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        “The face is the soul of the body. “

        Ludwig Wittgenstein
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        KHALID

      

      

      “Tell me,” I snarl, leaning into his face, his shirt bunched in my fist.

      “I don’t know!” he cries, his squat red face panicked. His bloodshot eyes, red from the alcohol, dart around the empty alley, searching for help. I can still hear the music of the club behind us where I dragged him from.

      “You do, you know where he is, so tell me,” I demand.

      “Why? Why do you want to know?” he cries like a pussy.

      “Don’t you know yet? I’m the Face Changer, the Hunter…and Sinclair killed four innocent humans,” I whisper, and his eyes widen at my monikers as he stops struggling, knowing he will die here. “It’s bad for our races, for our people. I should know, I’ve been hunting monsters like him for years.”

      Ever since…well, ever since. The council is growing weaker and losing respect as they sit in their mansions, hoarding power and money. I was tired of watching the havoc wreaked on this world by our people, so I started doing the one thing I promised I wouldn’t do ever again—killing. My soul is already black, there is no saving me, so what’s a few more deaths on my conscience?

      They die and innocents survive, and no one is any wiser that a god walks amongst them, changing his face to fit in, to blend on his hunts, to rid this world of evil. Evil like me.

      “I heard you were looking for me,” comes a distinct Scottish accent from the alley. Turning my head, I see the man from the video, the one who drained four humans dry after torturing and raping them. Then he left their bodies to rot.

      “Sinclair. How nice of you to join us,” I mutter, and without a pause, I snap the neck of his lackey and drop him to the cement like the rat food he is. “Shall we?”

      “I have to ask, are you from the council? The person they sent to kill me?” He cocks his head to the side, his dark hair falling over one of his red eyes. Behind him are two other men, both vamps. I can smell them from here and almost see the stolen blood racing through their veins. I don’t have anything against vamps, fuck, my brother is one, but his children…shit, they have grown weak.

      Without morals.

      Bottom feeders.

      But so have a lot of monsters. They have spent too long hiding in the dark, and no one implements rules anymore. It leaves a power vacuum among the lower classes, and killers and users like Sinclair are all too happy to pick up the slack and name themselves king.

      Well, tonight, this king will fall.

      “No,” I reply, stepping closer.

      “Shame, I heard their hunter was something to look at.” He grins. “Fine, so you’re some vigilante wanting to save the world.” He rolls his eyes. “It doesn’t matter, you will still die here. This is my city, after all.”

      “You’re wrong.” I grin, the stolen face I’m currently wearing bunching with it. “This is my city, it’s my fucking world, and you parasites are feeding on that. No longer. You die tonight, and your blood will run across the streets you ruined.”

      Done talking, I move. They expected me to be slower, weaker, because they don’t know what I really am. Nobody does. They simply refer to me as the Hunter, the one who moves in the dark, never to be seen again. His face is always different, masks, they think—if only they knew the truth.

      I will do this until the day someone finally kills me. I will make this world a better place than the one I was born into. Not for me or even my long-lost family. But for her. My mate. The one I saw all those years ago…the one I walked away from.

      To save her from me.

      Now, I spill blood in her name. Every one of the monsters I kill is one less for her to have to deal with. One less that could hurt her. One day, I will earn my penance for my past, but I will never earn her.

      I’m behind them before they even see me coming. I rip out the hearts of the two men with him at the same time and toss them to the ground, ready to be burnt. Then I turn to Sinclair as he snarls, his fangs flashing as he tries to charge me. He rushed right onto my blade, which pierces his heart. Dragging him closer, I grind it in as he gasps and cries out.

      My mouth near his ear.

      “I’ll see you in hell,” I mutter as I yank my blade out and watch him fall. With a disgusted sneer on my lips, I grab my bag of goodies, dousing them in petrol before setting them alight, the only way to be sure they’re truly dead.

      A groan escapes my lips as I feel my face slipping. I’ve been in this one for too long. I need another, any will do. I don’t care what I look like, no one will ever see my true one, and I have no need to be attractive to anyone—those needs fled the first time I locked eyes with the one bright blue and one black eyes of my mate all those years ago.

      As the fire burns, I hoist up my bag and whistle as I wander from the alley. I grab the closest man who passes by and drag him inside. I just need to have my hand on his bare skin. I drain him just enough, never killing, and then put him to sleep and leave him on the ground. He will wake up with a headache but no memory. Me? I fall back with a grunt. Each time is the same, though it’s gotten easier over the years.

      In a blink, I am someone else, his skin crawling across mine. My hair is changing, growing, and shifting to his. My face is widening, paling, and becoming an exact replica.

      Just another pretty face in a long line of them.
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        REMI

      

      

      Tugging down the suit jacket, I roll my eyes at the bouncer of the high-end club where I’m waiting to be let in. Fuck wearing a dress, you can’t fight in them, but you have to be chic enough to be let in here, so a suit it is. I have no shirt on underneath the tailored jacket, which cinches in my tiny waist, accentuating my curves. My long legs look even longer in the matching pinstripe trousers, and the heeled boots I’m wearing finish the outfit—not to mention, the points of the heels can be used as blades.

      Everything I wear is functional, like the weapons sewn into the pockets or hidden in the spikes in my ears. My long, wavy, dark brown hair is held back with black and red chopsticks—making my blonde highlights stand out—which can be used as daggers. Overall, I’m covered in weapons…and no one is the wiser. Idiots.

      My tits look amazing, and I use them now when it’s my turn to step up to be checked. The bouncer’s eyes lock on my cleavage. My breasts are nearly completely out, except my nipples, and he’s entranced. Flicking my light brown and orange flecked eye and my black eye behind him, I search for my mark.

      “You’re not on the list,” he murmurs, his voice gruff.

      I lean farther in, dragging my pointed nail down his chest and cupping his cock through his slacks. “Aren’t I?” I inquire sweetly.

      He groans, his cock hardening in my hand. “Shit, I mean go in,” he rasps, and I squeeze before releasing. On my way past, I stroke my hand across his arm and shoulder. I feel his eyes locked on me as I move into the lavish, upscale bar.

      It’s hidden in an old museum, only the super rich know of it…and there’s a supernatural here, a supe the council wants killed for his crimes. I didn’t even ask what he did, I don’t even care anymore. It’s just another death, another tally to add to my black soul. The money is good though, and no one fucks with a council hunter.

      No one.

      I walk under a gold arch that surrounds a pair of glass and gold double doors, which open into a luxurious space. There is a band playing up on stage, the song slow and sensual. Waitresses, women in tiny bras and thongs with bunny, cat, and other animal face masks on, work the room. Men sit around in business suits, while women pose in their finest clothes—some of the patrons are even fucking the waitresses on the gaudy tables.

      The stage is on the right, and tables surround it, while booths run along the back black wall next to it. To the left is the circular bar with two men in three-piece suits and slicked back hair manning it, and all of the stools are occupied before it. At the back is the VIP area, cordoned off with a rope and two bouncers.

      The carpet crunches under my boots, the giant chandeliers almost scraping along my head as I walk through the bar. Everything here screams money—more money than sense. They blow through it as easily as they blow their loads here. Just another fucking human bar, another fucking night.

      Another fucking hunt.

      Boredom sets in as I wind my way through the patrons. Eyes automatically go to me, women and men alike. Some call out, trying to get my attention, but I ignore them. I’m used to it. I know what I look like. To humans, I’m utter perfection, beautiful. Hell, even among supes I am, but all that beauty hides a deadly, black soul searching for its next kill. The next blood, the next rush.

      It hides the rejected creature I am. Not even my beauty could outweigh my heritage.

      Even fucking doesn’t bring me as much joy as killing does any longer. It’s the only time I feel that sweet release of adrenaline, when I feel challenged, tested, providing a minor interruption in this monotone life, but I want fucking technicolour.

      I approach the bouncers and lean around them, smirking when I see my mark—a wolf, if my nose is correct. They smell like wet dogs no matter what. His bushy beard is unkempt, and his chest hair is on display in his open shirt. His pants are unbuckled as the waitress pushes her hand inside them, clearly jerking him off, even though she has a bored expression on her face. The one to his left is stroking his chest, exchanging looks with the other girl. Neither want him, but they are paid to pretend like they do.

      I don’t blame them, since the wolf is an ugly fucker. He has dark, small squinty eyes, which he shuts before leaning his head back. Wolves should be slim, athletic, it’s just how their bodies are built, yet this one is fat. He has a beer belly, a double chin, and a pimpled face, even at his age. His long hair is matted slovenly, his fingernails long and yellow. I can almost taste the disgust of the girls touching him.

      Works for me.

      “I’m the new girl, the boss wants me to pay special attention to our best customer.” I grin, glancing back at the bouncers. They exchange a look. They are both big bastards, huge compared to me, but I could easily take them. They are only human. Most bouncers tend to be supes of some kind, though humans don’t know that. They aren’t too bright, but they provide good muscle, however these ones are just plain old humans.

      “Come on, boys, it’s my first night, don’t get me in trouble,” I beg, pouting my bottom lip.

      The one on the left swallows and runs his eyes down my body before he steps to the side and unclips the rope. “Sure thing,” he rumbles, his voice thick with a Russian accent. Hired thug no doubt.

      “Appreciate it,” I purr as I stroll past him.

      Rolling my eyes at the wolf who’s now grunting, I jerk my head at the girls. “He’s mine,” I tell them.

      They share a look but jump to their feet as fast as they can, happy to let me deal with him as they rush past. He opens his eyes in anger, his arms spread on the back of the booth behind him.

      “What the fuck? Did I—” He stops, his eyes locking on me.

      I grin teasingly as I run my finger down my cleavage, and he tracks the movement. “Boss thought you might want something…special,” I coo as I flick open my button. The jacket gapes, exposing my breasts, and he gulps.

      “Fuck yes, this is VIP service,” he growls. “Get your sexy ass over here.”

      I sway my hips as I saunter forward. Stopping before him, I climb onto his lap, bracing a knee on each side of his meaty thighs, and avoid his hard cock, which is half hanging out of his pants. His big, brawny hands automatically grasp my breasts, squeezing hard and playing. His gaze remains focused on them, his tongue caught between his teeth. Rolling my eyes at how easy this is, I lean into his touch with a fake moan. Didn’t his momma ever teach him not to touch what isn’t his? Not to worry, I will.

      “Yes, like that,” I purr, hiding my disgust at having his slimy hands all over me. I’ll have to replace the feeling later with something better. I slide my hand up to my hair and yank out the chopsticks, letting my silky locks tumble around my face as I grin at him.

      He groans, thrusting up as his hands stroke down and struggle with the fastening of my pants with a curse. I watch him for a minute, genuinely wondering if he will manage to open them before I get bored, and press the sharp edge of the chopstick to his fat neck. “Hey, big boy,” I coo, and his eyes flicker up and lock on mine. “The council says hi,” I whisper, leaning in.

      His eyes widen for a split second before I stab the chopstick into his neck. His lips open on a silent scream, and his body jerks with the shock and force. With a grin, I pull the chopstick out, moaning when his blood spurts all over my chest, the ruby red river flowing across my tits and down my stomach. Each hot drop has my pussy becoming increasingly more wet, clamping around nothing.

      Fuck, that’s beautiful.

      I watch his hands come up and try to stop the flow as he groans. Grabbing his wrists, I overpower him easily and lean into his chest as I press his hands to the seat, letting him feel my strength—another one of the abnormalities that got me expelled from my life in the pack and tossed into the council’s path. Blood pumps steadily from the wound, making me lick my lips. It smells like fear and submission, and has my animals roaring in hunger.

      His eyes roll around desperately, but the bouncers won’t interrupt. From their angle, it looks like I’m fucking him as I wiggle a little, turned on by all that blood and the light slowly leaving his eyes.

      Some girls fear death… Me? I crave it. The blood, the power…fuck, it makes me wet as hell.

      His body shudders, fighting even now, and then it’s over. He’s dead. The blood still pumps from his neck, but I know he’s gone. I feel it. His cock is still hard, will be for a while at least. Pulling the chopstick close, I lick the silver edge, groaning as the taste of his blood explodes there—tangy, coppery, and sweet, and it tastes like terror.

      I push back my animals’ demands and pull away slightly, ignoring the scent of fresh meat. Twisting my hair, I stick the chopsticks through as I pull my phone and send a snap to my contact. I wait, watching for it to be received, still perched on the dead man’s lap with blood covering me. Someone passes by to go to the toilet, and their scream cuts through the air.

      Fucking humans and their delicate sensibilities.

      I turn my head just in time to see the woman faint, pussy. Pocketing my phone, I stand and blow a kiss at the dead man. The bouncers are gaping, their gazes darting from me to him, their meaty mouths flapping open and closed. I crook my finger at them, and the one on the left charges. I duck his punch, and with my shifter speed, I slam my fist into his chest, stopping his heart in one strike. He drops to the ground, dead before he hits the floor.

      The one on the right hesitates. Maybe he’s smarter than the other… Oh wait, nope. He comes at me too, trying to pull his gun. I slap it from his hand, turn it, and press it to his head. “Say goodbye,” I taunt.

      “Goodbye,” he repeats automatically, freezing as I pull the trigger. The shot is overly loud to my sensitive ears, so I shake my head to get rid of the ringing. I fucking hate guns. Dropping the weapon, I step over his body and button my jacket. The humans are clambering to escape, screaming and running as they tumble over tables. They push and scramble over each other as I stroll through their panicked masses, cross through the double doors, and then step outside.

      When I’m on the pavement, the moon shining down, I pull out my phone and see the text—contract complete. I look back at the club with a grin. Thank fuck, it was worth it though, and no human authorities will ever know I was here. The cameras will be wiped, fingerprints taken, and the whole scene will be cleaned before they ever get here. Another perk of working for the council.

      The moon calls to me, my skin shivering with the need to change, to run, to become an animal, but I resist it as I always do. It’s too risky to run alone, and it’s not like I have a pack…not anymore.

      I hear approaching sirens and saunter to my bike, flinging my leg over and revving the engine as I stare at my phone, waiting.

      Well done. Next contract in twelve hours.

      Another hunt done, another scumbag dead. I watch the money flow into my account and laugh.

      It’s time to celebrate.
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        * * *

      

      The music pounds through me. Luckily, it’s at a decibel that doesn’t hurt my ears. The pluses of being at a supe club. Some know who I am as soon as I walk in and flee, some avoid me, and others don’t know who I am. I lose myself in their masses. I don’t drink, not ever—it makes you weak, vulnerable, slows down your reflexes—but for a minute, I let my eyes close and I tip my head back, listening to the notes that carry me away.

      For a moment, in the writhing bodies of the supes around me, I’m not alone. I’m not a freak, a hunter, a council lackey…I’m Remi.

      I feel it then, eyes on me. People avoid my gaze, avoid looking at me, even when they don’t know who I am. It’s a natural response to a predator, but not these eyes. I can feel their hunger, their lust as they lock on my moving body. I tilt my head and use my senses to locate the person—a man, I feel the masculine energy. Opening my eyes, I lock on him instantly. The crowd fades away, all the people around him too, as he stands on the balcony surrounding the dance floor. His hands grip the silver barrier in front of him, and his eyes are only for me, those dark orbs filled with something I can’t understand before it fades to pure fucking desire.

      Grinning, I keep my eyes locked on him as I dance. He’s my prey for the night. The one who will replace the meaty dead wolf’s touch. I washed before I came, just because the smell of blood would get everyone riled up, and I slipped into a short, tight black dress. It’s backless, but it has plenty of room to hide weapons, even though they tried to take them from me at the door.

      Like that would happen.

      Eyes on the man, I move, dancing just for him. He’s good-looking. Not enough scars to get me dripping, but I would definitely sit on his face. He has long blond hair, hanging in waves to his shoulders. He has high cheekbones and a square jaw in an almost boyish face, but those black eyes, completely black, stand out. They’re almost out of place on his face. Inky, dark, hungry, and dangerous. He’s tall, and I can tell he’s got muscle under his shirt and jeans. But it’s those eyes I keep going back to, drawing me in like looking into death itself.

      I don’t even know what he is. I try to sort through the scents, but there are too many here. Maybe a shifter? Vamp? No…no fangs. Demon? Maybe. Not that it matters. Tonight, he will be whatever I want him to be, with his cock in my pussy and his blood spilling under my nails.

      I wind my hips, dragging my hands up my stomach to cup my breasts and squeeze before I slide them down to my thighs and start to pull up my dress. Those black eyes narrow, and he grips the railing and leaps over it. He lands on the edge of the dance floor without looking away or blinking. I smirk. Oh, this one will be fun.

      The people around him back away, some even lowering their heads from the dominance flowing off him in waves. They bump into me, almost pushing me backwards. If I was a weaker shifter, I would be belly down right now, bowing to his power, but instead, I raise my head and keep dancing, teasing him, showing him he has no effect on me.

      He might be used to others cowering, but me? Baby, please, I fuck death on the daily.

      His lips tip up like he liked that, and he starts to walk towards me, cornering me and barring me in place even as I keep dancing. Everyone moves away, knowing two predators are here and focused on each other. They probably think we’ll fight, but that’s the best bit, fighting or fucking…or both. His dominance surges through me in waves with each step he takes, the swells growing stronger and stronger, pulling a gasp from my lips and a pulse from my pussy.

      I’ve never felt power like this before, sheer fucking dominance that almost sends me to my knees, even as I want to kill him for that second of fleeting weakness. Every woman likes to be dominated now and again, but that’s always play for me. No one could ever actually dominate me, I’m too strong. It sounds cocky, but it’s true. However, this one? This one might be able to, and that danger already has me wet.

      But who’s the prey here and who’s the predator?

      He prowls towards me, hunting me through the crowd that parts for him. When he’s almost here, I turn and start to stroll through the crowd. They separate around me as I move slowly across the dance floor and up the three steps. I know he’s following when I reach the door to the back hallway. It’s restricted, but I rip it open and slip inside, hearing it slam shut behind me. The sound is loud, cutting off the music apart from the low bass as I turn and stand in the middle of the deserted corridor.

      He’s coming for me.

      The thought sends a shiver of excitement and desire through my body. The door opens a minute later, the strobe lights framing him, flashing across those black eyes. He purposely steps into the corridor and lets the door crash closed behind him. He doesn’t speak, but neither do I. I don’t want words. I want action. I want dirty sex. I want pussy destroying orgasms without niceties or small talk.

      We are just two strangers, but tonight, I’m going to be his everything, and by morning, I’ll be gone again.

      One moment, we are motionless, and the next, we explode into action, meeting in the middle. Our lips crash together, our teeth clicking. Our hands roam, exploring each other quickly. He squeezes my ass and slides his hands down my sides as he kisses me hard, backing me down the corridor. I drag my hand down his chest and cup his hard cock through his jeans, feeling the hitch in his breath. I hear the slamming of his heart and almost taste the rush of his blood through his body, heading straight to his huge cock.

      Hunger consumes us.

      Need.

      Desire.

      It’s a battle of give and take. We’re both fighting for dominance. He throws me into the wall, yanking my dress up before I kick him back to the other wall and leap. He catches me, turns, and slams me against it as I wrap my legs around his waist and my arms around his neck.

      He growls into my mouth, biting my lower lip until I taste my blood mingling with our tangling tongues. It has me moaning and grinding against his cock as I tear at his shirt, pulling it off his built chest and scraping my nails down his back, cutting his skin. He groans and presses his cock harder against my pussy to the point of pain as the scent of his blood fills the air. It makes me freeze for a moment because it smells wrong. He tastes different…I expected something else. The blood is stronger, dissimilar, than the body.

      But he distracts me, stopping my turbulent thoughts. He cups my wet pussy through my panties, rubbing me as he swallows my groans. Quickly, he replaces his hand with his cock, grinding against me as his hands grip the top of my dress and rip, spilling my breasts into the air. My nipples harden, and his mouth breaks from mine before sucking one tight bud between his lips as my breath catches. My head drops back as I dry hump him.

      Fuck, he’s going to be so good, I can tell. He nips my nipple, and I shove it deeper into his mouth. “More,” I demand, and he snarls and bites down, jerking a cry from my lips as the smell of my blood fills the air and mixes with his.

      Pushing him back, I drop to my feet as he stumbles into the other wall, his lips open in a pant, his chest heaving, his blood covering his lips and dripping down his side, his dark eyes wide with lust. I press myself to his front, tearing off the buttons of his jeans as I stick my hand inside and grip his huge, hard cock. His eyes shut as he shivers, pressing into the wall as he struggles to stand while I stroke and squeeze.

      “Fuccck,” he hisses.

      Dropping to my knees, I press kisses to his abs before nipping at the skin, feeling his cock twitch in my hand. Oh yeah. This one likes pain. This is going to be incredible. I pull down his jeans just enough to lick along the tip of his leaking cock, and his flavour explodes in my mouth.

      He tastes like death.

      Pain.

      Darkness.

      I still as I roll my eyes up to his. Usually I don’t care, I wouldn’t ask, wanting this cock inside me, but something deep within me roars to the surface. My animals break free for a moment as those black eyes open and meet my gaze.

      “What are you?” I purr.

      He freezes, and one second, I’m about to suck his dick, then the next, I’m thrown to my ass with my dress bunched around my waist and my tits in the air and he’s gone, the fire exit at the bottom of the corridor slamming open from the force.

      Wide-eyed, I stare at the empty space where the man once stood.

      What the fuck just happened?

      Worse yet, I didn’t even get a goddamn orgasm, and it would have been a good one. Groaning, I pull down my dress as I get to my feet. My phone buzzes, so I pull it free of the clip on my leg, and my heart stops.

      My blood turns cold.

      New contract.

      I open the picture and there, staring back at me, is the man I almost just fucked, but in the picture, he has bright blue eyes.

      Wanted dead or alive. 12 mil. Do you accept?

      My eyes dart to the door and back to my phone before I hit the green accept button.

      It’s time to hunt.
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        KHALID

      

      

      I only stop sprinting when I’m over two miles away. Panting hard, I press my face against the cool wall of the alley I find myself in. I shout out my frustration, smashing my fist into the brick over and over until it explodes, and then I stumble back. My hand is broken, blood pouring from it, but my cock is still hard.

      The taste of her is on my tongue, the feel of her curves, her pussy, and her breasts branded into me in a way no other woman ever could be.

      My mate.

      She was my mate, the one I left all those years ago. I knew when she walked into that club. I was supposed to be hunting, but my full attention went to her and nothing else mattered. Everything became still as I watched her dance and move like fucking water, so goddamn beautiful it hurt.

      She’s grown, she’s an adult now…and irresistible.

      When I first saw her, she was a child, and I knew she would ruin my life the way I would ruin hers…but tonight, I realised the truth—she wouldn’t just ruin me, she would kill me. One look into those captivating mismatched eyes, one taste of those plump, rosy lips, and I was hers forever.

      I would die for her.

      Kill for her.

      Burn the world for her.

      Anything she asked.

      I was helpless. I had to move closer. All those years of resisting, of telling myself it couldn’t possibly be, every excuse and lie, it all faded when she locked eyes with me. I couldn’t stop myself, so I followed her. I kissed her, touched her…and I would have fucked her had she not spoken, breaking the spell of lies I wove around myself.

      Pulling me from my own selfish desires.

      Why was she there? I slam my hand into the opposite wall, and with a crumble of rock, it explodes. My head drops back, and I scream, the face I wore melting from my own as my black eyes home in on the moon, and for a second, I let the true me come out.

      For one moment, and then I yank the other face back on like a security blanket. She didn’t even know it was me, her mate. Wouldn’t even know what I looked like. No, she wanted this form, nothing more. She didn’t know the monster she tempted, the one she tasted, cut, and almost took into her body.

      She didn’t know what she would have unleashed on this world.

      Or on herself.

      Once I have her, she would never be able to escape. I have to leave now and get as far away from her as I can before I give in to all those years of regret and longing and beg my mate to have me.

      No.

      She doesn’t deserve that, doesn’t deserve the crazy I carry around. She deserves someone who can control the urge to kill, to feed, and not hurt.

      She deserves someone sane…not this fallen god.

      Yet…I can’t leave.

      I can’t. One touch, and I’m unable to walk away. One taste, and my resistance is melting, my body trying to pull me towards her.

      Unable to help myself, since I have to know she’s okay, I head back to the club and wait for her to leave. Luckily, when she departs, she goes home alone, otherwise I would have to kill him. She takes a taxi back to a house on a busy city street. It looks the same as the others—three stories, red brick, flowers on the front stoop. She gets out and pays and glances back, almost meeting my eyes in the dark space between the two buildings across the street where I stand.

      She smirks and heads inside, the door shutting behind her, and still I stay. Did she know I was here? That’s not possible, right? I grab my phone and dial the number I know by heart, hoping he can shed some light on what the fuck she’s doing here away from the pack. It’s a number I haven’t dialled in over ten years. I haven’t called it since it became too much to hear about my mate, knowing I would never be in her life.

      “Khalid,” he answers, his voice tired and cold.

      “Why is she here?” I snap.

      “Here where?” he asks with a yawn.

      “Cut the shit, Thomas. Why the fuck isn’t she with the pack? You gave me your promise you would watch over her,” I snarl, my eyes fastened on the building as lights flicker on inside.

      “Khalid…I couldn’t reach you, your number changes so much. Fuck, I don’t know how to say this,” he mutters, and I hear rustling, no doubt him sitting up in bed. “She left.”

      “Left?” I repeat slowly, dangerously. “No shit. Why?”

      “Well, erm, the pack kicked her out.”

      I snarl, and before I can leave to kill them, he carries on.

