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PROLOGUE




Devyn de bon ci Laci, prince of the Targonia Royal House, drew his knees to his bare, dirty chest for warmth. Though he told himself over and over to stop, his shivering didn’t cease. He was fifteen summers, yet every time he was shoved into this cell, he felt like a child again. Lost, forgotten.

You are a prince, and have been promised to Princess Mika since birth. You disgrace our family every time you even glance at another female. His father’s voice filled his head, the disappointment and disdain as fresh as before, and still enough to destroy him.

He’d learned at a very young age to lower his gaze when anything female stepped into a room he occupied. He’d learned to hold his breath so that he wouldn’t smell their sweet scents, learned to inch away from them so that they could not even brush his shoulder with their delicious warmth.

But sometimes, he was ashamed to admit, even the thought of those things brought the traitor between his legs to attention, aching, filling, silently begging for contact. Any contact. Even the rasp of clothing would make him moan, desperate.

“Shameful,” he muttered, echoing the reproach he’d heard too many times to count. A reproach that always preceded being sent here to “consider the depth of his betrayal.”

For this newest indiscretion, he’d been as careful as always. He’d been reading in the library—a text of newly discovered worlds—wishing he were far, far away. Wishing he were anyone other than who he was, when a servant his age, but very female, had entered.

Servants were not supposed to talk to him, weren’t even supposed to look at him, but she’d noticed him and had gasped in surprise. He’d glanced up. Rather than race from the room as was the custom, she’d stayed. Rather than pretend he hadn’t spotted her, he’d stared, breath trapped in his lungs, skin hot and tight, mouth watering. His pants, already too tight, had strained against his growing manhood.

How pretty she’d been, her skin suns-kissed, her dark eyes heavily lashed, her breasts straining against her robe. When her lush, pink lips had curled in greeting, his heart had nearly beaten its way from his chest. He’d wanted to rush to her, put his hands all over her body, lick her and kiss her and thrust into her the way a prince was only supposed to thrust into his wife. But she wasn’t his wife, would never be his wife, so his guard, never far from his side, had pushed her from the room and called for his father.

How long ago had that been? How long had he been here, trapped in this cell? He’d lost track of the days. All he knew was that he was cold, enveloped by a sphere of thick darkness, denied any sound but the ring in his ears, and alone, forbidden to know the touch of another. In the last, he was greatly familiar. But to lose his other senses, as well…it was a torment beyond comprehension and one he’d sworn never to endure again. No matter what he had to do to avoid it.

Devyn laughed bitterly. I am a failure, even in that.

Hinges creaked, the first noise to greet his ears in so long he nearly moaned in pleasure. But to moan would have invited more punishment, so he pressed his lips together. A second later, a small beam of light shoved its way inside his cell.

Devyn blinked against it, his eyes tearing in pain yet also rejoicing. Finally!

“What do you have to say for yourself?” his father asked, devoid of emotion. Always devoid. Still the sound was welcome, quieting that frantic ring.

“I’m sorry. So sorry.” He strove for a calm tone, as unfeeling as he was supposed to be. “I should not have looked at her. I knew better, and I know I’m dishonorable for the way my body reacted. I tell you now, it will never happen again. I swear it.”

“That’s what you said last time.”

“I didn’t feel this…shame before.” A lie. The shame never left him.

That earned him a nod of approval. His first. It warmed him. “The little whore was tossed into the streets where she belongs,” his father said harshly. “She’s lucky I didn’t kill her.”

“Yes, Father.” He knew better than to say anything else as he drew his knees tighter against his chest. His nakedness would offend, earning him another punishment, even though his clothes had been ripped from him before he’d been forced in here.

“Do you wish to be a good king? A good husband our people can respect and admire?”

“Yes, Father.” Another lie. He did not want to be king. He did not want to be prince. He wanted to be free. The desire was an ache inside him. An ache he’d learned to ignore.

“Then you, more than any other, must control your baser urges, Devyn. Otherwise you are no better than an animal.” There was a pause, a hardening of his father’s stance. “Otherwise, you are no better than your mother.”

His mother, another female he wasn’t allowed to see or touch. But sometimes he heard her, laughing gaily in another room, feet shuffling as though she were dancing. Always he shouted for her in his mind, but she never heard him, never called for him, never tried to sneak a hug. “Yes, Father.”

A sigh crackled between them, and then a bundle of clothing was flying through the air. Each piece slapped against his face, tickling his faithless skin, his arms too weak to lift to catch them.

“When I discovered how you had thrown yourself at that servant”—his father’s tone was sneering—“I summoned the princess. Finally she has arrived. You will be wed today. And so help me, if you ever look at another female, if that beast between your legs ever shows itself in public again, I will kill you myself. I’d rather you were dead than a disgrace.”









CHAPTER 1




Bride McKells meandered along the crowded street in the pulsing heart of New Chicago, moonlight and multihued shop lights blending together to create a sparkling canvas of dream and shadow. Chaos and calm. Red brick buildings stretched at her sides, each fairly new, no clear, breakable glass or blink-and-it’s-in-flames wood in sight. A shame. She loved peeking into shops and imagining owning whatever was being sold just as much as she loved the smell of pine.

Neither of which she would be enjoying anytime soon. Windows were now made of dark “shield armor,” and wood was scarce.

After the human-alien war, everything had had to be rebuilt for strength and durability, even while resources had been limited, the world a shell of its former self. Good-bye extraneous use of pretty glass and sweetly fragranced timber. Now, almost eighty years later—eighty years in which Bride had barely aged—everything was comprised of unattractive, dirt-scented stone.

Not a bad smell, but when paired with the reeking public…Ugh. Every day it worsened. Perfumes and body odor, flowery laundry soaps and car exhaust. And food. Oh, God, the food, the spices. Her too-sensitive nose wrinkled in distaste. McBean burgers, fried chicken, and the ever-popular syn-milk…the list could go on and on. Mind on the task at hand, or you’ll puke. Already bile rose in her throat, burning.

Deep breath in, hold…hold…deep breath out. Men and women, both human and nonhuman, bustled in every direction, some in a mad rush to reach their destination, some as unhurried as her. Only difference was, they were shopping for clothes and shoes. Bride was looking for her next meal: warm blood from a live, jugular tap.

Unfortunately, tonight’s buffet was lacking. As usual. All those smells…Back to that already, are we? The bile threatened to spill over.

She supposed, to a human, finding a tasty meal among this stretch would be the equivalent of picking between oversalted pasta, the charred nibblets left in the bottom of an oven, or stale toast seasoned with week-old mayonnaise. Again, ugh. But hungry as she was, weak as she was becoming, she needed to feed. Soon. No matter how crappy the buffet.

Lately, though, she couldn’t eat indiscriminately without severe consequences. Most blood—human or otherworlder, it didn’t matter—now left her writhing in a dirty alley, vomiting and moaning in pain for hours. Why, she didn’t know. She only knew it had started about a month ago and had yet to abate.

If she’d known another vampire, she would’ve asked what was going on. But did she know another vampire? Nooo. Except for movies and books, she’d never even seen another of her kind.

She hated—hated!—not understanding her own body.

