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  Chapter 1


  Electricity.


  It felt exactly how he’d always imagined it would. Fifty thousand volts of electricity, straight to his nearly dead heart, as his gaze caught hers through the window. Beautiful hazel eyes, more brown than green, met their opposite through the glass and held. Long, wavy chestnut brown hair swept gently over one shoulder as she slowly turned her head toward him. Her soft features vaguely registered in his peripherals: rounded face, dainty nose, full lips that parted slightly to take in a breath and reveal the very tips of a few straight white teeth. However, it was her great, big, beautiful eyes that captured his attention and would not let go. Too soon, it seemed, the person she helped at the counter recaptured her attention, tearing that arresting stare from his own, and leaving his chest feeling a bit more bereft than usual.


  Against what would probably register later as better judgment, he reached for the handle of the door to the little hole-in-the-wall bookshop, situated at the far end of Beacon Street. The sign on the door read East End Bookstore, and it could not have been more aptly named. In fact, had he not chanced a glance to the right a few seconds earlier, he might have missed it: it sat directly on the end of the square, sandwiched between a small deli and a popular Irish bar around the corner.


  As he turned the knob, his gaze never leaving the beauty behind the counter, a strange warmth suddenly overcame him. It spread from his hand up to his wrist, climbed up his arm to his neck, and quickly encompassed his entire body. He practically melted the snow all around him. He did not have time to ponder the odd feeling, however, as it left almost as quickly as it had come, seeping out into the chilled winter air.


  But it did not leave completely. On his shoulder, his marking burned.


  Shrugging it off as another peculiarity of his situation, he adjusted his gloved hand’s grip on the solid brass door handle and pushed, the motion drawing him from the frigid winter air into the warmly lit bookstore.


  It was larger than the outside made it seem. Shelves upon shelves of books lined the walls, and a small fire burned in the center of the room from an ornate brick wood-burning fireplace, spreading a soft, glowing warmth through the cozy reading space. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and lost himself in the antiquity of the place.


  It was one of the reasons he lived in Boston: the history. It felt like home.


  His musings so consumed him that he didn’t notice when the reason for his stepping into the small bookstore approached him from behind. The soft chime of her breathy voice, the slightest Boston accent laced therein, brought him from his reverie as his eyes opened to once again meet hers.


  Time stopped.


  At least, that was how it seemed. His focus narrowed to the area directly surrounding their immediate vicinity. An atom bomb could’ve exploded next door, and it wouldn’t have registered. He watched in slow motion as she lifted her hand from her side and extended it outward in a gesture of welcome.


  “I’m Kaelyn; can I help you?”


  



  * * * *


  



  Kaelyn stared up in silent wonder at probably the most handsome man she had ever seen. Not feeling nearly as dumb as she probably should have for how long she had held her hand out in greeting, she unabashedly drank in his features as she waited patiently for him to respond.


  Absolutely gorgeous dark green eyes stared back at her from a frame of thick, dark lashes that would have made any woman envious. His softly layered, dark brown hair barely brushed his shoulders, and was swept back away from his hauntingly beautiful face. Lightly tanned skin stretched over defined cheekbones and a high brow, flowing down over a straight, patrician nose, and reddened at lips that were full without being too large for his face. She had to consciously pull her gaze away from those lips, lest she embarrass herself even more.


  While admiring his well-defined chin, Kaelyn nearly jumped as when he slid his large, warm, and recently ungloved hand over hers. He turned her palm down, and gently brought the back of her hand to his lips as he softly grinned. He placed a chaste kiss upon her knuckles, his encompassing gaze never leaving hers. A voice worthy of her most clandestine fantasies rolled over her, weakening her knees.


  “My name is Tyrian. ’Tis a great pleasure to make your acquaintance, Kaelyn.”


  Holy cannoli, Batman.


  Stick a fork in her, because she was done.


  She suddenly lost the ability to form words. The warmth from his hand suffused itself throughout her appendages, producing a fine sheen of sweat on her brow, and forcing her to swallow heavily against the sudden dryness in her throat. A dryness that her instincts told her only his lips could quench.


  Good thing she never listened to her instincts.


  Liar.


  Deciding that there was only one way to rescue her rapidly failing resolve, Kaelyn firmly, yet gently, removed her hand from his. The warmth that his touch had ignited within her swiftly vanished, leaving her to shiver at its absence.


  



  * * * *


  



  Tyrian tried not to grimace as Kaelyn pulled her hand from his. He resisted the urge to pull her into his arms as shivers wracked her body. She couldn’t have been more than one hundred thirty pounds, standing nearly an entire foot shorter than his own six-foot-five-inch frame.


  Good heavens, she was tiny.


  His propriety finally kicked in, and he realized that he had not yet responded to her earlier query. After bringing a fist to his mouth, he quietly cleared his throat.


  “I was in the market for a good book when I happened by, and you caught my eye through the window. I nearly walked right past.”


  The slight brightening of her eyes and the warm smile gracing her lips stole the very breath from his lungs.


  “That happens a lot. We don’t advertise. More often than not, people go around the corner to the Barnes and Noble. They’ve got a bigger selection, and coffee.” Kaelyn grinned, as she grabbed up a couple of books from a side table and moved to put them away.


  Tyrian returned her grin, and reached up to help her place a book on a shelf just out of her reach. “I actually prefer used books. They let you know how much their previous owners loved them.”