      “It’s fine, I got her a job, but you’re not going to like it. Khalid, it’s with the council. They wanted her, they noticed her…skills and power.”

      “What skills?” I demand, my blood turning cold.

      The council?

      “It’s hard to explain, but she didn’t fit here anymore. If she stayed, they would have killed her. It was getting bad. I lost my seat as alpha. I couldn’t keep her alive anymore. It was the only way. You know they always get what they want. I tried to stop her, to convince her not to, but she did it anyways. She’s a hunter for them. She hunts supes for the council.”

      I stumble back slightly, staring at the now dark house in shock. When I left, she was a kid with a future ahead of her. She was to marry a wolf and settle down, make pups and live her life never knowing about me. Yet here my mate is, beautiful, deadly…

      And now my fucking enemy. What the fuck do I do?
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      Sitting up slightly, I cross my legs under me as I sip the warm tea. My laptops, both of them, are open and searching for my next target. Background checks, cameras, credit cards, houses…hell, even arrest warrants and credit scores. I like to know every single thing about them. What kind of porn they like, if they hit their spouses, everything, and then I use it against them and kill them.

      And yeah, it feels a little personal. I almost fucked this man, and now he turns up on my hit list? I need this to be over swiftly before the council finds out. Pissing them off will only lead to a headache.

      Just because I work for them doesn’t mean I like them. In the beginning, I had no choice. Work for them and be protected, or be a cast out, a stray. Strays don’t last long, especially women. They taught me to fight, to hunt, and to track. They paid me and gave me a home. I know they aren’t good people, but they aren’t all bad either, and at least with me hunting for them, stopping supes who are killing others and humans, I might just be making a difference. Plus, I get to curb my bloodlust without turning into a serial killer, which is always good.

      My systems are running, so I lean back and sip my tea, looking out of the front bay window—bulletproof, of course, and filled with silver. It will stop shifters, but not me. For some reason, it never bothered me, just another abnormality to add to my lovely, odd qualities. Underneath the window is a deep green ottoman, which is filled with bombs, grenades, and extra weapons.

      Weapons are hidden in every place I could find, just in case I’m attacked. There are alarms, cameras, and even a fucking safe room. I spent all my money on this house—it’s a fucking fortress. From the outside, it’s like any other, but inside…it’s my safe place. I can’t run wild with the packs, I can’t let my animal…animals be free, but I can give them this—a safe place to shift, a place where they can rest and relax, knowing they won’t be attacked, hurt, or betrayed.

      The fluffy carpet under my left foot grounds me as I dig my bare toes into it near the roaring fire. I run hot anyway and never really get cold, but something about the smell of the logs, ash, and smoke makes me think of better times. Simpler times. The mantle around it is black and gold with two swords crossed above it. My two green sofas are comfy and wide, and a TV hides in the huge, old-style cupboard in the corner.

      The ceilings are high and filled with beautiful patterns and architecture, and also two golden chandeliers which, yes, house weapons. They also hide microphones and cameras.

      Furniture and function, baby.

      In the basement, I have my gym and training center with my knife throwing practice ring, my dummies, my shooting range, and so much more. On this floor are my kitchen and safe room, which is hidden behind a panel in the wall. Up the curving wooden stairs and on the second floor is my bedroom. The only bedroom. I knocked down the walls. Shifters love wide-open spaces, after all. The bed is close to the floor and covers nearly all the back wall, big enough to sleep on, even when I shift.

      There are rugs and another fireplace up there. At night, the ceiling lights up with stars, and there are trees painted on the walls. I created my very own forest, since I can never go back into one. There is an adjoined balcony with secured double doors, an en suite, and of course, a walk-in wardrobe which is filled with my hunting outfits, leather, braces, dresses, wigs, and everything else I need to fit in anywhere in this world.

      The stairs lead up from my bedroom to my armoury and command center, and above that is the roof—my favourite place. I can taste the air, the freedom while still being safe. There is a pool up there, too, which I designed to look like a river with rocks and outcroppings. There are plants and flowers to hide and roll in, grass also, and a small table with lights strung up around the pillars above it for when I feel like sitting up there and watching the world go by.

      Sighing, I stand and head to the kitchen, refilling my mug. I hear a ding and wander back. Grabbing my laptop, I sip the tea as I scroll through the results. The more I read, the deeper I frown. All that’s showing up is the information of a human. A boring ass human. He’s in university studying to be a lawyer. His parents live up north, he has two exes, a good credit score, and only one infraction from when he got too drunk and peed on a cop car. Nothing else. Not even a hint of a supernatural connection or a marker identifying he is one himself. Either he’s very good, and he would have to be to hide who and what he is…

      Or he’s a human.

      In which case, why is the council sending me after him? There has to be a reason. Did he witness something? Was he involved in some supe’s business? Maybe something to do with the law? Fuck if I know. I send my systems in deeper, trying to discern if he has changed his identity or was someone else. Sometimes vamps do that, it can take a lot of money, but it happens. He didn’t taste or smell like a vamp though, and those black eyes…

      Maybe it’s a demon possessing a human? Fuck, I hate when I have to banish demons. Unless you’re a witch, it’s quite hard, but luckily, I studied with a few priests and old hunters and have their secrets. What a shame though, it usually kills the human, especially if the demon is strongly connected, which I’m guessing it is to this human.

      His phone number pops up, and I check his location, it puts him at the library on the other side of town. I check his messages and calls, and it looks like he’s been there all night. What the fuck is happening?

      There is only one way to find out—find the man and ask him. Or just kill him and put this whole twisted mess behind me, even though it’s the most interesting hunt I’ve been on for a while.

      Leaving it to do a deeper search and keep tabs on his location, I down my tea and stand, stretching my muscles. My animals awaken and unfold inside me, I feel their fur rubbing along my insides like a hug. Cracking my neck, I close my eyes and look within. It’s dark apart from their glowing eyes, all of them finally getting along inside of me. It took a long time to get them to stop tearing each other apart, which actually hurt me. No one knows why I was born with more than one animal. They all assumed I was a wolf when I was given to the pack as a child.

      I asked the alpha once, who was always nice to me, and he said he didn’t know where I came from. Yet when I left, he took me aside and told me to believe that there was something waiting for me out there. That I was given to them for a reason, and one day, my purpose would become known. He was old and losing his memory at this point—at almost three hundred years old, he was one of the oldest wolves alive.

      Until he was almost killed in a challenge and the pack was taken over by the asshole who voted me out.

      My wolf whines inside me, begging to be released. It’s been a while, but being a wolf always makes me sad. They are pack animals, and she often howls in loneliness, whining and wishing she had someone to run with, dreaming of open forests where she could hunt under the moon. I see her get to her belly and creep out of the dark, her bright blue eyes begging to be set free.

      To stretch out of the prison she’s locked in inside me.

      “All right, all right, girl, come on. No pissing the neighbours off again though, okay?” I mutter as I start to strip while I head upstairs, dropping my shirt, bra, and panties. Striding up the last steps nude, I open the door to the roof, closing my eyes as the cool air wraps around me, bringing the scent of the city and, underneath that, the woods close by.

      The fragrance of nature, of freedom. My wolf prowls within me, moving faster and faster, knowing she’s about to be let out. A paw comes out of the dark and swipes at her, and I snarl internally, warning them not to fight.

      Stepping onto the fake grass, I drop to my knees and let the change come over me. It takes mere seconds. Even when I was younger, I could shift faster than any other wolf…just not always into that one animal. My bones break, and my skin peels away, replaced by fur. My hands turn to paws and grow claws, a tail forms and wags behind me as I tip back my head and howl with my new muzzle.

      Stretching out my rump, digging my paws into the grass, I shake out my fur. My eyesight is heightened, my hearing too. You get used to changing after a while. When not in their form, they feel separate, but when we change…we become one. That’s what we are now—one. We hop and lope around the grass, exploring and sniffing before we dive in the water and swim. We climb out and stretch on the end, and just lie under the moon. The urge to hunt is roaring through me, to taste the metallic tang of blood and feel the tear of fresh meat between my teeth, but it won’t happen. We have to settle for this tiny slice of freedom.

      We nap for a while, dozing in and out of sleep, before a burst of energy hits us and we race around to the door. Tugging on the rope I installed, we head downstairs, hop up on the bed, dig up the pillows and bedding, and then circle before dropping into the nest. Resting our head on our paws, we close our eyes, and a feeling of peace settles within us as we fall asleep.
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      I wake up early the next day, ready to track my target. It doesn’t matter that I was attracted to him, or that there was a weird bond between us. He’s a dead man walking, he just doesn’t know it yet. Poor him, he should have let me suck his dick, then at least he would have died happy.

      Overnight, more information has come through, like where he lives, what car he drives, and which places he frequents. I send the tracking of his phone to my cell and shut it down before having breakfast and showering off the scent of my wolf. Once I’m clean, I wind my hair into a crown on my head so my prey is unable to grab it and use it as a handle. I line my eyes and put on some lipstick, blood red. Flashes of crimson liquid spurting into my mouth and onto my chest has me gasping and leaning into the sink, my pussy clenching.

      I really need to get laid.

      After the hunt, I tell my body, stowing my urges for now. Heading to my wardrobe, I slip into some tight, dark blue jeans and then add my tall, black, lace up boots, which I tie tightly. There is a blade connected in the heel of one, ready to flick out. I add two more knives, one in each, before putting on a black lace bra and white tank top. My leather jacket completes the outfit, with knives in the pocket. I also add a choker around my neck which can be used as a garrotte. Lastly, I add some clips to my hair for an emergency.

      I look in the mirror again, and my blue eye flashes amber for a moment, but never my black one, which hasn’t changed since I was born—a sign of evil, Connar used to say, the fucking wanker. The amber is a sign of my tiger being close, prowling. She’s aching to hunt, for my claws to come out, to disembowel someone and feed. She’s not the most vicious of my animals but definitely the second. She is always ready to kill. She learned to defend me when we were young. After my animals started to appear, the pack treated me badly. As an omega, even though I was stronger and faster, I became the punching bag until I was tossed out on my ass.

      Flashes of that night in the woods flow through my mind, and my tiger roars in fury, even as I push them away. She can’t forgive me for that moment, for letting him live, but I had no choice, and I remind her of that now. He is alpha. If I killed him, I would be hunted until my dying day. I would never be safe, never be okay. To kill an alpha outside of a challenge is unspeakable, but for an omega, a stray reject to do it?

      It’s a death sentence.

      No, I did what I could to survive. Just like I always have. Always alone, just me, myself, and my fucking trusty knives. This world isn’t made to look after the weak, it’s made for the strong to survive. For those willing to go to dark places, prepared to do anything. Those people? They not only survive this game of life, they fucking thrive in it.

      Like me.

      Winking at myself, I turn and grab my keys, slamming the front door after me. When I hear the automated lock click on, I suck in a deep breath. I begin to walk, turning the corner, keeping my hands in my pockets but ready. My senses are on high alert. I smell him already. The man from the club, my prey. I almost grin, my target is coming to me, stalking me, hunting me, like I won’t know. I hear the slight intake of his breath and each footfall, which he thinks is so silent. I’m attuned to his every fucking move.

      This will be too easy.

      I lead him exactly where I want him to be, and he has no clue. The monsters always think they’re the scariest. They fear nothing, never seeing past their own strength to the powers of others. They think everyone else is weaker, just like the council, and it will be their downfall and his. Not that I owe them much allegiance past a fucking paycheck. I know their power, and I choose to stay with them…for now.

      Walking through the neighbourhood, I don’t let him in on the fact I know he’s there. I stroll through the morning lit park, nodding at people all the while leading him along, seeing if he will pounce, but he never does. I take a right out of the park and pass the businesses, heading into the rougher side of town. He sticks closer then, and when I’m between some old, derelict houses, I slip into the alley and then hide behind the bins. I hear him stop at the end and then start down the alleyway, wondering where I am.

      He passes me, and I slip out behind him, pressing my knife to his throat as I lean up on my toes and whisper into his ear. “Got you, pretty boy.”

      Instead of panicking like I thought, he relaxes into my knife, and I can feel his amusement and…pride? “Well done. When did you sense me?”

      “Before I even left the house,” I admit, and then press the knife in deeper. “So why are you following me? I know it’s not to get into my panties.”

      “So sure?” he teases. His voice is darker today…almost different.

      “Yes. Why?” I ask, stronger now, trying to ignore the sway of my body towards his. He turns in an instant and presses me to the wall. My knife is still at his throat, even as he slams my other hand to the wall. He could push the knife away, slip free, and run…but he doesn’t. Why? My interest is piqued. This hunt definitely isn’t boring, that’s for sure.

      He leans down, his breath wafting over my face as his gaze flickers from my lips to my eyes. “Maybe you interest me. Maybe I was going to see where you were going. Or maybe I just wanted to finish what we started.”

      “Liar.” I grin as I relax into the wall. He might run, but I’ll follow. “I’ll play along though.”

      His eyes lock on my lips, and for a moment, I think he might kiss me. His body presses closer, and I run my tongue along my bottom lip as he watches. “Why did you lead me here?” he murmurs, his tone low and needy.

      “Why did you follow?” I counter, and he presses his neck farther into my knife, his eyes narrowing with desire, his lips parted. I arch my eyebrow at that as a cocky smirk curves my lips. Oh yes, he likes pain. What a shame, I could have played with him, but I have to kill him.

      Something has him glancing to the end of the alley, and he groans before looking back at me. “Until next time,” he promises and steps away.

      I charge after him. “I’m not done—”

      I’m so distracted by trying to reach him, I don’t see it coming.

      The fucking bastard knocks me out.

      My last thought is that he definitely isn’t human. So what is he?
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      I catch her and gently lower her to the ground next to the wall and cover her in my coat. At least she will be safe until she wakes up. My head jerks up as I hear them draw closer. The other hunters are after me. The council isn’t fucking around anymore. I don’t know how they know what face I changed to, but they clearly do, or this human has fucked with the wrong people. Either way, I have to lead them away from her. She can kick ass, hold her own, that much is obvious, but this is my mess. She shouldn’t be involved in my life, it will get her killed, which is the very fucking reason I left her.

      Why was she trying to trap me?

      Is she hunting me too? Has the council sent my own fucking mate after me?

      If so, do they know… No, they can’t, or they would have kept her as far away from me as possible. Backing an animal into a corner with the one thing in this world he cares for and protects will only make him more dangerous unless…unless they thought it might throw me, make me weak, and she would kill me in that hesitation.

      Fuck.

      Leaving the alley, I circle the building and spot them looking down the end for me. They aren’t too smart. The council probably gave them her coordinates to track and find me. Assholes. But I don’t want them to find her either. They might be on her team, but I can’t be too safe. Leaning into the bricks of the building next to me, I whistle at them. “Looking for me?” I call.

      All four turn. They are the usual meathead hunters, mainly shifters due to their tracking abilities—they are the best, after all—but I spot a vamp in their mix as well. “Wow, they must really want me dead to send a whole team of you meatheads. All right then.” I push away and step into the middle of the road and then turn. “Catch me if you can.”

      I take off running, and I hear them following behind me. One of them changes, a howl going up. I lead them at least five miles away from my mate and into a deserted park, stopping in the middle of the grass. I crack my knuckles as they enter from different entrances. The wolf is small and black and flashes his fangs, his head lowered as he creeps towards me. The vamp is behind me, trying to sneak closer, and another two shifters are up in the trees, ready to pounce.

      This should be fun.

      The wolf attacks first, pushing from the ground and leaping at me. I catch its snapping jaws in my hands and rip them open before throwing it to the ground and smashing my foot down on its head, crushing the skull. Blood, brain, and fur goes everywhere as I avoid the punch coming from the vampire. He slashes a knife at me, and I duck and weave backwards. He thinks he’s leading me to the other shifters, trapping me. Idiot. He grabs another knife, his long, dramatic black hair swishing across his face with the movement. What’s with all vamps thinking they need to look like that stupid fucking Interview with the Vampire film?

      Ciar would die if he saw how pathetic his race has become.

      He swipes, and I duck under it, wrapping my arm around his neck with my hand across his head, then I snap his neck. Throwing him to the ground, I pull my stake and impale it through his chest. His eyes flare wide, and his mouth opens in a scream, and with a grin, I tug the stake free and turn to the shifters waiting in the trees.

      When I do, they leap down. Twins, how strange. Both are big bastards, and both are meatheads. They circle me, and I wait patiently. Idiots, I led them right where I wanted them, right into my hands and death. One of them nods at the other, their blond hair shining in the sun, and his hands snap out to the sides, showing off claws. It’s a partial shift, which displays strength, even if they are dumb.

      They rush me, a whirlwind of claws, and one manages to catch me on the arm. My blood fills the air, making them cocky, whereas it makes me more determined. I duck at the right time, and the twin on the left stabs out. He tries to stop the momentum when he realises I’ve moved, but it’s too late. His claws stab through his twin’s eyes and face, who falls back howling. Bringing my elbow down onto the stunned twin’s arm, I snap it before kicking his leg out and breaking that too. He falls to the ground with a scream. Pulling my silver knife, I stab him through the heart, and it kills him instantly. His twin is rolling across the ground screaming, fur flowing over him as he tries to shift and heal.

      Not happening.

      I kick his face, snapping his neck, and then stab him through the chest as well. I stand with a grin and look over the mess of bodies. Time to clean up. Looking around, I spot a car just beyond the park, and I stroll to it. I open the gas cap and, using a bit of tubing and an empty bottle, start to syphon the fuel before heading back and sprinkling it over the corpses. I open my lighter and set them on fire.

      Turning their bodies to a crisp.

      Just more council bitches dead. Now, it’s time to get back to stalking my mate, because it’s clear she can’t be left alone, and she has no intention to stop hunting me.

      Fine.

      I’ll hunt her too. If she’s working for the council…if she chooses them…I’ll have to kill her.

      It will end me also, but if it saves innocents, I’ll do it.
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      I head back to the alley, but she’s gone. The drawing on the wall makes me laugh though. She drew a middle finger. Oh, my little mate is so fiery. I never expected her to be such a wild card. So fucking strong and confident and… Fuck. I keep remembering the way she tasted, the touch of her lips. Her incredible body in my hands.

      For a man who vowed never to touch her, she’s making a liar out of me.

      I follow her trail back to her house. She must be inside, so I wait, stalking my little mate. It doesn’t take long before she exits, climbs onto a bike at the curb, and speeds off.

      Shit.

      I don’t have any chance to follow her, so instead, I go back to the hotel I’m staying at. I came here to kill Sinclair, after all, which I did, but I also need to deal with any others preying on innocents, and mate or not, I still have to do that. She may be messing with my plans, but she won’t stop me. She won’t kill me either. Many have tried over the years, yet only she has gotten that close.

      I search social media and local news, the easiest way to find monsters. People often discard the stories as far-fetched, and some of them are, but others are true and it’s about weeding those out. I ignore the alien abduction stories and some implausible desires and fan fiction until I find one that catches my eye.

      It’s a tweet about being attacked by a man who tried to bite her. I click her social media to see her saying she woke up in an alley. Fuck, I bet he glamoured her. If it’s a stray vamp without a coven, or even worse, a killer, then he will go back to her. He has to, she’s seen his face. I quickly locate her address, using pictures and social media information, and head out to discover what she knows and stop her from being murdered.

      Hopefully it’s nothing, but the details were too specific to be a lie or a dream. It only takes me ten minutes to arrive at her apartment building, and then I wait like the stalker I’m turning into. It takes hours, and night falls before I spot him—the vamp. He’s waiting for her, ready to finish off his kill like I suspected.

      Judging by his long, ragged nails, his unkempt hair, and his stench, he’s definitely a feeder. One that gorges on blood, kills his victims, and doesn’t care about being found. He wears a hoodie covered in blood stains and holes, old jeans, and boots. He doesn’t have a shirt on, and the wind carries his disgusting odour to me, like old pennies and decay. It looks like he might have been feeding on himself, fucking scum. He’s bad for their race and for all of us.

      He’s feral, a stray.

      He sniffs the air and turns to look at me, his face more skeletal than human. His hair hangs limply around him in clumpy, thin, greasy strands. His eyes are blood red and locked on me. The vamp’s lips pull back to show two fangs, one chipped, both stained. He’s fed recently and plans to again.

      I have to kill him. It will be a fucking pleasure too.

      He slides back into the shadows. Fine, he wants to run?

      I’ll fucking chase.

      I stride across the darkening street and down the side of the building to a fenced in area where the bins are. I crane my neck around, searching for him, and the air whistles a moment before I feel him. I look up to see him leaping from the fire exit above. I move at the last second, and he lands in a crouch, snapping his fangs. He’s ready to drain me, to feed on anything with blood. The fucking cretin.

      I roll my eyes and pull my stake, twirling it between my fingers. “You’re an animal.”

      “I smell your blood,” it hisses, and then snaps at me before laughing and pulling back.

      “And you’re dead, you just don’t know it yet.” I grin, and it leaps at me with a snarl. We fall back, and I flip mid-air, slamming him against the cement. He snaps and bites like a feral animal, so I smash him down again as I try to lift the stake, but he takes that moment to turn his head and sink his fangs into my arm.

      Agony rocks through me as he starts to feed. Gritting my teeth, I let him suck my blood as I smash the stake down into his chest, smashing my fist on the end to get it past his ribs and into his heart. With a scream, he rips free of my arm, wrenching skin and muscle with him as blood streams from the wound. He starts to writhe as he dies, but I just set him on fire and leave him there to blow away with the wind.

      Another monster dead.

      It’s time to find my mate again. We need to talk.
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      I’m pissed as hell he got the drop on me. The motherfucker is going to die painfully now. No one gets one over on me. I was weak, vulnerable there, passed out. Desire or not, he will pay for it. I stomp back to my house, but as soon as I get there, my phone rings.

      “What?” I snap as I answer it.

      “Careful, girl,” the voice replies, and I freeze. Tomin, my council contact. “We are disappointed the asset has not yet been killed.”

      “He isn’t—”

      “As I was saying, we are disappointed, but you can make it up to us. There is a time sensitive contract, and we need you to complete it. A fae has disguised himself as a human and has been running a crime ring with mortals. He’s using magic to defeat other competitors to gain money and ground. He is in the city for one night only. I am sending you the information. Get to him by any means necessary, and we will not put a strike against your name for failing your current mission.”

      “Fine,” I retort and then pause. “Am I still to kill the other target?”

      “Yes, and quickly. It is becoming an embarrassment that you can’t even handle one human,” he snarls.

      Ah, so they think he’s human. Do they really not know he’s more? For some reason, I don’t tell him. What the ‘human’ did to get a contract from the council, I don’t know. Maybe I need to ask him.

      “I expect a confirmation of the contract by morning. You have one more chance to show us why we employ you, or you are terminated.” He hangs up.

      “Cunt,” I curse as I wait for the information to come through. When it does, I read it quickly. He’s holed up at a house downtown. I read up on his business and contact a friend for inside tips. My informant has his ear to the ground, after all.

      “Snake,” he greets.

      “The Winged, what do you know of them?” I ask in response.

      “Some up and coming dirty company that sells women, drugs, and alcohol. Why?” he inquires, his voice rough, but that’s normal for the troll.

      “I need a way into them.” I sigh.

      He thinks for a moment. “Word is they’re hunting for a girl who got away from their operation. She apparently knew secrets. They don’t know what she looks like ’cause she was fae, so it could work if you set it up right. They are looking in the slums downtown as we speak.”

      “Thanks, Snake, money transferred.” I hang up and do just that. Always keep your snitches happy.

      A woman, this could work. If I act scared when they come for me, if I pretend I have glamour on and hide my animals…yeah, it could work. Plan sorted, I load up on weapons but then decide I wouldn’t have them if I was an escaped fae, so I grudgingly put them back, only keeping the knife in my boot and the ones in my hair before I head out, gunning my bike and going right for the slums.

      I will kill them, please the council, and get off their bad books. I’m on my last strike, after all. One more and I’m terminated, and then I become a contract and the prey. I won’t allow that. I’ve worked too hard to secure my safety and future.

      One man will not get in the way of that.
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      I park my bike next to an old, boarded up house and, using some slightly damp cardboard, I cover it to make sure it doesn’t get stolen. Then I start to wander, being loud about it. I pretend to look scared and on the run. His men are clearly shit hunters, because it takes them over two hours to find me.

      Idiots.

      That’s the problem with having humans working for you.

      I’m standing near some other homeless humans when they spot me. I throw them a panicked look as their eyes narrow. One calls someone, and I start backing away dramatically.

      “You, wait!” one of them calls. His shirt is torn, his pants hang low, and his body is covered in tattoos, but he stinks like a human and my tiger scoffs at the order. My wolf agrees. The other…well, let’s not talk about it.

      I turn and start to run, making sure to go humanly slow as I wind through the warehouses and around to the dock and back up. But I don’t see them, so I slow down further. What does a girl gotta do to be abducted around here?

      I’m looking back at the corner I just turned when I hear it. Sneaky bastards. Maybe they aren’t total shit after all. I turn my head to see them coming from the other corner. There’s a new man at the front, and he’s not human.

      Fae. I smell it.

      The stink of magic.

      Not to mention the ears I see poking through his longish blond hair. His slightly upturned blue eyes are a giveaway too. He’s dressed in jeans and a leather jacket, and I’ve never seen a fae so human-like before. He grins as I turn and pretend to try and get away. Other men in jeans holding bats come from the other corner, blocking me in, but they are human.

