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    Dedication




    This is for all the women in my life:


    my mom, my daughters, sisters-in-law,


    nieces, aunts, cousins, and friends.


    Every single one of you inspires me to be a better woman,


    and I hope that I can do the same for you.


    Keep strong, ladies, and remember,


    GIRL POWER!
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    “The fury of a demon instantly possessed me.


    I knew myself no longer. My original soul seemed,


    at once, to take its flight from my body;


    and a more than fiendish malevolence,


    gin-nurtured, thrilled every fibre of my frame.”




    ~ Edgar Allen Poe, “The Black Cat”


  




  

    Chapter 1




    Evelyn




    BEEP-BEEP-BEEP-WHACK!




    Honestly, one of these mornings I was going to crack that stupid alarm clock in half trying to hit the snooze button. Damn the morning for rearing its ugly-ass head so friggin’ early.




    Daniel rolled over, mumbling some semblance of, “Is it time to get up?”




    “Uh-huh.” I slung my arm over my head and tried to ward the world off for just a minute longer.




    “Piss,” he complained, stretching beside me like a cat. “Why can’t evil take a day off for a change? I don’t wanna get up.” He flopped his leg over mine and dragged me closer. The feel of his body hair, soft and tickly against me, made me smile at the fact that we were lying here, naked. A giggle bubbled out before I could stop it.




    “Damn it,” I groaned and gave him a good pinch on his right ass cheek.




    “Ow! What was that for?”




    “Making me giggle like a girl.”




    “Well, I hate to break it to ya, babe, but last I checked, you are a girl.” He flipped up the sheet and stuck his head underneath it. “Yeah, looks like girl parts to me—wait…nope, that’s mine.” Poking his head back out, he wrapped his arms around me and pulled me in even closer. “One hundred percent, my girl.”




    On mornings like this, I wished to hell I was a “normal” girl. Sometimes I liked to imagine, just for a second, that I was plain old Evelyn with nothing better to do in the morning than lie here with her man.




    But that’s not how it was. That’s not who we were. We were hunters of demons. And when it got down to it, I really wouldn’t have had it any other way, because one of the gifts bestowed upon those who hunted was the gift of agelessness. In the real world, I would have shriveled up and kicked the bucket ages ago, not be lying here next to some hot guy one-hundred-plus years my junior.




    With a low, bone-melting growl, he nibbled at my neck, and his hands started to wander over my body. His fingers slid across my flesh, up over the curve of my hip, crawling along the outside of my thigh. Rolling my body under his, he trailed kisses over my shoulder as he settled into place, and everything in my being sang to life in anticipation. Man, waking up wrapped in Daniel was possibly one of the best feelings in the world.




    When I’d first started out as a hunter it was just me, my mentor and boss Alex, our watcher Isolde, and my handler Tess; but that had been over a hundred years ago when we were living in a little farmhouse just outside of the city. Now, as part of the Lebriga Corporation, we supported five other hunters and their handlers. I wasn’t sure how the other branches in the company worked out their living situations, because I’d never lived anywhere other than Los Angeles and bunking with the other female hunters suited me just fine—until Daniel had come along.




    This morning was a perfect example of why I was glad we’d talked Alex into letting us have our own room. I mean, we lived in a mansion off of Mulholland now, for Christ’s sake; it wasn’t like we didn’t have the space. Not to mention we weren’t the only couple in the house—Josie and Tony had been commandeering the attic as their own personal love nest for ages. Why hadn’t they requested this before? It didn’t matter, really, because after we’d gotten word from The Powers That Be that the newest visiting hunter, Lana, and her handler, Maria, were going to be a permanent members of the house, I’d known we would have to do something.




    There was bad blood between Lana and myself, and I really didn’t think I could share a room with her. Yeah, after that assignment a couple of months ago that she helped us out with, she and I had come to an understanding with one another and finally made it to a point where we could almost tolerate each other. But living in the same house with someone and sharing a room were two completely different things.




    Beep-beep-beep.