  Kaelyn sat back on her heels, and gazed up at him in wonder. “I’ve always thought that, too.”


  His grin widened. “Perhaps you and I are two of a kind.”


  She swallowed heavily. “Perhaps.”


  Reaching out, she pulled an old tattered paperback from one of the shelves, and held it out for him to inspect.


  “The Giver?”


  A soft look crossed Kaelyn’s face. “It’s one of my favorites. I guess I like the message that one should be who they choose to be, and not who society chooses to mold them into.”


  Tyrian nodded. “I haven’t read it, but I will.”


  “It’s probably not up to your reading standards, but—”


  “If you enjoy it, I’m sure I will as well.”


  Tyrian found Kaelyn’s soft smile more than worth the momentary lapse in etiquette. He always prided himself on his manners, a product of his aristocratic upbringing, but one thing he would not stand for: a woman doubting herself to appease him. Just during their brief acquaintance, he could tell that she possessed an incredibly strong constitution, and the thought of her demeaning herself in his presence disturbed him.


  The soft chime of the old grandfather clock in the corner of the small bookstore registered in his mind vaguely, its sixth chime bringing with it a sudden sense of foreboding. His contention must have shown on his face, because a moment later, Kaelyn rested her hand on his arm. The soft tingling that followed sapped the stress from him like nothing he’d ever felt before.


  She contorted her face in concern. “Are you all right? You suddenly went pale.”


  Tyrian grimaced. “Excuse my literary reference, but I am late for a very important date.”


  



  * * * *


  



  Kaelyn’s heart fell into the pit of her stomach.


  Oh, how could she be so stupid? Of course he was attached. The man practically oozed sex, and that accent! She’d always had a weakness for a British accent, and apparently it also blinded her to obvious truths. The man no doubt had women falling at his feet around every corner.


  What the hell was she thinking?


  She wasn’t thinking; that was the problem.


  Taking a step back, Kaelyn placed enough space between them to be considered polite, and offered him a tight smile. All the while, she cursed herself for getting all hot and bothered over a guy so clearly out of her league. Keeping her eyes downcast, she addressed the newest addition to her nightly fantasy run (for that was all he ever would be), and prepared herself for the inevitable disappointment of him walking out the door to his “very important date.”


  “I don’t want to keep you. I can ring that up for you now if you’d like.”


  She suddenly found herself brought up against an alarmingly hard wall of solid muscle. She stared up into dark green eyes that almost seemed to glow with the intensity of his ire.


  If suddenly being sandwiched against him hadn’t startled her so, she might have admired his heavily muscled physique. He didn’t have bodybuilder muscle, either; she’d seen enough of those types at the gym to tell the difference between them and what her hands, breasts, stomach, and hips currently rested against.


  If someone could feel like raw power, Tyrian had it in spades.


  Even through the immaculate three-piece suit and calf-length tailored wool coat covering him, she felt every dip and curve of the muscles spread over his incredibly taut form. She imagined his was the type of body that would be forged in battle (and she had imagined quite a few of those), all hard lines and sinewy contours. He reminded her of a Grecian warrior, fresh from battle, his body tensed and ready for an attack.


  Well, great.


  Now she had gone and pissed off the nice, super cut, hot guy who only wanted a book to read, and who had stumbled into her little hole-in-the-wall shop to escape the cold. Why couldn’t she ever keep her attentions to herself? Bracing against the rebuke that was sure to follow, Kaelyn squeezed her eyes closed and stiffly swallowed.


  



  * * * *


  



  Tyrian’s gaze followed the movement of Kaelyn’s throat with rapt attention. He had sensed her retreat, and could’ve kicked himself for his misleading statement. She thought he was leaving her to be with another woman.


  How wrong she was.


  He had neither the time nor the ability to tell her the right of it, however. He was already late, and the others would feel less than gracious for having their time wasted waiting on him. Unable to stomach leaving things as they were, Tyrian placed a finger under Kaelyn’s chin, and gently lifted her gaze up to his once more.


  “Kaelyn, there is nowhere I would rather be than here with you, reading your favorite books by the warmth of the fire. Unfortunately, I have a business meeting to attend, and my board members are less than patient.”


  He caught the widening of her gaze and the jump in her heart rate as she registered his statement.


  “B-business meeting?” Kaelyn blinked and stuttered.


  Sighing forlornly, Tyrian released his hold on her, already missing the soft warmth and gentle curves pressed against him. His burst of anger at her misunderstanding was a bit embarrassing. If he were less of a gentleman, he would have admitted that having her body flush against him had been a magnificent opportunity to indulge himself in her womanly facets.


  The waist he’d gripped was firm and softly curved, telling of her time and efforts spent sculpting it. Her generous breasts, supple and warm against his chest, had dared his hands to claim purchase of their ample weight. He could barely hide the swiftly growing reaction of his body to hers. He’d never experienced an attraction this swift and compelling in all his long years.


  And he was loath to end it.


  Alas, it appeared, his ingrained propriety won out against his baser instincts, and he put some much-needed space between his body and hers. Taking a deep breath through his mouth, lest he be assaulted by her scent and do something he would, and yet would not, later regret, Tyrian straightened his tie and handed her the book.


  “I’m afraid so. If you would, please. I’d very much like to read this book before the next time I see you.”