      I turn back and wonder if he’ll notice I’m not fae, but as he steps closer, I don’t think he does. It seems he’s so desperate to find the girl and give her back to his boss, he doesn’t even notice that I don’t smell right. I did add a dab of magic cologne to my skin, but if he looked hard enough, he would smell shifter. Also, he would see, or not see I should say, the glow of glamour.

      Idiot.

      “Don’t even try it,” he calls. “We have you surrounded.” He throws his magic at me. I see it coming. I could dodge it, my animals roar at me to, but I don’t. I let it hit me.

      Everything goes black.
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        * * *

      

      I fucking hate magic.

      My head is pounding like a motherfucker, and I have the iron taste in my mouth you get after being hit with a particularly nasty or powerful spell, and my whole body aches. I feel like I’ve been through a goddamn car wash.

      Brilliant.

      I keep my eyes closed and my breathing even, giving no hint that I’m awake as I assess my surroundings and self. I’m not dead, which is good. I was counting on them wanting a bit of torture or payback first, and they clearly do. I’m also okay. Nothing is broken or bleeding. I can feel the knife still in my boot and the clips in my hair, so they haven’t found them, even if they frisked me.

      I take a long sniff and sort through the scents assaulting my sensitive nose. I smell something damp and slightly musty, like I’m in an old, unused room. The air is slightly sweet, and my nose twitches at the wet earth smell. So I’m definitely not in the middle of the city, since there’s no odour of exhaust or rotten food. I smell copper, oil, and machinery. Maybe an old warehouse? The ground under my feet is solid, like cement. I can’t hear road traffic, but there’s a whistle as if there’s a broken window. I hear a slamming door and footsteps far away as I re-evaluate the size of the room. Definitely bigger. I hear the soft coo of a bird, more than one. I can hear at least six, wait, no, make that eight heartbeats. I smell their sweat, human and fae.

      Next, I start on my body. I’m sitting in a chair with a hard back. My legs are tied to the base of the legs, and my arms are resting on the armrests, which are also restrained. I test the bindings and find them tight but easy to break when I want to. Especially with my strength. Idiots used rope. I can smell the magic on them, feel it against my skin. They were expecting a fae, and it’s targeted at that, I would bet, unless it will be a fun surprise later on.

      Guess only time will tell.

      My head is tilted back, and my neck aches where it hangs over the chair. Cracking open my eye slightly, I notice the metal ceiling above me, the rafters covered with perching birds. To the right is a dirty, broken glass window. I was right. I hear no one close by, so I sluggishly let my head flop forward like I’m still passed out and peek through my lashes.

      There are two humans with their backs to me, standing in front of a table cleaning guns. There are five more sitting on an old metal table in the corner playing cards. Old, abandoned machinery sits to the right, and there is a huge metal door to the left.

      Where is the fae?

      I feel him then.

      Behind me.

      I listen to his heart. It’s calm. Does he know I’m awake? Does he know I’m not the fae he’s looking for? I need to distract him, to get free, then kill them all, find the boss, and kill him too.

      I lift my head, and he calls out, “Good, you’re finally awake.” Footsteps sound, and then he’s before me. His blue eyes watch me as he smirks. “Hello, Cariso.”

      I purse my lips and don’t speak.

      “You’ve been a naughty little fae, stealing secrets. Bossman can’t have that, can he?” he taunts. Really? How original. He might as well have said ‘say hello to my little friend.’

      “Are you wearing ladies’ boots?” I ask. It throws him, and he blinks and looks down at them. “They look like the ones I have. You see—”

      He nods, and a henchman steps closer. This is the fun part. His hand cocks back, and he punches me in the face, twice. I barely move. The hits feel like a fly’s wings. The fae blinks and watches me. “Tell us who you told, and we will kill you quickly.”

      “Nah, I like the long, drawn-out type, if you know what I mean. Never been a quickie girl.” I grin and look at the human. “You punch like a little bitch.”

      He snarls, and his fist comes again, harder and faster, until he steps back panting. I feel my nose heal, my lip dripping blood as I giggle. “Wow, can’t even show a girl a good time.” I shake my head and lock eyes with the human. “Allow me to demonstrate.” I rip my hands up, snapping the ropes, and before he can even move, I tear out his throat with my teeth and spit the bloody chunk on the floor.

      I grin at the fae. “Where’s the boss?”

      His eyes widen, and he stumbles back. Rolling my own, I grab him, but the other humans are coming at me now. With an annoyed flick of my eyes, I toss the fae into the chair and tie him with the same ropes as I point in his face. “Sit. Stay,” I demand as a bat breaks across my back.

      “What the fuck is she?” one of them yells as I turn.

      I know my other eye is bleeding black now, my animal coming to the surface, the one I never let out. It’s drawn by blood, death, and the hunt. I try to push it back, but it stays there, lingering, watching, offering me its hunger and hatred. Even my tiger cowers into the dark, hiding from its sickening touch.

      Seven men, they should have brought more. One rushes me, and I twirl, kicking my foot backwards. The knife in my heel flicks free and impales him through the chest. He falls backwards as I duck an oncoming punch and slice across his belly with my claws before turning to the next man. He takes a look at the others and hesitates, and I use it against him. Running forward, I leap into the air and wrap my legs around his neck and twist, snapping it before I land on my knees and roll to my feet. Two come at me with guns then, but I dodge the bullets as I run at them, sliding to my knees between their legs. I pull the knives from my hair and slice their femoral arteries in their thighs as I go. They fall to the ground, their blood spurting as they both try to stop the flow with their hands.

      I look around for the last man, who is simply holding a knife in his hand, unsure what to do. The stench of his terror fills the air—and yep, piss. He gulps as he stares at me, and I shove my knives back into my hair with a wink. “You can go now,” I tell him. He nods and starts to back away before turning and running.

      But what if he tells the boss?

      Shit. I grab the knife from the floor, dropped by one of the men, and throw it. It sails through the air and embeds in his back with deadly accuracy. He screams, falls, and hits the floor face first before he starts to crawl. What a determined little human. Rolling my eyes, I head over to him and press my boot into his back as I lean down, twisting the knife until he stops moving. The blood pool around him grows.

      Leaving the knife there, I stand up and turn to look at the bodies strewn across the floor. Not bad. Not my best work, but definitely not my worst, however, I did enjoy the whole prisoner thing.

      “Right then, small dick,” I start as I turn back to the struggling fae, his eyes flickering across the dismembered men around us before he looks at me.

      “Actually, I’ve measured it. It’s a normal size—Why the fuck am I telling you…” He looks down at the ropes and swears.

      Interesting.

      “What’s your deepest sexual fantasy?” I ask, trying something. Fae can’t lie, not really. They can do half-truths though, and they are experts at that. This one is simply blurting things out. Coincidence? No.

      “To be pissed on,” he blurts before his cheeks heat in mortification while I laugh.

      “Golden shower, nice.” I nod. “I’m more of a rope and bondage girl myself, but to each their own. I like the spell you put on the ropes, really handy. Let’s try another. What are you most ashamed of?” I tease, enjoying myself.

      He shakes his head as the words come out. “I once shit myself in a restaurant. It went all over the floor and walls in the bathroom. Human food didn’t do well with my system, and I blamed a child.” He closes his eyes. “Please stop.”

      “Dude, that’s cruel, even for you.” I giggle.

      The ropes must be enchanted to stop lies and gain information. Smart really, apart from it only working on fae…which he is. “Where’s your boss?” I repeat, and his eyes widen. He tries to stop the words by closing his lips, but the spell is too strong.

      “Forty-five Willow Road.” He sucks in a breath, fear filling his face. “Oh god.”

      “Nope, not a god, just a bitch.” I smirk.

      I turn then, leaving him tied up. If he gets free, he’s a dead man anyway, and if not? Well then, let’s just say the feral strays who search this area will eat well tonight.

      “You can’t just leave me here!” he screams as I head to the doorway.

      “Sure can,” I reply as I open the door. I pause and look back, giving him a wink. “Have a nice night… Try not to let the ferals bite.” I grin, laughing as I duck outside into the waning light. Shit, almost nighttime. This contract needs to be finished and now. Luckily, I have his address. I might have to go in guns blazing though. I doubt he will be unprotected. He might even have supe muscles.

      It’s time to weapon up.

      I take a quick look around. I’m outside a warehouse, but in the distance, I can see the city. So I’m not too far away, but there is a forest between me and my destination. My animal instantly roars, wanting to be let free. My wolf howls, and my tiger tries to persuade me, telling me it would be quicker for them to cover the gap.

      I debate my options before deciding they’re probably right. It’s almost dark and this isn’t a hiking forest. If any humans are in there, I’ll hear them and stay clear. I should be able to reach the city limits in under ten minutes and change back, get weapons, and have him murdered in time for a nice cup of tea and reruns of House.

      I strip quickly and tie my clothes in a bundle with my boots around them before placing them on the floor and letting my wolf come out. The change is quick, and as soon as she stretches, we pick up the parcel and bounce towards the forest, bursting into a sprint as we duck under trees and leap over logs. The distance is quickly eaten under our paws as we run. We howl and lope as prey scurries away to hide. The forest is quiet, bar the crack of trees and the whistle of the wind. I hear no other strays or shifters, thank fuck.

      I allow the animal side to take over completely, but when we start chasing a rabbit, I reel us back in, turning us back to the purpose at hand. We reach the edge of the trees in record time, and my wolf moves back with only a whine of protest, allowing me to transform. Leaning against the tree, I catch my breath, and it uses that time to surge forward.

      I fall backwards, slammed into the tree as I close my eyes, focusing on the darkness trying to pull my skin apart.

      No!

      I yell and push it further and further back, but it fights me in a battle of wills. It’s been years since it’s been let out…not since the night it first appeared. The night in the forest when he—fuck.

      Even thinking about it has anger surging through me, anger like no human or supe possesses. This is pure monster rage. I feel its urges to kill, to feed, to make them all pay for what happened to me.

      For being cast out, tortured all my life…for what he did to me.

      It’s a battle, but eventually with the help of my tiger and wolf, I manage to cage it up deep inside me. I sag against the tree then, opening my eyes as my heart hammers and sweat slicks my body. That was too close. If it got free, no one would be safe. This world would be ripped apart until nothing but a bloody mess remained.

      I don’t know if I was born with it. I never felt it before that night…so maybe it was always there, hiding. I don’t know. All I know is when I had been at my lowest, when I was near death, my blood slicking the forest ground, my body broken, my animals cowed, it appeared. It filled me with its warm embrace, changing me, protecting me.

      Saving me.

      I know without it, I would be dead, but ever since, I’ve been different. Quicker to anger, more heightened emotions…and my bloodlust is stronger. Is that the price I’ll pay every time it’s let free? I don’t know, but I can’t risk it.

      So locked inside it stays.

      With the only person who has seen it dead, I will go to the grave with my dark little secret.

      A roar fills the forest, followed by a flapping of wings. I look up in astonishment to see a dragon soaring away from here. Luckily, it doesn’t spot me, those bastards are nearly impossible to kill. I wonder what it’s doing here. I watch it swoop away from the city and disappear into the clouds.

      I give myself a moment to recover before I get dressed, my body still shaking from that near miss. I feel better with my clothes on, and after giving myself a shake, I step from the forest and walk quickly to the edge of the city. I make my way to the slums where I left my bike and pull the cardboard free. Swinging my leg over the seat, I waste no time gunning it towards my locker. My house is too far, but I have an emergency evac locker not too far from here.

      After all, you never know.

      Pulling into the storage center, I wait for the barrier to rise as it recognises my number plate before I pull around the back of the building and to the far units where I hid mine. Turning off the bike, I dismount and stride over to the steel grey shutter, which is rolled down and locked. Not with just any lock though.

      Magic, bitches.

      I look around at the dark empty lot, grinning as I turn back and press my finger to the big, old-style lock there. I feel the magic pass through me, checking it’s really me. It can see past enchantments, shifters, and even glamour. I got it from a pixie who owed me a favour after I helped fake his death.

      Leaning down, I pull up the shutter and slip under. It falls shut behind me as the automatic lights flicker on with a slight buzz, illuminating my armoury, as I call it. All three walls are covered from floor to ceiling with LED back lit shelves. In the middle of the big space are three metal tables with boxes of amulets, spells, and books I might need. They also hold my go bag with ten passports, money, two phones, weapons, a wig, and change of clothes. To the right, next to the end of the shelves, is a railing of tactical clothing, dresses, and anything I might need in a pinch.

      I’m not big on guns, but I have a few next to the rail on the shelves. Some are filled with refracted sunlight to slow down vamps. There are others with silver hollow points that leak pure molten silver when they hit a shifter, and one that shoots a bullet of holy water for demons. A girl can never be too prepared. I also have a flamethrower, but I haven’t tried that baby yet. I’m saving that for my next nest of vamps.

      Stripping out of my jacket, I head to the back wall. My favourite one. From floor to ceiling, it’s filled with blades. Some are dipped in spells. Some are cursed. Some are plain silver. Some are forged from holy steel. All of them, however, are for kicking ass and killing monsters. They range from small, hidden knives to a huge ass fucking claymore sword at the top which, I admit, I used once and found it wasn’t really worth the hassle, but fuck, I looked badass with it.

      I take a few of the smaller blades and hide them in my jeans before I select some of the bigger ones, choosing a nice pile which I lay out on the table. I grab my sheaths— one around my hips, one around my left thigh, and one across my shoulders—and slip into them. All are custom-made leather, which hugs my body and doesn’t restrict my movements. A hunter is only as good as her equipment, after all. I carefully place each knife into its home and check the grip and pull to make sure I can easily access them. I ensure to get silver, silver to kill the fae. I add some mist silver as well, a can which looks like a small pepper spray, but instead, blows enchanted silver which can kill a fae if used correctly.

      I add a few surprises as well and slip a protective amulet over my head. It should shield me from anything the fae throws at me magic wise, but you never know. I add a thin, sheer silver chain mail vest before shucking on my jacket and zipping up. Ready to go, I leave my unit, lock it, get back on my bike, and speed towards my destination.

      My prey.

      I find the address in record time. From the outside, it looks like all the other two-story houses on this street, but a closer look reveals it as a hotel for one person. Like an Airbnb, but for those posh bastards. I linger across the road, sifting through the scents of the humans on either side. I smell three fae and at least fifteen humans.

      This should be fun.

      Cracking my neck from side to side, I decide to take the easiest approach—kicking down the front door. I head up the small path to the black door with the gold lion door knocker, and then I get ready to kick it down just as it opens, revealing a human. His head is turned away as he talks to someone inside.

      “I’m going, I’m going, the pizza won’t even—” He turns as he speaks, ready to leave, and I knock him out. I smash my fist into his face before dragging him backwards and throwing his body into the bushes by the door. Straightening, I look to see another human heading across the foyer to the open doorway.

      “Patrick, what did you say? What the fuck?” he starts, reaching for his gun at his hip when he spots me. I quickly throw one of my knives and watch him go down. Grabbing his feet, I drag him outside and toss him into the bushes too. Two men down, only thirteen humans to go. I manage to get through the door this time. My dirty boots leave footprints on the spotless white floor of the foyer.

      The entryway is huge, with a crystal chandelier hanging down and paintings covering most of the walls. To the right is a hallway that leads away, and right in front of me is a curving staircase. I’m betting the boss is up there, but I need to kill the humans first, or they will get all heroic and try to stop me. Which is annoying as hell. You ever get in the middle of a really badass killing moment, only for someone to knock on the door?

      Yeah, not fun.

      I kick the door shut, in case any nosy neighbours or passersby try to investigate, and pull two of my knives, holding them in my fists as I stroll down the corridor to the right. I head straight for the human voices I hear down there. There is the dull buzz of the TV as well, and whatever stupid action film they are watching. The idiots don’t even hear me coming as I step into the living room. There are three of them leaning forward on a black leather sofa, their backs to me as they watch the TV. Rolling my eyes, I step up behind the first one, grab his head, and snap his neck. One turns, but I’m already there, slitting his throat.

      “The fuck—” The third barely speaks before I rip his head from his body and drop it to the floor. Whistling, I turn away and prowl back into the corridor, ignoring the urge to go back there and feed. There are two more doors down here. One is a bit farther down with an open archway, which I step through. It’s a state-of-the-art kitchen. There is a human making a sandwich, and one sitting at a breakfast nook in the corner, looking out of the window and nursing a mug of coffee, which smells amazing.

      I throw my knife at the one sitting, and it goes straight through his neck. I turn to the sandwich maker as the other dies. He grabs the bread knife covered in crumbs and comes at me. I duck his desperate slashes and grab it with a laugh, twisting his hand and impaling his heart. His brown eyes meet mine, blinking as he looks down in shock. I blow, and he falls backwards to the floor. His hands close on the blade as he sucks in short, shallow, bloody gasps. Stepping over him, I grab a slice of cheese and munch on it as I head to the man at the table, who’s taking forever to die. He’s grabbed a napkin and is holding it to his neck, the bloodied knife on the table. But the blood is pumping too steadily. He will die, and right now, he’s suffering, so I snap his neck and let his body slump forward onto the table with a bang.

      Pursing my lips, I grab his mug, take a sip, and with a shrug, take a bigger drink of the coffee. Not bad.

      “What the fuck is taking you idiots so long?” I hear, and I take a sniff.

      One of the fae.

      He marches through the other door at the end of the corridor and heads right into the room. Our eyes meet for a moment as he looks around, and then the floor starts to heave under me as he yells. Great. A fucking elemental user. I hate them. Ever tried to kill someone while dodging boulders or killer trees?

      Not easy.

      I roll over the floor, which comes up behind me, and throw a knife, but he dodges it and flings magic at me. It hits me, but the amulet absorbs it. It can only take a certain amount of hits though. He throws another, and I roll to the side to dodge it while hurling another knife. This one hits my mark, embedding in his thigh. He screams and grabs it, yanking it out, but the steel does its job. He throws it on the floor with a clank, and I hear the other humans rushing this way, no doubt called by the commotion.

      He turns his head to meet their eyes. His mistake. I throw myself at him, stabbing down with two steel blades. They both slide into his chest from the force of us landing on the floor and sliding into the hall. Panting, I look up to see four humans, their guns aimed at me.

      Shit.

      Leaving the blades, I throw myself backwards as bullets explode where I just was. The fae’s body twitches from the impact. The thunder of the barrage is loud, and I cover my ears and wait, watching it destroy the wooden door at the end. But the firing never stops, and I get bored. Sneaking to the back of the kitchen, I peek around the door to see one reloading while another stops. I hold my breath and wait. The other two eventually stop firing, probably thinking they got me. I hear the racing of their hearts, and I lick my lips.

      The adrenaline infused blood pumping through their veins calls to me as I dart my eyes around for a plan. With a grin, I get on my feet and back up, taking a running start as I race with shifter speed to the opposite wall of the hallway as they bring the guns up and start to fire again. But I’m too fast. I flip off the wall, grab onto the light overhead, and swing at them. My feet connect with two, knocking them back. I feel a bullet embed in my thigh, but it doesn’t even slow me down as I throw a spell at one. It explodes all over him, setting him on fire. As he screams, I grab another knife and slash out at the next, cutting through the arm he brings up to protect himself. I drive him back into the wall as he tries to defend himself before I manage to stab it into his stomach and into the wall behind him, impaling him there.

      Skewering him.

      I turn as the other two get to their feet, their guns swinging up again.

      I grab a gun, and with no other option, I turn it and pull the trigger. His body jerks from the impact as I turn to the second and fire, his brain exploding as I watch. Heart racing from the fight, I roll back my shoulders.

      I fucking hate guns. Dropping the weapon to the ground, I slick my hair over my shoulder, straighten my jacket, and step into the foyer. I feel blood running down my leg, and I know I’ll need to get the bullet out later before it can heal, but it doesn’t slow me, so I ignore it for now.

      “Fucking humans,” I mutter as I head upstairs. “Stupid guns,” I carry on, pulling a knife as I go and throwing it at the human I hear coming down the stairs without even looking. I walk past him as he tumbles down the steps, the knife embedded in his chest.

      When I reach the top, I check my weapons. I only have three knives remaining, not including the one in my boot. Fuck it, two fae left? I’ve got this.

      The second floor stretches left and right, but I hear the fae to the left, so I head that way to the large golden doors at the end. Typical. I kick them open and meet the shocked eyes of the two fae there. The bossman is sitting behind a desk with a cigar on the polished surface before him. A half empty bottle of magic scotch sits next to him. His long, black hair is pulled to the side, hiding his ears. He has one grey eye, and the other is missing with a scar through it. Next to him, pacing and screaming into the phone, is the other fae. A skinny, tall, green-haired fellow. His hair is short, and one of his ears has a bite in it, so it’s missing the tip. His face is mottled and red, and he has on a leather jacket that has wings on the back saying “The Winged.” Real subtle.

      The room is clearly an office, with monitors on the back wall for security, showing video of the whole house. There are two sofas to the side with a bar between them, and to the left of the desk he’s sitting behind, there are chairs and a long dining table.

      They both stop and turn to me as I stand there. “Hello, boys, nice house. Hope you didn’t mind me just dropping by.”

      “Who the fuck are you?” the bossman calls as the other fae starts to gather his magic, but his boss stops him with a shake of his head, no doubt wondering if he can negotiate with me. Fae are known for their slick tongues, after all.

      “Jehovah’s Witness,” I deadpan and roll my eyes. “I’m your executioner. Can we skip the whole money offering, pleading, and finally threats, and just get to the killing? I’ve had a long night, and I really want to sleep.”

      He narrows his eyes, his nostrils flaring. “Shifter,” he hisses.

      “Ding, ding, very smart.” I point at him. “Gold star.”

      “Council lackey,” the other spits. “I can almost smell the servitude and lack of brain.”

      “Wow, dude, not smart to insult the person here to kill you. Shit like that could make me kill you slowly and painfully. Luckily for you, I’m not in a torturing mood, you know? I think I ate too big of a dinner—”

      He throws his magic at me. I don’t even dodge it, needing to show them who’s in charge. The amulet absorbs it, but I feel its strength lessening. I probably only have one or two more good strikes left in it before whatever magic they throw will hit my actual skin, and that shit will hurt.

      “Kill her,” the boss man orders.

      “Bring it, fae bitch. I’ll bite off your other Lord of the Rings ear,” I snarl as he throws more magic. This time I avoid it, and it hits the wall, which starts to melt it. Oh, wonderful. Couldn’t his magic be like puppies or flowers? He smirks at me and gathers more. Fuck this.

      I grab the table to the left and toss it at him. He flies back through the air, hitting the wall and slumping down onto the sofa, eyes closed. I turn back to bossman, ready to end this, when two rapid magic balls hit me, flinging me backwards. I tumble across the floor with a groan, the amulet at my neck smoking and starting to burn into my skin. I rip it off and throw it away.

      Okay, old school it is.

      I point at the boss, who’s watching us with a grin, drinking the magic scotch. “Don’t move,” I order as I get to my feet and face off with the other fae. Who obviously recovered way faster than I thought and is climbing to his feet. He throws magic again, and I duck. I can’t afford to be hit again.

      I race towards him, using a burst of my shifter speed, but it slows down my reaction time and he lobs more magic. It hits me right in the side, and I instantly feel the burn, like a fire burrowing into my skin. I grit my teeth in agony. My monster rushes to the forefront, forming giant black claws on my hands which I slash across him. Slit and rip. Bloodlust fills me as I scream, the noise shaking the glass and cracking it as I wail. Red covers my vision as the monster starts to take over, until I manage to pull back and stumble away.

      My side aches, and I look down to see my jacket burnt through. The chain mail stopped some of it, but I can see my scorched skin underneath. My shifter healing won’t even be able to heal that unless I change, which I can’t do yet. Motherfucker.

      Looking up, chest heaving, mouth open, I lock eyes with the unmoving mass that is the fae. He’s ripped apart, more blood and muscle than skin. There is blood everywhere, and I feel my claws retract and my eyes turn back to normal as I suck in air and turn to look at the bossman.

      His eyes are wide, his mouth dropped open as he looks from his man to me. “What the fuck are you?” he whispers.

      “Fucking Santa,” I mutter as I stomp over to him.

      He gulps, pushing his chair back, but he doesn’t try to escape me. He knows it wouldn’t go well. “Don’t do this. I can offer you more money than the council ever could.”

      I roll my eyes at the blatant blackmail. People have a lot of responses when faced with death—crying, screaming, begging, bargaining, and acceptance. Or a mix and match of them all, depending on who or what they are. When he sees it won’t work, he slumps. “One day, you will kill the wrong person, or they will grow tired of you and have you killed. All these lives you take won’t mean anything. They will discard you like they do everyone else. You have no idea what they are really like,” he snaps.

      I still for a moment before licking my lips. “Maybe, but right now, they are all that’s keeping me from being a stray and having to fight every day of my life,” I admit honestly.

      He laughs bitterly. “And is it worth it? Is the toll on your soul worth the safety they offer?”

      I stop before him, and he takes a drink of the bottle before sitting forward. “One day, they will fall, and you will have to face the consequences of your allegiance. When the world ends, which side do you want to be on?” he asks mysteriously, something other than fae in that eye.

      Something stronger. Older.

      Something which sends a spark of terror right through me.

      So I do what I always do when I’m scared.

      I kill it.

      Taking the bottle of scotch, I break it on the desk, the glittering magical liquid spilling across it before I stab it into his neck. He gurgles, his blood squirting into the broken glass and bubbling as he chokes, and I watch for a moment before snapping his neck. I take a picture and send it to the council before grabbing the cigar and throwing it on the curtains in the corner.

      See, I clean up…

      Sometimes.