Just one bloodsucker. That’s all I need. Were they dead? Was she the last? Her earliest memories were of herself, alone, always alone, walking the streets of New Chicago, just like she was doing now, the words “Bride McKells” tattooed on the inside of her wrist, lost, hungry, starving actually, stumbling and finally falling against the pavement.

A human male had scooped her up without a word—intentions unknown, even now—and Bride’s gaze had locked on the vein fluttering along the column of his neck. Her mouth had watered, her teeth had sharpened, and the next thing she’d known, she’d bitten him, gulping back every drop of crimson nectar she could. He had collapsed, but she hadn’t released her hold on him. He had spasmed and gasped and fought, but still she’d maintained her grip. Only when he had stilled, his vein as dry as an empty cup, had she moved away.

Her strength—instantly restored. Her eyesight—unbelievably perfect. Her hearing—exponentially better. Her sense of smell—too strong, sickening, but filterable. Her touch—ultra sensitive.

Her guilt—raging.

She’d been a child in mind and body, perhaps no more than eight human years, starving, tired, desperate, and feeling utterly abandoned. Yet even with her limited understanding she’d known, beyond any doubt, that she’d just wrongly killed a man. And sadly, he hadn’t been the last. Several years had passed before she’d learned to control her urges, to disengage before swallowing that final, life-taking gulp.

Now, nearly a century later, she should have been a wrinkled hag, doddering and senile, but she looked twenty-one and was stronger than ever. The people around her had aged, of course; most had even died. A few years ago, she’d had to fake her own death and come back as someone else. She could have traveled somewhere else, but hadn’t. The only person she’d ever loved was here, somewhere. So here Bride would stay.

“Hey,” a male suddenly said, keeping pace beside her.

Startled, she flicked him a glance and sized him up in less than a second. Sandy-colored hair, brown eyes. Young, probably early twenties. Several inches taller than her. Clean shaven. Looked about as dangerous as a stuffed animal. But if he was anything like her, he sewed razors into his shirtsleeves and pant pockets, proving just how deceiving looks could be.

“Sorry to rush at you like that. ’Cause I know it’s un-cool to approach a woman who’s alone at night, but I’m not creepy or anything,” he added, palms raised as if that proved his innocence. “I swear.”

She quickened her steps, preferring a murderer to the sales pitch she suspected was coming. “Sorry, I’m broke.” And sadly, that was the truth.

“I’m not selling anything,” he said. “Swear to God!”

“All salesman say that—right before they reveal an item I just can’t live without.” That never changed, no matter the era or season.

“Okay, maybe I am trying to sell you something, but it’s not what you think. Honest.”


It never was. She sucked in a breath, preparing to use her voice voodoo and compel him to leave, when she caught the vaguest hint of grilled chicken, cloned of course, and white rice. Nothing else. No spices. No other scents to clutter up her nose and burn her belly.

Bride cast him another quick but assessing glance. Clearly, he was fresh from an enzyme shower, not a speck of dirt on him. His heartbeat was strong, his energy levels high. The moisture in her mouth increased.

Maybe she’d be able to keep him down.

The thought was heady. Appearances are deceptive, remember? Maybe he’d make her sicker than ever. Only one way to find out. She softened her expression. “So what are you trying to sell me, hmm?”

“Well…me. Only, I’m available free of charge.” Twin pink circles painted his cheeks, and his pulse kicked up another notch. Desire wafted from him, barely discernible, but there all the same. “I, uh, noticed you back at Sid’s and thought I’d introduce myself.”

“I wasn’t at Sid’s tonight.” Last night, sure. It was her favorite hangout, a local bar that catered to sensitives—otherworlders who were as overwhelmed by smells as she was. No perfumes were allowed. No illegal cigarette smoke.

She was a regular, and the otherworldly patrons assumed she was a human with a fetish. Yeah, that made them leery of her, but she let them assume it. While humans and aliens might cohabitate, that didn’t mean they were comfortable with each other yet. But better to be feared than hunted. If nothing else, old vampire movies had taught her that.


“I know you weren’t there tonight, but I saw you yesterday and then again as I was walking out tonight and you were, uh, passing by. So I ran after you,” he admitted with a self-deprecating grin. “Impulse. Gets me every time. I’m Tom, by the way.”

Points to Tom for being brave enough to approach her. She hadn’t been asked on a date in months and had begun to think something was wrong with her. But…wait. She hadn’t noticed him last night and wondered why he hadn’t approached her then, if he’d been interested in her. Why now? Because she was on her own, seemingly helpless?

So suspicious! “What are you doing hanging out at Sid’s? You’re not the usual patron.”

His cheeks reddened again.

Ah. Trying to nail otherworlder ass. Should have known. A classic pastime for today’s youth. No wonder his scent was so unassuming. He’d picked up a sensitive before and knew how to go about it. “And you decided to come after me, huh?”

“Well, yeah. I’d really like to get to know you.”

“Get to know you.” Code for “fuck your brains out and never call you,” perhaps. God, when had she become so cynical? Since her last boyfriend had dumped her for being moody and secretive, and her rebound hadn’t called her, she supposed. “Why didn’t you try and get to know me last night? Since you noticed me, I mean.”

He swallowed, even missed a step and tripped forward. Thankfully he righted himself before he fell. “I was there with someone else and couldn’t get away. But she was just a friend, honest.”


Just a friend. Right. And I wouldn’t like to nibble on your carotid.

Bride twisted to the side to avoid slamming into a woman in a hurry, a woman whose heels clacked faster and faster against the pavement in a booming rhythm that made her cringe. After a decent meal, she would be able to control the volume in her ears.

Her gaze slid back to Tom. Why not? she thought. He was young, but he probably wouldn’t put up a fight when she came at him with fangs bared. He might actually like it. Kids were kinky these days. Of course, that would mean avoiding him for the rest of his life.

She could erase the memory of her eating habits from his mind if she only drank from him once. But if she were to go to him for a second helping, his mind would begin to build an immunity against her “forget me” suggestions. He would remember her and what she’d done, and word about what she was would leak. Spread. That’s why she’d never been able to drink from her boyfriends, and why she’d had to sneak away every night from her only live-in to find a meal. That’s also why he’d considered her secretive and ultimately booted her from his life.

Eating from the same buffet was a mistake she’d made a few times before the war, and each time she had been chased by cross-holding, holy-water-throwing, stake-wielding fanatics. Ironically enough, the war had saved her, wiping out the very people who’d wanted her dead.

“I’m thirsty,” she said. “Wanna get to know me over a drink?” Funny, Bride. Very funny.

“Hell, yeah!” His eyes darkened, those chocolate irises overshadowed by the dilation of his pupils. “Anything you want, anywhere you want it.”

If he only knew…“Great. I—” A familiar scent suddenly drifted to her nose, and she stilled. Frowned.

Tom noticed and backtracked, his smile fading. “Everything okay?”

Bride closed her eyes as she inhaled again, sorting through the sea of fragrances and locking in on one. Slowly she exhaled, then inhaled again. Sure enough. There it was.

It was a fragrance she’d encountered only a few times the past two decades, a blend of aged pine and smooth morning sky. A fragrance that belonged to her childhood friend, Aleaha Love, a girl—woman now—she hadn’t seen in sixteen years. A friend she had wept for, missed, needed, and never stopped searching for.