  Kaelyn’s eyelashes fluttered once more, and a pretty blush colored her pale cheeks.


  “Next time?”


  Tyrian smiled. “Of course. A horde of angry wolves could not keep me from seeing you again, my lovely Kaelyn.”


  Her smile, swift and true, lit her hazel eyes with delight as she stepped behind the counter to ring his sale.


  “Well, let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. I’d like to see you again as well, Tyrian,” she responded in a suddenly timid voice.


  He nodded, handing her a twenty-dollar bill in exchange for the package. “Until then, Kaelyn.”


  She smiled, and looked down to make his change. When she glanced up again, he had gone, with not even the soft chime of the doorbell to succeed him.


  



  * * * *


  



  Once again, Tyrian grimaced as he walked down the dimly-lit red clay hallway of the large adobe settlement the Hunter Administration currently called home. He’d already removed his coat and jacket, and he now tugged at his red silk tie against the sweltering heat of the Mojave Desert.


  Talk about jumping extremes.


  He would much rather have stayed in the frigid winter of Boston, reading his new book in front of the fire, curled around a beautiful, brown-haired, hazel-eyed bookshop keeper—


  He shook his head. He couldn’t afford to be distracted in the present company.


  After rounding the corner, Tyrian flashed to his seat, ignoring the admonishing glares from a few of the elders at his blatant lateness. Easily the youngest of the bunch, he’d held his seat at the table for a paltry seven hundred years. The seat had been left to him by his predecessor, who’d been killed in battle while Tyrian was serving as his Page. Tyrian, like all the others seated at the expansive black marble table, was a Hunter.


  Within the thirteen connected realms, the human realm was by far the most accommodating. Certain sentient species inhabiting the other twelve realms would therefore often cross over into the human realm to hunt for sustenance, out of necessity or purely avarice; thus, the Hunters had become necessary to keep the balance.


  Each Hunter held dominion over a certain realm’s inhabitants. Tyrian was currently charged with overseeing the Vampires, though he had never entered the realm himself. A Hunter was unable to enter his own realm, lest he risk having his soul devoured. For a Hunter, along with the realm, came the constant companionship of a Sleeper, the captive soul of one realm inhabitant elected to serve as guardian for the humans against their own kind. Sleepers gave Hunters all of their strengths, and none of their weaknesses. In Tyrian’s case, he had the preternatural speed and strength of the Vampire race, yet he could go out in sunlight, and did not need to ingest blood to survive.


  The Vampires were those who ventured to the human realm for avarice. They could exist within their own realm, feeding off of their own kind and the other realm inhabitants. But the sweet and savory taste of human blood lured them across the boundaries, to where they could partake of the rare and decadent treat.


  That was where Tyrian stepped in. Vampires were allowed a taste, and only a taste, of human blood, as long as the human was not aware of the bite. When they foolishly revealed themselves, or in the more likely case, drained a human, it was Tyrian’s job to handle the issue, more often than not through the demise of the Vampire in question. They weren’t what he would consider the most astute lot, and they had a tendency to dig themselves into holes too deep to crawl out of.


  After shaking himself out of his musings, Tyrian swiftly took in the familiar faces of his brothers in arms seated around the large table. Directly to his right sat his closest friend and longtime mentor, Slade. The Hunter for the Shifter realm was a hulking menace who exuded alpha male like Tyrian had never known. He managed the Shifter clans with a combination of mesmerizing fear and punishing brute strength. They needed it, with the volatility of their nature. Shifters had been considered moderate-risk for the last eight hundred years due to Slade’s efforts, and he took his job very seriously.


  On the other side of Slade sat the Dragon Hunter, Byrne. Dragons were among the highest-risk species within the thirteen realms, along with Tyrian’s own lot, and their Hunter had to be just as badass to contend with them. The bugger was fast, lightning fast. That Byrne had held his position for so long was a testament to his combat ability. Tyrian had yet to see anyone, friend or foe, hold a candle to Byrne in battle.


  To Byrne’s right sat Lilith, one of only two females in the group. Her amber eyes followed the progress of her dagger intently as she tossed it into the air, catching the tip between her thumb and forefinger when it fell, before once again letting it fly. The Witch Hunter was a tightly packed stick of dynamite, ready to blow at the slightest provocation. Tyrian had made the mistake of revealing at a previous meeting that her fashion sense mirrored that of many of his charges. Her scathing retort that a Vampire wouldn’t know style if it bit him in the ass was followed promptly by a stinging pain on his left buttock, where she’d magicked a full-tooth bite. He’d let that one go with a warning, and since avoided mentioning her choice of dress.


  To Lilith’s right was Jagger. The overly forthright Hell’s Angel embodied the bad-boy image with a not-so-subtle finesse. His leather-booted foot rested on the table in front of him, and his head was tipped back over the chair, dark blue eyes closed in feigned sleep. Tyrian did not envy the man his realm. Necros were by far the worst of the realm species in Tyrian’s opinion. They fed on the dead and dying, and they were bloody hard to kill.


  Garrick sat next to Jagger. Tyrian didn’t know much about the Sidhe Hunter. Sidhes were considered moderate-risk, mostly due to the mischief they caused. They rarely ever harmed humans. Garrick himself appeared as calm and collected as a gentle breeze, slightly unfocused pale green eyes staring out across the expanse of black marble with a look akin to indifference as he waited for the meeting to commence.