    Cursing a blue streak, I reached for the alarm clock, ripped it off the nightstand, and flung it across the room. It made a crunching sound as it smashed against the opposite wall and rained plastic bits onto the floor.




    “You’re gonna get in trouble for that one of these days. That’s what, three in the last month?” Daniel teased as he rolled out of bed, taking the covers with him. He headed toward the bathroom, discarding the sheet in the middle of the room, and turned on the shower. “C’mon, woman, get a move on,” he called, sliding the shower curtain open with a whoosh before he stuck his head out of the bathroom door. “We got big bad demons to wrassle, and my back ain’t gonna wash itself.”




    “What if I don’t want to wash your back?”




    “I’ll wash your front,” he offered. That lopsided grin of his spread seductively, and his eyes did that sleepy-sexy thing that made me stupid.




    I’m never going to be on time for a morning meeting ever again, am I?




    Nope.




    Will it be worth it?




    Daniel waggled his eyebrows and his tongue at me.




    Hells yeah!




    I leaped out of the bed and raced across the room, practically tackling Daniel in the shower.
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    We were only twenty minutes late to the morning meeting, but we got a good dose of stink-eye from Alex and a muttered something about either “humping and bunnies” or “monkeys from Z.”




    Lately, the meetings had been virtually the same anyway. Three bodies had been found in three weeks, literally turned inside out and missing every single internal organ, with every bone cracked open and the marrow sucked clean. As a matter of fact, the only things that had been left of these women were hollowed out bones and empty sacks of skin. That screamed Chilgaz demon, without a doubt.




    Luckily, none of the information had been released to the public, but according to our source inside the LAPD, that was going to change soon. The chief of police was prepping for a press conference regarding the murders, and that was precisely what we didn’t need. Part of our job as hunters was keeping the public unaware of the more horrific demon habits—the things that lurked in dark corners, waiting to make your frightening nightmares a reality. That’s what we went after, taking care of the problem before humankind even knew about it.




    Our first plan of attack was Josie, our resident supermodel. At nearly six feet tall, with long blond hair and legs that didn’t quit, she was our go-to gal for catching the creeper demon types. Men of every species—hell, most females too, if we’re being honest—wanted to rub themselves all over Josie every chance they got. But as great as Jo was for luring in anything with half a brain and a sliver of a sex drive, subtlety wasn’t exactly her strong suit. She’d gone after this guy with everything she had, tits a-blazing and wearing a skirt so damned short I could damn near see up the thing. But apparently this Chilgaz wasn’t one for aggressive prey. Josie had slid up into one of the clubs he’d been spotted in and was propositioned by everything in the joint except him. She might as well have been a leper for all the attention he’d paid her.




    It really sucked when a plan didn’t go the way we wanted it to, which, for as kick-ass at our jobs as we were, was more often than not. Back at the drawing board, there was a brief discussion about sending our new hunter Lana in. Hailing from the Ukraine, she was a stone-cold killer and the closest thing Lebriga had to an actual ninja. She could sneak into a joint and dispense of a demon with such precision it made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. No muss, no fuss; slice and dice the fucker and be home for dinner. When it came to luring anything in, however, she tended to favor Jo’s brand of mantrapping.




    Case in point: When she’d first met Daniel, she had shoved her tongue down his throat as a means of greeting. Granted, he and I hadn’t hooked up yet, but it was still a sore spot with me, despite burying the proverbial hatchet between us. It was a moot point anyway, though, since that method had proven ineffective in this case. And as fabulous as it would’ve been to just have her whoosh in and make sushi out of this guy, we needed to get to his lair to make sure he was working alone and not keeping any innocents on hand for later snackage.




    The window we had before the story broke to the public was closing fast, and we needed to get this joker yesterday.




    So I was up to bat, working my no-one-loves-me-lonely-girl best. I was seriously beginning to wonder if I should be honored or offended that I always wound up playing that role.




    Honored.




    Mostly because one of the best parts of my job as a hunter was getting the drop on a demon that thought he’d scored an easy mark. That look on their faces when I revealed myself was what all those “priceless” commercials were all about.




    Itchy wig: Three-day scalp irritation.