      Now to get home and patch myself up.
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      I haven’t seen her all night. Fear is my constant companion. I have a bad feeling. I should leave. I should be hunting, but I can’t. I need to see if my mate is okay. Just then, her bike stops before her building. She stumbles from it and up to her house and slips inside, shutting the door behind her.

      But I smelled it.

      Blood, hers and others, and I feel her pain. It smacks into me, sending my heart into overdrive as I almost roar with the protectiveness surging through me. Someone hurt my mate. Uncaring about anything else, or about the fact she’s hunting me, I rush over to her house and open the door. It’s a testament to how hurt she is that she didn’t lock it. However, an alarm instantly goes off, and she’s before me. A blade is held in her shaky, bloodied grasp, pointing at me. Her eyes are narrowed, her nostrils flaring in anger.

      “You want to fight or fuck?” she snaps. “Now is not the time. Wait for tomorrow, and I’ll kill you then.” Her hand with the blade drops, and she winces. I run my eyes down her, cataloguing her injuries. Her other hand is clutching her side, and she’s in nothing but a bra and some jeans. Her once tanned skin is mottled, speckled with blood, and she’s clutching the wound as blood oozes through it. She also has a hole in her thigh which is weeping blood.

      Silver, if I’m not wrong.

      She looks like she’s been in a war. “What happened?” I demand.

      “Fuck off,” she barks.

      I step closer, head lowered, eyes narrowed on her. “You’re hurt. What happened?” I ask again slowly, dangerously.

      She huffs and rolls her eyes. “Just a job, don’t worry, I’ll be fine to hunt your ass tomorrow.”

      “Amore, you better tell me right now.”

      She stumbles back into the wall, looking tired and pale. “Get it over with.”

      “What?” I query, confused.

      “Trying to kill me,” she mumbles. “I can still fight you off.”

      Growling, I grab her. She stabs at me, but I ignore it as I head into the living room and lay her down on the couch. “Hey!” she protests as I turn her thigh gently, my big hands clenching around her leg. I look up, and she swallows.

      “I’ll be gentle. We need to get the bullet out,” I tell her softly.

      She bites her lip, and her eyes flicker to the table behind me. I turn and grab the tweezers there. I smell the alcohol already cleansing them and, careful not to hurt her any more than I need to, I slowly insert them into the wound. She grunts, her leg jerking, and the sound goes right through me to my heart, cracking it. Knowing she’s in pain is killing me, but I don’t stop. We need to get it out before it infects her or worse, her skin heals around it. I have to dig, but she doesn’t protest or move again, and eventually, I manage to fish it out. I put the bullet and tweezers on the table, and then I turn back and, eyes on hers, lean down and kiss near the wound. Almost tasting her blood.

      She watches me with distrust. “Why are you helping me?”

      “So suspicious all the time, amore.” I grin.

      “Stop calling me that, my name is Remi,” she snaps, and then blinks like she can’t believe she told me it.

      “Khalid,” I tell her honestly, and she nods before leaning back. “And I’m helping you because I want to, so stop expecting me to try and kill you. I think we can lose the sword,” I tease, but she clenches her hand around it further. “Fine, keep it, but let me look at your side.”

      “It’s fine,” she snarls.

      “It’s not,” I retort harshly, narrowing my eyes on her. “Stop trying to be so fucking strong, or I swear to god I will spank the shit out of you. Now let me see it.”

      She debates it for a moment before turning to her side, eyes on me, as if waiting for me to attack her. To hurt her. What happened to that smiling child to make my mate into this suspicious, hurt, angry woman?

      I don’t know, but I need to find out and make them pay for putting those shadows and doubts in her eyes. I left to save her from this life, and yet here we are. Her blood is on my fingers, and her pain is in my heart. I pry her other hand away and suck in a breath at the mess I find. How did she even drive home, never mind try to fight me off?

      Her side is burnt all the way down to the bone. It’s bad. I look up to see her eyes still on me. “Does it hurt?”

      “No,” she replies sarcastically. “It’s a fucking picnic.”

      “Least your humour is still intact.” I lean back. “You need to shift to heal.”

      She purses her lips. “I know, so get out so I can.”

      “Oh, I’m not leaving, amore,” I fire back.

      “Yes, you fucking are,” she snarls, sitting up as she presses the tip of the blade to my throat again.

      “We are here a lot.” I grin. “Do I have to knock you out again?”

      “You got the drop on me once, it won’t happen again.” That’s when I see it, the fear in her eyes. Fear I will hurt her, kill her while she’s shifting or after she’s shifted. I want to snarl, to tear and rip through the world to take out whoever hurt her. But I can’t. My mate is a fierce hunter, and I need to be careful not to piss her off. No, I have to go slow. One step at a time.

      “I will not hurt you, Remi. You need to change before this gets any worse or infected. Please.” The last word is foreign on my tongue. I have never pleaded before, but I will now.

      She needs to change, to heal, and I can’t stand her pain.

      I see the hesitation in her eyes. She knows she needs to, but she’s still worried. Worried about me hurting her…and something else. Judging her maybe? “I will not think any less of you or any differently.”

      “Don’t think of me at all,” she mutters. “Not until my blade is in your heart.”

      I smirk at the banter between us, but pain laces her tone now, and she’s pale and losing too much blood. “Remi, shift now,” I order.

      She chafes at the command, and I get in her face, wrapping my hand around her throat to anchor her, letting her feel my strength and determination. I see it in the flicker of her mismatched eyes then—lust, but also a flicker of fear. Fear at what she can feel flowing between us. That she’s letting me so close but doesn’t understand why. I do, but I won’t tell her.

      My gaze falls to her lips, unable to help it, and I lean down and run mine across hers, drawn by a compulsion bigger than me. “Now,” I whisper against her mouth.

      Our eyes meet, and the fact that we are enemies fades away. The fact that we should hate each other, kill each other, leaves us. All that’s left is vulnerability, and on my part, my deep-seated love and protectiveness for my mate.

      “Change,” I demand again. “I won’t hurt you, I promise. I will protect you while you heal.”

      I stand up, release her, and step away until my back meets the wall so she can keep me in her line of sight as she changes. I have always wanted to see my mate’s wolf. I bet she’s as beautiful as her human counterpart. Graceful, perfect, and so strong. I ache to touch her, to watch her hunt and run.

      I long for all the years I’ve lost with this incredible creature before me, but even now, if I could get her away from me, I would. If I could walk away knowing she was safe, I would. To protect her…and me.

      She’ll try to kill me, I know that, I see it in her eyes. She has to.

      And I cannot let my mate become nothing but another weapon for the council. If it comes to it, I’ll kill her too.

      We are enemies. Yet fated.

      It’s confusing to say the least. I still want her, the ever-present desire so strong, it almost takes my breath away. My hands ache to hold her, to trace her curves, to feel her slick pussy again. My cock is hard, even though she’s injured. Her blood and pain call to that dark part of me that wants to revel in it.

      My soul calls out to her.

      Yet my brain knows this can’t be.

      I left once to protect her, and if I leave again…one of us won’t be alive to see it.

      Yet I can’t bring myself to even speak of what’s to come or to do what I know I have to. Because she’s here, she’s right in front of me. Everything I have always wanted, everything I fought and killed for. Could I so easily end that?

      Could she?

      I don’t know anymore. I really don’t. Everything is so twisted. Finding your mate is supposed to be a happy time, the best of your life. Yet she doesn’t even know who or what I am. Just my name, and I have the truth burning a hole in me.

      When the truth comes to light, what will be left in the aftermath?

      She hesitates for a moment longer before closing her eyes, dropping the sword, and letting the change sweep through her. It’s only a few seconds of pure light. I hear bones snap and skin reform. Fur covers her body, but when it’s over, I’m left gaping in astonishment.

      Because before me is a tiger, not a wolf.
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      My wolf is pawing to get out, but my tiger charged before she could. Now more animal than human, we watch him. His eyes are locked on us and filled with shock, as if I wasn’t what he was expecting, before his lips curl up. “You’re beautiful,” he whispers as those black orbs run across my fur-covered body where we lie.

      I can feel the wounds knitting together, healing. He’s right, I did need to change, but it’s a vulnerable moment, and he saw me in it…yet he didn’t attack. But why is he still here? As if to answer my thoughts, he leans back to get comfy and just watches me. “I can still see those wheels turning in your head though, babe.” He smirks, and I huff, flicking my tail out and hitting him. He chuckles and grabs it. My tiger should attack, snarl at the very least at his chafing, hard grip, but the big pussy purrs and head-butts him, rubbing herself across him as he chuckles and strokes her back. I can’t stop it, and I know when I shift, I’ll be mortified at the clear display of lust and ownership, because she thinks he’s hers.

      Idiot.

      He scrubs at my fur as we head-butt and play with him before stretching out and lying down, closing our eyes as our body heals. I feel him watching me the entire time, and for some unknown reason, I fall asleep under his protection.
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        * * *

      

      The scent of meat drifts to me, waking me from the nightmare plagued sleep. Groaning, I flip over before my eyes dart open. I’m naked…and I’m human. Fuck. I grab the closest blanket and wrap it around my body as I sit up—just as Khalid walks in. His shirt is open, the buttons are missing, and some small slash and claw marks cross his built chest. But for once, I’m not drooling over abs or hot guys, but the thing in his hand—a plate full of rare steak. How the fuck did he know?

      “I thought you might be hungry after the change and all the energy you used from healing.” He hands it over with a small smile, and he rolls his eyes when I don’t touch it. “It’s not poisoned, eat,” he demands.

      Reluctantly, I take it as my belly rumbles, eyeing him as I pick up the meat and start tearing into it. I am an animal, after all. He observes with an arched eyebrow. I don’t break eye contact as I demolish the three steaks, no doubt blood covering my chin and hands. With a smirk, he leans in and rubs across my chin with his thumb before pulling back to show me the blood there. With his black, bottomless eyes still on me, he sucks it into his mouth.

      I almost gasp, I can’t help it. Why is the sight such a turn-on? And now that my hunger for food is settled, my body is stirring for a whole different type of hunger that involves his impressive pecs and abs. Not to mention his blood, which I can smell on the air from my tiger’s claws. “Did I do that?” I ask, my voice rough as I nod my head at the slash marks. He looks down and laughs.

      “We were play fighting.” He shrugs as he sits back. “So a tiger, huh?”

      “Problem?” I snap, even as my mind screams at me. Why am I sitting here talking to this man? I have a contract on him. I should be killing him, but instead, I’m ignoring the relentless tingle of my pussy and throbbing clit, which is begging me to eat him like I did the steak.

      “No, want to tell me what happened tonight?” he queries, serious now, his gaze running down my frame as if checking for injuries.

      “Why the fuck do you care?” I snarl and narrow my eyes, pressing my hand into the recess of the sofa cushions to find the blade hidden there. “Want to tell me why the council wants you dead?”

      He shrugs. “I don’t know.” I think he may be telling the truth, at least partly. “I have some ideas… Anyway, why do you work for them? You’re not a dumb, meathead shifter like the others, or a bloodthirsty hunter.”

      “Oh, really?” I smirk and pull the knife free so he can see it. His eyes flicker to it and back to my face without any hesitation. I don’t even scent his fear, rather his…interest?

      Interesting.

      I stand up, and he watches me. Without hesitating, I let the blanket drop to the floor. I’m covered in blood from the steak and my healed injuries. His eyes stay on mine purposely until, with a grin, he flickers them down, running them across every inch of my exposed skin. His lips quirk up in a side smirk, and everywhere he looks feels like a physical touch. My pussy comes alive, and my body aches to feel his hands again, his mouth. A pull from my lower belly tries to drag me to him. He leaves no part of me unseen, looking over every inch. Slowly, uncaring, until he finally meets my eyes again and winks.

      Motherfucker.

      Ignoring my stupid heart and vagina, I step forward, gripping the knife as I stroll towards him. He observes me as I near, leaning back in the chair with that constant cocky smirk. Those black eyes consume my vision. My animals roar as both my tiger and wolf scream for me to bite him, claim him, and rut him. My other, well, it’s hard to determine if it wants to fuck or eat him.

      Maybe both.

      His legs are parted, so I straddle them, poised over his groin as I run the knife down his bare chest. He doesn’t stop me or protest. No, those black eyes darken further and his face tightens with lust. “Who says I’m not filled with bloodlust?” I whisper and, unable to help myself, I meet his eyes and nick him with the blade.

      He doesn’t hiss or cry out. No, he groans, his body rolling upwards until I feel his hard cock. Looking down, I watch the blood trail between his pecs, and my creature roars to the forefront of my mind, controlling me. I can’t stop my head from leaning down, nor keep my tongue from darting out and tracing the droplet. The taste of his blood explodes in my mouth—copper, darkness, sin, and danger. It’s addictive, and I instantly want more. My creature demands for me to rip him to pieces and feed, to cover myself in his blood. Bathe in it as I ride him to death.

      Instead, I switch the bloodlust to plain lust. Years of practice allow me to distract it so I don’t end up on TV as a serial killer or a cannibal. Pulling my head back, I look up to see his lips parted on a pant, and his chest rising and falling faster beneath me. His hands are balled into fists at his sides, as if to resist yanking me closer. Those black eyes hold me in their depths as I remain straddling him. I don’t know why this man has such power over my desire. I have never wanted anyone so much in my life…

      Maybe I could indulge before I kill him? See if it’s worth the wait?

      “Remi,” he murmurs in warning, bringing me back as I grind against his hard cock, which feels like a fucking steel pipe against me.

      “Who says I’m not just as much of an animal as they are? That I don’t enjoy the hunt?” I lick down his chest. “The blood,” I murmur, as I circle the cuts, lapping up the remnants of his blood as he grunts. Slipping from his lap, I fall to my knees between his thighs. “The death,” I whimper, closing my eyes as I grind my pussy into the floor, still riding that fine line between bloodlust and plain lust.

      Between murdering and feasting and fucking.

      His eyes close for a moment as his whole body shudders. “Don’t.”

      “Don’t what?” I inquire with a cocky smirk as I drag my hands up his chest before slicing them back down, digging my nails in just enough to hurt but not scratch. He jerks again, and a grunt is forced from his lips as his black eyes snap open. This time, I see an animal there too as his own restraint snaps. Good. Either he needs to fuck me, or he will end up dead before I get some answers. My creature is too close to the surface to resist both options.

      He fists my hair and tugs my head back, and pain flashes through me from his tight, harsh grip. He yanks some of my hair strands free, stretching my throat in a hard, thin line. My wolf bellyflops at the dominance in that one touch. My tiger ruffles but purrs when he leans into me, his abs crunching with the movement. My creature watches with dark, hungry eyes, so close to the surface, I’m surprised he can’t see it waiting there, lurking in my gaze.

      After all, my one black eye is from its existence.

      From when it took over fully and I lost myself in the haze and almost didn’t come back. It left a permanent mark for all to see. The stain of a monster. A killer. An eater.

      His face stops inches from mine as he tilts my head farther back until my neck protests, his lips almost touching mine. “Keep pushing, amore, and you won’t like what will happen.”

      “No?” I retort, my voice breathy from the raw dominance and lust rolling off of him in waves. The pure fucking alpha is before me now, not the man who cooked me steak, watched me sleep, and play fought with my tiger. This is the man from the club. The killer. The darkness he hides within has come out to play.

      Who will be alive when it’s over?

      “What will happen?” I prompt, pushing like he just said not to.

      A sigh mixed with a groan leaves his lips, the sound going straight to my pussy and making me grind against the floor harder. It was a sound provoked by his displeasure over me testing his patience, and I have never wanted someone to repeat a noise so badly in my life. “You wouldn’t survive it,” he warns.

      Leaning in, I press my lips to his and talk against them. “No, it’s you who wouldn’t survive, but you would die with a smile on your face, your dick wet, and pleasure still coursing through your veins.”

      From one breath to the next, I’m thrown back to the floor. Laughing, I go willingly, still holding the knife in my hand as he blankets my body with his, pressing every hard inch of his tan flesh to mine. He props his hand next to my head as he watches me with those midnight eyes. “I warned you,” he snarls, and then his lips come down on mine. He kisses me hard, nipping and sucking, attacking my mouth with a ferocity I have never seen, one that leaves me gasping. Wrapping my legs around his waist, I flip us until I’m above him with my knees on either side of him as I press my wet pussy to his trouser covered cock. His hand wraps around my throat and drags me down until he can kiss me again.

      Just then, we both hear a crash. Our heads whip to the side as we both stare at the door. We were so distracted we didn’t hear them coming.

      The front door explodes inwards, and I’m already in motion.
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      She moves even quicker than I can, flipping from ready to fuck to fighting in under a second. Uncaring about being naked, she throws the knife in her hand at the first supe that steps through the door and then turns, pulling down the sword from the mantle and tossing it to me before grabbing a machete for herself.

      Where the fuck did she hide that?

      But I don’t have time to wonder, because I hear them coming from the back door too. Shifters. Fucking council lackeys, I can smell it on them. Are they here for me or her?

      I turn back and see one of them trying to shoot her—lethal rounds, I’m betting. It looks like they are here for both of us. They want us both dead…but why? She doesn’t hesitate or second-guess or beg them not to, she sprints into action, meeting the surge of shifters pouring through the door. She hacks off one’s head as she spins, her hair flying behind her and her nude body moving so effortlessly, it’s like fucking poetry as she twists and slices. Her mouth is curved in a snarl, and both of her eyes are black now. Her body vibrates with her animals and power as she attacks those coming for her and me.

      Something hits me from behind, and I turn with a snarl.

      There are four men standing behind me, loaded down with weapons and ready to kill us. They aren’t messing around this time. They want us dead and fast. It’s not fucking happening. Trusting my mate to take care of herself, I focus on these assholes so they don’t get past me.

      Gripping the sword she gave me, I stab it through the first man before snapping his neck and tossing him to the side. The other three surge around me, their fists raised and weapons ready to shoot. With a snarl, I rip through the first, flinging him away before I grab the second and punch him in the face repeatedly as blood sprays and my knuckles split. Grunting as something hits my side, I slash his throat and turn to the last man with a narrow-eyed look. He gulps nervously, but he still comes at me, impressing me slightly with his tenacity. I snap his neck easily and then step over his corpse as five more men take their place.

      I glance over to check on Remi, knowing she isn’t likely the type to ask for help. My eyes widen when I spot four bodies on the floor around her as she slashes at a fifth who’s trying to back away.

      Smirking, I turn to face the others and crack my neck. It’s time to show them what a skinwalker can do besides shift skins. I let that power flow through me, the kind I never really use or rely on unless the circumstances are dire because it’s addictive. The darkness and strength of it made me become a monster, like the ones I hunt now, but tonight, I use it to protect my mate as much as myself.

      My claws slide through my skin, slipping between my knuckles, the long black talons sharp enough to cut through flesh and bone. I let a burst of power break free, and it knocks the first one back while the second one screams, taking the full brunt of it. I smirk as I watch his skin start to melt, his body and muscles too, liquefying with horrific shrieks as the others look on. I use that to my advantage and slice them to pieces until only limbs remain around me. Panting, I bounce on my toes, ready for more, needing it as adrenaline pumps through me.

      I feel my face slipping and yank it back on, not wanting her to see the real me. I’ll need to change soon. I’ve used so much energy while in this disguise that it’s corroding away. What will happen when I change though?

      I’m distracted when she dances around me. “Duck,” she yells, so I do, but a moment later, I hear the click, and she snarls and throws us both behind the sofa as an explosion rocks the room. Her hair hangs around us, her black eyes locked on the sofa like she can see through it. A snarl tips her mouth where fangs now protrude over her luscious lips. Her body also seems different, longer, taller, and skinnier. But fuck, the beauty in the danger of her has me hard as hell, even in the middle of a fight. She looks down at me, ordering, “Stay here,” and then leaps over the sofa.

      “Stay here,” I mutter with a snort as I get to my feet. “Not a chance.” I grab the back off the sofa and jump over it too, pressing my back to hers as more of the council’s lackeys stream in. They didn’t send a few or even a team. They sent them all, including the fucking fallen to kill us. They want us dead and clearly don’t care how it happens.

      They aren’t playing, but neither are we.

      Reaching for the first man, I touch him and then step past as his scream begins, his skin sloughing from this body. I touch as many as I can before I start slashing with claws, losing myself in the rhythmic movement. Bloodlust rages through me as I rip and stab over and over again. The adrenaline pumping through my body, my racing heart, and all the good feelings I get when killing returns.

      When it’s over, I’m panting and staring around me at the corpses, fighting the urge to attack, to carry on.

      “It seems the council wants us both dead now,” I snarl.

      She’s breathing heavily, holding the machete in one hand and a knife in the other. Her naked body is covered in blood from head to toe. Remi’s hair is wild and her chest heaves, and an excited smile curves her lips. Bodies are spread around her feet. Fuck, she looks so beautiful, and too goddamn deadly, like a warrior queen riding into battle, covered in the blood of her enemies. I can’t resist. I stride towards her, grab the back of her head, and kiss her hard. She groans and bites my lip before throwing me backwards. I sail through the air and land on my back. I jump to my feet with a smirk, looking her up and down before I wink at her.

      “Thanks to you,” she spits. “We need to go now before more arrive.” Her eyes widen, and a split second later, a knife is soaring through the air.

      I start to duck, thinking she’s finally taking her shot to kill me, but it sails past my head, and I turn when I hear a cry to see it embedded in the chest of a man trying to sneak up on me. Growling, I yank the blade out of his torso and slash it across his throat before kicking him to the floor. With the bloodied blade in my hand, I look back at my girl. Fuck, she’s right. No time for getting to my knees and tasting her pussy until she screams the way these men did. Not yet.

      “Get dressed now,” I demand. “We are leaving.”

      “I fucking hate you,” she snaps as she starts to storm away.

      “I hate you too!” I call after her, even though I know it’s a lie. I hate myself for wanting her and for bringing this to her door. For involving her in the carnage of my life when I left so I never would. No, I don’t hate her. I never could. In fact, I want her so badly, it hurts. I want to fight side by side with her for the rest of my life. But I can’t. I’m going to get her to safety, stop the council from hunting me and her, and then leave.

      Leave her to her life.

      One without me.
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      I pack quickly, grabbing one of the emergency bags and anything I don’t want to leave behind. They were sent by the council, I know it. Supes and fucking nephilim. What have I done? Why are they hunting me? Is it because I haven’t killed him yet, or have they finally written me off? I don’t know. I don’t even know if there is a way to fix it so I’m not hunted for the rest of my life. The one thing I know for sure is that I need to stay close to Khalid. He may be my saviour, but not in the way he probably thinks.

      If I give him to them, maybe they will let me walk away alive. So sticking close it is until I figure out why they want him so badly and if I can use him as a bargaining chip. I slip into jeans, a top, and a jacket, cringing at the still wet blood on my skin. I have a minute to clean my face and neck, but other than that, I don’t have much time. At least if I’m seen, I won’t look like I just escaped a horror movie. I leave my hair wild in loose curls around my shoulders, the blonde and dark brown streaks no doubt flecked with red, but hopefully, no one notices. I know my eye has gone back to normal, the panic and bloodshed sating the creature until it faded to the background.

      I almost fucked him again, but more than that, I wanted to after the fight. Seeing him in action… Fuck, my pussy clenches at the thought alone. Watching the blood spray through the air from his claws… Which, by the way, what the fuck? What is he? Not to mention how easily and quickly he decapitated the men, killing them with a single fucking blow… And that thing he did… He touched them, and boom, it was like he’d thrown acid on them, but only ten times worse. They screamed and clawed at their eyes and skin as it melted away, until all that was left was a bloody ball where a human once stood.

      What the fuck is he?

      It’s all I can think about, but I know we need to move before more come. I’ll get answers sooner rather than later, using whatever means necessary, because it’s clear he’s neither human nor demon. He’s something else. Something infinitely more dangerous, stronger, and more powerful, and I’m now tangled up in whatever he’s done to piss off the council.

      I’m on the side of who I used to hunt. I’m no fucking prey, but I’m being pursued. There is one thing they clearly don’t know about me though—I will do whatever it takes to stay alive. Always have, always will, and as soon as I get rid of Khalid in whatever way I deem necessary, I will be back to being alone and safe with no unexpected fucking visitors or feelings.

      Back to the cold, emotionless killer.

      Not the feral, lust driven monster he’s made me into.

      “Let’s go!” he yells.

      I storm down the stairs and grab my car keys—I’ll have to leave the bike, since I have a feeling he won’t ride bitch—and run past him. Throwing my shit in the trunk, I get into the driver’s seat, revving the engine as he grabs something from one of the dead men before slipping into the passenger seat. As soon as his door closes, I’m racing away, putting as much distance between there and me as possible.

      “What now?” I snarl. “Fuck.” I smash my hands onto the wheel, realising how fucked we are.

      “Go to the hotel, Red, I need my shit before they get there,” he orders. Grinding my teeth, I do as he asks. It takes only ten minutes before I pull up outside. I turn off the engine, ready to go in with him, when his hand presses to mine and stills me. The flash of heat from his touch annoys me. “See that café over the road? Go sit in there in the middle of the humans. They wouldn’t dare attack you there. I’ll meet you there in five.” He leans in then, narrowing his eyes until he’s sure I’m paying attention. “Do not fucking leave without me, do you hear me? I will hunt you if you do, and when I find you…” His gaze drops to my lips, and his hand curls around mine, letting me feel his strength, but it doesn’t intimidate me.