  Across from Garrick sat Lysander. Tyrian actively avoided that one. He couldn’t rightly remember the last time the man spoke, nor did he care to. A storm cloud of despair hung over the tall, unerringly beautiful Angel Hunter, casting a sullen shadow everywhere he moved. Tyrian didn’t know what had happened to cause the ever-present sadness within him, but to be around it for any length of time disturbed him.


  To the right of Lysander sat his perpetually good-natured brother. Talk about your opposites. Aldrich was the Hunter for the Demon realm, one of the meanest and nastiest realms of all. That had never dragged him down, though. His constant smile made his light blue eyes almost glow with constant mirth, as though he were privy to some cosmic joke they all had yet to be enlightened on. It was probably true. Aldrich was the one Tyrian often went to for advice; his door was always open.


  Beyond Aldrich sat Brinley. The Shade Hunter looked exhausted. He’d probably just been pulled in from a hunt. Shades were considered moderate-risk, but if they became agitated for whatever reason, they were a horrible menace. They fed on human emotion. Feelings of love and happiness made the Shades light, warm, and inconspicuous to their hosts. Feelings of anger or pain, however, made them dark and heavy, and highly susceptible to violent tendencies. Humans often attributed agitated Shades to malignant ghosts, not realizing that their own dark fear and hatred fed the problem. The only way to calm a Shade was to extract the negative emotions, a job that had, over the years, taken its toll on Brinley.


  To Brinley’s right sat the Siren Hunter, Marsden. He had a pretty easy job, as the Sirens were a relatively peaceful species, preferring the calm blue waters of the open ocean. There they were, for the most part, undisturbed by humans. As it happened, Marsden seemed to spend most of his time lounging on beaches, drinking rum, and womanizing. The bastard was nothing if not appreciative of the female form.


  Next to Marsden sat another of Tyrian’s good friends, Nikola. The dim lighting in the hallways was mostly for Nikola’s benefit. While he did not suffer the need to live in darkness, like his realm’s inhabitants, he always hunted in it, and had thus become accustomed to very little light. Nikola had served as the Hunter for the Nightstalker realm for over two thousand years. Nightstalkers, a wholly malicious species, preyed on terror. Nikola’s dark-as-night skin and eyes made him the ideal Hunter for the horrible beings. Nightstalkers were notoriously difficult to wrangle away from their prey, but he gave them no quarter. After all, their favorite victims were children, and Nikola had always had a soft spot for children.


  Across from Tyrian, and to Nikola’s right, sat Dhyrante. The Troll Hunter appeared cool and collected, his aura of confidence legendary. While Trolls were considered a low-risk species, they were also the most difficult to detect. They almost never harmed humans, preferring to pilfer and steal from them instead. Dhyrante would have none of it. Trolls were only allowed to take discarded objects, a rule they furiously argued against. According to the Trolls, anything not attached to a human’s person was considered discarded. Socks, keys, food: pretty much anything they wanted, they took. Until Dhyrante got hold of them. He permitted them only to take from the landfills and garbage dumps. If he discovered they’d been inside a human’s home, swift and decisive punishment followed. Tyrian nodded to the Troll Hunter, and shifted his gaze to the left.


  Seated at the head of the table was Starla, the leader of the Hunter Administration, and only known member of a race called the Druids. Native to the human realm, Druids were all but extinct. They had the ability to read minds, see the future, and even alter matter with their minds. So when the woman slowly materialized in her seat, no one blinked. Her long, flowing snow-white hair was plaited at the sides, and her milky white gaze took in the inhabitants of the room with rapt attention. When her eyes finally landed on Tyrian’s, he heard her voice in greeting inside his head.


  “Good evening, Tyrian. How nice of you to finally join us. I trust your ventures proved fruitful?”


  Tyrian nodded, slightly embarrassed for having arrived late.


  “Good evening, Starla. They were quite intriguing.”


  Starla nodded, and held Tyrian’s gaze for a moment longer. Then her crystal-clear voice addressed the rest of the Hunters aloud.


  “Shall we proceed?”


  Chapter 2


  “Kaelyn.”


  She lifted her hooded, unfocused eyes from the swirling amber liquid in the untouched glass to the vibrant stare of the pretty young bartender leaning on the bar top in front of them. She was met with a half-pitying, half-exasperated look from those emerald-green depths, and she wondered how she must have looked to cast such a worried frown across the woman’s usually cheerful face.


  “You’ve been sitting here for the past half hour, and you haven’t touched your drink. Are you okay, love?” She placed a soft, pale hand over Kaelyn’s own. The light Irish brogue of the curly-haired, redheaded bartender brought to mind another accent, one that had haunted her dreams and left her waking drenched in sweat and wholly unsatisfied for the past week. That was how long it had been since she’d seen him.


  Tyrian.


  He’d told her quite ardently that he would come and see her again, right before he’d mysteriously vanished off the face of the earth. She hadn’t even thought to get his last name, though how many men could there be in Boston with the name Tyrian? She had discovered that there were none.


  Another mystery that left her wondering if she’d even truly met the man at all.


  It was already nine o’clock. She had closed the bookstore a half hour before, having given up waiting around the empty building for someone she was certain now was never going to show. She’d locked the door, and turned to walk around the corner and trudge the next couple of blocks to the red line in the ankle-deep snow. Instead, she’d somehow found herself seated at the bar.