Finally, blessedly, Aleaha was nearby. Had to be.

“Sorry. Maybe we’ll do that drink later.” Despite Tom’s protests, despite her growing hunger, Bride leapt into a sprint, dodging people, shoving them out of the way when necessary. Her heart slammed against her ribs, as fast and hard as the high heels she still heard drumming inside her head, and sparked a burning pain in her chest. Calm down. You know better.

“Hey,” someone snapped.

“Watch it,” another growled.

At one time, she and Aleaha had been inseparable, relying on each other for survival. Bride had protected and provided for the girl, and Aleaha had staved off the loneliness. Because Bride was a vampire and Aleaha a shape-shifter, both of them had feared being captured, studied. Tortured. Didn’t help that they’d been poor and dirty, as disposable as garbage. They’d had to live in the shadows.

One day several policemen had chased them for sneaking inside the homes of the rich and stealing food. Bride had hidden the younger girl, leading the cops away from her. But when she’d returned, there’d been no sign of Aleaha. Not there, not anywhere.

Now Bride’s gaze swung left and right, scanning the masses for any hint of her friend. Not that she expected to see her. One touch, and Aleaha could assume the identity of anyone, her appearance becoming theirs. Where are you, Leah Leah? Swiftly Bride breathed in and out, the scent of pine and sky intensifying. She was on the right path.

Excitement pounded through her, and the burning in her chest increased. The few times she’d encountered her friend’s scent, it had never been this potent, and she’d soon lost the trail. Was this the day she’d meet with success?

So many times she’d imagined presenting Aleaha with all the things they’d dreamed about but Bride had been unable to give her. Fancy clothes, soft shoes, and so much food the girl’s stomach would burst. She’d imagined whispering and laughing in the dark with the only person who knew what she was but loved her anyway. Just like they’d used to do.

She’d imagined showing Aleaha the new tricks she’d learned, the different abilities that had revealed themselves, one by one, springing from a place deep inside her. A place protected by thorns and fire, so that she couldn’t get past it to see what else lurked there. But she’d tried, oh, had she tried. Many times. And every time, the pain had almost killed her. Finally, she’d given up and now left that turbulent place inside her alone.

Unless she experienced any emotion too strongly, that is. Then the thorns and fire sprang up on their own. Too much pleasure brought pain (not that it detoured her). Too much pain brought more pain. Too much sadness, too much anger, too much happiness—pain, pain, pain. Which is why you need to, what? Calm down. Being incapacitated held no appeal.

Aleaha’s wonderful smell was so strong now, she discerned two scents wrapped together, both somehow familiar…she was almost upon the source…but there was no longer any women in sight. Was Aleaha guised as a male? Where could she—Bride crashed into a solid, unmoving wall of muscle, air gushing from her parted lips. She stumbled backward, hit someone else and bounced forward, nailing the wall of muscle and brawn yet again.

That second time, her knees gave out and she tumbled to her ass. As she sat there, panting, she realized Aleaha’s scent was now all over her. Had she truly found her? Bride’s excitement became as hot as fire in her veins.

The man—Aleaha?—turned, his lips curled into an annoyed frown. Down, down he gazed, a lock of dark hair falling over his forehead. When he spotted her, his eyes widened and his frown lifted into a what-have-we-here grin. Bride’s excitement drained, as did the burning. There was no recognition in that gaze, no ethereal outline of Aleaha beneath that face. But what a beautiful face it was.

Bride, always a lover of art, experienced a wave of feminine appreciation. His eyes were bright amber, honey mixed in cinnamon and fused by fire, surrounded by decadent black lashes. His skin looked as if it had been dipped in a pot of opalescent glitter. That glittery skin should have made him appear weak, girly. It didn’t. It somehow added to his I’ll-kill-anyone-anytime-anywhere-and-laugh-while-doing-it air.

Clearly, he was an otherworlder. Though which race, she didn’t know. Whichever one, she had to wonder if they were all like him: perfection wrapped in dazzling and sprinkled with every woman’s fantasy. What would his blood taste like? Would she be able to keep him down? Her mouth watered, and her fangs elongated.

He had a wonderfully sloped nose, sharp cheekbones, and a stubborn jaw. His dark brows were slashes of menace, yet tempting all the same. His lips…a portal to heaven, surely. They were lush and pink and promised unimaginable pleasures without saying a word. He knew it, too. He radiated utter confidence, absolute strength, and that I’ll-do-anything wildness.

As she stared up at him, his smile took on a wicked edge, knowing and sure. He was nothing like shy but horny Tom, the boy-man she’d just abandoned. Dressed completely in black, this man seemed every inch the night warrior. Ready to slash your throat without a moment’s notice.

In his case, looks were not deceiving. Without a doubt, he was dangerous.

“Well, well. Aren’t you a pretty thing?” he said, offering her a hand. That voice…deep and raspy and just roused from bed, as perfect as his face and body.

As people buzzed beside them—the females staring at him in openmouthed wonder, the males giving him a wide berth—Bride tentatively accepted his aid. His warm fingers curled around her wrist, and he easily hefted her up.

When she gained her bearings, she realized he’d tugged her forward so that they were only a few inches apart. He did not release her hand. Her smaller height placed her gaze right at the steady pulse in his neck, and her mouth once again watered.

Concentrate. Bride raised her chin and forced herself to look him in the eye. “You smell like my friend Aleaha Love. Do you know her?” Wait. What if she’d changed her name? He could have been with her and not even known it.

“I smell like a woman, hmm?”

At least he didn’t sound insulted. Merely amused. “Yes.”

“Well, you smell like sex.” He leaned down as if he intended to share a secret with her, moonlight caressing him as though it couldn’t help itself. Maybe it couldn’t. “The dirtiest kind of sex, at that. Which just happens to be my favorite.” His thumb traced her palm.

A shiver slid the length of her spine. He was flirting with her, and wickedly so. Though she had no desire to flirt back—really—she forced herself to say, “Wow. Already we have something in common.” One thing she knew about men. They were more likely to help a woman if they thought they’d get something in return. “That’s my favorite kind, too.”

That put a surprised sparkle in his amber eyes. “Isn’t this just my lucky day, then?”


“You never answered my question. Do you know Aleaha Love?”

“I know many women, but their names escape me right now. I so want to solve this mystery and become your hero. Perhaps your friend and I use the same perfume.”

“She doesn’t wear perfume, and I doubt you do, either.” Even though so much time had passed since Bride had seen Aleaha, she knew her friend would never douse herself in any kind of body spray. Aleaha had to be as desperate to find Bride as Bride was to find Aleaha. She couldn’t believe otherwise. Aleaha was the one person who would never have walked away from her willingly. They’d become family, relied on each other.

“Perhaps, then, it’s a coincidence that we smell the same.”

“Perhaps.” Her shoulders slumped. He could very well be a shape-shifter like Aleaha, and all shape-shifters could very well produce the same fragrance.

“I didn’t expect you to agree. Darling, coincidences don’t just happen. We need to put our heads together and think up some kind of explanation for this extraordinary occurrence. I do my best thinking in bed. You?”

She laughed; she just couldn’t help herself. The man was incorrigible. “Another thing we have in common. Thinking in bed. Alone.” Letting him assume a little some-some was possible was one thing. Outright agreeing to it was another.