      “I’m not going anywhere. You dragged me into this mess, and I need to know why and fix it,” I snap, being honest. At least this way he’ll know I’m not leaving because I have no choice. We’re stuck together. His lips tip up in that cocky grin that does bad things to me, like wanting to either sit on it or kill him for it. I can’t decide.

      “Good girl, amore. Five minutes. Blend in as much as you can.” He leans back, ready to get out, when I stop him this time.

      “What do you mean as much as you can? I know how to blend,” I mutter in irritation.

      He laughs, his hand on the open door as he looks me over purposely before meeting my eyes. “Baby girl, you can’t blend in anywhere. You look like a fucking goddess, too perfect and untouchable. Every head turns wherever you go, and you don’t even notice it. So, no, you can’t blend in, but try to.” He gets out, leaving me staring after him with an open mouth.

      I’m speechless yet again.

      What the fuck is happening to me?
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        * * *

      

      It’s been seven minutes, the bastard. I’m sitting in the coffee shop, with tea and cake in front of me, trying to sit in bloody clothes and not stand out. Four men have already hit on me, and if one more human sits down and starts trying to chat me up, I’m going to lose my shit and kill them all.

      The door to the shop opens, and a group of men wander in followed by a few girls and another man. I’m about to avert my gaze when I look closer. The last man has short, ginger hair, pale skin, a long, unkempt ginger beard, and a muscular build. He has massive beefy arms, and he’s really tall, but something makes me frown. He even has green eyes, but for some reason, I can’t look away. That sense inside of me flares as he looks around, and when he strolls this way, I get to my feet, confused.

      “Khalid?” I ask.

      He stops dead, his eyes landing on me and flaring in shock. “You know it’s me?” he questions, his voice really low and rumbling.

      “What the fuck is going on?” I mutter as I stare at him, and that’s when I figure it out. “You’re a fucking skinwalker?” I almost scream.

      He shushes me and grabs my arm, sitting me down and dragging his chair nearer as he bends his head close to mine. “How the fuck did you know it was me? Not even my brothers do when I change!”

      “I could…just tell,” I finish and narrow my eyes. “Explain, you’re a fucking skinwalker? No wonder the council wants you.”

      He sighs. “Yes, I’m a skinwalker, but that’s not why they want me, or not just… I don’t even know how they found out who I had changed into, but clearly, they did. This way, we are better disguised. You have something against gingers?” He smirks. “Prefer the blond?”

      “I actually prefer dark hair.” I shrug and then shake my head. “No, stop distracting me. Seriously, what the hell have you dragged me into? Why are they coming after us now?”

      “They hate skinwalkers, it’s true, but I am…well, let’s say an enemy because of our history. If they are coming after you now, it means you have outlived your usefulness.”

      I slump back, scrubbing my face. “So what now, genius?”

      “Something is happening with them. If they are coming after us, we have no choice. We need to stop them.”

      “Stop them?” I laugh bitterly. “You don’t stop the council. They are the law apart from the sleeping one…who, well, you don’t fucking mess with.”

      “Laws are meant to be changed when they don’t work,” he snarls, moving closer, and those green eyes unnerve me for a moment. “I was gathering information on monsters working for him. The monsters doing the council’s dirty work? I stop them. But I need to do some research, and that means seeing an old friend. I need some of the information he has. That’s where we’re going next. I can stop them, overthrow them. I just need to double-check some wording on the bindings that put them into position… My memory isn’t as good as it once was.” The last part is muttered as he leans over and takes a sip of my tea.

      “Fine.” I sigh, deciding to keep him close. When I have my first opportunity, I’ll give him to the council and hope they spare me. “Cut the green eye shit though, it’s weird.”

      His eyebrow arches. “Really? It takes extra energy to keep them like this, but I figured I would blend in more.” He looks around before meeting my gaze with a smile. “But if you insist.” His eyes slowly fade to black, and for some reason, that settles me more than staring into those unfamiliar green orbs.

      “Let’s go. I’m not saying I’m down with this plan, but we do need to get out of town before it’s flooded with hunters. I’ll let the heat die down, and then I can decide what I want to do. I might as well stick with you for that.”

      He shrugs and gets to his feet, reaching as if to take my hand, but I snatch it away.

      “Don’t touch me,” I snarl.

      “You wanted me to earlier,” he teases, and I flash him the knife at my side, making him laugh, even as he backs off with his hands raised. Rolling my eyes, I start to follow him from the coffee shop when something catches my eye—a news report of an attack on a church, eight dead and four in critical condition. It mentions something about them coming from the graveyard and being dressed as zombies.

      Seriously, what the fuck is this city coming to?
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        * * *

      

      I drive, of course, as he directs me out of the city and onto the long, winding country roads. The day passes quickly. I only stop once for gas, and the ride is quiet. I’m debating how to get the truth out of him, who knows what he’s thinking.

      After all, we are just strangers thrown together by chance.

      When we’re back on the road, the late afternoon sun almost blinding me, I decide I’m sick of the silence. “Okay, so tell me everything.”

      I feel him look at me. “What do you mean?”

      “What do I need to know about you? You’re a skinwalker hunting killers. Why? How long? And is Khalid your real name?” I start, and he chuckles.

      “You ask a lot of questions for a woman who wanted to kill me yesterday.”

      “Yes, well, seems like I’m stuck with you for a while, so I may as well learn about the person I might get murdered over,” I mutter as I change lanes and pull down the visor so I can see.

      “Why? Going to tell me about you?” he replies.

      I snort, and he nudges me with his shoulder. “Not likely.”

      “It goes both ways.” He sighs. “If you want to know about me, then you have to tell me about you.”

      I go silent then, since I’m not the sharing type. Especially with someone I plan on betraying by giving over to the council to save my own life. He may say he’s hunting only ‘monsters,’ but I know nothing about this skinwalker, and I can’t be too careful around him. Just because he has abs and kisses like a porn star—fuck, I got distracted.

      “So you’re a shifter?” he inquires, and I ignore him. “No? What about your job with the council?” I purse my lips, and he sighs. “Your pussy?”

      Smirking, I glance at him. “Which one?”

      He grins at me as I look back at the road. “Fine, ask me something.”

      “Why do you hate the council so much?” I query, even though I’m curious about many things. Like why he left that night at the club, and why he came back and found me. Why didn’t he kill me when he found out I worked for them?

      “Honestly? I didn’t used to, but now I see what they are doing to this world.”

      “Which is?” I prompt, glancing over at him to see him staring out of the window.

      “Not their job. They were put in place to protect our people, but instead, thousands are being killed by hunters and their own kind. People are lost, left behind, and taken, and they just sit back and get richer and more powerful. So I took their job into my hands and became the judge, jury, and fucking executioner.” He looks at me when he says that, and I almost drool. Fuck, why is the idea of this guy hunting and killing people so attractive?

      Worse yet, why do I want to do it with him?

      To fight by his side again, to see the blood covering his body, to feel the rush of the kill and then take it out on him.

      His eyes narrow like he knows my thoughts, and his lips tip up, making me look away before I say something stupid. He gave me the truth, and for some reason, I feel obliged to give him one. “I’m not just a tiger shifter, but don’t ask any more on that.”

      I feel his gaze burning into my face, so I quickly ask another question. “Why didn’t you try to kill me? Why did you stalk me instead?”

      “I was curious,” he murmurs.

      “What about?” I press softly.

      “Why you were working for them. You seemed…different. I was right,” he answers like it’s that simple. Fuck, he’s so wrong. I’m not different. I’m nothing but a killer and I still take their money, even though I know they are in the wrong a lot of the time.

      But fuck his judgement and expectations. I did what I had to in order to survive, and he doesn’t get to make me feel bad about that.

      “And to answer your earlier questions, yes, my name is really Khalid. You’re the first person I have given that name to in many years.”

      “Why?”

      “Easier if no one knows who I am. I’m just a forgotten relic. Who I am is not important, but what I do is,” he replies cryptically.

      “Many years? How old are you?” I glance over again as I take a turn. “I don’t know much about skinwalkers, there aren’t exactly any left…well, apart from you.”

      “Because they killed us,” he snarls, and then I hear him trying to control his anger. “They thought we were too powerful and couldn’t be trusted. From the fucking snakes themselves,” he spits and sighs. “I’m old, older than you can ever imagine. I’m the first skinwalker.”

      “Bullshit,” I retort, and then pull over when I realise he’s being serious. “You…you are the first skinwalker?”

      He nods, looking me over with tight lips, while I just blink at him. “You are really fucking old then, grandpa.” I laugh, and he rolls his eyes.

      “Such a brat,” he mutters.

      “And you said brothers, right? So they have to be just as powerful and old?” I deduce, and he laughs.

      “You’re fucking smart. Yes, they are just as old. We are all powerful, the first ever seven monsters born into this world…we started it all.” He frowns. “Why am I telling you all of this?”

      “I don’t know, but I won’t stop you.” I grin. “Anything else you want to share?”

      For a split second, something passes over his face before it blanks. “We are almost there, another hour, max.”

      I let him keep his secret, even though I want to push. It’s not like I’m freely giving away mine. I don’t even know why we’re sharing in the first place. We could both be dead before sunrise, or I could betray him… Yet I feel weirdly comfortable and turned on at the same time by this skinwalker. And him telling me his real name and no one else? Yeah, my heart fucking skips a beat at that, the cold melting for a moment.

      I get back on the road, and about ten minutes later, he starts talking again. “So you’re a shifter, but you don’t have a pack?”

      Screams fill my head before I push them back and grip the wheel tighter. “Not anymore,” is all I say.

      The silence stretches on, and I can feel him wanting to ask more, but he refrains, and we drive the rest of the way in silence. If he’s right, if the council is doing something bad, will I really hand him over? Could I live with myself for that? And if so, have I been hunting good people all along?

      Will I help him if the truth comes out and I don’t like it?

      And if I do…what does that mean for us?

      He kills monsters, killers… Will he kill me when he discovers I am both?
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        KHALID

      

      

      “Turn right,” I tell her, and she does, driving down the dirt track. I have only been here once or twice when I was much younger and the world was a different place. Now, the cities have grown around it, and the mountain where the Librarian resides has been forgotten, overgrown, so much so, we have to stop at the end of a blocked trail. The rocky outcropping blocks us on either side with large trees stretching above us and casting us into shadow, obscuring the last rays of the descending sun.

      She turns off the engine, the lights shining into the nearly overrun path before us. “If you have brought me out here to kill me” —she turns her head and narrows her eyes, and seeing the single black one that matches mine makes me grin— “know that I have at least eight weapons on me, and I will gut you before you can even move.”

      “What if I came out here to fuck you into oblivion?” I tease, unable to help myself.

      Her eyebrow arches, and a slow, sure smile crawls over her lips. “Then I have eight weapons we can use to make that happen,” she offers before she climbs out of the car, leaving me staring after her, open-mouthed. A groan escapes my lips as my cock jerks at the thought of her using her weapons on me, at the pain and blood.

      Fuck.

      Stop thinking.

      I’m trying to keep my mate safe and out of my life, not get her further into it by making her my fucking wicked dominatrix. Unplugging my seat belt, I slip out after her and shut the door to find her waiting at the path. Her one eye flashes to yellow and almost glows in the dark, probably allowing her to see—the perks of being a shifter. Luckily, my night vision is good also, something I’ve mastered over the years spent hunting in the dark. She locks her car and starts to walk into the forest, so I quickly hurry after her.

      The Librarian doesn’t like supes around him, but you never know who could have moved in—ferals, strays, fucking fae, hell, even a dragon. My mate may be a badass but she can still get hurt, and that won’t be happening on my watch. Not ever. The only time she will be hurt is from my hands being wrapped around her throat as I pound into her.

      Following behind her, I watch her ass as she easily manoeuvres around the rocks and fallen trees and upturned roots. Fuck, she has a perfect ass. Peachy as hell and round… Shit. Now I’m just thinking about her naked. I could barely control myself when she dropped that blanket. All her perfect curves were on display, her high, huge breasts with pink-tipped nipples begging for my mouth. Her tight, tucked in waist was covered in a few scars, which only made me harder. And she had a small triangle of brown hair that concealed her pussy from me, the sweet scent of her desire reaching me and causing my blood to boil. She is perfect. Too fucking perfect.

      I didn’t even want to touch her, to stain her with the darkness in my soul, yet I couldn’t resist. If those men hadn’t broken in, I would have taken her right then and there. Buried my face and cock in that tight little cunt until she was fighting me for a different reason. Shit. I reach down and adjust my hard cock, imagining those nails buried in my back as I fuck her, the blood running from the puncture marks as I drive into her over and over—

      “I can practically hear your thoughts,” Remi mutters in front of me, and she flashes me a look over her shoulder. “Look at my ass any harder, and you will fall over.”

      “It’s an ass to fall for,” I tease as I speed up and practically walk behind her, my breath wafting over the base of her neck. “Especially in the way I was just thinking about it.”

      I can’t help myself anymore. No matter what I tell myself about staying away, about walking away… I was strong enough to do it once, but am I again? Especially after eating those lips, feeling the force of her violence and strength, and seeing my mate in all her glory? Could I really leave? But if I didn’t, would she kill me?

      Betray me?

      Remi doesn’t strike me as the loving, relationship type, yet I have hope. A dark little tendril of it winds around my soul and heart, telling me it’s worth a shot.

      “All right, stalker, no need to walk so close,” she retorts.

      “No?” I murmur. “But then I can brush against you while you walk.”

      “What a weird thing to say.” She laughs. “You are this super old face god, and that’s the best line you have? You must be rusty.”

      “Worked on you, didn’t it? I almost got in your pants at least twice now.” I grin.

      She turns and presses her finger into my chest to stop me. Smirking, I look down at the tiny digit. How can someone so small be so strong? Well, I guess she’s tall for humans, just not as tall as me.

      “Almost being the important word there, buddy,” she snaps, glaring. “Now, where the fuck are we going?”

      “My friend’s place.” I grab her hand and lift it, ignoring her snarl as I drop a kiss on the back before twining my fingers with hers and turning her so we can walk. “Well, friend might be a stretch—”

      “Yes, I’m betting you don’t have many of them,” she interrupts, tugging on her hand to free it, but I just hold it tighter as I lead her through the forest.

      “He’s the historian of our races. The Librarian, as they call him, holds all prophecies, history, and futures. Race lines and studies, everything. If anyone knows of a way to stop the council, it will be him and his books.”

      “And you’ve met him before?” She sighs, giving up trying to get her hand loose.

      “Once or twice, mainly when the new laws for the council were put into place so many, many years ago,” I answer. I sense she wants to ask more, but just then, we break through the foliage and the Librarian’s home becomes visible.

      She gasps. “Holy fucking shit, this dude has a goddamn castle.”

      I turn to see her gaping as she stares at the medieval castle with turrets, and yep, even a moat around it. He might be a librarian, but he sure as shit is paranoid. He even has a magically infused fence around the property at the front with ‘Do Not Disturb’ signs and ones that say, ‘Trespassers will be killed and eaten by the werewolf.’ The building itself is dark black and covered in overgrown vines, which is not surprising considering he’s a hermit. It reminds me of my childhood and my brothers, which only sends a pang of loss through me. I wonder if they are doing better than me. Do they have mates? Have they found them? Did they mess up their chance as badly as I did?

      When you’re never expecting to find that one person who was made for you, you stop caring what people think, and instead, do everything for yourself.

      “I have a castle,” I grumble when I see her admiration. She glances over at me.

      “Wait, really?”

      “Fuck yeah, wanna see it?” I smirk, and her eyes narrow suspiciously. “I have one of them right here in my pants.” She goes to punch me, so I catch her fist and back her into a tree, grinning down at her as I press my body against hers. “Just teasing, amore, don’t get all stabby. I do have a castle. I’ll show you one day, and you can hunt me around it to your heart’s content.”

      “Shut up.” She tries to push me away, and I lean closer, ghosting my lips over hers.

      “If—when you catch me, you promise to fuck me like you hate me?” I whisper.

      “I do hate you,” she replies, her lips moving against mine.

      “Try telling your body that,” I point out as I step back, letting her see she was leaning into me and free the whole time. I laugh as she throws a knife, ducking it before wandering up to the gate, leaving her to follow.

      The gate itself has a lock on it, but I easily break it and toss it away before pushing it open and walking in like I own the place. I see his cameras turn and lock on me, the bright LED lights flashing to let me know they are recording.

      “This place is spooky, I love it,” she whispers, and when I look back, she’s stroking a blade at her side.

      “No stabbing him, we need him,” I remind her, just as the sound of chains unlocking reaches us. The front door swings open, and standing in all his naked glory is the Librarian.

      “I wasn’t expecting company,” he snaps as he looks at us.

      “You just walk around naked all the time?” I sigh.

      “My castle. If I want to walk around dressed as the fucking Easter Bunny, I will. I’m guessing you’re here for a reason, better fucking come in,” he snarls and storms back inside.

      “I like him,” Remi comments as I wrap an arm around her shoulders.

      “You would, amore. He’s grumpy and insane… Matches you perfectly.” I get a punch to the dick for that one.
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        * * *

      

      He has finally put something on. It’s a navy silk robe with flowers across it, but it’s better than nothing. I do catch Remi checking out his chest, and when he’s leading us to the library, I lean and warn her if she gets any ideas, I’ll kill him.

      She rolls her eyes at me, and I want to give her ass a spanking for her sass, but I leave it this once, not wanting him to see me with my girl. We wander down the pitch-black corridor. The fucker doesn’t even have electricity in this part of the castle. He’s holding a fucking candelabra in his hands and wearing his silk robe like some kind of divorced widower who killed his rich ex.

      I know the path, even though I haven’t been here for a while, so I walk beside my girl until we reach the large, spelled double doors. Not even the council is supposed to come here. This is a neutral area meant for records and history. The Librarian is never supposed to take sides or involve himself, and when he turns, I can see he’s struggling with that.

      To let me in, he’s breaking his code.

      “If I allow you in here, are you going to stir up shit?” he asks, his bright blue eyes locking me in place. His long blond hair is now to his waist and plaited in a Viking style. His face is square, but has more wrinkles than when I last saw him. No one knows who the Librarian really is, or I should say what he really is. He was here before us and will be here after us. Many believe he is an entity of the gods, of the Fates…and some think he is a god himself.

      I asked him once, but he just laughed and walked away. The cocky fucker.

      “Probably.” Remi grins, and his eyebrows rise as he booms out a deep laugh.

      “I like her. Fuck it, fine. I don’t like those council bastards anyway. Always on my back, do this, do that… Like I have nothing else to do,” he snipes as he turns to the doors.

      “You don’t have anything else to do,” I tease.

      He turns to me with a narrow-eyed look. “Boy, don’t test me. I still have hobbies like everyone else.”

      “Hobbies? Like what?” Remi asks curiously.

      “I like to knit. I’ve also gotten really into watching crime and serial killer TV shows.” He shrugs, and she grins wider.

      “I think we just became besties.” She nods seriously. “Okay, Book Daddy, let’s do this.”

      “Book Daddy?” he repeats and looks at me. “Yes, I like that better than the Librarian. Call me that from now on.”

      “I’m not calling you Book Daddy,” I snap, and he sighs as he pushes open the door.

      “These gods, so serious all the time. It’s not the end of the world yet, face changer, so lighten up,” he mutters as he walks inside. As soon as he does, he snaps his fingers and we hear the whoosh as all the candles and lights flicker on around the room, illuminating the hundreds of rows of bookcases, from floor to ceiling, with old wooden ladders placed on each. It spreads out in a spiral from the middle, where a circle for the Librarian is placed. It’s an area for him to write and work with one chair just for him, to discourage visitors I would guess. Again, there is a reason he’s a hermit, like not wearing clothes.

      I ignore the ‘not yet’ comment. He’s been saying the world will end for a millennium. Remi follows us to the table and turns on the spot, her eyes lighting up. “Now this here, Book Daddy, is how you get bitches. You bring them to a big ole library and get them wet with the scent of books and fuck them right here.” She nods and eyes him. “I bow to your skills.”

      He grins, starting to look her over, so I step in his path and cross my arms. “Look at her once more, and I will rip you to pieces and scatter you across these books, understand?”

      He sits down with his hands raised. “Sorry, it’s been a long time since I’ve seen a beautiful woman. Right, so why are you here?”

      I hear Remi sigh and start to wander away, so I glance back at her. “Don’t go too far, amore.”

      “Why? Are the books going to kill me?” She pulls out a knife from her back I didn’t even know she had. It’s the length of my fucking arm. “Bitch, please.” She turns and begins to whistle as she meanders through the stacks.

      “Wow, what a woman,” Librarian murmurs, and I glare back at him. “Sorry, sorry.”

      “I need the book containing the laws we put into place when we first elected the council. In particular, the laws on how to abolish them.”

      His eyebrows rise, and he leans forward. “Kid, what are you up to?”

      “Stopping the fucking world from falling into ruin,” I mutter.

      He looks me over then. “You have a war coming, that’s for sure, but not with the council. That’s been taken care of, but if it makes you feel better…” He stands and moseys away.

      “Wait, what the fuck do you mean it’s taken care of?” I call after him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        REMI

      

      

      I can hear them talking, but the farther I walk into the maze of books, the quieter they get. Good, I need a moment away from Khalid before I either kill the bastard or jump his bones. He’s driving me crazy. Why did I agree to come with him again?

      It was definitely the abs that distracted me. Let this be a note, ladies—don’t let the abs get you nearly killed. They ain’t worth it.

      Running my fingers along the meticulously clean stacks, I randomly turn and follow a tug in my belly, which seems to be leading me through the books. Unlike the one that keeps pulling me to the face god, this one is different, deeper, as if it comes from outside of me and not within my soul like the other one. I follow it because I have nothing better to do. I turn and weave through the stacks until I can’t hear them anymore, and when Khalid’s rumbling cadence fades, I slump and sigh.

      I can almost feel how inevitable it is. We are going to explode, either by killing each other or fucking our brains out. Honestly, at this point, I’m down for either. But he’s not that bad…is he? Yes, he’s an ass and he flirts with me, and he probably got me killed by my job, but I chose this. No one other than me makes me do anything. If I didn’t want to come, I would have just left, and he never would have found me. But I can’t stop myself. I need to follow this path to see where it’s taking me, like I have an itch to scratch, because this feels bigger than him or me, and if he’s right… If the council is hurting our own kind, then they have to be stopped, no matter the cost.

      The tug gets stronger and stronger, until I’m almost running, but my eyes catch on a book before I reach it and I can’t help myself—I stop and turn. The giant book is old and black with gold writing, and the only words on it are ‘The Fallen Gods.’

      Isn’t that what the Librarian called Khalid? For some reason, I pull out the tome, blowing the dust away as I stroke the leather cover. It feels important. I look around, but there is nowhere to sit, so I ignore the relentless tugging and sit cross-legged on the floor. The huge, domed ceiling is painted with scenes from over the years, I’m guessing, from wars, to deaths, to births. All kinds of creatures are depicted up there. I can’t even see the walls over the stacks of books, and everything echoes. How big is this place?

      Endless, I would think.

      Opening the cover, I spot the almost faded handwriting on the first page. “The birth, life, and history of the seven original, now fallen, gods.” Huh. I flip through the pages. There are drawings and endless scrawled notes. Did Book Daddy write this? If so, how does he know Khalid… He said he was old, but as I read, my jaw drops. He was born before anyone. One of seven brothers, it looks like, birthed from Titan parents who are described as cruel and demanding. They wanted their sons’ powers and to rule this world. Huh, no wonder he’s an ass. I stop on one page where there seems to be a family portrait. There are seven good-looking men—gods, but I don’t spot Khalid. Then, I remember his face changes. Is this before, or is he wearing a skin? Something pulls my attention to the lone figure to the right, and I stroke my finger down the angry-looking man. He seems so alone, and if he was wearing a skin then…how sad to not even be himself around his family. The portrait isn’t in colour, so his hair is long and black, his eyes too, but he’s tall and skinny and not how I would have imagined him.

      Shaking my head, I keep going, wanting to know as much as I can about my enemy. Well, the man who used to be an enemy and still might be in the future. I pass names of unfamiliar men and what they are—a dragon, a vampire, a sea god, and a sun god before it lands on Khalid.

      Khalid - Skinwalker.

      Able to change his face at will, this god can easily fade into the background and infiltrate any army or group. He has toppled kingdoms posing as advisors, husbands, and even kings, poisoning and killing their leaders, stopping wars before they even began. Throughout history, he is woven into the fabric but never as himself, instead in the faces of others. However, let us begin at the very start…

      I suck in a breath at the aching loneliness wafting through those words. All those years, he walked this world but never as himself. He must have kept everyone at arm’s length, never getting close…never having anyone. Like me. Maybe we are more similar than I thought. Shaking my head at the soft feeling invading my icy heart, I carry on reading the scrawling text.

      Khalid is the second born son of their Titan parents. His powers, however, unlike those of his siblings, did not emerge until his seventh year when forced into battle by his parents to prove himself. Nearing defeat, he touched the other fighter, and his skin started to melt away.

      Fuck, imagine doing that at seven years old! No wonder he’s messed up.

      His parents were overjoyed, the only time they had been proud of their second son, who they feared would be no better than a human. After this battle, however, his powers did not re-emerge when tested. Filled with anger at their disappointment of a son when all of their other children were thriving, they unleashed their wrath upon him.

      A sick feeling fills my stomach, and my head lifts, looking in Khalid’s direction. Oh god, what did they do to that poor boy? His own parents!