    Age spell: Occasional residual acne.




    The look on the scumbag’s face when I whipped off the wig and pulled my Divinity blade off of my back: Priceless!




    It was almost as good as watching the life in their eyes fade to black as I sent them back to Hell, or whatever nasty world they’d crawled out of. Yeah, definitely honored.
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    Donning my frumpy best, I lurked in every back-alley club in the area where the bodies had been found for an entire week before we got a hit. It was about frickin’ time, too; my temples were pounding with every bass beat of that damned music they seemed to play in all of these places. I’d begun to think that they played the same song in every hellhole of a joint, and if I had to sit through another night of listening to this poor excuse for “music,” I would have to strangle one of those deejays with their own ridiculously stupid headphones.




    A millisecond before my last nerve completely snapped in half, Mr. Demonlicious strolled through the club door like he owned the joint. This guy really thought he was something on a stick, working some kind of Eurotrash vibe as he waltzed in, fist-bumped the bartender and deejay, and proceeded to scan the crowd. I guess he wouldn’t be bad looking, if you were horribly desperate and liked that sort of thing. Or if I weren’t a hunter and couldn’t see the foul being sliding around under his guise of human flesh—the sick twist of creature that would send men and women screaming into the night if they knew what was walking next to them. Yeah, I supposed the vaguely European accent, slicked back hair, and suave, devil-may-care swagger might be appealing to the average human chick, especially one who had a low opinion of herself.




    Now if I could just get him to look in my direction. Damn, he seemed to be checking out every chick in the place but me.




    This was going to be a pain in my ass.




    Straightening my back a touch, I tossed my hair over my shoulder, swirled my straw around in my drink, and casually looked up from under my lashes in his general direction. He hadn’t moved far, and now he wasn’t alone. The girl he stood next to looked like she might have been pretty if she tried but had given up and resigned herself to thick glasses, bad skin, and probably self-esteem so low you’d have to dig a trough just to get to it. Talking to her, he leaned closer and closer until he toyed with a lock of her hair. He’d found what he was looking for and was marking his prey, making sure, in no uncertain circumstances, that this was his. Chilgaz didn’t like to share their meals, even with their own kind. They took their feeding seriously as an intimate act between the consumer and the consumed. This was no longer a sting operation but a search-and-recover gig. Not optimal but definitely doable.




    A waitress dropped off a fresh drink at the table, and he slid the glass to his victim, encouraging her to imbibe, which made my gut twist into knots. When I had noticed the girl before, I’d taken an initial scan of the place, and she’d been halfway to drunk even then. I’d also noted that she’d sucked down two umbrella-laden glasses of something blue since. Now add whatever that green stuff was in this last glass and she’d likely agree to anything he suggested, which was what he wanted, I was sure. After the girl had finished off her final drink, the demon bowed elegantly, offered her a hand like he was Prince Charming or some shit, and they were up and quietly slipping out the back door.




    This was it.




    “Be advised, plan B is in effect. Elvis is leaving the building and I’m in pursuit,” I muttered, throwing some money down for my drink and making a beeline after them.




    “Ten-four, Big Ev. Danny Boy and I will be right on your six,” Tony assured. I knew he would be, too. Tony was that guy. The one who made smart-ass comments and inappropriate jokes about boobs and farts and gave everyone nicknames so cheesy you couldn’t help but roll your eyes and shake your head. But for all of that, you could count on him to have your back out in the field, one hundred percent of the time.




    I snuck out into the back alley and followed the demon and the girl for two blocks before he led her into a converted warehouse, the type of dwelling the Chilgaz demons favored because it had plenty of space to store their leavings. Most demons that consumed humans worked that way. They preferred to suck every ounce of nutrition they could out of their human feed and hide what was left of the body so no one would be the wiser. Quiet and clean.




    Not all demons used humans for food, though. While most did, there were some that would just as soon eat a tire as put their lips on human flesh. Those typically used humans for breeding, slavery, or some kind of twisted entertainment that usually involved torture.




