, Emma was born to get kidnapped by a deranged Lykae. Her fate sucked.

This message was Nïx’s way of reminding Emma of her prediction. She alone knew how badly Emma wanted to earn a real identity, to have a page in the Valkyrie’s revered Book of Warriors.

“What does it mean?” he asked when she wadded it up and dropped it at her feet.

Emma was furious he’d seen that message, furious he’d seen anything that might give him insight into her life. The way Lachlain observed and learned, he’d have Emma pinned before they made the Chunnel.

“Lucia calls you ‘Em.’ Is that your nickname with your family?”

That was it. Enough. Too much delving, too many questions. “Listen, uh, Mr. Lachlain. I got myself into a…situation. With you. And to get out of it, I have agreed to drive you to Scotland.” Hunger was making her irritable. Irritability was making her heedless of consequences, and that occasionally passed for bravery. “I have not agreed to be your friend, or…or share your bed, or reward your invasion of my privacy with more information about myself.”

“I will answer questions if you will.”

“I don’t have questions for you. Do I know why you were locked away —and, hello, vague much?—for fifteen decades? No, and honestly, I don’t want to know. Where you appeared from last night? Don’t wanna know.”

“You’re no’ curious why all this has happened?”

“I will try to forget ‘all this’ when I leave you in Scotland, so why would I want to know more? My m.o. has always been to keep my head low and not ask too many questions. It’s served me well so far.”

“So you expect us to sit in this closed compartment the entire way in silence.”

“Of course not.”

She clicked on the radio.


 


Lachlain finally gave up fighting not to stare and openly studied her, finding it disturbingly pleasing. He told himself it was only because he lacked something else to occupy his mind. He’d run out of reading material and was only half listening to this radio.

The music was just as bizarre and inexplicable as everything else in this time, but he’d found a few songs that irritated him less than the others. When he’d voiced the ones he preferred, she’d appeared shocked, then mumbled, “Werewolves like the blues. Who knew?”

She must have felt his gaze because she peeked over at him with that shy look, nibbling her lip before glancing away. He scowled to find that one look from this vampire made his heart speed up, like those laughable humans’ had.

Recalling the way the men reacted to her and knowing how rare she was among vampires, Lachlain realized that she must be wed. He’d been uncaring before. He’d said, “His loss,” in reference to any husband, and he’d meant it, because a marriage wouldn’t have stopped him. But now he wondered if she loved another.

In the Lykae world, if she was his mate, then he was hers as well. But she wasn’t Lykae. It was possible that she could hate him forever—that he would have to keep her imprisoned forever—especially after he meted out his revenge.

He planned to exterminate every one of those leeches, which meant the people who’d given her life.

Again he questioned fate, questioned his instincts. There was no way they could be together.

Even as he thought this, his hand itched to touch her hair. Even as he thought this, he wondered what her smile would be like. He was like a randy lad, ogling her thighs encased in tight trews, eyes slowly following the raised clothing seam that ran between her legs.

He shifted positions again. He’d never been this desperate to tup. What he wouldn’t give to toss her on the back bench in this car and take her thoroughly with his mouth, readying her, then pin her knees to her shoulders to receive him. Damn it, it was what he was supposed to do.

Thinking of taking her, he was reminded of last night when he’d touched her inside. He shook his head, remembering her tightness. She had been long without a man. He would split her in two at the first full moon. If he wasn’t regularly fucking her before then….

She hissed in a breath when an oncoming car’s light beam was stronger than the one before it. She rubbed her eyes, then blinked them several times.

She looked tired and he wondered if she was hungry, but doubted it. The vampires he’d tortured could go weeks without blood, feeding only so often—like a snake.

But to be certain, he asked, “Are you hungry?” When she didn’t answer, he said, “Are you or are you no’?”

“It’s none of your concern.”

Unfortunately, it was. Providing for her needs was his duty. And what if she needed to kill? For Lachlain’s kind, finding one’s mate was an imperative. For the ghouls, propagating by contagion was an imperative. Would her vampire nature crave killing so badly that she wouldn’t be able to control it? And what would he do? Facilitate her? Protect her while she dragged down some unsuspecting human? Another… man?

Christ, he couldn’t do this. “How do you drink?”

She mumbled, “Liquid goes into my mouth, whereby I swallow it.”

“When was the last time?” he snapped.

As though he’d dragged the answer from her, she sighed, “Monday, if you must know,” then peeked over, clearly noting his reaction.

“Just Monday you did it?” His voice conveyed a disgust that he didn’t bother to hide.

She frowned at him, but then another bright light caught her eyes. She winced and the vehicle swerved before she righted it. “I need to concentrate on staying on the road.”

If she didn’t want to discuss it, he wouldn’t press. Not tonight.

Having escaped the congestion of the Paris streets, they’d picked up speed on the smooth autoway, and as Lachlain watched the fields pass, the feeling was akin to running. The pure enjoyment of the experience dimmed the rage that always simmered deep inside him. He would be able to run soon. Because he was free and healing.

He deserved just one night of this, one night without having to think about blood and aggression and death. He wondered if that was even possible with a vampire seated next to him.

A vampire disguised as an angel.

Tomorrow. Tomorrow he would have to demand the answers he dreaded knowing.


Val Hall Manor


Just outside of New Orleans


“Is Myst back?” Annika shrieked as she ran through the doorway. “Or Daniela?” She clutched the thick door, sagging against it as she scanned the darkness outside. The light of the gas lamps made the oaks quaver in shadow. She turned to find Regin and Lucia in the great room just off the entry hall, painting each other’s toenails while watching Survivor. “Have they returned?”