“Alone.” He tsked under his tongue. “Now that’s just silly.” His gaze fell to her mouth, and his pupils dilated. “What race are you, darling?”


She felt what little warmth resided in her cheeks drain away and finally tugged her hand from his. Had he seen her staring at his pulse? Had he sensed the growing hunger in her? “I’m human. What race are you?”

“Targon.” He chuckled, the most erotic chuckle she’d ever heard. “But seriously, pet. What race are you?”

“I’m human,” she insisted, then returned to the only subject that mattered. “My friend. You smell like her.” Bride had heard of Targons. They were a warrior race—big surprise—and all of them possessed brown hair and eyes. Or so she’d heard. If that was true, Aleaha wasn’t a Targon. She had green eyes. “Why?”

One of his brows arched, and she feared he meant to rebuke her again. Then he shrugged as though he didn’t care what they discussed. “I’ve just left a female’s bed. Two females, actually. But neither used the name Aleaha, I don’t think. Someone shouted ‘Oh God’ several times, but that’s not helpful to you, is it? Anyway, I digress. I’m ninety percent certain I’d remember your name, if you were so inclined to give it.”

She wondered how she’d laughed at his flirtation a moment ago. The man was frustration incarnate. “Think back. Are you sure you didn’t cry out their names in the heat of passion?”

“I’m sure. But I can describe their birthmarks and wax preferences. Hair and eye color would be a bit harder, since I wasn’t paying attention to that area.”

Disappointed, Bride shook her head. Having him describe his partners wouldn’t do any good, since Aleaha could look like a thousand different people. “Did you stop and eat anywhere afterward? Maybe rub up against the person sitting next to you?”

“No and no. Now, your name,” he continued smoothly. “I hinted before, but you didn’t give it to me. I guess I’ll have to be direct. Tell me.”

“I’m Bride.” Damn it. Why had she given him her real name? Why hadn’t she told him Amy, her new identity? “Can you take me to the women? I’d like to see them for myself.”

“So persistent. I like that. By the way, my name is Devyn. Not that you asked.” His lips edged into a frown, but another spark ignited in his eyes. This one, if she wasn’t mistaken, was of curiosity. “Why didn’t you ask for it?”

“Because I didn’t care to know it.” So much for flirting for the info. “Now. Can you. Take me. To the. Women?” Careful, or your irritation with him will drive him away.

His frown intensified, but then, so did his curiosity. “Yes. I can. Will I? No. I won’t. So let’s discuss something else. Like why you didn’t care to know my name. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m gorgeous. Everyone wants to know my name. Everyone.”

Great. He was one of those. Conceited, narcissistic. Too bad he’d already used up her patience. There’d be no pandering to his ego.

She reached up and fisted his shirt. It was soft, almost as if it were made from cotton rather than the synthetic blends most people were now forced to wear. He must be wealthy.

“Take me to the women,” she said. “I need to see them.”


“Are you jealous of them?” he asked hopefully. “Do you want to kill them for having a go at me? Darling, we just met. That’s silly. It’s the girls after you that you should want to slay.” He brushed a strand of her hair behind her ear, leaving a trail of fire. “Not that I’ll be able to find one as lovely as you.”

Frustrating man. “Of course you won’t find anyone as lovely as me,” she said, adding dryly, “No one compares to me. I’m all you’ll be able to think about for the rest of your life. You’ll be heartbroken that you let me get away, and perhaps you won’t ever recover. Now that we’ve got that established, let’s talk about those women you were with. If you won’t take me to them, fine. At least tell me where you left them. I’ll check them out myself.”

One corner of those gorgeous lips twitched, as though he were fighting a grin. Of course, he ignored her demand. “You forgot to mention that all the women I’ve been with were merely practice for the day I met you.”

“That’s so obvious I wasn’t sure it needed to be stated. Now. Where did you leave the women?”

His head tilted to the side as he studied her, those lips still twitching. “You don’t desire me, do you?”

“No.” Truth. He was gorgeous, as he’d said, the egotistical bastard, but his attitude grated.

Of its own accord, her gaze dropped once more to his neck. Well, maybe she desired his blood. He wasn’t human but he was equipped like one, his vein fluttering faster than before. The hunger she’d battled all day increased exponentially. You can’t drink him here. Too public. Besides, you’re with him for a reason, remember?

Perhaps she could force him to tell her where the women were. Even if they were gone, their scents would have lingered. For a while, at least. And if Leah had been there, and the scent still remained, Bride could follow her trail.

“I’ve lost you, darling,” Devyn said, his amusement intensified for some reason.

“What? Oh, sorry.” When she pulled herself from her musings and focused on him, a gasp escaped her. No longer did the night sky and golden moon frame his erotic face. Somehow he’d moved them both to an empty side street. To her knowledge, they’d never taken a step. Silver stone stretched all around them, lines of gang graffiti warning them away.

“How did you do that?” she asked.

“Do what?” He blinked, acting harmless, those long lashes like feathered fans.

“Move us.” As if he didn’t know.

Rather than try and deny it, he waved his fingers, saying, “Magic. Now, why don’t we go somewhere cozy and get to know each other, hmm? We’ll have sex and discuss your friend.”

Her second offer of the day, though this one was more blatant. She wouldn’t run away from this one, however. “How long ago did you leave those women?”

He uttered a long-suffering sigh. “I lied when I told you I liked persistent women. I’m this close,” he pinched two of his fingers together, “to spanking you. Would you like that?”

“Enough!” Exasperated, Bride reached up and cupped his jaw, forcing his gaze on hers. “Listen, you. You’re going to do everything I tell you to do.” There was power in her voice now, soft thrums that wafted between them. “You’re going to—”

“Wait.” He frowned again. Even stiffened. But his eyes didn’t glaze over, and his muscles didn’t slacken, as was supposed to happen. “Say that again.”

Fru-strat-ing. “Stop talking and listen to me. You will—”

“Do everything you tell me to do. Yes, I know. You’re a vampire, aren’t you?” he asked, and there was disappointment in his tone.

First, why wasn’t he obeying her? Second, he knew what she was without seeing her bare her teeth? Disappointment wasn’t the usual reaction she received. Terror, yes. Awe, sometimes that, too. Intrigue, even. Third, now would be a good time to beat feet. He knew what she was and could try and stake her.

Bride remained rooted in place, though, fury sprouting, growing, burning through her. She would face him and she would hurt him if necessary, but the bastard was going to tell her what she wanted to know. “Like I told you, I’m human. So just tell me where you left those women, damn it! I mean them no harm. I only want to talk to them.”

“I’ve had a vampire,” he said, ignoring her. Again. He wrapped his fingers around her wrists and lowered her arms away from his body. “I’m afraid you’ll have to look elsewhere for dinner.”

Wait. He’d had a vampire? That meant there were others out there. That meant she wasn’t alone.

Her mouth fell open as excitement returned and blended with her fury, this time billowing through her on a cloud of astonishment. Each emotion was so strong, the thorns in her chest sharpened, joining the fire, but she hardly noticed them. There were others out there! Blood drinkers, just like her. People who could tell her why she now sickened when she drank. People who could teach her how to use her powers without weakening.