    Yeah, there were the real sickos that got off on leaving a mess, but we weren’t dealing with a psycho looking to bring attention to himself by leaving bodies behind. This was someone that got sloppy for a different purpose. The bodies we’d found weren’t displayed as a trophy but discarded like chicken bones. This was a feeding frenzy by a demon so food-drunk that it just left its table full of carnage for someone else to clean up because it just didn’t care.




    Daniel and Tony caught up with me out front, and we tiptoed along the side of the warehouse and behind the building to the back door.




    “What’s the skinny, Ev?” Tony asked.




    “He’s in there with a woman, brown hair, early twenties. I’m betting this place is pretty big on the inside, so we need to get the hell in there, split up, and find this bastard before it’s too late. I’ll take point,” I advised.




    “You’re in charge, boss,” Daniel replied with a wink.




    “Only in the field, baby.”




    “That’s disgusting,” Tony said as he picked the lock. “I’m trying to work here, you guys. Quit being gross.”




    Daniel smirked and handed me my wrapped Divinity blade, the silver handle of his own sword winking at me over his shoulder in the moonlight. I always felt more comfortable going into a fight with my blade in my hands. She was a deadly weapon in her own right, but with one drop of my blood, she sang to life with ancient magic. A Divinity blade was created for a hunter before he or she was even born, locked up tight until the hunter was ready to wield the powerful brand of magic imbued in the very metal. No two blades were the same. Bonded to its hunter by blood, the steel shocked any other creature to near death. It was an honor that not every hunter was allowed and one we took very seriously. I slid the leather straps of the holster over my shoulders and made sure she was on tight.




    Tony soon sprang the latch with a soft click and pushed the heavy metal door open without even a creak. Stealing through the back of the warehouse, we made our way across the concrete floor. Hooks hung from the ceiling in rows and tiers. The entire room was littered with band and table saws. This must have been a meatpacking plant once. Everything seemed clean; no blood or debris was visible, but there was a stench. A very distinct odor that one just never got used to. Death. More specifically, decay. Passing over one of the drains in the floor, I saw clumps of blond hair strung around the grate.




    As we reached the back of the room, we opened the door there and were immediately hit with an overwhelming floral scent. Clearly it was meant to mask the smell of death, but the mixture of the two was downright nauseating.




    The sound of soft music coming from someplace deep inside the building led us to a room illuminated by a sea of candles. A trail of them also lit the way down a corridor. A bit of ambiance for his prey. Typical Chilgaz behavior. He would let her believe she was living out her ultimate handsome-man “fantasy” with him. Little did she know that the road only led to one place…a horrific and excruciating death.




    Silently motioning to Daniel and Tony, I made my way down the hall with them. I pulled my blade out of the sheath, the weight of the metal feeling good in my hands.




    The music grew louder as we moved closer, and we began to hear a soft-accented murmur. The demon was casting his spell on the poor girl, weaving his macabre web of deceit around her. He practically purred as he praised her unconventional beauty, promised her untold riches, and proclaimed his undying love for her. His dulcet voice painted pictures of paradise and carved out a life for them that would never happen, anything and everything she could possibly want to hear until she was all but putty in his ravenous claws, swaying mindlessly with him.




    We poked our heads around the corner to get a visual on the situation—that was practically protocol rule one. If all was copasetic, we would strike as planned: jump in, off the demon, escort the girl out to the cleanup crew, and sweep the rest of the warehouse for more victims or any other demons that might lurk about.




    Apparently not all was hunky dory, though, as Daniel gave the signal to fall back. We retreated into the floral room.




    “There better be a Goddamned good reason why you pulled us out of there.” I tried not to sound irritated, but the need to finish the hunt was tinting my voice with frustration. It was part of our hunter genetics; when we were around demons, we had a nearly uncontrollable urge to gut them. Suppressing that need, in any way, put us on edge. I knew Daniel understood this by the look on his face and the tension in his stance.




    “I know her,” he hissed.