  She slouched atop a worn, leather-topped wooden stool at the far end of the heavy oak surface. The bar top had been sanded and lacquered by hand, and had been passed down through several generations of Irish descendants, until eventually winding up in Boston.


  The current bartender’s grandfather had opened O’Shanahan’s, a family bar, in the late nineteen-twenties. Ember O’Shanahan was perhaps the only reason Kaelyn came into the ruddy establishment. She never had been much of a drinker.


  Now, though, she really felt like she needed a drink.


  Letting her shoulders slump, Kaelyn grudgingly responded to the question with a soft huff: “Really, how pathetic am I?”


  Ember firmly planted her hands on the bar top next to Kaelyn’s, and a second later, she vaulted her lithe gymnast’s body over the bar, to land next to Kaelyn. A flurry of applause erupted from the inhabitants as Ember dipped in a curtsey, before tossing her bar rag at one of her three younger brothers. Kaelyn didn’t know which brother; she found it incredibly difficult to tell the identical triplets apart.


  “Killian! Mind the bar,” Ember ordered more than asked. At all of five feet two inches and maybe a hundred pounds, Kaelyn could barely believe the woman had just celebrated her thirtieth birthday. She didn’t look a day over eighteen. Her strong Irish heritage ran quick through her blood, and she commanded the bar and its patrons with an iron fist.


  She was also one of Kaelyn’s closest friends.


  Plopping down on the bar stool next to her, Ember shot Kaelyn an authoritative stare that brooked no argument, and asked her what was wrong.


  Talk about your loaded questions.


  After sighing dejectedly, Kaelyn launched into the whirlwind meeting with Tyrian, and her disappointment at having been apparently dumped before she’d even begun to explore the burgeoning feelings he’d awoken within her. Ember listened intently, nodding every so often, with a look of concentration on her face. Kaelyn quietly thanked her lucky stars for having a friend like Ember. While the woman could be louder than a firecracker when riled, she was also the best listener Kaelyn had ever met.


  By the end of her tirade, Kaelyn felt slightly empty, but quite proud of herself for not shedding the tears of frustration that had threatened to break loose since she’d walked in.


  Ember nodded once more, and turned to stare out across the bar. “Sounds to me like you need a distraction,” she finally said.


  Kaelyn’s eyes widened, and she shot a horrified glance at the woman she had considered her best friend. “No! Ember—”


  A stinging pain glanced up Kaelyn’s arm as the back of Ember’s hand met her biceps with the back of her hand a little harder than she considered necessary. A disgruntled look passed over her friend’s face.


  “Not that kind of distraction! Get your head outta the gutter, will you?”


  Leaning over the bar, Ember grabbed a bottle of Irish whisky and two shot glasses.


  “Come with me.” She grabbed Kaelyn’s arm and lifted her from the bar stool, then shooed her in front and up the stairs in the far corner of the room that led to the roof.


  



  * * * *


  



  The resounding chime of the solid mahogany Howard Miller just reached its fifth cadence as the door to the old English brownstone, which was securely nestled in Boston’s prestigious Beacon Hill, slowly swung inward. He slipped through the door unnoticed, not that anyone would have been able to see much anyway. He’d entered through the back, and there were no exterior lights around the property.


  Tyrian slumped into his home, and gently kicked the door shut behind him. An entire week of hunting Necros had left him completely drained. After dragging himself up the stairs and into his sprawling master suite, he didn’t even bother removing his clothes as he stepped into the expansive marble shower. The water came on in response to his presence, the scalding liquid washing away the dirt and grime that covered almost every square inch of his frame.


  Opening his eyes, Tyrian caught sight of what resembled an ear on the tile floor of the shower, and grimaced.


  Bloody hell, he hated Necros.


  Green blood swirled with red. He forced his arms to lift, dragged the scrap of cloth that had once been a t-shirt over his head, and tossed it in the corner of the shower. His pants and boots swiftly followed.


  He inspected his body haphazardly in his daze, and discovered that all of his wounds had already closed. Another benefit the ornate circular branding on his left shoulder had given to him.


  The blood seal. Proof that he was a Hunter.


  Bracing his hands on the tiled wall, Tyrian let the steam wash away his stress. His thoughts drifted to his hazel-eyed bookshop keeper. It had been a week since he’d seen her, and he already missed her gentle smile and welcoming peppermint lilac scent. Just imagining it lightened his mood.


  He wanted to see her.


  After grabbing the shower gel, Tyrian dumped a generous amount into his hands and scrubbed at his upper body. The woodsy scent filled the space almost instantly, and brought with it a sorely-needed calm.


  Rolling his shoulders under the hot spray, Tyrian closed his eyes and let his mind wander. He vividly remembered the feeling of Kaelyn’s body pressed against his own, but in his mind, there were no clothes between them. He ran his hands up the length of her back, reveling in the feel of her soft bare skin.


  As his mind’s hands moved higher, his own hand drifted lower.


  In his vision, he leaned in, trailing his lips across the line of her jaw and up to her ear, then capturing the lobe in his teeth and giving it a gentle tug. A soft gasp rewarded him, as blunt fingernails raked down his biceps. He pulled back, feeling his pulse jump at the look of hooded passion in her murky hazel gaze, before he dipped his head once more and claimed her lips.