“You’re not going anywhere,” she told Devyn, once again grabbing onto his shirt. Her nails cut past the material and into skin. “I have questions, and you are going to answer them.”

“It would have been my pleasure, if you had been what I’d thought. I collect different species of women, you see, and like I said, I’ve had a vampire. A few of them actually. I don’t need another.” Again, he jerked from her hold. One step, two, he backed away from her, almost upon the crowd. “A pity. I enjoyed your resistance.”

“What do you think you’re doing? You’re staying here.” Jaw clenched, Bride moved toward him. Her voice of compulsion obviously didn’t work on him, but she’d grown up on the streets and had had to learn how to defend herself. Taking him down wouldn’t be a hardship. “Tell me about the vampires of your own free will or I’ll force you. Then I’ll drain you.”

He arched a brow. “I thought you were human?”

“Now I’m just pissed.” She kicked out her leg, knocking his ankles together. He stumbled to the side, and she reached out and captured the back of his neck, using his momentum to swing and bash him against the brick wall. Breath whooshed from him, his eyes going wide with shock.

“Now you listen to me, you piece of shit.” She slapped her hands at his sides, getting right in his face. “I’ve had enough of your flirting and denials. You will tell me what I—”

“Stay still,” he said, and every muscle in her body locked down. “Sorry, darling, but even though you took me unaware and I’m highly impressed, this restaurant is closed. Besides that, you can’t force me to do anything I don’t want to do.”

She couldn’t move. Her body couldn’t freaking move. “What the hell?” she shouted, trying with all her might to uproot her feet. It was as if her boots had been glued to the pavement. “What did you do to me?”

“It’s a little trick of mine. But don’t worry.” Grinning, he ducked under her arm. “You’ll be able to move soon enough.”

“I need to talk to you, damn it, and ask you some more questions. Questions you will answer.”

“I only answer questions when the one doing the asking is naked, and as we won’t be getting naked anytime soon…” Another of those disappointed sighs. “If I wasn’t in a hurry, you might have been able to make me forget I prefer variety. As it is, I’m late and have to go. But do dream of me, darling.”

That dirty, rotten bastard! How dare he! “Leave, and I’ll come after you. I swear I will.”

“Won’t do you any good, I’m afraid.” And with that, he disappeared amid the churning crowd.

Bride was unable to follow and all the madder for it. He’s going down, she thought darkly. In every possible way.









CHAPTER 2




Devyn, king of the Targons, released the delightful woman from stun the moment he was too far to sniff out and find. It was difficult. Her energy molecules were like nothing he’d ever encountered before. Glimmering, almost overpowering…probably addictive. Already he craved another taste of them. But he prevailed, letting them go with only the slightest twinge of remorse.

The ability to force bodies to obey their every mental command was one of the reasons his people were so prized as warriors here. They could literally stop an army in its tracks and slit the soldiers’ throats before a single fist or sword was raised.

Most humans were frightened by the skill. Some, like the agents of AIR, Alien Investigation and Removal, liked to utilize it for their own gain. The vampire, well, there’d been fire in her eyes. The girl had wanted answers—and perhaps his blood—in a bad way. His skill, not so much.

He grinned. She’d been hungry for answers, yes, and he’d denied her…there at the end she’d wanted to gut him, he was sure of it.


Only once before had a female resisted him with such fervor. Only once before had a female radiated such fury at him. Only once before had a female gotten the better of him and manhandled him with such force. That another had intrigued him, on all counts.

What’s more, this one had mentally left the conversation a few times, and he’d wondered what thoughts drifted through her head, distracting her. Women simply did not dismiss him like that. Not since his father had died and he’d gone a little wild, doing everything he’d ever fantasized about doing to the females in his household—and so much more.

It might have been fun, bedding the vampire despite her origins, he thought, then shrugged. Nah. The more time he spent with her, the more she would have become like everyone else.

You sure? First moment he’d seen her, he’d meant to leave her without engaging her. Everything about her was designed to blend into a crowd. From her mousy brown hair to her unassuming hazel eyes. From her pale skin to her average height and curves.

Until he’d begun to see beyond the mask.

As he well knew, some races were able to “glammor” themselves, hiding their beauty with the commonplace so that no one would pay them and their actions any heed.

The more he’d looked at Bride, the more he’d seen the truth of her. She was a mélange of colors. She possessed long, jet-black hair, and her eyes were like dazzling emeralds. Her skin was dusted with rose, and her lips were a brilliant scarlet. A lush and dewy, ripe-for-a-kiss scarlet. And the energy swirling inside her…it was stunning, as bright as the sun and unlike anything he’d ever encountered.


That’s what had gained his notice and convinced him to stay. That delectable energy, snapping and sizzling around her. Then she’d rebuked him, hadn’t even wanted to know his name. In that moment, he’d become determined to win her. A challenge had seemed like a nice change of pace.

Then he’d discovered she was a vampire. Devyn sighed. He hadn’t lied to her. He’d already had a vampire, two actually, and more of the same held no appeal to him.

If only The Voice hadn’t given her away, he might have continued to convince himself she belonged to a race he’d never before come across. But her sweet timbre had gone low and husky, a hypnotic hum pulsing from every word, beseeching him to listen, to do everything she asked.

Unfortunately for her, he’d encountered The Voice before, and hers was weaker than most. When Devyn discovered an ability that could potentially bring about his downfall, he worked and trained until he learned to defeat it. Exactly what he’d done with The Voice. It had taken months, but his mind was now immune to secret suggestion.

Oh, the expression on her face when she realized he would not be doing as she’d wanted. Priceless. He chuckled, remembering.

What was she doing topside? Vampires lived underground, hidden from the rest of the world. They only emerged twice a year to collect food—aka humans—and not even their exiled were sent to the surface to live. Because of this, most people still considered them the stuff of myth and nightmare. Devyn only knew about them because he’d once participated in slave auctions, buying females for his collection.


And no, he’d never forced his purchases to sleep with him. Anyone reluctant to be with him, he set free. So far, though, there’d been only one who’d rejected him. Eden Black, a golden-skinned Rakan and the woman he’d remained on Earth for, hoping to bed at least once. The woman who loved him—like a goddamn brother. His chuckle was wry this time. One day that would change; she would leave her lover and seduce Devyn. He was sure of it. Until then, he would simply continue to play with the vast supply of females here to distract himself.

Bride, with her don’t-touch-me attitude, was a lot like Eden, he realized. Maybe he should have bedded her. He could have pretended he’d finally won Eden’s affections.

He frowned. I’ve had vampires, and I don’t want anymore, remember? Even if I’m pretending they’re something else.

One of the auction traders had managed to snag two bloodsuckers who’d been on the hunt, and high bidder that he’d always been, Devyn had acquired them. Actually, the two had worn those glammored masks of plainness, and no one else had been interested in them. But they’d dropped those masks for him and him alone, which was how he’d learned such things existed.

They’d spent several weeks with him, and they’d told him much about their society. Very archaic, he thought, much like his own world had been. There was a royal family, and everyone else lived to serve them. Those who broke the rules were harshly punished. He wondered if the current vampire king knew of Bride’s whereabouts.