      His mother entertained the idea of putting him into a stressful, near-death situation again to bring out his powers. Yet when his father fought and defeated him, it did not happen. Many speculated this was due to fear of harming his father, who was quick to anger and very cruel. Instead, his parents tried other approaches, torturing the boy. They drowned him in the river. He was hanged only for him to be reborn as gods are. Day after day of different torture techniques were used to try and pull these powers from him until, on their seventh day, they found a successful method.

      My stomach rolls and images crowd my mind of a young, scared Khalid being beaten, drowned, and killed by the people who were supposed to love and protect him. And where were his brothers?

      Unbeknown to his other siblings, Khalid was put through the most horrific pain and torture we have ever heard of or seen. His siblings thought him strange and quiet as he withdrew further and further into himself, barely speaking a word. It was only when the oldest of the brothers walked in to find their mother carving his face off with a knife that they realised what had been happening right under their noses. Banding together in their hatred of their parents, the brothers vowed to protect Khalid from them, and so they did, taking their wrath so he did not. But it was too late, the boy was changed—darker, angrier, and filled with a deadly hatred that only his brothers seemed to be able to calm. When in these rages, his face would change, and so the parents were happy. The brothers grew and followed orders, always staying together, winning many wars and battles throughout the years. However, they became tired of the restraints. After that, a plan was formed, but a few days before they were going to run away, the brothers suffered a great loss. The human they had adopted as a sister was killed, tossed into the fires of hell by their parents to show the brothers they would never be free of them. Enraged, the brothers killed their parents and, filled with grief for their lost sister, they wandered into the world alone.

      I don’t even realise I’m crying until a tear drops to the page. Lifting my head, I wipe them away as my lips tremble. Oh my fucking god. Below my sadness for the man I’ve met is anger, a fucking hatred for those parents and what they put him through. No wonder he never wears his face, he probably fears not using his powers, morphed by their torture and pain. Deep inside, my soul shudders for him, wanting to wrap around him and never let another hurt him again. But wasn’t I going to do just that? Turn him over to the council?

      How can I now?

      He’s just as broken as I am. Betrayed by those he loved and trusted, walking this world alone to protect himself. Hunting and killing—the only thing he knows how to do.

      We are two halves of the same whole.

      Shutting the book, unable to read any more, I put it back, and the tugging starts again. “Fucking hell,” I mutter, and decide to let it lead me to wherever it wants me to go just so it will leave me alone. It stops me before a row of scrolls, and I look the dusty, ancient papers over. “What, asshole? No sign saying this one? Don’t make it easy on me or anything,” I grumble as I run my hands over the rows, starting at the bottom. About halfway up, I stop over one that seems to pulse with energy.

      Okay then.

      Pulling it out, I carefully unroll it, the paper heavy in my hands and feeling very important. It has a number at the top and a prophecy written under it. Great. I run my eyes over it, and at the end, I freeze. It’s about the end of the world, and there is a diagram of a man lying on the floor at the base of some stairs, and above him, on the top step, is a woman. But below them both is a circle of twelve people. Six men, six women. All there with magic surrounding them. A wolf. A dragon… Fuck.

      Are these the brothers? Who are the women, and what does this mean?

      Am… Is Khalid supposed to stop the end of the world?

      And why do my eyes catch on to the figure next to him? The female figure with clawed hands, a long, skinny body, and horns reaching up to the air…just like my creature?

      Holy fuck.

      “Amore?” comes the yell, so I roll the scroll up and put it back, stepping away.

      Nope, fuck that.

      The universe should have called spoiler alert or some shit on that. Head down, I hurry through the stacks, letting the feeling of always knowing where Khalid is pull me until I’m before him. He frowns when he sees me, and I swallow, my eyes going to the Librarian, who sighs before standing with a nod.

      “Hmm, interesting,” he murmurs. “Okay then.” He turns around and starts digging through a drawer as Khalid steps towards me, his expression worried.

      “What happened? Are you okay?” he asks seriously, his concern evident in his voice. I stare at him, unable to help it. After knowing his life…how could I hate him?

      “Fine,” I rasp, and he steps closer, pressing against me and tipping my chin back with a finger as he searches my face.

      “Liar. What did you see, amore?” he murmurs.

      “Here,” the Librarian interrupts, thrusting a hand between us until we stumble back. In his grasp is a necklace. It’s gold with a long chain and a locked amulet at the bottom. He jangles it at me. “Take it, you’ll need it.”

      “What for?” I query softly.

      “When you know, you will know. Until then…take it, okay?” He throws it at me, and I catch it automatically. It has power, I can feel it, but when it touches my skin, it seems to purr with purpose. I lick my lips, trying to fill the awkward silence.

      “Aww, I like him. You never give me jewellery,” I tease brattily. Uncaring of our audience, he narrows his eyes on me and leans in.

      “I’ll give you a fucking necklace, amore,” he growls, flexing his hand so I know what he means. My eyes dilate, and my breathing picks up as I remember how much I liked his hand around my throat…

      “Got what you wanted?” I purr, my claws stretching within me as my animals urge me to rut him.

      “Yes, let’s go.” He grabs my hand and twines his fingers with mine. “I would say nice seeing you…” He trails off as he stares at the Librarian.

      “You too, kid.” He follows us out, but at the front door, he stops and looks us over. “Stop trying to fight fate. To save the future, you must forgive the past.” With that cryptic message, he slams the door in our faces.

      “Fucking weirdo,” Khalid mutters as he walks me back to the car, but the entire way there, I just stare at the side of his face. He notices and turns to me with a frown. “What, amore?”

      “Nothing,” I reply straightaway and look away purposely, even as my heart clenches. Those walls around it crumble further the longer I keep staring into the black eyes of a boy who only ever wanted to be loved. The world hurt and broke him… Could I do the same?

      When we reach the car, I get in, and in silence, I drive away from the forest, but it’s dark now. It’s the middle of the night. “Why don’t you pull over and we can rest for a bit?” he suggests.

      I nod mutely and do just that, pulling into a bit of the forest where we are surrounded by trees. Locking the door, I climb into the back, put the seats down, and grab the blankets I keep above my weapons store and a pillow. Hey, this isn’t my first time camping in my car when hunting. I pass him one and lay my own down. He does the same next to me as I strip off my boots, put a knife under my pillow, and flop down, staring at the ceiling.

      Confused.

      “Okay, the quiet is freaking me out. You aren’t threatening me or trying to kill me, what’s wrong?” he demands.

      “Just tired,” I tell him and then turn over, closing my eyes and trying to go to sleep. But in that place between awareness and slumber, I start having visions of him. His back is to me, and he’s younger, smaller, but I know it’s him. He’s covered in blood and bound to a pole with his arms above him as a woman comes towards him with a knife.

      It wakes me, and I’m breathing heavily with tears in my eyes once more, my heart aching. Arms wrap around me and turn me until I’m staring up at those dark eyes. He searches my face, his own scared. “Remi, talk to me,” he begs. “What’s wrong?”

      When did we get this close? He’s already between my thighs, and I don’t mind. Worse yet, I feel my mouth opening and spilling secrets I shouldn’t. I can’t tell him what I read, not yet, so instead, other secrets pour out to distract him and me.

      “Nightmares of my pack,” I tell him.

      His eyes narrow, and he gets in my face, holding me there. “Tell me.”

      “They…they hated me. Because of my tiger. I was a freak. I tried not to be, I was strong, but they made me an omega anyway.” I tried to stop talking, but something about those black eyes and the darkness around us has me spilling more. “I was their punching bag. They were allowed to do whatever they wanted to me, and I wasn’t allowed to fight them or stop them, or I would have been hurt worse.”

      He growls, and I close my eyes before opening them again, unwilling to be ashamed of what I survived. I know he understands, and sometimes, pain needs to be shared. Now that I’ve started, I can’t stop. It spills out of me like an overfull reservoir I’ve dammed my entire life, seeking relief.

      “It went on for years, but I got stronger and stronger, and when I realised I could turn into a wolf and changed, they hated me more. I almost died that night. But on my fifteenth birthday, it got bad, really bad. I was in the forest alone, hiding from them like I often did, when…when he found me.” I suck in a breath. “He was the enforcer of the pack, a beta on track to be alpha. He hated me since I was a kid, went out of his way to be cruel to me, but he was bigger now and had the power. He tried to rape me.” My voice is dead, flat. “He ripped my clothes off…but I couldn’t let him. Something inside me wouldn’t let me. I hit him. He went flying, and he changed into his wolf. He went crazy and tugged me around, ripping me to shreds. He was so strong and big, I remember the feeling of his claws disembowelling me…slashing into my skin. The sight of his white muzzle covered in my blood, those yellow eyes locked on me, my own death echoing in them. I couldn’t even change. I was bleeding, dying, I could feel it… Then something came to me in the dark. Something I never knew I had, and it tore free. It wanted to kill him, but I tried to stop it… I couldn’t. It was too strong. I blacked out, and when I woke up, I was standing over his mangled, half-eaten body, my lips covered in his blood and the taste of his flesh in my mouth. Not a year later, his brother, the other beta who had spent the previous year making my life hell because of what I had done, became alpha. Some called what I did self-defence, but he never believed them. He thought I should pay for killing his brother. The old alpha convinced him not to torture me anymore, but to kick me out instead. To be done with me, to sentence me to a life as a feral…a stray all alone.” I suck in a breath. “I have such horrors in my past. You ask me why I hunt. Because I have no choice. Because this thing inside of me won’t let me stop. I have to sate its needs, or it kills without remorse, and it would kill innocents.” I blink then, staring at his face. “I’m terrified of becoming a monster.”

      “A monster wouldn’t fear that,” he murmurs softly before he grips my chin harder. “I will kill him for you. Kill any who harmed you. I vow that, Remi.”

      I shake my head, but he grips me harder, just on the edge of pain. The spark of it flows through me and makes me gasp. My creature bubbles to the surface from it, wanting to protect me, to feel that pain as well, even as I try to hold it back, but under those black eyes, I’m struggling. “I will. They will die in pain, begging for forgiveness with your name on their lips. I will rip them to pieces after hours and hours of torture. They will know what you felt, but ten times worse.” He leans closer. “I promise.”

      Something about him speaking about killing, the intimate details of that and the soft spoken yet terrifying promise, sets the creature free. After all the years of holding it back, of being strong, it breaks through in my one weak moment. He’s flung back as I scream, wrapping my arms around myself to try and stop it.

      “Remi!” he roars, reaching for me.

      “Don’t!” I beg as I hold it back with the last shred of my being. Its claws tear through my sides, ripping me apart from the inside out in its desire to be let free. Its haunting screams fill my ears, its bloodlust surging through me. To kill. Hunt. Eat. Decimate. The thoughts chant through my mind again and again as I’m locked in an internal battle. Khalid’s eyes remain on me the entire time. I feel his worry and helplessness.

      The need to hurt those who hurt him is overwhelming. I have to kill and now, but the only person around is Khalid, and I can’t kill him. “Help.” It’s forced out through clenched teeth, the only time I have ever asked for help.

      “How?” he asks, watching me from the corner as I writhe in agony, trying to keep the creature back. I land on my side, panting, curled in agony.

      “Kiss me!” I almost scream.

      He blinks, but without hesitation, he grips my chin and kisses me. Hard. The creature pauses, stopping its rampage, and instead, focuses on him. On the desire pooling in my belly, on my body’s response, and just like that, it flips again.

      To lust.

      I’m going to fuck him…

      Better than killing him.
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      She tastes like agony and blood, and the darkness in me likes that. Likes hearing her cries of pain and seeing the fear and terror in her eyes. Feeling the trembles of her hurting body. I’m a sick bastard.

      She whimpers into my mouth but pushes into my hand as I pull back. “Yes, like that,” she implores, and in her eyes, I see the truth—she needs this. She can explain after. I’m not going to turn her down when it’s what both of us want badly. Have since that moment we locked eyes in the club. I guess we both knew we would end up here.

      With her below me and my cock buried inside her.

      Flipping her onto her back, I grab her hands, pull them above her head, and smash them down onto the seat as she gasps and arches into me. Keeping one of my hands around her joined wrists, squeezing on the verge of pain, I kiss her again, nipping at her lip before sucking it and pulling it, letting it pop back. Both of her eyes are black now, like mine. Her legs wrap around me as she rubs against me, teasing me with everything I have always wanted.

      “Fuck me,” she snarls against my lips.

      Grinding the bones in her wrists together, I let her feel my strength. Unlike others before, she doesn’t get scared. No, she rolls into me, begging for more, wanting the pain and darkness I hide. “Yes, more, make it hurt. Spill my blood. Let me watch it flow down my body.” She groans, and my heart skips a beat as my cock presses uncomfortably against my jeans.

      Fuck, she’s so perfect.

      I don’t want to terrify her with my predilections, so I won’t let the full monster come out, but she can have a taste. See if she survives it. I finally seal my lips to hers and tangle our tongues together, both of us fighting for dominance. She grinds into me, dragging me close, her teeth digging into my lip as I pull away, and she snarls, biting harder until I taste my blood. The coppery tang makes me explode into a lust-fuelled haze.

      Reaching down, I twist my hand in her shirt and yank it from her body. She gasps as I throw it away, leaving her in her bra, but I want her naked. I want to see all those curves and muscles again and have those incredible breasts at my mercy. I snap the front of the bra and toss it, and then I pull back, warning her with my eyes to keep her hands there as I feel my blood dripping down my tongue from her bite. She licks her bloodstained lips and moans, her hips rolling as I sit back on my heels.

      I open the button on her pants and yank them over her hips. She lifts them to help me, and I graze my lips down her thigh as I pull them down and off, tossing them away. She lies before me in only a tiny thong, which I snap and shove in my back pocket as I take in her body. She’s fucking stunning. She looked even more beautiful with her luscious figure covered in blood, but these curves… Fuck, I almost come in my pants. I can’t wait to get inside of her, but I want to taste her, to suck those perky little nipples into my mouth. To see my teeth marks imprinted there. To see my belt marks across her tits, her thighs, and ass as I fuck her. To see her drip with the pain.

      I want her riding that knife’s edge of madness, like I always am, caught somewhere between too much and just enough.

      She snarls, and her fangs descend, hanging over her lips—her tiger or wolf? I don’t know, but I can’t wait to feel them in my skin. I’ve never had a shifter, but I know they like to bite and fuck hard. Shit. My girl is going to kill me, and I haven’t even touched her yet.

      “Stop staring and start moving,” she orders, and I narrow my eyes.

      “Don’t get sassy with me, amore,” I snap.

      “Or what?” She grins and then drags her hands down her belly and back up, cupping her heavy breasts and tweaking her nipples as I watch. Her eyes stay locked on me as I vibrate with unleashed danger. She parts her thighs and lets me see her pretty pink pussy. Her right hand glides down her stomach and parts her lips, letting me see the wetness already coating her pretty cunt and the hooded clit begging for my teeth and lips.

      “Hands off, you’re mine.” I lash her with my demand, and she smirks, even as she slides her hand down her pussy like the brat she is.

      No, that’s my job. She doesn’t get pleasure from anywhere else, not even herself. I slap her hands away and grab her ripped shirt. I tear a strip, grab both hands, and tie them and then slam them above her head again. She purrs and rubs against me, her chest brushing across mine. Leaning back, I scrape my teeth down her chest and around her breasts before sucking one of her nipples into my mouth, tasting the sweetness of her skin, making me groan and dig my teeth in deeper.

      “Khalid.” She arches further into my mouth. “Harder, make it hurt now,” she snarls, and I feel her fighting whatever is going through her, so I bite harder until I break the skin and taste her blood. My own darkness screams for me to rip into her, to hear her cries echo around the car, so I pull back, licking my smirking lips as I look at the bleeding teeth marks surrounding her wet, pointed nipple. My possessiveness roars through me, and I give the other the same treatment before watching the droplets of blood slowly run down her bare chest. “More,” she demands, almost screaming, writhing for me. “Fuck me, rip me apart.”

      “Fuck, don’t temp me,” I snarl as I lick down her body, feeling her tremble under my tongue before I reach her cunt. The sweet smell of her musk reaches me, so I inhale, sucking it into my lungs until she is all I can smell, and then I part her pussy lips and drag my tongue down her slit until she is all I can taste. She groans, lifting her hips to meet my mouth again. My girl doesn’t want soft, she wants hard and painful, so do I, but this is also my first time with my mate, and I want to do all the things I haven’t been able to do. Like watch her ride my face as she comes, feeling her clench around my fingers, her tight cunt coated in her blood and cum. Watch her go wild as I drive her higher than anyone ever could. So good, it hurts.

      Licking her pussy like it’s my favourite fucking thing to eat, I lash her clit over and over before slamming my tongue inside of her. She groans, pushing her pussy into my face, her thighs clamping around my head. Good. Fuck, she can kill me if she wants to, it won’t stop me from licking this cunt.

      Flattening my tongue, I drag it down her to her arse, eating her messily and quickly before I press a finger to her pussy and, with no warning, slam it inside her. She cries out as I growl, feeling her tight channel contracting around my finger, so I pull out and add another and another, stretching her tight pussy like I will with my cock.

      She purrs loudly, grinding onto my tongue as I lash her clit before sucking it into my mouth and biting down gently. With a scream, she comes, her pussy clamping around my fingers as she desperately rides my face, even as I add extra pressure, almost breaking the skin of her clit before pulling back and kissing it better. I lift my head and suck in a deep breath of the sweetness of her release. Pulling my fingers free, I watch the wetness stretch between us before I drag them down to her ass and press a finger there.

      “Fuck, yes, shove them in. Make it hurt,” she demands.

      Shit.

      So I do just that, thrusting them into her tight little ass. She thrashes for me as I pull them out and slam them inside of her, making it hurt, yet she only cries out in ecstasy as I stroke her tight little ass before I pull them free of her clinging body. She whimpers, and I wipe them clean, then I kiss up her belly, lap at the blood on her chest, and meet her parted lips, letting her taste her blood and release on my lips.

      She moans as her legs wrap around me again, her tied hands hooking over my neck and dragging me closer. Grunting, I kiss her hard as I reach between us, flick open my jeans, and push them down until I can pull out my cock. Wrenching my lips away, I breath heavily as I look down at her, at those plump, raw lips and wild, dark eyes. The blood covering her abused chest… Fuck. I almost spill across her right here, but she needs my cock and I want to see her ride it. To feel her come around it with that soft, tight silk wrapped around me like a vice as I fuck her.

      Impatient, she lunges forward, biting my neck like a wild animal, her head thrashing from side to side. I grip the back of her head, encouraging her, feeling my blood spill and skin rip. The agony pounds through me and mixes with pleasure until my eyes cross. Needing to fuck her, I yank her head back with her hair, ripping my neck open as I sit back. Blood coats her teeth and chin as she grins and drapes her legs over my shoulders. I pull her farther down and drag my hard cock down her pussy with a growl.

      “Fuck, how can you taste so good?” I snarl, feeling the wound on my neck heal, even as my blood stains my chest and back, dripping down my arm. I want it to scar, to wear it proudly, but I know it won’t. It wasn’t deep enough.

      “I feel even better,” she purrs. “Slam it inside of me. Let me feel every inch. Fuck me hard, I want to be so sore I can barely walk,” she demands, looking down her body at my huge, thick dick and groaning. “Shit, that’s going to feel so good.”

      “You need to be wetter,” I warn, even as I press against her hole. I’m big, huge actually, and that isn’t even an exaggeration. I don’t want to rip her. But she is having none of it. She pushes down, taking the tip of my cock inside of her with a groan, and then she slams down again, trying to work herself onto my length.

      Fuck.

      Grabbing her hips, I narrow my eyes on her as she smirks at me, knowing she got her way. I’ll show the brat what she is going to get. In one punishing move, I slam into her tight cunt, forcing my monster length through her channel. She screams in pain and pleasure, even as she pushes down, taking more. Wetness gushes around me as I make it hurt. Smirking, I pull out and slam back in, slow at first, before I pick up speed.

      My mate likes pain? I’m fucked.

      She’s everything I could ever want—no, need. She can handle my…darker desires, and I can’t wait to show her, to paint her skin in my marks and blood. To tie her up and fuck every hole until she can’t walk. To see her ride me in that leather as she uses those knives on me. To hunt her and have her hunt me. Shit, my brain is getting away with me, and now I’m just hammering into her. The loud slap of skin with the wet squelch of her pussy is loud, even above her cries of pleasure.

      “More,” she urges, her voice laced with pain and pleasure.

      Flipping her, I wrap my hand around her throat and squeeze as I slam into her again and again, snarls leaving my lips. Her hands turn to claws, and she rips them down the seats on either side of her as she writhes beneath me, fighting me even now when she’s getting what she wants. So I tighten my hand, squeezing until it hurts and she’s gasping for air, struggling to breathe. Seeing that, seeing the struggle has me harder than ever, and I pummel into her. My other hand is on her hip, yanking her back, impaling her on my cock over and over.

      While she can’t see me, I feel the face slip, unable to control it when I’m with her. It’s something that’s never happened, and for the first time ever, I fuck as me, not as someone else.

      I fuck her relentlessly, letting all my powers free, allowing her to feel every hard inch of my cock and strength, and she revels in it, riding my length like a good little monster. I watch it go in and out of her tight little cunt, stretching her hole deliciously around me as her head drops and hits the carpet. Her moans are continuous now, and her back is arched, the pale, unblemished skin calling for me to ruin it. Mar it. Mark it. Make it mine.

      So I do.

      Ensuring not to touch her with my powers, I grab one of her knives and drag it down her back, splitting the skin all the way down. She screams in ecstasy as her blood pools and runs across her skin like spilled wine. The deep red has my hips stuttering before I slam into her again and again.

      “Yes, more, cut me to pieces,” she snarls.

      Next time, I want her nails scoring my back all the way down, cutting it to ribbons as I fuck her, but right now, I want to cut her more. Maybe it’s twisted, probably from my messed-up childhood, but pain and pleasure go hand in hand for me. Watching people lose their inhibitions and explode when they didn’t know they could, seeing the pain take them to new heights, is delicious, but my girl knows what she likes and I don’t have to be scared.

      I can feel it. We are two halves, and my kink is hers. She wants to be hurt, to hurt, and fuck dirty and bloody.

      I slice again, across this time, and she growls, her pussy clenching around me as she cries out. So I do it again and again before I drop the knife and lay over her, her blood coating my chest as I fuck her hard and fast. I feel my release building, storming through me with such strength, I know I won’t be able to move. It’s been building since I first saw her, after all.

      Wrapping my bloody hand around her throat, I pin her there and drive into her. “Come, now,” I snarl into her ear, and with a cry, she does. Her pussy clamps and gushes around me, and I slam all the way to the hilt and let the pleasure take over. Her tight cunt pulls my release from my body as I squirt into her cunt, filling her with my cum, my groan in her ear.

      It drags out, my balls emptying. The pleasure surges through my entire body until I almost black out, and something snaps into place between us, but I’m too gone to notice, my body limp as I lie on her.

      Eventually, I come around, panting against her neck. She is soft and pliant under me, purring like her tiger as we both shake with aftershocks. “Fuck,” I murmur, and she nods.

      “Hell yes, we are doing that again.”

      I laugh, and we both groan.

      Oh, my little amore has no idea. I plan on fucking her for the rest of my days. Even if she’s my enemy, I’m keeping her. If I have to tie her to a bed and take her orgasms from her, I will.

      She’s mine.

      Forever. There is no escaping me now.
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      I must doze for a few hours, because my body is healed when I wake and I’m curled in Khalid’s arms, which makes me freeze. I never stay the night, but I don’t have much choice here. His arms and legs are wrapped around me possessively and filled with strength, so I couldn’t escape even if I wanted to. I feel his sticky cum on my thighs and my dried blood on my back, and my throat aches from his hands in the best way. I’m sore like I wanted, and the blood and fucking drove back the creature, so now it’s my turn.

      I want him again.

      I want to look into those eyes while I ride that thick cock I’m now addicted to. I’ve never been fucked like that—without inhibitions, uncaring if he killed or hurt me, just like I wanted. Some men say they like that shit and cry when I scratch them. Some are good and fuck me hard and painfully, tying me up and filling my holes, but it’s never been enough for me. I needed more. I apparently needed an inhuman god to fuck me to the brink of death.

      Rolling over, I push him to his back and straddle his waist, digging my nails into his pecs. He groans, his black eyes flicking open. His hair is darker now, almost black, but as I watch it fades back to ginger, and I feel like just for a moment, he was losing his face. I want to see what he really looks like, but for some reason, he doesn’t want me to. “Let me see,” I whisper.

      He licks his lips and narrows his eyes. “Plan on doing anything or teasing?” he challenges, distracting me instead, and I roll my hips, feeling his cock wake up and start to harden.

      Smirking, I dig my nails in deeper. He hisses and lifts his hips as his eyes slide shut. Oh yes, I’m going to give him everything. I bet he has never been truly hurt before, not in the way he clearly needs it to let out all his stress and memories. I scrape my nails down his chest and back up, but this time when I drag them down, I let them transform into claws. He yelps as they cut through his skin, grabbing my hips and sliding me back and forth on his cock, wetting it.

      “Yes, amore. That,” he growls in a rush as those black eyes open and lock on me. Raising my claw, I let him watch as I suck it into my mouth, tasting his blood. He groans and gives me that impatient, dangerous look he’s nailed, which never fails to make me wet. I drag them back down again, slashing across his chest, deeper this time, and his cock jerks under me. Pulling them free, I lean down and taste his blood, moaning at the flavour as I lap it up. I glide my tongue along the cuts, flicking the jagged edges before diving in and licking again. He grips my ass and squeezes as he pulls me up and down, basically dry humping me.