    “What do you mean, you know her?” Tony asked. “Didn’t Gabriel recruit you and Chris out of somewhere in the Midwest or some shit? Why the hell do they call it ‘Midwest’ anyway? I mean, I get the ‘mid’ part, but it’s not exactly west, maybe mid-north—”




    “Seriously?” I growled before turning back to Daniel. “How do you know her? Do you think she’d recognize you?”




    “I don’t know if she’s vacationing or moved here, but my family lived across the street from hers. I’ve known her my whole life.”




    “Shit.” I pushed a hand through my hair as I formulated a new plan of action. “Okay, this is what needs to happen: Daniel, you sweep the rest of the warehouse. Chilgaz typically work alone, so I don’t think you’ll find anything, but that will get you away from the girl because—”




    “Meagan,” he said.




    “What?”




    “Her name is Meagan.”




    I stared at Daniel for a second, letting my mind wrap around the fact that he knew her. She was a real person that he’d had a relationship with. It didn’t matter what the basis of that relationship was; there was clearly something. I shook my head to clear it—now was not the time for a jealous-girlfriend moment.




    “Sorry,” I continued. “Meagan cannot see you. I’ll distract the demon, and, Tony, I want you to get her the hell out of here. Clear?”




    “Clear,” they said in unison.




    Daniel broke off to check the remainder of the warehouse while Tony and I moved back down the hall and entered the room. The Chilgaz loomed over Meagan. One arm twined around her body, poised to take hold of her and steady her in place. The other hand crept around her head, fingers sliding through her hair to take a firm grip as he tilted her face up to his. A thin shaft with rows of teeth protruded from his mouth, ready to enter hers and begin its descent into her gullet.




    Why wasn’t she screaming or trying to pull away?




    He moved their bodies to the music, turning her just enough for me to see that she had her eyes shut and lips pursed, ready to receive the demon’s deadly kiss.




    Chicken-shit asshole wouldn’t even give her the opportunity to fight back. I wasn’t going to let that happen.




    I cleared my throat loudly, and the demon froze. When his eyes flicked up to mine, our gazes locked. He twirled Meagan out of his arms and sat her on a nearby crate. His moves were so fluid and graceful that I barely noticed he’d slurped his tongue back into his mouth and was headed in my direction with his damn hypnotic blue eyes putting me in a near trance. Hell, I’d bet this dude had even taken down his fair share of hunters in his time because he was just that good.




    But I was better.




    “Welcome,” he crooned as he slid closer. His focus was so fixed on me that he didn’t notice Tony slip around behind him to scoop the girl off the crate and carry her out to safety. “I am Isiel, and how may I address this beautiful creature before me?”




    That was a new one. In all the years I’d been doing this, not one single demon asked what my name was. I honestly didn’t know if I should lie or be straight with him.




    “Um, Evelyn…I guess.”




    “Evelyn,” he repeated, drawing out every syllable as if he could taste the sound. His eyes bore into mine, the ice-blue irises twisting, turning lazily, trying to worm their way into my head. “Darling Evelyn, we are civilized people, aren’t we? Why don’t you put that nasty sword away so we can have a proper chat?”




    I could feel the vibration of his voice slithering over my skin. That’s how these guys worked, using their voices, spinning eyes, and human good looks to lull their victims into relaxing.




    Good thing Tony was aces when it came to technology. He’d custom fit us all with noise-canceling ear protection tuned to the frequency of the Chilgaz’s sound waves and contact lenses that filtered out the twirling eyes’ effects. Better yet, the demon didn’t know any of that, and I kinda liked to keep it that way.




    I wanted him to get in a little bit closer so I could get a clean shot. So, playing the stupefied prey, I nodded and slid my sword back into the scabbard on my back. I really didn’t want to use it on him anyway; a .45 to the head would be much cleaner.




    “Very good,” he purred, moving in right next to me, his finger brushing against my cheek, over my shoulder, and down to my hand. With a quick flick of his wrist, he twirled me around and lowered me into one of those fancy dips they do on that dance show. “You know, Evelyn, I did see you in the club. Do you know that? I saw you trying to be demure, quiet, like a little mouse sneaking around the cat’s domain. But what you did not know is that I am not your ordinary cat.”