  Heaven had never tasted so sweet.


  He kissed her with all of the passion she’d ignited within him during their first meeting. She responded in kind, opening her mouth in an invitation for which he needed no cajoling. He swept his tongue into her mouth, plundering her depths with all the finesse of a man starved, coaxing her tongue into a lurid dance of white-hot desire. It licked through his veins with furious abandon, dragging conscious, rational thought down into the pit of his gut, where it exploded into a fireball of molten heat.


  Christ, he hadn’t even touched her yet.


  Following that train of thought, Tyrian ceased his tempting motions and wrapped his hand fully around the base of his thick shaft, fisting tightly and moving in short, concentrated jerks. He’d never really been one to beat around the bush.


  In his fantasy, Kaelyn wrapped her leg around his hip, bringing her hot wet center flush with his straining length, and moved her hips in slow circles as his hands caressed the ample globes of her breasts. Bending her over his arm, Tyrian dipped his head and took one of her rosy peaks into his mouth. Then he lavished the pebbled bud with his lips, teeth, and tongue, leaving her panting in his arms.


  Gripping her other thigh, Tyrian then lifted her easily against him, rubbing himself against her in time with the thrusts of his hand.


  He was so damn close.


  Resting his forehead against the shower wall, Tyrian slid his other hand down his taut stomach to palm his sack, and massaged deftly as he raced towards his peak. As his fantasy self plunged into Kaelyn’s waiting warmth, his release exploded. The force wrenched a strangled groan from his throat, and nearly brought him to his knees.


  The power she held over him, and she wasn’t even there.


  Thumping his head against the wall to restore rational thought, Tyrian finished washing himself and turned off the water. He bent down and grabbed his ruined garments, and tossed them down the garbage chute. Necro blood was all but impossible to get out of clothing, and if left for too long, its acidic qualities would eat through almost anything.


  Ten minutes later, the refreshed Hunter stepped back into the hallway, a fresh black t-shirt and dark wash jeans adorning his body as he made his way toward the kitchen. Looking down, Tyrian cringed at the bloody footprints that littered the solid bamboo floorboards, leading from the back door into his shower.


  Caleb would probably give him an earful.


  Speaking of his Page, he hadn’t heard from Caleb at all while he’d been on assignment with Jag and Byrne. As with most Pages, Caleb was an orphan, who lived in the converted underground room of Tyrian’s brownstone: separate, yet available when needed.


  Pausing at the end of the stairs, Tyrian pressed one of the series of buttons on the wall, and proceeded to the kitchen.


  A second later, the Hunter picked up the sound of a curse with his heightened hearing, followed by a loud thump, preceding the telltale patter of feet as someone trudged up the stairs to the main level. The door to the basement apartment swung open, revealing Tyrian’s quite disheveled Page. Wearing only boxers, he was pulling a black t-shirt that read, “Let me drop everything and work on your problems” over his messy, dark brown hair.


  At Tyrian’s lifted eyebrow, Caleb’s unnaturally blue eyes fell to his shirt.


  “What? It’s five o’clock in the morning. I think it fits the situation.” Caleb spat caustically and walked towards Tyrian, his arms now crossing his chest. He suddenly stopped, a visible cringe working its way from his scalp to his bare toes as he slowly lifted his right foot, trailing a string of green slime with it.


  Taking a deep, calming breath, Caleb slowly followed the trail of slimy footprints with his eyes, his face turning different shades of red as the trail continued. It ran from the back door across the living room and up the stairs. Clenching his hands into fists at his sides, Caleb leveled a stare in Tyrian’s direction that would have turned an ordinary man to ash.


  “Why is it so difficult to leave your boots at the door? I-is this Necro blood?” Caleb asked with a look of pure disgust. He hobbled over to the kitchen counter, and whipped a dish towel from one of the drawers.


  “Quite the astute observation, my young Page.” Tyrian tried and failed miserably to keep the smile out of his voice.


  “Don’t patronize me, Tyrian. Why the hell did you walk through here drenched in Necro blood? You know that shit is acidic. Do you want to pay to have the floors redone? Because I sure as hell don’t want to have to deal with that again,” Caleb ranted.


  Tyrian hid his smile behind his teacup. “Hence why I called you up here at five o’clock in the morning.”


  He knew that Caleb wanted to lay into him about the mess, but the Page wisely held his tongue. Whining and complaining about the situation wouldn’t change anything, as Caleb had learned the hard way over the years. Though he grumbled an exorbitant amount, the boy never shirked his duties. Tyrian counted himself lucky to have him.


  True to form, Caleb turned abruptly and carefully navigated his way past the large, slimy footprints, heading for the pantry and grumbling all the way about disrespectful Hunters and damned zombies. A moment later, he emerged from the large closet, carrying a steam mop and a few wooden-floor polishing supplies. Not even sparing a glance at the Hunter, he immediately went to work mopping up the icky green mess.


  Tyrian placed his teacup in the sink, and made for the stairs.


  “You’re not even going to tell me what the hell happened, are you?” Caleb grumbled just as Tyrian reached the bottommost stair. Tyrian placed his foot back on the bamboo floor and turned to face his Page. He could understand the boy’s ire. If anything were to happen to him, Caleb was next in line to take his place. He’d been out of contact for a little over a week now. No doubt Caleb had begun to wonder. At barely eighteen years of age, Caleb was far from ready to become a Hunter.