      Sitting back, I grind my hips against him before lifting and grabbing his hard cock, stroking him with my bloodstained, wet hand. He groans, watching me with his lips parted, and that sound hits my core. It’s so masculine and deep, it makes me shiver.

      I stroke him as I watch him. His cock is huge, and I can barely wrap my hand around him. No wonder he nearly split me in two. If you don’t like pain, I bet he’s too much.

      “Amore,” he rumbles. “No teasing, ride my cock.”

      Tutting, I squeeze hard before shuffling down until my mouth hovers over his cock. “I’ll ride your cock when I want to. First, I want to finish what we started in the club. Tasting this huge dick,” I mumble before tracing the slit with my tongue, lapping up the pre-cum beaded there. He sucks in a breath, his abs rolling as he clenches. Chuckling, I lick down his cock and up and around, like he’s an ice cream cone. I finally suck the tip into my mouth and pull back. He tangles his fingers in my hair, yanking me to his cock. Meeting his gaze, I suck him all the way down, all the way into my throat. Even then, I don’t reach the base of him, so I wrap my hand there and squeeze as I pull up and suck back down, bobbing my head as he thrusts upwards. He tries to speed me up, but I resist, and that edge of pain as he pulls my hair has me wiggling as I drip, wanting to feel him inside of me again. But I’m in control this time, and I will fuck him when I’m good and ready and not a moment before.

      I bob faster and faster, taking him all the way down my throat and back up again, licking the tip and tasting that salty male essence that’s all him. I love it and ache for more, to taste it dripping from my mouth like droplets of blood. His black eyes watch me hungrily, obsessively.

      “Fuck, you are so goddamn perfect and beautiful.” He groans and thrusts into my mouth, forcing me to swallow him. “You should see those mismatched eyes staring at me, making me weak. That hot little mouth taking me… Fuck. You make me so powerless.”

      Humming, I pull back and decide he’s been good. I stop torturing him. I crawl up his body, digging my fingers into those slashes that are starting to heal and pressing my pussy to the head of his cock before dropping. I only get a few inches and have to twist and grind to get him in deeper. His grip tightens, cutting into my hips as he helps, lifting and yanking me back down, until I finally bottom out on his cock. I feel so fucking full and stretched, almost to the point of pain. I can’t sit still. I start to roll my hips before propping my hands on his chest, riding him.

      He watches me like he can’t bear to look away as he lets me use him. My head drops, and I lean back, placing my hands on his thighs, creating a long line with my body. Then I drag my bloodied fingers down my chest, playing with my nipples before sliding them down my belly and rubbing my clit. My cream drips down his cock and balls as I lift and drop. “Shit, amore.” He tries not to move, but he’s thrusting into me gently, so I pick up speed. I want hard and fast, to see him lose control and make his power slip.

      To see his true face.

      Digging my nails into his thighs, I feel them cut into his skin, and he cries out and thrusts up, jiggling me on his cock before, with a snarl, he flips us. Laughter escapes my lips, but it ends in a groan at the new angle, at how deep he’s hitting me as he lifts my hips and slams into me. Locking my legs around him, I scrape my claws along his back, cutting him to shreds. He doesn’t stop, in fact, it spurs him on.

      Praises leave his lips as I slice him, blood pouring down us both as he slams into me again and again while the sun starts to rise around us as we fuck. The windows fog, and the car moves with his powerful thrusts.

      “Yes!” I groan against his lips as I lift my head and slam my lips to his, devouring his mouth like the animals we are.

      I feel my animals pushing to the surface, wanting to change and be taken like this, but I shove them away. This is him and me, nothing more. They protest and swipe at my insides, and I groan in pain, making my pussy clench. He snarls and drives into me again and again. His hand snakes between us as I scratch and cut his back, and without warning, he spanks my clit repeatedly. Not teasing little taps, but huge, massive slaps. The pain sends me over the edge. I scream my release, cutting his back to shreds, and with one last thrust, his head falls back and a howl of pleasure flows from his lips as I feel his release splash inside of me.

      I can’t look away as his face flickers. I see black hair, black eyes, and stubble before it flickers to ginger and back again, only giving me glimpses of the man underneath the skin he wears, and then it stops, settling on that ginger man as his eyes open. He breathes heavily, his head tilted down as those black orbs lock on me.

      Both of us are hurt, panting, and exhausted. He falls onto me, and I wrap my arms around him as my eyes close. My nails turn back to normal as I feel his back stitching together under my fingers. A smile curves my lips. We have stuff to do. I shouldn’t let myself be this vulnerable or weak with him, yet I can’t help but fall asleep, wrapped up in him.

      What’s happening to me?
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        KHALID

      

      

      I wake before my little amore does. She’s curled in my arms, looking serene and purring slightly. Her long lashes brush across her cheeks. Her head is on my chest, her arms are over mine, and our legs are tangled together. The sun is streaming in and highlighting her beautiful skin, giving her an otherworldly glow.

      For once, her guard is down. No worry or anger mar her features, and she’s not ready to pounce on anyone at a moment’s notice. This is what I imagine she would be like if the pack had kept her, if she had a normal life…but I can’t change the past, and the woman currently in my arms is perfect the way she is. For me at least. Her anger matches mine, and her lust and need for blood means she can handle me. Maybe this was how it was always supposed to be.

      She can endure me, go toe-to-toe with me, and when she does… Fuck. It makes me hard as hell. Her defiance, her brattiness mixed in with the badass bitch hunter. I love every single fucking inch of her. Last night was perfect. I feel like I have waited all my life to be with my mate. I told myself it wouldn’t possibly be as good as everyone makes it out to be. I was wrong. It was better. How could I ever go back to being alone now? To being without her? No wonder that after I saw her, I was unable to even look at another, never mind touch them.

      It’s her, and always has been her.

      My hunter.

      My prey.

      My amore.

      I can still feel the agony of her nails in my back and the bliss of her cunt around my dick. Still taste her sweetness and blood on my lips. How can one person be so incredibly perfect? She could survive everything I had to throw at her. She barely fucking blinked as she dared me to go harder. Do more. I can’t let her go, not now, not ever.

      Remi is mine. She can try to kill me or betray me, but she isn’t getting away. I tighten my arms, and she sighs and snuggles closer, making me smirk as I look down at her. Her eyes flash open, and in an instant, I’m on my back with a knife at my throat. I’m not even sure where she pulled it from. She’s still naked, so I reach out and tweak her nipple as she glares down at me. “Planning to use that?” I ask, nodding at the knife as I run my tongue across my teeth. “Please fucking do.”

      “What time is it?” she mutters, blinking as she watches me. Disappointingly, she swings off of me, and I grab her throat before she can get far. I dig my thumbs into the sides of her neck as I hold her still and press her to her back, sweeping her hair off her shoulder as I kiss along it and up to her ear.

      “Not so fast, amore,” I murmur. She shivers, even as I feel her gearing up for a fight. Chuckling, I kiss her cheek before turning her and pecking her lips. “Get dressed. It’s morning, and we need to go back to the city. I need to speak to some informants.”

      She nods mutely and pulls away from my touch, seeming almost sad. I watch her get dressed in some clothes she pulls from the trunk before I slip out of the car. I stretch in the fresh air, then turn to grab my clothes. I find her observing me with dark, hungry eyes, so I press my hands to the top of the door and lean in. “Like what you see, amore? Want a different wake-up call? Say, my tongue in your cunt?”

      Her eyes narrow, and she turns away. “We need to get to work,” she snaps almost coldly, making me laugh. That’s fine, she can try and push me away all she wants. She won’t get rid of me that easily. I grab my jeans, tug them on, and button them before putting on my boots and shirt. She climbs into the driver’s seat and is waiting for me as I get into the passenger seat.

      “Back we go,” she mutters. “Hope you’re ready to kill some hunters.”

      “They may have forgotten about us.” I shrug.
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        * * *

      

      They have not.

      Three are waiting at the city limits. I don’t even get out of the car. I just sit back and watch with a smirk as my girl stalks towards them, killing them. Without a pause, she pulls her knives free, tosses the bodies to the side, and gets back into the car without a word, revving the engine.

      “I’m so fucking hard for you,” I growl, and she laughs as she speeds up.

      “Men,” she scoffs.

      I give her directions to the area we need to go to, and she parks in a multistorey and gets out, slipping more knives onto her person from the trunk before offering me some. I shake my head and lead her to the area where we can find the informants, but once we reach the street, I can tell something is wrong.

      It’s silent, way too fucking silent.

      What’s happening?

      We share a look, and she palms a knife, hiding the edge under her jacket. I move away a bit to give us room to fight if need be. Is this from the council? Have the hunters cleared the area, tracking and waiting for us…or is this something more? The atmosphere feels different, sparking with electricity and magic, and not the good kind.

      The dark kind my parents were filled with.

      “Something’s wrong,” she murmurs, and I nod my agreement.

      A scream splits the air, and we both turn and watch a teenage girl run past us with terror in her eyes. Her eyes lock on us, and she slides to a stop before us, panting. “What the fuck are you doing? Run!”

      “Run?” Remi repeats, looking at me and then back to the girl. “From what?”

      “The zombies!” she yells like we’re dumb, and then breaks into a sprint again, glancing behind her. We both blink dumbly and stare down the street where she came from.

      “Zombies… Have you met a zombie?” she asks.

      “No,” I mutter as we stand side by side, watching the street. “But could be a supe, or she could be confused. Let’s check it out.”

      Turning left, we follow the street the human ran down. Inside, I’m thinking it must be a prank, until we come upon the church at the end of the row of houses and both of us freeze.

      Open-mouthed and shocked.

      “What the fuck?” she whispers and looks at me. “Zombies, actual fucking zombies.”

      She’s right. The old church building is surrounded by snarling, lumbering humans. But these humans don’t smell right, they smell dead. Their eyes are empty, and there are faded black veins crawling up their arms and across their faces. Their lips are open in a grunting sound which, yes, I must admit does sound like what I imagined a zombie would sound like. There has to be at least twenty of them surrounding the building, banging on the door and scraping at the windows, trying to get in. Beyond that, I sense the rapid heartbeats of at least ten humans trapped inside.

      “I guess…we kill them?” she suggests, rubbing at her head. “I gotta admit, I’m at a loss here. What kills a zombie? Head shot? Smashing the brain?”

      I laugh, I can’t help it. “You’ve been watching too much TV and films, amore. In real life, they are controlled by magic. They either need to be cut from the source, or you need to destroy their link to it by destroying them with fire or severing the spinal cord, which acts as a conduit for the magic to infect the…brain,” I finish lamely as she grins at me.

      “Burn them or cut off their heads, got it.” She pockets her smaller knife, and as I watch, she pulls a sword the length of her arm from her back and winks at me. “Shall we, face changer?”

      She turns, sticks two fingers in her mouth, and whistles. The zombies look over with a grunt, all of those emotionless, lifeless eyes locking on us before they start to lumber in our direction—on their magic user’s command no doubt. “Come on, dead boys. Let’s party,” she calls and then rushes towards them, swinging her blade as she goes.

      I think I’m in love.

      What an awkward time to be hard.

      Rolling my shoulders, I jump into action, ready to help her dispatch them. We work side by side in the empty street, keeping our backs to each other but with enough room to manoeuvre as they surround us. Their once human hands are tipped with claws, and their mouths snarl and in some cases are coated with blood. But they are slow, unlike freshly raised and controlled zombies. I would imagine these have been left here to rot.

      Probably the slow or damaged kind.

      Remi easily hacks through their necks, and I watch her for a moment as one falls to the ground. With a yell, she slashes and stabs double handed with the sword, hacking at the neck until the head rolls to the side, and then she flicks her hair back and stands up, twirling her blade, blood coating the weapon and her face. She sees me watching and winks before spinning and impaling her blood-soaked weapon through the eye of one sneaking up on me while I was too busy gawking at my mate.

      I grab the closest arm of one nearby, rip it off, and toss it away before dragging him closer. I frame its snarling, grinding cheeks with my hands, its teeth snapping together to try and get me as I add pressure and twist. Ripping its head off, I watch the magic animating the corpse extinguish in its eyes before I throw it to the ground and move on to the next. We work effortlessly together until we’re standing in the midst of all the dead zombies. Panting, Remi twirls her blade, gets to her knees, and wipes it on one of their shirts as I watch with an arched eyebrow.

      “Well, I’m not wiping it on my own clothes, am I?” she scoffs as she sheathes it, and then without a glance at me, she walks to church and bangs on the door. “They are gone, it’s safe,” she calls and then steps back.

      Slowly, the door cracks open, and a head peeks out before it rips inward and all the humans stream out. Some say thank you, and others run as fast as they can. I don’t blame them, they don’t understand what’s happening. Remi heads back to me, and I wrap my hand around her neck and pull her closer as I rub some blood from her chin with my free hand. Our eyes lock, and she smirks.

      “I—Do you know if it’s safe?” a small, scared voice asks. We turn at the same time, and our eyes land on a young girl no older than sixteen as she fidgets. “We saw the news, that’s all.”

      “The news?” Remi repeats and shares a look with me.

      “Yeah.” The girl’s eyes widen as she looks at the bodies on the ground. “They are all over the city. We’re being told to stay inside, it’s insane. No one knows what’s happening.” She pulls out her phone, presses something, and turns the screen, letting us see video after video of zombies attacking humans before she locks it and swallows. “So, is it safe?”

      Remi frowns and nods. “Go home, we’ll make sure it is.”

      “Thank you,” the girl tells us, and then she turns before stilling and looking shyly back at us, mainly Remi. “You’re a badass, by the way.”

      Laughing, I drape my arm around Remi’s shoulders. “That she is, kid, that she is,” I say, and with a grin, the girl hurries off.

      Remi snorts, shrugs off my arm, and starts towards the car. “Looks like the council will have to wait,” she calls as I follow after her.

      “I know.” I scrub at my face. “I don’t understand how they aren’t here stopping this.”

      “Maybe they don’t know, or maybe they sent hunters and they’re dead.” She shrugs. “Either way, it doesn’t matter, we need to stop this.”

      She’s right, it seems like the rest of the city is in pandemonium.

      “Looks like we need to hunt down a necromancer,” I comment as I look at the bodies, “before the whole city is overrun and the world is changed forever.”

      She looks up at me and grins. “Time to hunt? We better gear up. I have just the place.”

      The excitement in her eyes has me groaning as my cock starts to harden, ready to see all of her weapons in action. “You need to sit on my face later,” I tell her as we head towards the car.

      “Only if you eat my cunt the way you killed those.” She jerks her head at the corpses, and I must look confused. “Fast, messy, and with a big ending.”

      I snort and almost fall over. She flicks her hair over her shoulder and shakes her ass as she saunters back to the car, knowing I’m watching.

      Fucking hell, I’m going to marry her.
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        REMI

      

      

      I never thought I would be hunting zombies, but here I am. The city is in complete chaos. Police don’t know what to do and can’t stop the spread, and even as much as they try, their barricades are overrun. It seems it all began last night after we left, starting slowly at first, but in the light of day, the numbers of the zombies are astronomical. People are told to stay inside and not to leave their houses. Businesses and cars rest abandoned. The streets are swarming with the shuffling undead.

      That’s right, zombies.

      But there is someone behind this—a necromancer. I don’t know why they targeted this city in particular, maybe it wasn’t a plan at all and just random. Maybe their powers were uncontrollable, which they usually are from what I’ve read. Hunters like to know as much about supes as we can, and I have researched them a little, fascinated by their history and powers.

      And now it seems I’m going to meet one, because they have to be close to have this many undead roaming around…right? They have to resurrect humans. Supes would be stronger and have more of a brain. I know because I read a story of one who once tried to create a supe army, strong and able to think on their own, but having to answer to the magic user… Let’s just say the council shut that down. Hard. For one to have broken through now…the whole world could fall if we aren’t careful. For some reason, the picture I saw in the scroll comes to mind before I push it away.

      I take Khalid to my locker, hesitating outside because this is my safe space, but we don’t have much choice. After unlocking it, I let him in, and he stills when inside, looking around with a whistle. His ginger hair is bright under the LED lights. “Holy shit, amore, you weren’t kidding.” He runs his eyes across all the weapons before watching me as I strip and strap on every leather harness I have. We’re going to need as much firepower as we can get. “Right now, I’m seriously turned by on imagining you using every single thing in here on me.”

      “Like a torture or red room situation?” I smirk, touching my flame thrower, and he groans and steps closer. His gaze lowers to my body for a moment before he meets mine again.

      “Don’t say shit like that unless you plan to follow through,” he growls.

      “City overrun with zombies,” I remind him, and he smirks.

      “They aren’t going anywhere.”

      Laughing, I turn and throw him a spare harness. It’s big, so it might fit him. “Here, grab whatever you want.”

      He comes around the table and grabs me instead, grinning. “Do you count?”

      “Incorrigible,” I murmur as he lowers his head. I grab his chin to still him, applying pressure, my animals purring at the dominance in that touch. “Show me your true face, and I’ll play with you.”

      He freezes, tilting his head to the side as his black eyes lock on mine. “You wouldn’t like my true face, amore,” he whispers sadly.

      “Who says I won’t?” I snap.

      “Me,” he replies and steps back. “It even disgusts me.” He turns away, leaving me gaping after him. Is that the true reason he wears others’ faces? Not just to blend in and be able to hunt, but because he can’t stand his own face?

      Why?

      Then it hits me, the torture… How much could a god heal? Did it scar him? Does the thought of his own face remind him of when he was a child?

      “Is it because you think there will be pain if you are in your own skin? Like your parents did to you?” I ask, watching as his back hunches. I feel the room drop a few degrees as he turns and glares at me.

      “What did you say?” he demands dangerously, his voice vibrating with menace.

      “They hurt you, tortured you to get you to wear others’ skins. Are you afraid, deep down, that if you wear your own that it will lead to pain?” I angle my head as he watches me, the wild god now present. The teasing man has disappeared, and for some reason, feeling that sudden hate and anger aimed at me nearly makes me moan. “I saw it in the library, in a book. They tortured you to get your powers out. Are you still really afraid of that, so many years later?”

      “Stop,” he growls, stepping closer. “Stop talking right fucking now.”

      I smile, knowing I’m getting to him. This seems important. I wasn’t even going to push, but I hate that he hides from me. That I don’t even know the face of the man I fucked. The man I risked it all for without even knowing why. Yet he could blend into the crowd and leave me, and I would never know the real him. He saw me vulnerable in my animal state, but he won’t show me his. “You saw my shift, saw me defenceless. Turnabout is fair play. You hate your face, and you clearly hate the memories it brings. Well, so do I when I turn. Show me.”

      His head lowers, the stance typical of a charging animal, his nostrils flare, his lips flatten, and his eyes narrow. “Is that so? Then what are you hiding, amore?” He mutters the term of endearment angrily, and it lashes through me. “The creature I saw in your eyes, the one you fucked out of your system with me. You accuse me of running from my past, of letting it shape me, but aren’t you doing the same?”

      I grind my teeth, and it’s my turn to glare. “That has nothing to do with you.”

      “And neither does this,” he roars, the force almost sending me stumbling backwards, but I stand my ground, staring him down. I won’t cower like the others do, I don’t fear his anger or hatred. There’s nothing he could do to me that hasn’t been done before. I’m not weak. I’m a fucking survivor, a goddamn animal and hunter. He will never hurt me because I won’t let him. “Do not push me, amore. I’m warning you to drop it. Now get your weapons and let’s go.” With that, he turns away and grabs some blades without even looking at me, leaving me staring at him with a feeling of rejection flowing through me.

      Why do I care?

      He’s nothing to me, just a quick fuck and hunting partner until we go our separate ways. I drew that line, I pushed him away, didn’t want him… So why does him doing the same make me want to stab him?

      Because somehow, I have a weird claim over this face god, and even my animals are in agreement. They see him as ours, and we don’t like the fact that he just may not be. That he may be using me as much as I used him.

      Did the player get played?

      Did the predator become the prey and didn’t even know?

      Turning away, I swallow and go through the motions of checking the weapons and sheathing them as my mind stumbles through my turbulent, confusing thoughts. My heart hammers with an emotion I can’t describe. He was my target, then my duty…then my fuck buddy, so why do I even care?

      Why does him turning away from me make my stomach roll?

      One thing is for sure—when this is over, I need to get as far away from this god as I can because he has some strange control over me, and when he realises that…

      He will have the power to destroy me.
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        * * *

      

      We decide to start at the source—the graveyard.

      After grabbing all the weapons we can, we get in the car, and without a word, I drive us to the closest one. There is tension between us, but we are both intent on stopping what’s happening no matter how pissed we are at each other. The dirt is upturned, the coffins are broken open, and the headstones are smashed and covered in fresh blood. Human and witch, if I’m not mistaken. There are also pentagrams drawn across the ground with skulls and hearts surrounding them. Whoever this necromancer is, they are strong and smart.

      The graveyard is clear though. We check two more, and they are all the same. It seems they have emptied all the graves and turned the dead from the city. But why? What will the chaos achieve for them, apart from being noticed? Unless it’s a distraction? But from what? The thoughts run through my head as we make our way through the city, stopping as many as we can, but we are both aware we need to find the cause of this and stop them. Otherwise, for each undead we kill, two will take their place. And if this city is overwhelmed…what’s next?

      The whole world?

      My creature is starting to escape also. All the death, bloodshed, and screams are calling to it. Not to mention the man at my side is covered in blood, and watching him effortlessly kill these creatures is also enticing it. I’m riding a thin line of it breaking free and causing more mayhem than even the zombies. It makes me angrier, needier, until I’m purposely going out of my way to rip the zombies apart. To feel the blood spraying across me and the rush of death. It could be it was called by my confusion and hurt…but the pain isn’t as bad as that night it came before. I’m not hurting physically, yet here it is.

      But I can’t afford to be weak, not when a powerful magic user is running rampant through the city. I need all the strength I’ve developed over the years, all of the skills I’ve finely honed to stop this person. Hell, maybe even the council will forgive me if I stop them and give me another chance… Do I really want one though? Ever since that strike through my name when I became their enemy, I’ve felt free.

      Unowned.

      I thought that when I accepted the job with them to escape the pack that I was finally free. I had my own place, yet it was just a different type of control. Carefully being the good little hunter, playing the role just as I played the role of omega for my pack. All my life, I have been tied down and in cages constructed by others, and now I feel…whole. Like I’m finally becoming who I was always meant to be. Even if it means a life on the run.

      “We need to find the necromancer,” Khalid snarls as he kills a zombie that’s eating the partially decimated corpse of a human male. “And fast. They’re getting stronger the more they feed.”

      “Where do we find them?” I ask, looking around.

      “We follow the magic,” he replies and looks over at me. “We need to work together. I need your hunting skills. If you were a necromancer, where would you hide where you could see everything but be untouched?”

      I debate it, pursing my lips as I fling a knife and it embeds in a charging zombie, dropping it to the ground. “The hill above the city, but it’s too open. Maybe an apartment. No, too much open space. I would want to be inside it, watching, but far enough apart so no one would ask questions or disturb—” I suck in a breath, and he steps closer.

      “You have thought of something?” he queries as we hear gun fire close by and the screams of humans. Our best way to save them is to stop the necromancer, but the cries make me want to help, make my creature lick its lips.

      “There’s a place.” I look over at him. “It used to be a council meeting place before they moved their headquarters. Now it’s deserted. It’s on the hill to the right of the city, overlooking it all. An old manor with the royal crest. It also has its own graveyard of supes.”

      “Shit,” he mutters. “That’s a good place to start.”

      I nod, and we turn to head back to the car where we parked it down the street. “Why do you think they are doing this?”

      “I don’t know. It feels organised, too purposeful to be an accident or their powers just bursting, out of control,” he mutters as we stop to kill a few zombies before we carry on walking.

      “You think they planned this?”

      He nods, and I look around.

      “But why? Surely it draws attention to them, which they wouldn’t want…unless it’s exactly what they want—to draw attention. But why?”

      “I guess we ask when we find them.”

      It takes us around ten minutes to get out of the city. We drive past burning cars and infested buildings. Humans are flooding the streets and running, trying to escape, and we stop and help as many as we can before we gun it to the mansion. When we get there, we find the forgotten iron gates warped in the middle, as if they were blown open. We climb through carefully, and there, across the two large double doors, is a message written in fresh, dripping red blood.

      I smell magic, death, darkness, and evil. There was evil here, but something else as well. Something old, something fresher than the blood, and whoever it was, they were here recently.

      Think to stop me, my love? This city is my present for you, a warning of what is to come. Stop searching, or the world will burn next.

      The radio of the car behind us crackles to life then. “I repeat, the undead are disappearing. The city is being taken back, please stay inside. Stay safe, but know the streets are once again ours. What is not known is where these creatures came from or why they are suddenly leaving, but celebrations have begun—” I hurry to the car, leaning in to flick it off, and meet Khalid’s eyes.

      “Whoever the necromancer is, they wanted someone’s attention badly enough to rip through an entire city, and I think they were here, which is why they have stopped,” I surmise, and he nods his agreement.

      “I think you’re right. We need to find them,” he frowns, “before the council finds us. Let’s start with the supe side of town to see if they know anything, now that it’s not overrun.”

      “At least the city is safe for now,” I offer.

      “True, but now the world knows creatures like us exist. Amore, they won’t stop until they eradicate us all. We have just been outed, and now, even the council can’t save us. Before this gets better, it’s about to get a whole lot worse, and that necromancer is to blame. We need to hunt them and find out why. We need the truth. It’s clear whoever it is wants to watch the world burn, and we have to stop that. Are you with me?” he asks, his black eyes meeting mine. Despite our rocky…erm, friendship, I would say I have no other answer.