    Another jerk of movement had me back on my feet and wrapped in his arms, the hot humidity of his breath slithering over the shell of my ear as he continued his attempt to lull me into submission.




    “I can smell a hunter, even through all those silly charms and potions you try to cover yourself with. You all have a distinct stench about you that normally isn’t very pleasant, but you, Evelyn, do you know what you smell like to me, right now, trembling in my arms?”




    “No,” I whispered.




    “Ambrosia,” he hummed as he took a deep breath. “Ahhh, I don’t know how you smell this way. Part of me wants to keep you with me just so I can breathe in your decadent aroma every day. But the other part of me cannot wait to sink into your mouth and lose myself in what is sure to be the most divine meal I will ever have.”




    He spun me to face him and looked me up and down. His tongue peeked from between his lips as he breathed heavily out of his open mouth. He looked like he was about to jizz right there, and I tried not to recoil at the thought—not to mention his rancid demon breath was seriously foul.




    “Ask me to kiss you,” he said, panting.




    Fighting the bile rising in my throat, I leaned in toward his ear and whispered, “Isiel, kiss…mmmy ass.”




    “What?” His voice cracked and his head jerked back, complete and utter shock written all over his face. “I-I don’t understand.”




    “Aw c’mon, dude, seriously? You just told me that you knew I was a hunter. What else did you expect? I’ve been watching you for the better part of a week. You’re not that dumb.”




    His nostrils flared and his head tilted unnaturally as he took a few steps back, I assumed, to make a run for it.




    But everyone knows what happens when you assume things.




    “Are you mocking me?” His lip twitched. “That’s not very ladylike.”




    “Yeah, that whole ‘lady’ thing was never my strong suit. I’ve always been more of a fuck-it-and-see-what-happens kind of gal.”




    “You are absolutely vulgar,” he spat, his chest rising and falling rapidly with each word. “I shall enjoy shredding your larynx even more on my way to your filthy hunter gullet!” With lightning speed he launched himself, barbed tongue whipping in the air like some slimy weapon.




    I dropped to the floor, but his serpentine tongue caught on my cheek and sliced it to the bone as he sailed over my head and crashed into a stack of candles. Chilgaz saliva was extremely acidic and liquefied all the organs and soft tissue inside the body. That was how they could slurp out so much of their victims. Luckily for me, it took a while for their acid to work its way through bone, but it stung like a son of a bitch; there was no way around that. I knew I had to get treated soon if I wanted to keep my face.




    Isiel picked himself up off the floor and hissed at me.




    “I seriously hope that is candle wax on your pants and not some ‘premature’ accident, ’cause I know you were getting a little too excited back there, and yeah, that’s pretty gross. Have some self-control.”




    The demon roared and flew at me again, slashing with claws that now protruded out of his fingertips, ones that he used to hold his prey as he devoured them alive. I ducked the attack and reached for my gun. My face was really starting to hurt, and I just wanted to end this guy. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Daniel enter the room.




    His eyes locked on the bubbling wound on my cheek, and I watched as his focus shifted, fixating on the demon across from me. I could practically see the wheels turning in his head and knew what was about to happen. Daniel was already amped up because he knew the girl this guy had been ready to have for dinner, and now I had a nice gash on my face thanks to our little friend over there. I knew what I would do if the roles were reversed.




    This demon dude was toast.




    Daniel’s Divinity blade was off of his back, slicing his palm, and singing though the air before you could blink. The room was alight with his glow as his blood made contact with the sword, springing the weapon to life.




    I had to admit, the beauty of it took me aback. No doubt the image of a hot guy with an average, everyday sword was tasty as all get-out, but the sight of Daniel with an ancient mystical weapon like the Divinity blade, fully activated, locked and loaded and ready for battle? Yeah, there was no possible way anything in this world or the next was as magical and magnificent as that.




    I caught my breath when I heard the blade tear through the demon’s flesh. Daniel attacked with such force that he drove Isiel back five feet to the wall, pinning him between the sword and brick. Blood and hormones raced through my veins when Daniel whispered, “With my sword I damn you and send you back to Hell…” The distinct scrape of metal being pulled from stone and the sucking sound of Daniel’s blade leaving Isiel’s stomach made my entire body quiver.