Surely not. Living among the mortals was forbidden because it could leak the secret of their existence, bringing humans and otherworlders to their door. Perhaps war. If little Bride was discovered, she would most likely be killed for placing her brethren in danger. Oh, well. It wasn’t his problem.

Devyn turned a corner, his friend’s apartment building coming into view. One of the newer structures, it boasted sturdy stone and metal that could withstand fire and air strikes long enough for the people inside to evacuate safely. Not much to look at, but the people of Earth cared more about safety than aesthetics now. After they’d fought the war of the species, he couldn’t blame them, though he did prefer the open beauty of his own planet, Targonia.

A planet he could return to, and often did, but one he no longer ruled. Thank God. Oh, he still had his title, still had his army, but as interplanetary travel had become more prevalent, his people had been introduced to life without a monarchy. Some had wanted to leave, travel the galaxies through interworld wormholes, while some had wanted to stay, but all had wanted to govern their own lives. So he’d let them, because he’d been tired, so tired, of ruling. Of being an example of all that was “pure.”

Not that they’d seen much of his purity those last few years.

Now, he spent most of his time here on Earth. Helping AIR. At one time, an alien aiding the very people who policed them would have been laughable. But over the past year, the powers that be had realized the only way to control certain dominant races was with, well, certain dominant races.

AIR liked having Devyn on their side, and they paid him very well. Though the money wasn’t the reason he stuck around. He didn’t need it. Being king came with certain privileges, and one of those was the cash to set himself up on whatever planet he desired in the style he was accustomed. He stuck around because of the agents he worked with. Eden, of course, was included in their numbers.

For the first time in his vast existence, he was treated as an equal. No one lived their life based on what he said or did. No one was scandalized or humiliated by the actions of him and his “beast.” No one bowed to him—except the females, when he asked. Excluding Eden Black. And probably Bride. Damn it. He had to stop thinking about her. She was gone, out of reach.

Here, he wasn’t a leader, an example, or a marital prize. He was simply a man who enjoyed sex, fighting, and freedom. In that order.

Sex. The single word elicited an image of black-as-night hair, eyes of brilliant green fire, lips stained red with blood. Every muscle in his body hardened. Did no good, trying to keep her from his mind. Why’d the little firecracker have to be a vampire? Variety was the only thing that kept him sane, the only thing that kept the pain of his palace days, of being denied everything, beaten to the back of his mind.

He stomped up the steps and entered Dallas’s building, the cool night air giving way to warmth and laden with the scent of lemon cleaner. There was a lounge area complete with two chocolate-colored couches and a matching chair, a coffee table and a cream-colored rug.

Not the wisest of choices, as the pale fabric was already stained with dirt. Dirt. He shuddered. He was a clean freak and wasn’t ashamed of it, even though he knew the preference stemmed from the frightened, cowed, utterly repressed boy he’d once been.

Behind the half-moon desk of monitors, the security guard nodded, clearly expecting him, allowing him to pass without a word. As he pounded up the stairs to the fifth floor—no cramped elevator for him, thank you—he enjoyed the burn in his thighs. Physical exertion of any kind was always a pleasure.

A pretty girl, probably in her early twenties, stopped and gaped when she spotted him. She was human, with pale hair and brown eyes. A little plump, but he liked and welcomed all shapes and sizes, all colors and consenting ages. If he hadn’t sampled the race before, that is. Sadly, it was becoming harder and harder—not in the literal sense, unfortunately—to find new bed partners.

“Hi,” she said, a little breathless.

He nodded in greeting, but didn’t smile, didn’t flirt. No reason to lead her on. Like vampires, even lovely, colorful, tease-just-right vampires, he’d already had his fill of human females. They were boring. “Whacking off,” as Dallas would say, was more fun.

Her gaze bored into his back all the way down the hall. Maybe that was because he’d frozen her in place. He never gave his back to a person without doing so. It was habit now, from his palace days when rebels would have done anything to cleave his head from his body. Or maybe it was because she was imagining him naked and would have raced over to flirt with him if allowed. Either way, he freed her only when he was in front of Dallas’s door and she had his profile.

Dallas Gutierrez was already standing in the opened entry, eyes narrowed, arms stretched out to block Devyn’s forward progress. He was a handsome man with dark hair, dark skin, and eyes so pale a blue they were almost translucent. He wasn’t quite as tall as Devyn, but was just as bulked with muscle.

“You’re late,” Dallas said, clearly irritated. “The girls have already left.”

“I know. I ran into Macy, Mishka, and Mia a few blocks down. And my God, that’s a lot of M’s.” Apologizing would have meant he regretted where he’d been and how long he’d taken, and he didn’t. “Security call and let you know I was on my way up?”

“No.” There was a wealth of resentment in that one word.

Which meant Dallas’s psychic abilities were growing stronger—abilities the agent had only recently acquired and despised with every ounce of his being. The more powerful his abilities, the less breakable his bond to the alien responsible for them.

A while back, Dallas had been shot with pyre-fire. There’d been a hole in his chest, his skin and organs charred and unable to regenerate. Kyrin en Arr, an Arcadian king, had sliced his own wrist and fed Dallas his blood. That blood had saved Dallas’s life, causing his body to supernaturally heal. And now, Devyn knew, as he saw a future he’d never been able to see before, Dallas feared the blood inside him was turning him into an alien.

“Aw, you sensed me,” Devyn said to lighten the mood. “I’m touched. I wonder if that means we’re meant to be together forever.”

“Fuck you.”


“Proof we aren’t really meant to be together, I suppose. My mate would never talk to me like that.”

Dallas bared his perfect white teeth in a scowl. “Can you take nothing seriously?”

“There’ll be time enough for serious when I’m dead.” Truth. His father had ruled for two hundred years, concerned only with his reputation, bound by the opinion of others. And his father had died, not a laugh line on his face, mourning all that he’d missed, all that he could have had.

On the flip side, his mother had lived for her own happiness, no one else’s, and she had died with a smile on her face, her merriment imprinted on every wall in the palace.

At that time, Devyn had been more like his father. Joy had had no place in his life. Only duty. Only honor. He’d wed the female that had been chosen for him. He’d attended meetings and ceremonies, on time and dressed as benefiting his station. He’d led the army but had never fought with them, his precious, stainless life too important to risk injury. He’d sat on his throne and issued judgment for crimes, deciding who would live and who would die when he’d never truly lived himself.

He hadn’t played games, and after all the punishments he’d endured, he hadn’t so much as looked at another woman after his marriage. Not even when said wife viewed sex as the same filthy pastime his father had. She’d vomited the first and only time he’d placed his ugly “thing” inside her. So he’d kept his desires in his pants, thinking, what kind of example would I set, pledging my life to one yet lusting after another?


When he’d seen the regret in his father’s eyes as the once rigid, sanctimonious man gasped his final breath, saying, “Everything I could have done…,” Devyn’s entire outlook had changed. He’d severed ties with his frigid queen. Divorce, it was called here. He’d begun training with his men and truly leading them. Sometimes, when his dick had hardened, he’d stroked it. Sometimes he’d even lain with the servants—however filthy that made him.

Occasionally shame had come gunning for him, for the things he’d done to himself, for the things he’d done to his lovers, but he’d come to see that shame as his enemy and had fought against it with all his might.