Regin arched an eyebrow. “We thought they were with you.”

“Nïx?”

“Hibernating in her room.”

“Nïx! Get down here!” Annika screamed to her sister as she slammed the door and bolted it behind her.

To Regin and Lucia, she said, “Is Emma back yet?” She put her hands to her knees, still gasping for breath.

They shared a glance. “She’s, uh, she’s not coming back right now.”

“What?” Annika shrieked, even though at this moment she was grateful Emma wasn’t here.

“She met some hottie over there—”

Annika held up her hand. “Got to get out of here.”

Lucia frowned. “I don’t understand ‘got to.’ Sounds like you want us to leave?”

“There’s a plane about to crash, isn’t there?” Regin asked, her confusion genuine, her amber eyes curious. “That is so gonna hurt.”

Lucia’s brows knit. “I might run from a crashing plane—”

“Go…something’s coming…” They didn’t understand—the idea of fleeing so foreign. “Now …” She’d sprinted all the way from the city.

“We’re safest here,” Regin argued, her attention back to her toenails. “The inscription will keep anyone out.” She looked up sharply, and then a sheepish smile spread over her features. “But, I, uh, I might not have renewed the inscription spell with the witches.”

Lucia said, “I thought we were on auto-renewal. They charge our credit—”

“By Freya, I mean now!” Annika yelled, finally able to stand upright.

Taking their half-mother’s name in vain? Eyes wide, the two scrambled up, lunging for their weapons—

The front door burst in.

A horned vampire stood in the doorway, eyes red and scanning Regin’s and Lucia’s faces intently. This was the one Annika had been unable to defeat. Only her knowledge of the maze of streets downtown had saved her. Now it was in their home.

“What is that,  Annika?” Regin asked as she slipped a dagger from her arm sheath. “A turned demon ?”

“Not possible,” Lucia said. “That’s supposed to be a true myth.”

“Has to be.” Annika had barely fought him off, and she killed vampires routinely. “Never seen one so powerful.” The only reason she’d come back was to see if any of the older Valkyrie were here. The older ones could vanquish him. Regin and Lucia were among the youngest.

“Is he one of Ivo’s minions?”

“Yes. Saw Ivo giving orders to this one. They’re searching for someone—”

Two more vampires traced behind him just as Lucia readied the bow that was like an extension of her.

“Just go,” Annika hissed. “Both of you—”

Ivo appeared directly after, his red eyes ablaze, his head completely shaven. All the runnels and reliefs of his scalp stood out as distinctly as his facial features.

“Hello, Ivo.”

“Valkyrie,” he sighed to Annika as he dropped onto their settee and rudely kicked his boots up on their table.

“You still have all the arrogance of a king. Though you aren’t one.” Annika regarded him gravely. “Can never be one.”

Regin tilted her head at him. “Just a wittle wapdog. Demestriu’s wittle bitch man.”

When Lucia tried to bite back a snicker, Annika rapped Regin on the back of her head.

“What? What’d I say?”

“Enjoy your taunts,” Ivo said pleasantly. “They’ll be your last.” To the demon, he said, “She isn’t here.”

“Who?” Annika demanded.

An amused glance. “The one I seek.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Annika spied a flickering shape. Lothaire, an ancient foe of theirs as well, had traced into the shadows of the room, behind Ivo’s seat. Everything about Lothaire was chilling, from his white hair, to his eyes that were more pink than red, to his expressionless face.

Tension stole through her; they were even more outnumbered. But Lothaire put his finger to his lips. He doesn’t want Ivo to know he’s here?

Ivo jerked his head around to see what had caught her interest, but Lothaire had traced away. Ivo seemed to shake himself, then ordered the demon, “Kill these three.”

At his command, the other two sprang for Regin and Lucia. The demon vampire traced behind Annika before his image faded in front. As she whirled, his hand shot out for her neck, but she dodged, striking out fast as a blur to splinter his forearm. Another hit cracked his cheekbone and shattered his nose. While he roared, spraying blood, she kicked him between his legs hard enough to break his tailbone and send him crashing to the ceiling.

Yet fast and strong as if fresh to the fight, he snatched her neck. She twisted to get free, but he hurled her into the fireplace, propelling her headfirst so hard that the first layer of bricks turned to powder from the blow. Her head recoiled and she fell, unable to move as the second layer dropped like a flood onto her back. Unmoving but still seeing through the dust…. Lightning. Beautiful lightning. She couldn’t think.

Regin scrambled from the vampire she’d been fighting to stand protectively over Annika. Lucia sped to her side, finally garnering room for a shot. Regin panted, “Lucia, the big one. As many arrows as you can. I’ll pry his head off.”

Lucia gave a quick nod and strung four arrows with supernatural speed. The legendary archer, invincible if she could just get room…Lucia unleashed her arrows that would tear through flesh and bone, then drill through the brick walls after.

The sound of her bowstring was as beautiful as the lightning—

Ivo laughed from his seat. The demon’s muscles went rigid. He brushed three arrows aside, and caught the fourth.

And Annika knew they were going to die.
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Lachlain directed Emma to the lavish hotel just outside London that the concierge had arranged, then observed every detail as she checked in. She seemed very put out at having to ask him for her credit card, and even more when he retrieved it from the hotel clerk. But she hadn’t said a word about the expense.

He didn’t believe this was because she trusted him to repay her. He thought she’d wanted to quit driving, at any cost. The journey obviously had been hard on her.

He should be driving, taking on the burden of seeing them to Kinevane, but he’d been forced to have her do it. Because of his inability, she was exhausted and the lights had hurt her sensitive eyes again and again.
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