    Shit if that wasn’t as sexy as hell.




    “Meagan’s safe with the cleanup crew. They’re taking extra care of her as Daniel’s friend. She won’t remember a thing about tonight,” Tony said as he strolled back into the room. “Damn, did I miss it? Who stuck the big bad guy in the gut with a big bad sword? Was it you or Danny Boy?”




    “He did.” I nodded to Daniel, feeling an overwhelming sense of pride in that moment. Not only for being the one who had trained Daniel to his current level of excellence, but because he was mine.




    All mine.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    Daniel




    HOLY HELL.




    Evie and I had barely made it back to the house after making short work of that Chilgaz asswipe when she yanked me upstairs, shoved me into our room, and leapt on me like a cheetah.




    Not that I was complaining. Right now we were half hanging off the bed, panting like we’d just sprinted our way through a 26K marathon. She was sprawled on top of me, spent as all hell. God I loved after-assignment sex.




    I navigated my way through the mass of her hair that was flopped over my face and found the mark on her cheek. It was healing already, thanks to the magic goop our healer Isolde had cooked up and slathered on her. The bone wasn’t exposed anymore, but there was a significant pink divot where it had been.




    The fight suddenly came back to me. When I had walked back into the room at the warehouse and seen that wound on Evie’s face, the shocking white of her cheekbone peeking through the blood, my vision shrank to the creature that had dared lay a finger—or a tongue, as it were—on her. The filth that had tried to do the same to Meagan. All I could think about was ending him, right then and there. Sure, I knew Evie wasn’t some shrinking violet who needed a man to come in and vanquish the bad guys for her. Far from it. Shoot, she could wipe the floor with my ass on an off day, and I was man enough to admit that. But that didn’t stop the primitive urge in me to protect her.




    I clenched my teeth against the rage as I raised a hand to her face and ran a thumb under the mark on her cheek. She turned her face away from my touch.




    “Shit, babe, I’m sorry. Does it hurt? If it still does, you should go back to see Isolde.”




    “No,” she answered immediately—too immediately, if you asked me, which probably meant it was still sore but she was too freaking stubborn to admit it. “I mean, it did, when it happened, but it’s fine now.”




    I knew damned well she wasn’t being completely honest with me, but I also knew if I pushed the issue she’d fight me on it. And I didn’t want to fight. Not right now, not with her, anyway. Taking her face in my hands, I gently pulled her down to lay soft kisses across the scar. A sigh poured out of her, and I smiled as I continued across her face. I knew her; I knew exactly what little moves made her bones turn to jelly, and I loved the feeling of her body melting against mine.




    “I’ve been doing this for over a hundred years,” she said, “and I’m not gonna lie, I’ve had to have my ass saved on more than one occasion. But when you do it, I don’t know. It opens up something primal in me and makes me completely insane. I want to claw all your clothes off and get as close to you as I possibly can right in the middle of God and everybody, and it takes everything in me to wait until we’re alone.”




    I felt her hand slide down my body and over my hip and caught my breath when she found what she was looking for. Damn, she sure knew how to stroke more than my ego.




    “Baby, I’ll save your ass any day of the week and twice on Sunday if this is how you say thank you.” I rolled her underneath me.




    [image: ]




    The next few weeks, things plugged along. Catch a demon, kill a demon. Everything was pretty normal on the surface—normal for us, anyway. Only, something seemed…off.




    At first I thought it was just me being thrown off from my near encounter with Meagan. It had been such a shock to see her. To my family and the rest of the outside world, Daniel Summers had died, and over the last couple years that I’d been a hunter, I’d had to forget most of my old life. It was a survival mechanism, if you wanted to put a label on it. We all did it. You had to in this line of work because you were going to outlive anyone you’d ever known. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t think about my mom and dad from time to time and what this must have done to them. But I had to look at the bigger picture, the work that I was doing now.
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