The more things he’d done and the more women he’d taken, the more he had realized the bliss of diversity. A desire to sample anything and everything had overtaken him.

Now the shame no longer plagued him. Not even a little. He did what he wanted, when he wanted it. Bed two sisters at the same time? Why not? String a female up and whip her as she begged for orgasm? Sure. Go at it in public? Any time, any where. He would not die with a single regret.

“You reek of determination,” Dallas said, cutting into his musings. “What the hell are you thinking about?”

“The past.”

“That’s never good.”

No, it wasn’t. “Gonna make me stand here all night?” He loved human slang and used it every chance he got. Made him feel more like a man, his royal parentage a distant memory.

“Maybe. You’d deserve it.”


Being late because you were enjoying a three-way wasn’t a crime. It was a reason to celebrate.

Perhaps Dallas the Somber needed a three-way of his own.

“I predicted you’d be here,” Dallas said, “and here you are. There was nothing in my vision about you lingering. I can shut the door in your face and not change the future in some terrible way.”

“Really, it doesn’t get any better than predicting my presence. Your luck must be changing.” Usually the agent’s visions were bleak. Like the time he’d seen a woman—a half-human, half-machine cyborg—killing their friend Jaxon. When he tried to change the outcome, it had been Dallas who’d almost killed him.

Since then, Dallas’s mood had been harsh, black, the man hard as shit to please. The only silver lining was that Devyn had found something new to bed: a cyborg. Mental note: be on the lookout for a black-haired, green-eyed, half-machine woman. Even a brown-haired, hazel-eyed one would do, killing two female birds with one long, hard stone.

“You’re doing it again,” Dallas said on a sigh. “Winking in and out of the conversation. Only this time you’re smiling like an idiot.”

“You would be, too, if you were imagining what I am.”

Dallas rolled his eyes. “I don’t want to know what’s in your head. If I hadn’t seen the dirty, downright nasty way you fight, I’d think the only things you were capable of doing were having sex and thinking about sex. Now, I want to know why you were late.”

“I was tied up.” Again, truth. He’d allowed his partners to anchor his wrists and ankles to the bedpost. They’d liked the thought of having him at their mercy, and he’d liked the girls doing all the work. Not that he’d been helpless. That, he would never allow. But he’d let them think he was vulnerable, and they had pleased him for it.

The agent studied him and shook his head in exasperation. “You might as well return to your women. Like I said, the girls have already left.”

They’d agreed to meet today and discuss the latest threat to New Chicago. Damn if there wasn’t always a threat. “You know I never return to a woman once I’ve had her. So let me in and tell me what was decided during the meeting. Meanwhile, I’ll entertain you, there’s no denying that, and you’ll stop acting pissy. It’s win-win.”

Another sigh. “You don’t deserve it, but fine. Come in.” Dallas moved to the side.

“You’re as vengeful as a woman, you know that?” Devyn said as he passed him.

There was a growl, and Devyn’s lips twitched. So easy to provoke, his friend was.

The apartment was as messy as always. Well, except for the time Devyn had paid two hookers to clean it. Naked. But the spotlessness hadn’t lasted long. Wrappers and beer bottles were scattered throughout, along with dirty clothes and weapons. The leather couch Devyn had bought Dallas could barely be seen under the chaos.

Grimacing, Devyn kicked his way to the kitchen and grabbed a beer. He didn’t pop it open until after he’d plopped into the recliner. Something hard dug into his back, but he didn’t bother to move it. He’d only encounter something else, he was sure.


Dallas fell into the seat across from him and propped his ankles on the small stone table, dislodging a computer notebook and sending it to the floor with a thwack. He didn’t bend down and pick it up.

Messy as he was, Dallas usually took more care with his equipment. Something more than simple anger at Devyn’s tardiness was at work here. Had to be. Devyn’s gaze sharpened on him. There were lines of strain around Dallas’s eyes and mouth, and his T-shirt and jeans were wrinkled, stained, and cut. He’d lost a little weight. His hair hadn’t been brushed in a week. Maybe a month.

Guilt joined the beer, swimming laps inside Devyn’s veins as he gulped back a few swigs. While he’d spent the last two hours fucking himself stupid, his closest friend had been stressing about something. “Tell me what’s going on, and I’ll fix it,” he said. It was a vow.

Though he only lived for his own pleasure nowadays, he couldn’t walk away from a friend in need. He would regret it, and Devyn never did anything he would regret.

Dallas scrubbed a hand down his face. “I’m not sure you can fix this.”

“Tell me, anyway.”

“Remember Nolan?”

“Of course.” Nolan was a new breed of alien called the Schön. They were beautiful and deadly, and they had come to Earth, destruction hot on their heels. Everyone they’d bedded, everyone their blood had come into contact with, had soon become cannibals. Once-loving humans had morphed into flesh-eating murderers. They’d also died slowly and painfully, the virus eating through them.

AIR had managed to capture Nolan and kill several of his brethren—as well as everyone infected—and that should have been the end of it. But “should have” meant nothing. Now the queen of the Schön, the woman responsible for the virus and the greatest source of its power, was on her way to this planet.

When she would arrive, no one but Nolan knew, and he wasn’t talking. AIR only knew that she would come, and she would kill. Already she had destroyed several worlds, for the more people she infected through sex and bloodletting, the longer she lived, keeping the disease at a minimum inside her own body. Same with her army. Same with Nolan. If they didn’t pass the disease on to someone else, and then someone else, and then someone else, they too became cannibals.

It was a vicious cycle.

“You ready for this?” Dallas asked.

“Lay it on me.”

“Nolan escaped AIR.”

Okay. No, he hadn’t been ready for that. “Shit. How long ago?”

Dallas glanced at the clock hanging on the wall. “About fifteen hours.”

“And no one realized until this afternoon when Mia called the meeting?”

“That’s right.”

“How is that possible?” The guy had been locked in a state-of-the-art facility, complete with fingerprint IDs, retinal scanners, and weight-and heat-sensitive tiles, all of which should have caused the alarms to screech to life the moment he stepped outside his cell. Again, “should have” sucked ass.


“God only knows. He’s out there, probably screwing his way to good health while infecting innocent women, who then infect their lovers. If that’s the case, this thing is going to spread fast. So fast we might not be able to stop it.”

Devyn placed the now-empty beer bottle atop the stack of unfolded laundry beside him. “Think the Schön will want revenge against Jaxon and Mishka?”

Mishka, the cyborg Devyn wanted a go at but wouldn’t make a play for because he did not poach his friend’s females, ever, had befriended and betrayed Nolan, all to protect Jaxon. Saving the world from that sadistic disease by locking Nolan away had been a side benefit.

“Revenge?” Dallas shrugged. “He didn’t seem the type, you know? He was more concerned about falling in love before he died than truly hurting others. I mean, I got the sense that he didn’t enjoy infecting his lovers and only did it to survive.”

Love. Devyn barely stopped himself from rolling his eyes. Love could be found in the arms of anyone, anywhere, if only people would abandon the silly idea of monogamy. What was the point of giving yourself to only one? Boredom, that’s what.

“I’m guessing a patrol has been sent out to look for him,” he said.