  Not that Tyrian had been much better off when Caine left him…


  Shaking off that memory, Tyrian thought back to the meeting that had landed him in the damnable mess.


  



  * * * *


  



  “Shall we proceed?” Starla inquired, calling the meeting of the Hunter’s association to order.


  The front legs of Jagger’s chair hit the floor suddenly, shooting him straight upright after Lilith jabbed him in the ribs. Apparently, the Necro Hunter had not been feigning sleep. Deep blue eyes leered at the Witch Hunter from behind a fringe of jet-black hair.


  “Jagger, what have you to report?” Starla asked, interrupting whatever Jagger might have said, and waylaying the inevitable verbal (and possibly physical) battle.


  Sniffing indelicately, Jagger gave Lilith a once-over before turning his attention to their leader.


  “Not a damn thing,” he stated simply. He leaned back in his chair again and cupped his hands behind his head, resting his feet once more on the thick, black marble table.


  Starla closed her eyes slowly, something Tyrian recognized as a sign of exasperation in the normally placid leader. She breathed in, and above the table, a scene played out for all to see.


  Hordes of Necros filled the space, more than Tyrian had ever seen moving together before. Directly in the middle of the throng of decaying bodies stood Jagger. His custom carbon steel chigiriki hammered body parts, sending them flying in all directions. The long, black, spear-like weapon was almost as tall as the man. It had one sharpened, retractable end for greater maneuverability. From the opposite end trailed a long chain, approximately twelve feet in length, and attached to a nine-inch-diameter spiked ball that Jagger flung with unerring accuracy, cleaving whole chunks of Necros to pieces.


  The legs of Jagger’s chair once again hit the floor, and he shot a look of clear disdain up the table at Starla. Her eyes eased open slowly as the image above them rippled and faded away, like a stone tossed at the surface of a pond. Pearly white met cobalt blue in the dimly lit space of the adobe conference room.


  “Not a thing? I see. It does appear to have become regular for groups of twenty or more Necros to come through at any one time. Or is it that you have been too distracted from your duties lately to focus on the problem?” Starla’s knowing gaze drifted to the Witch Hunter, seated next to their resident problem child.


  The dagger Lilith had been bouncing between her fingers slipped from her scrutiny and cut into her left thigh. Huffing indignantly, Lilith waved her hand and repaired the damage, then glared back at Starla in exasperation.


  “What? It’s not my fault this buffoon thinks he’s invincible,” Lilith shot back. She crossed her arms across her chest, and tucked the dagger into her belt.


  Starla sighed, and folded her hands in front of her. “Tyrian, Byrne.”


  The Vampire and Dragon Hunters turned their attention to their leader.


  “I’d like you to accompany Jagger on his hunts for a few days.”


  Jagger suddenly cut Starla off. “Now hold on just a minute!” He sat up in his chair and slammed his hamhocks down on the table, causing the large marble slab to quake beneath them.


  “Just until you have the situation under control. Shouldn’t take more than a week at the most. This is not up for discussion. The safety of this realm is of the utmost importance, and it is my responsibility to determine what is safe. Hordes of Necros numbering in the twenties, unfortunately, do not fall within the bounds of safety. Handle it.”


  Starla’s tone booked no arguments, and Jagger reluctantly sat back in his chair, a sour look plastered across his face at the reprimand. The fool had brought it upon himself, after all. If a Hunter could not handle his duties alone, Starla made sure he had help.


  “Dhyrante and Slade, would you please divide your time between your own duties and the Dragons and Vampires until the Necro situation is under control?” Starla asked. Everyone in the room knew perfectly well, though, that she often guised her orders as requests. A nod from each Hunter put a smile back on her face, and the matter was dropped.


  



  * * * *


  



  The biker bastard had all but led them on a damned crusade.


  Necros preferred to hunt at dusk and dawn, their own realm being trapped in a perpetual state of twilight. Their blood seals had informed them of when and where the Necros would pass into the human realm, and the three of them had waited every time until the numbers had dwindled to an acceptable range.


  Travel between realms was tricky. It was next to impossible for any species to travel to a realm besides the human realm and their own. Passing through a portal required a realm-specific genetic marker, and those who tried to supersede the rules usually ended up in pieces, if they even arrived at all. Starla was the only one Tyrian knew of who could travel to all realms with no ill effects. It probably had something to do with her being a Druid.


  Travel to the human realm, however, was relatively easy. Most species simply followed their noses to the portals; others, the strong emotional energies that crossed between realms unhindered. Portals appeared due to weaknesses in the protective barriers between realms, caused by large-scale destruction. The most recent portal openings had occurred in New York, Haiti, and New Orleans.


  As a small blessing, Hunters’ blood seals would inform them when a portal was opened, and what had come through. Each symbol on the ornate branding corresponded to a species and a portal. They would burn and glow when anything came through, warning the Hunter to intercept them if necessary. It also warned them when there had been a violation, harm done to the human realm by other-realm species, and unceremoniously pulled the appropriate Hunter to the scene of the crime to mete out judgment as he or she saw fit.