“Correct. So far, no sighting. Who knows? Maybe I’m wrong, and he’s not out there screwing everyone he meets. Maybe he’s keeping to himself, hoping to die with a little dignity. You know, without an AIR audience. Or maybe he caught a solar flare home.” Solar flares were what opened the wormholes that allowed the travel between the planets. That was how Devyn so easily moved between this one and his own. “There’s been no new case of infection.”

“None that have been reported, at least.” One thing Devyn knew about those in power: they kept secrets. Many women could have been infected by Nolan and eliminated by the government already.

And one thing Devyn knew about men: they liked to have sex. Nolan needed sex more than most, not just for pleasure but for survival. He was sleeping around, keeping himself strong, no doubt about it. There would be no dying with dignity.

“Nolan didn’t return to his planet,” Devyn said. “It was wiped, remember? All of its people were either infected or killed. And then, of course, the infected traveled to Eden’s planet, Raka, wiped it, then ventured here. We have to catch him, and we have to kill him this time.”

Dallas shook his head. “We can’t kill him. He’s the only one who knows about the Schön queen we’ll soon be fighting. Speaking of, I wish there was a way to send the bitch a message. Come here, and we’ll hang you with your own intestines.”

Devyn, too. “We’ve questioned Nolan repeatedly. Hell, I even tortured him. He never broke and managed to keep every one of his secrets. And the fault was not mine. I’m a damn good torturer.” It wasn’t something he usually enjoyed, but he’d been the only one for the job. Touching Nolan hadn’t been an option. Spilling his blood hadn’t been an option, either. The disease inside his body was alive, with a will and agenda of its own, and it only left a host when another was nearby.


Devyn had not wanted to become one of those hosts. As he could force objects to move in the same way he could force people, manipulating their energy, he’d been able to shatter every bone inside Nolan’s body without ever setting foot in the room.

“It’s time to end him,” he added, “before he begins a pandemic.”

Dallas scoured a hand down his tired face. “That’s what we decided, as well.”

Wait—what? “Then why the hell’d you hassle me about keeping him alive for his secrets?”

“Mishka spent an hour trying to talk us out of killing him. She cried, Dev. Real damn tears.” The agent leaned his head against the back of the couch, staring up at the ceiling. No one was tougher than Mishka, who had once had a chip in her brain. A chip that had forced her to do things she hadn’t wanted to do. Murder people she loved, have sex with people she didn’t. Only recently had it been removed. “I wanted to cut out my heart and give it to her. Now you waltz in here, late, and state as pretty as you please the very thing we had to fight her for.”

“One, I’m late for everything but what really matters. And two, had I been here, we both know her tears wouldn’t have affected me.” Tears never affected him. It was almost like he was missing the sensitivity gene or something. For sex, he could pretend like he cared that he’d upset a female. But actually care? No. Emotions, he’d learned from ruling his people and being responsible for their fates, were foolish. Wasted, even. “Now, why don’t you tell me what this is really about.”

Silence. Thick, heavy. Then Dallas laid his arm over his eyes and said, “It’s Kyrin. Ever since he saved my life, there’s been a desire to please him inside me—and it’s not from gratitude! Anything he says, I feel compelled to do on a cellular level. Like the blood inside me knows it used to belong to him and wants to cater to his every whim.”

“You’re talking as though the blood is alive, as with the Schön.”

“Maybe it is. I mean, if Kyrin told me to blow him, I’d blow him, even though I don’t swing that way. And yeah, I know he’d never command me to do something like that, but still. I can’t stand even the possibility of it.”

“Shall I kill him for you?” Devyn’s loyalty belonged to this man, not to the Arcadian. Dallas had broken several AIR rules for him, placing his own career and future in jeopardy. He’d even saved Devyn’s life, jumping in the way and taking a blade meant for Devyn. Of course, the agent’s new Arcadian blood had caused him to heal quickly, but that hadn’t lessened the impact of the gesture.

More than that, Devyn liked him. Dallas had no inhibitions, and he was as open as Devyn was about his sexuality. Those blue eyes never judged him, and the man himself had been as desperate for a friend as Devyn had been. Mia, his last BFF, was now dating the very man responsible for Dallas’s gifts—and torment.

“You’d do that for me?” Dallas asked.

“Of course.” Yes, Devyn respected the enigmatic Kyrin and would hate to see him eliminated. And yes, anyone who could put up with the violent Mia Snow for more than a single bedding deserved his respect. But if Dallas wanted Kyrin gone, Devyn would take care of it, no questions asked. He owed him that much. At least.


Wasn’t like he got all emotional about his kills. To be honest, he could eliminate almost anyone with no hesitation and no sense of remorse. He’d been that way since defeating his sexual shame. With its fall, his other emotions had seemed to crumble as well. He didn’t cry. Ever, for any reason. He didn’t become attached to people, places, or objects, in the sense that he craved them, needed them, and had to be with them. And he certainly didn’t mourn when those around him kicked it.

Perhaps, though, he wouldn’t tear the otherworlder’s limbs from his body and choke him to death with his own hands, as was Devyn’s custom. Perhaps, too, he wouldn’t sneak up from behind and slice his throat. He was fond of doing that, as well. Maybe he would challenge the alien to a fight, win, of course, and then bury the body and pretend like nothing had happened. It was the only honorable thing to do, really.

“No,” Dallas said on a sigh. “Don’t kill him.”

“Bummer. I had just come up with a gold star plan, if I do say so myself.” Devyn knew why Dallas had declined his offer. Dallas still loved Mia like a sister, and Mia loved Kyrin. The agent would never do anything to hurt her, which meant he’d never do anything to hurt his new blood master, no matter how much it might beleaguer him. “You change your mind, you let me know and it’s done.”

Dallas straightened, some of the tension leaving him. He even gifted Devyn with one of his wry—so rare these days—smiles. “Just for that, I forgive you for being late.”

“Does that mean you’re not breaking up with me?”


Snorting, Dallas launched a pillow at him. “You could be so lucky.”

The small square of material slammed into his chest. Devyn collected it and propped it behind his head, getting comfortable. But damn it, what the hell was still poking him in the back? Finally he reached back, fingers wrapping around…a vibrator. He blinked at it. Large, pink, and beaded.

“Want to explain this?” he said, holding it up to the light and smiling.

His friend shrugged sheepishly. “Had a girl over and we had a three-way with it.”

“Wait a second.” Devyn tossed the device to the floor and peered over at the agent in disbelief. “Back up. Two things shock me about your story. One, you actually brought a female into this dump? And two, you had a three-way yet you’re still moody? Sounds like you need a few lessons in ménage etiquette.”

Dallas shot him the bird.

“You wish. Okay, subject change before you start slobbering on yourself over the possibility. When do we start hunting Nolan?”

“Tonight. The others are out there now, and we’re their relief.”

“Let’s not wait. I’m bored.”

“But I’m tired. I worked all night and haven’t had a chance to catch any Z’s.”

“Excuses, excuses. Man up, get off your ass and grab some weapons. We’re going hunting.”





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
GENA
SHOWALTER
SEDUCE
THE
DARKNESS

POCKET BOOKS
ondon Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
GENA
SHOWALTER
SEDUCE
THE
DARKNESS

POCKET BOOKS
ondon Toronto Sydney New Delhi