  That had proven quite annoying for the first hundred years, until Tyrian had learned to control it. It now caused a slight buzzing in his veins and a pulling sensation at his extremities, though he could keep from phasing if he concentrated hard enough. Still, it wasn’t the most comfortable sensation.


  Tyrian sighed, retaking his seat before bringing his Page up to speed on the past week’s events. He intentionally left out his rendezvous with Kaelyn, as the boy worked on cleaning up the mess on the floor. By the time they both finished, the floor had been cleaned and polished, and Tyrian wanted nothing more than to curl up in bed for the next twenty-four hours.


  “Damn,” Caleb said while making himself an almond butter and Nutella breakfast sandwich on toasted honey wheat bread. “You must be exhausted.”


  Tyrian narrowed his eyes at the boy as he contemplated whether or not it was worth the effort to reach across the kitchen counter and smack him in the back of the head. He decided against the action, pushed himself off the bar stool he’d landed on while telling his story, and headed for the stairs.


  “What’d I say?”


  Tyrian offered only his retreating back as a response to the Page as he ascended the stairs to welcome solitude. Stripping off his clothing as he trudged towards his bed, he then paused before falling into its welcoming confines.


  He opened the drawer of his bedside table.


  Inside rested the worn paperback he’d purchased from Kaelyn the week before. Deciding to see how far he would make it through the book before succumbing to sleep, Tyrian lifted the paperback from the drawer and settled in to read.


  



  * * * *


  



  The locks softly clicked open on the door to Kaelyn’s apartment, granting entry to two women, the smaller of whom was supporting the other. Ember abruptly deposited Kaelyn on the downy white couch situated just inside the door to the apartment, and clicked on the light. After kicking the door shut behind her, the bartender placed her hands squarely on her hips, and regarded the drunken girl with a mixture of exasperation and amusement.


  “You know, for all that Irish blood, you sport, you sure can’t hold your liquor.” Ember flopped down on the couch next to her friend.


  Kaelyn’s head landed on Ember’s shoulder, cloudy eyes staring up into the bartender’s. “’M only half Irish,” she slurred.


  Ember laughed. “And what’s the other half of you, then?” she asked teasingly. She knew full well that Kaelyn’s father had been a no-show since the day he’d provided the seed that made her. Her mother had lacked even the coherence to remember which one of her many lovers could have fathered the poor girl.


  The two of them had met in foster care. Ember’s own mother had died in a house fire when she was five. At the age of eight, her father had married the woman who ran the foster home where Kaelyn would eventually come to live. In time, the woman came to bear Ember’s three half-brothers: Killian, Declan, and Liam. Even though she’d finally gotten the children she’d longed for, Daria never closed her doors to the foster children in need of her.


  One of those children was currently drooling adorably on Ember’s shoulder. The poor dear. Kaelyn hadn’t led the easiest life, but she had never let her circumstances dictate her happiness.


  Small arms circled Ember’s waist, and a heavy head landed in her lap, the telltale dampness wetting her jeans telling the barista that the waterworks had finally broken loose. It nearly took an act of God (or a good bottle of Irish whisky) to get the woman to let her guard down enough to cry. It didn’t happen often, but when it did, it drained her. Ember rested a hand on the back of Kaelyn’s long, dark brown tresses, and softly ran her fingers through the strands.


  “What’s wrong with me?” Kaelyn’s muffled voice drifted up from Ember’s lap.


  Tightening her lips, Ember gripped a handful of Kaelyn’s hair and pulled.


  The drunken woman shot up on the couch, grabbed her head, and shot Ember a look of shocked indignation. “Ow! What was that for?” she exclaimed, rubbing her aching scalp.


  Ember shook a finger in Kaelyn’s face. “There’s nothing wrong with you. Don’t ever think that. You’re the most beautiful, intelligent, generous person I know.”


  The corners of Kaelyn’s mouth turned down in a pout. “You work in a bar.”


  Stifling the urge to laugh lest she ruin her plight, Ember grabbed Kaelyn’s shoulders and forced the woman to look her in the eye. “Which means I know a crap load of people.”


  A reluctant smile tugged at the corners of Kaelyn’s mouth. She sniffled, and brought her hands up to wipe the tears from her eyes. “Thanks.”


  “When in doubt, you can always count on me to knock some sense into that thick skull of yours,” Ember stated in a matter-of-fact tone. She mockingly tossed a shit-eating grin at the woman.


  Kaelyn returned the grin, before a suddenly thoughtful look crossed her face.


  “What time is it?” She glanced out the window at the lightening sky.


  As she moved to rise from the couch, Ember intercepted her. “Oh, no, you don’t. You’re gonna take a much-needed day off, m’love.”


  “But—” Kaelyn started, but Ember’s finger pressed against her lips, cutting her off.


  “No buts. I already left a message for Oscar, telling him you wouldn’t be in today. Besides, it’s already five am. Well past time for good little girls like yourself to be in bed. Now shoo, off with you,” Ember stated in her most authoritative tone, as she pushed Kaelyn off the couch and down the hall to her bedroom.


  “Are you even going to let me brush my teeth?” Kaelyn pleaded.


  Ember rolled her eyes and let her hands drop, heaved a sigh, and crossed her arms in front of her.


  “Fine, go brush your teeth. And then to bed. Don’t make me come in there after you, because I will.” Ember watched with narrowed eyes as Kaelyn slipped past and made her way to the bathroom.
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