      “Of course.”

      I guess the hunt just began.
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      The city is still mad, but it gives us cover to slip to the other side and try to reach out and learn if anyone saw anything without the council being alerted. I’m betting they have bigger things to deal with right now, but they won’t catch this necromancer. I felt their power, and it was stronger than any I have ever felt…stronger than even me or my brothers’ magic.

      It was pure power, and it was evil. Its eyes are set on this world, but why?

      My life has been dedicated to stopping evil and those intent on hurting innocents in hopes of protecting my mate. Yet here I am, with her at my side, hunting down the biggest monster I have ever felt. And I wouldn’t have it any other way. Together, we stand a chance of stopping whatever this is before it gets too bad. And it will get bad, I know that. I can feel it, the purpose in the air, and the world is holding its breath. Maybe this was coming all along. Maybe the Librarian was right.

      The world will end.

      Can we stop it in time?

      And when we do…what then?

      Remi leads me to a warehouse where strays hang out. Apparently, they are the best for information on what’s happening on the streets. They are a misfit band of random shifters, vamps, hell, I even smell a fucking troll in here as we step inside. The overwhelming stench of unwashed supes and blood fills the air, making my nose crinkle, but Remi doesn’t even hesitate. I watch her, following closely behind. We have barely spoken. She agreed to help me hunt the necromancer, but the space between us is tense. Damaged. All because I flipped when she brought up my past.

      It took me by surprise. My mate has every right to ask, but I wasn’t ready, and she’s right—I’m not over what happened. My first response was to hurt her, to make it stop, and now I might have ruined the budding trust between us.

      She moves through the big, abandoned room to a door at the back, which is painted a peeling, rusted green. She knocks, and the slat slides open before eyes peer through, only it’s at the bottom of the door. With a grunt, it slides shut and opens to reveal a dwarf. “Fuck you want, hunter?”

      “Nice to see you again, Freddy.” She laughs and pushes past him. He grumbles, his body vibrating with magic, while I just stare. It’s not often you see them in public, and Remi seems familiar with him. He looks back at me and glares.

      “Who’s the pretty boy ginger?” he snarls.

      “Don’t be jealous, Freddy.” She sniggers and nods her head at me. “He’s helping me out, come on.” She turns the corner at the end, and I slide past the glaring man with a grin and follow after her.

      I hear him mutter something, and then the door shuts, but I’m too busy gawking, because after turning the corner, I’m greeted with what I can only describe as a mansion. It’s filled with riches, sofas, TVs, and even trees. There is an environment for every stray. Pixies float on a tree. Fae curl up on some fur beneath it. There’s a bear shifter in a den in the corner. A vamp on the sofa with what must be his blood bag. They are all getting along and don’t seem to notice as we come in.

      “What is this place?” I ask in shock.

      “The place where the unwanted come,” she informs me, looking around with a smile. “I never shut it down because they aren’t hurting anyone. They are just finding some place to belong,” she murmurs, and I glance at her to see her eyes far away. “I know how that feels.” She turns and heads up some stairs without another word.

      Swallowing, I trail after her with only a backwards glance. She wanders along the top of the warehouse, passing closed doors. I hear noises behind some, but I choose to ignore it. If my mate trusts these people, so will I. After all, they haven’t hurt us yet. They may be lost, ferals and strays…but maybe they aren’t all so bad. Maybe they are just alone and searching for their place like me… Like her.

      She knocks on a door at the end, and before anyone can answer, she pushes it open and strides inside like she owns the place. I follow her, shutting the door, only to see a man lounging on the bed. I sniff the air and smell wolf, and my eyes narrow. He’s naked and lying there without a care. Like the rest of his kind, he’s comfortable in his own skin. He’s covered in tattoos, his brown hair is shoulder length, and his eyes are a bright amber, which lock on my mate as a smile tips up his lips.

      “Rem,” he greets, and I instantly want to kill him. He’s looking at my mate, called her a nickname… I want to rip him to pieces. Like she can feel my intent, she steps in front of me, blocking me while I’m almost salivating. My fists clench with the need to kill this bastard. “What do I owe the pleasure?” He runs his eyes over me then. “Or is it pleasure I owe?”

      That’s it—

      Her hand lands on my arm, stilling me. “I need information.”

      “Shame.” He sits up, his abs clenching as he moves, and darts his gaze to me for a moment with a wink. “Double shame.”

      My eyes widen, and he laughs. “So what does the great hunter need to know?”

      “The zombies—”

      “Ah, yes, wasn’t that fun?” He grins, and she presses her back to my chest like she can still feel my jealousy and possessiveness. Unable to help it, I grip her hips in a warning and a declaration to him. He sees it and nods in understanding, and I relax a little. A wolf knows the claiming of territory when they see it.

      “It’s a necromancer. I need to know if anyone in your…family saw anything,” she hedges. “We are hunting them.”

      He tilts his head, his gaze going far away for a moment. “I’ve asked. While we wait, would you like a drink?”

      “You asked? How?” I demand with a frown as he stands and strides over to a small bar in the corner and pours himself a drink. My nose twitches and my eyes widen at the stench of wolfsbane. Isn’t that poisonous? He must see my expression, because he chuckles.

      “Better I poison myself in small doses to grow accustomed to it than it be used against me.” He drains it and sits down, watching us. “I am an alpha, and I have a pack like any other. We are able to communicate mentality as any other would. It’s just that my pack isn’t all wolves.”

      “I didn’t know that was even possible,” I comment, and he shrugs.

      “Neither did I. The council still doesn’t, and we will keep it that way,” he growls.

      “Dominic knows everyone and everything,” Remi tells me, leaning farther back into me, though I don’t think she realises it. “He’s helped me on many hunts.”

      “Only with those who deserve it,” he points out, and then his eyes go far away again like he is listening to someone talk, which I guess he is. I lean closer to Remi’s ear.

      “Why didn’t you join his pack?” I whisper.

      “There can only be one alpha,” she replies and looks up at me. “And I’m alpha through and through, baby. Eventually, we would have killed each other. Plus, I’m not really a pack person, too many bad memories. I prefer to be alone.”

      In that one sentence, I hear both sadness and truth. Her differences, her multiple animals, and strength may be a blessing, but it also stops her from fitting in, even with the misfits. She is alone in this world. Like me. But she doesn’t know that I have been here all along. She was never alone, and she will never be alone again.

      Just then, Dominic speaks up, interrupting our staring contest. “There has been some activity on the southside. One of my birds saw a woman with what she described as supes surrounding her, heading into the forest.”

      “We need to go there before she escapes,” I snarl, and Remi nods.

      “Thanks, Dom.” She moves and opens the door. I turn to follow, but his voice stops me.

      “I don’t know who you are” —I look back at him to see him watching me intently, his eyes going to where Remi just disappeared— “but don’t hurt her. That woman has been through hell and back just to be alive. If she’s trusting you…don’t break that. You will be the first she’s ever given that to.” With that, he nods, and unsure what to say, I follow Remi without responding.

      Is he right? Does she trust me?

      What happens when she finds out who she is to me? Will she leave? Will she give us a chance?

      We quickly leave the warehouse and storm towards the car. We need to be quick to reach the necromancer before they disappear into thin air and attack another city. It’s up to us now. We are so distracted, we don’t hear him until it’s too late.

      A gun cocks, making us freeze.

      Something hits me from behind, and I spin, my eyes widening when I spot Thomas. I frown at him, unsure why the old alpha of Remi’s pack is here, why he has a gun in his hand, and why it’s pointed at us.

      “Tom?” Remi asks, confused.

      “Hey, girl.” He nods to her and then at me. “Khalid.”

      “What are you doing?” I query, and he flexes his finger on the trigger, threatening me.

      “What I have to. Sorry.” He shrugs, his orange eyes flicking to Remi in sadness. His grey hair is short, and there are four scarred claw marks cutting down the side of his head and face. Probably from when he lost the alpha challenge. His skin is brown and leathery with age, and his body is still huge and powerful in a way only an alpha can be.

      “Wait, you two know each other?” Remi inquires, looking between us, and his eyes widen as he shakes his head.

      “Still haven’t told her?” He laughs bitterly and looks at her as I inch closer to him. I want to get the gun before he does something stupid like hurt my mate. “Oh, girlie, you’ve been hunting with someone who has lied to you the entire time.”

      “Don’t,” I snap, but she ignores me and focuses on him. “Remi, don’t listen—”

      “He knew you when you were a child. Ask him how. Ask him why he left. Ask him what you are to him,” he barks, and I narrow my gaze further. My last warning. I trusted him once, and that gives him a pass, but only so far.

      “Khalid?” she murmurs, perplexed.

      “Why are you here?” I ask him. “Last we spoke, you were—”

      “I have to bring you both in.” He looks to Remi then, interrupting me. “I hope you understand. I have no choice. They have my daughter.”

      “Who does?” Remi questions.

      “The council. Women have been disappearing, and they approached me a week ago to let me know they had her. If I don’t want her to be killed or used to breed, then I need to bring both of you to them.”

      “But that was before they put the hit out on us,” she whispers, and he nods.

      “You did something to piss off the wrong people, Remi. I’m sorry.” He looks at me. “I think they know. I think they always knew she would lead them to you, and they want you. They want all the gods. I don’t know why. But I need you.”

      She steps in front of me and holds out her hand. “We can help you—”

      “You can’t, no one can,” he yells. “You have to come with me. If I have to knock you out to do it, I will.”

      “Tom,” she whispers. “You protected me as much as you could when I was a kid. You did that, protected me when you didn’t have to. Don’t do this now, not after everything.”

      “I protected you for him because he made me. I’m sorry, kid, but I did what I had to, always have, and I have to now or they will hurt her. She’s my family, you aren’t.”

      Remi’s heart slams, I feel it, feel her questions, and a moment later, I see him start to pull the trigger. Pure, blind panic takes over—the need to protect my mate. No matter what’s in the gun, it can’t hit her. I spin us, bending over her, giving him my back. The movement is what has him firing, and I feel the bullet rip through me. It would have hit her arm had she been there, but because we moved, it rips through my heart.

      I feel it, the blood, the agony, as I fall to the ground. I hear her scream, but I can’t keep my eyes open.

      My heart stops.

      And not for the first time, I die.
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      I watch Khalid fall. His face is pale, his eyes scared before they close, and that’s when I see it—the blood on my hands. There is a hole in his chest, and I stare down at him in shock as he lies unmoving. I don’t even hear his heart.

      My own stops as my whole world screeches to a halt, and terror like I have never felt before flows through me. I drop to my knees, pressing my hands against the wound as I watch his face. “Don’t you dare fucking leave me,” I snarl, and I feel the soft, slow beat of his heart as it restarts. He’s alive, just. I look up and meet Thomas’ eyes as stares in shock, and I’m unable to stop it…

      My creature takes over.

      Drawn by my terror and panic, by the blood and the thought of almost losing Khalid. One moment, I’m on my knees, and the next thing I know, I’m stretching into the sky. Taller, skinnier. My hands hang down at my sides with claws at the end of them. Even my face changes, becoming almost skeletal. Horns twist into the air. Fangs drop over my lips. I am a mix between the creature and me.

      Thomas stumbles back in terror as I roar at him, bloodlust and hunger consuming me. My vision turns red as my eyes bleed to black. I am unable to control it anymore, the creature is free.

      My wendigo is here, and it wants payback for someone hurting what it claims as its.

      “What the fuck?” he screams, raising his gun again. I’m moving, barely able to make sense of what’s happening, as if time is speeding up and I’m losing it. The creature is even taking control of that. The next thing I see is our hand swiping out and knocking the gun away, cutting through his arm with my claws at the same time. He falls back with a shriek, clutching his ruined arm as his wolf flashes in his eyes.

      “Mine!” I roar, the declaration shaking the earth. It’s so animalistic, the screechy quality makes his ears bleed and his eyes nearly pop as my hunger shatters the air. To feed. To make him bleed. For the pain.

      Blood.

      Death.

      It fills me and takes over my terror until it’s all I can see and feel.

      I have a back seat view as my creature starts to rip into him, shredding off his skin. His screams fill the air, as does the scent of his blood as we tear him to pieces. I cringe as it licks and tastes his blood, but luckily, it doesn’t eat him before we step back and see his unmoving corpse.

      Chest heaving and covered in blood, we look at Khalid, our hunger unsated, and that’s when I fight.

      No! Do not hurt him, I beg

      Feed, it hisses in my head.

      Not on him, not ever.

      Hurt us. Lied, it growls.

      I know, but not him. Not ever, do you understand? He’s off limits.

      Ours?

      Ours, I agree mentally.

      Heading closer, we pick him up and hold him gently in our arms. His heart is still beating, but it’s slow and he’s losing a lot of blood. I don’t know what was in the bullet or how fast he can heal, but we need to get him somewhere safe.

      I carry him to the closest safe place. I can’t go back to the misfits because of the blood, it will send the vamps into a frenzy, even though my wendigo is calling to me. Daring me to taste the blood, to eat. Instead, I find an old, abandoned house nearby and rip open the cellar door, plunging us into the darkness below.

      I don’t bother with a light, since I’m able to see in the dark, as I move through the long abandoned basement. The floor is a grey, scarred concrete. The ceiling is covered in wooden rafters with spiders in their webs, which hide when they spot me coming. There are boxes and sheet-covered furniture, and I find a sofa in the corner under a hole in the ceiling that lets some natural light in. I place him there gently, sitting him up as I crouch at his feet, watching him. I’m unsure what to do. I need to change back, but my fear and his blood is keeping me frozen this way.

      I listen to the sluggish beat of his heart as those nearly see-through lashes flutter open to reveal his black eyes, and only then do I slump a little. He’s not out of the woods, but he’s getting there. I can’t think of anything else at the moment, not what happened…or what was said. Only that he survives.

      “Leave me,” he hisses, making me frown.

      “No, you didn’t leave me when I was healing. I’ll watch—”

      He screams, his body jerking and contorting. The scream flows through me, making me growl as he slumps. Fresh blood drips from the wound until I can’t help it. My creature makes me lean forward, and my forked tongue flickers out and lashes over the wound, tasting his pain and blood as he watches, panting.

      “Get out!” he yells, his voice rough as I lean back and view him.

      His face flickers for a moment, his mouth open in a silent scream. It seems to stretch out, almost peeling away before he slumps back with his eyes closed. “Please,” he whispers, begging me. “Get out, don’t watch me!”

      “Why?” I hiss, my voice deep from being shifted.

      He’s huffing now, his face pale and eyes closed in pain that I can almost taste on the air. His body is vibrating like he’s holding something back. “Why?” I demand, and his eyes flicker open, locking on me.

      “You can’t stay,” he implores desperately. “Can’t see my true face. I need to-to change back to heal but—”

      Sighing, I lean closer, and with my claw-tipped hand, I cup his face. “Change,” I demand with a smirk. “You’ve seen mine, now let me see yours. I will protect you, but you need to change. Now.” His eyes flare briefly at hearing his words repeated back to him.

      He swallows, searching my gaze, and then like he can’t bear to look at me, he pulls away from my touch and finally lets the skin he’s wearing fall away. But I think due to the pain and the bullet, he’s struggling to gather the energy he needs to shift, and with a scream, he rips at his face. He peels away the skin as if he’s clawing his own off, making me wince at the agony I feel flowing from him until he collapses.

      His hands cover his face.

      I wait, the silence stretching on, and he slowly drops them. He keeps his eyes closed before he takes a deep breath and opens them, watching me as I startle from the difference.

      He has dark, slanted eyebrows that give those black orbs an angry, dangerous appearance. His hair is dark, black, short, and spiked on the top and shaved at the sides with long sideburns. But just before them is a jagged scar which runs around all of his face, like his skin was cut away and peeled…and I’m betting it was from his family. Slowly, I run my gaze across his face, from his thick, plump pink lips and the stubble that covers his jaw, to his thick, regal nose, arched cheekbones, and strong square jaw. He’s so different yet familiar, like I knew this was him even without those eyes he always wears. The eyes I love so much.

      He’s also beautiful. The thick, obvious scar doesn’t detract from his appeal. In fact, it has me nearly licking my lips as my wendigo fades away, letting me change back to human as desire consumes me. I want to kiss him, to taste those lips in his own skin, this man I have grown close to. He could wear the most beautiful skins in the world, but this one right here is my favourite, because it’s him. Every line, every scar betrays his past pain and survival instincts. Every line, dip, and imperfection demonstrates just what he went through to get here. I want to lick along his scar, to taste it, to feel it under my tongue, and to show him it doesn’t detract from his beauty. No, it adds to it, makes him look dangerous, dark, and like a goddamn warrior.

      A true hunter, like me.

      He’s taller too, and thick with muscle. His arms bulge, his veiny forearms clenching as he waits for my judgement, my opinion, like he’s waiting for a blow. He has thick thighs, like tree trunks, that I want to climb. He has a few tattoos dotted on his shoulder, the artwork intricate, tribal lines and dots like a mandala. He has another scar across his wide neck, like they cut it at one point, with a few more faded white ones below and above it like it happened a lot. I make sure to catalogue each scar before I meet his eyes again.

      “You’re beautiful,” I whisper as I watch the hole in his chest start to heal slowly.

      He snorts bitterly, and I narrow my eyes. “You are. Why did you believe I wouldn’t think that? The scars? Bitch, please, they show me you’re a survivor. I have my own goddamn scars to match. This world isn’t easy. It’s made for the strong to flourish. So that…” I lean forward and run my finger across the raised scar, even as he tries to jerk away. “Shows me just how strong you really are.” Shaking my head, I keep my eyes on his as I lean in and do what I wanted to—lick across the scar. He stays immobile, barely even breathing before I pull back slightly and kiss his plump lips. “You are fucking perfect.”

      “You are the first person to see me in centuries,” he admits.

      I smirk. “I feel weirdly happy about that.”

      He smiles, his lips tipping up in that familiar way. He still has the same mannerisms, and that settles me. Then, his smile fades and his eyes turn downcast. “You were right, I didn’t want to show you because every time I see this… Fuck, I can’t even look at myself. It just sends me right back to the cellar where they ripped my face from me over and over again to get me to change. I’ve never felt pain like it, amore, never…except once.” His eyes flicker with a secret, and I frown. “They made me hate my own skin, who I truly was. I was never strong enough, powerful enough.”

      “Khalid,” I snap, “they’re gone, they’re dead, aren’t they? Stop letting them control you or they win.” I could be comforting, but it’s not my jam. No, he needs the blunt truth, not soft words.

      “They are. How much did you read?” he asks with a sigh.

      “Oh, you know, seven brothers, all gods. Parents are assholes, and after they tortured you and killed your friend, you murdered them and split up. That about right?” I inquire with a grin.

      “About sums it up.” He frowns. “They were evil people. Their power corrupted them. When they killed Lilith, it was the last straw, but I never knew losing them would make me lose my brothers as well.”

      “Have you really not seen them since?” I query, sitting back and crossing my legs.

      “Once. I saw Kyro, my younger brother. I—fuck, I’m ashamed. I hid in another skin because I didn’t want him to see me like this. I was a fucking mess, and he looked so put together.” He laughs bitterly. “None of the others have ever tried, and I never did, fearing they wanted their own company.”

      “I’m sorry, that must have been hard.”

      “Even amongst seven, I was alone,” he murmurs, looking at me and letting me see behind the mask he always wears. “My parents ensured that. I was locked in my own torture and unable to be with them.”

      “We are more alike than we thought,” I offer and reach out, gripping his hand. He looks down at our joined hands and winces.

      “Amore, I need to tell you something,” he murmurs, and I get a bad feeling.

      “Yeah? Does it have something to do with Tom telling me you were lying about something?” I question nervously. “I was going to ask when you healed so I could kick your ass.” I laugh, thinking it would be something about his past and who he is, but what he says next sends shock surging through me and my blood turns to ice. My heart breaks and crumbles, and in the next few minutes, I wish I had kept those walls. I wish I hadn’t let him in or come to care for him.

      He’s a liar like all the others.

      “I knew you before you met me, Remi.” I turn my head slightly, taken aback, and he swallows. “I knew you when you were a child.” I snatch my hand away, even as he tries to keep it. He leans forward desperately, wincing when it pulls on his wound. “Please, let me get this out.”

      I purse my lips, and he quickly rushes to carry on. “I’m your mate. I never knew I could have one, and then one day, I was passing the pack’s land. You were only five, but I felt you.” He hits his chest as I watch him. “You were so young, so innocent, and I had so much blood on my hands. I knew I couldn’t stay, couldn’t ruin your life like that. I asked Thomas to protect you, and I left. I thought it was better you never knew I existed, that you’d be better off without me.” Tears fill his eyes as he blinks. “I was wrong, so wrong, but I thought you were safe—”

      I laugh resentfully and get to my feet, starting to pace. “My mate?” I repeat, and before he can talk, I turn to him, glaring. “I thought I was too much of a freak to have one.” I slice my hand to stop him as he starts to talk. “All along, I was alone, left in that place where you thought I was safe. Did you even bother to check to see if I was, or did you just not care enough?” I yell and stare at him, more hurt than angry.

      He left me.

      Walked away like I was nothing, the very man destined for me.

      “And then you found me again and thought what? Oh, I’ll fuck her and leave again and it won’t matter?”

      “No!” He tries to get to his feet, but he can’t, so he slumps forward, pleading for me to understand. “I just wanted to protect you—”

      “Oh, you did a great job,” I shout, my chest heaving as I stare at him. “I never needed you to protect me,” I whisper. “I only needed you to be there.”

      “Remi—”

      “You left me, your mate, at the mercy of others!” I scream.

      “I left to save you!” he roars.

      “No, you left to save yourself,” I snark, stepping forward. Even my animals are growling, feeling hurt and angry. “All I ever wanted was to not be alone, and there you were, the person made just for me…and you left. You left me to the monsters, and then you wonder why I became one. You abandoned me to their anger and hatred. All I ever wanted was to fit in, to have someone… You are the one person who could have helped, and you didn’t. Don’t you dare say it was to save me, it was to save yourself. You were scared, so fucking scared, and you let it control you. Well, fuck you. I’m done. Save this world yourself the way you never saved me.”

      “Amore!” he begs as I turn. “Please! I had to, I had to save you from me and my past. From this darkness inside me.”

      With my back to him, I let the tears fill my eyes that I can’t—won’t ever let fall. I hear his quiet tears, but fuck him. “And yet here I am with marks on my soul, living in the darkness myself. You left me once, now it’s my turn to leave you. You didn’t want me then, so you don’t deserve me now. Fuck you and destiny or fate. Fuck being mates. I don’t need anybody.” I look back then, letting him see the hatred and coldness in my red-rimmed eyes. “Least of all you.”

      My pain fills me, but I lock it up and hide it behind those walls I should have never let fall. I trusted him, what a fool I was. You would have thought I would have learned by now not to trust anybody. They only end up hurting you because no one can ever measure up to your own expectations.

      “I was tortured every day of my childhood. Each day was filled with blinding fucking agony I can’t even describe, yet nothing compared to the pain of walking away from you!” he yells after me as I reach the door and still. “It was like ripping my soul from my chest, like tearing myself in two. I genuinely thought you would be safe. I was wrong, I messed up, amore. Messed up so badly. I only ever wanted to protect you…”

      “I was hurt for just being me.” I turn and look at him. “I was beaten, raped, tossed around, and belittled every day for just being born, yet nothing compares to this. To finding out the only person who should have been at my side…to love me…couldn’t and wouldn’t. You hurt me more than they ever could. Congratulations, Khalid, you’re right. You’re the bigger monster here. I could have never done that to you, no matter what, but now you get to watch my back as I walk away, and trust me, you will never see me again. I don’t need your pity or your regrets or even your protection. I’m my own fucking hero, and I’ll be just fine without you.” I rip open the door and storm away. I leave my heart back there with him. I didn’t even know he had it. It’s dark and fucked up like me, but he started to soften it, to steal it.

      And then he smashed it into a thousand bloody pieces, and even as a wendigo, I never felt so empty, so utterly angry and numb. I may shift into monsters, but right now, my human side is the one they should fear.

      Because with a broken heart, I’m more dangerous than ever before.
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        * * *

      

      I’m sitting in my locker, unsure where to go. I can’t go home, and for some reason, I couldn’t leave the city. I know I still have to stop the necromancer—not for him, but for the city, for the humans. I’m not going back to the council, fuck them. Fuck him. I’m going to stop this shit show and then leave. Hit the road. Find my own fucking destiny, one that doesn’t involve the face god and his many lies.

      But first, I need a minute to gather myself.

      Why do I care if he let me down? He’s just another person to add to the long list. Closing my eyes, I rest my head against the wall behind me, but something strange happens, and when I open them again, I’m not in the locker, alone and hurting.

      No, I’m in the forest. The forest where the attack happened when I was younger, and standing in the same spot where I almost died is a woman. She turns, and there is a long, wicked, jagged scar through half of her face, but she’s beautiful, hauntingly so, with long auburn hair in perfect waves. She’s wearing a long, hooded cape, and her bare feet crunch the leaves as she turns to take me in.

      “Hello, my child. I wondered when you would find your way back to this place.”

      “Who are you?” I demand, stepping closer.

      She smiles softly and holds out her hand. “You don’t remember me, but you will.” As if unable to deny her, I step forward and lay my hand in hers, then I gasp as everything goes black.

      I’m thrown through time, I feel it, and when I come to, I’m in my own memories.

      I’m lying on the forest floor, and the corpse of the man who almost raped me is next to me, but I am dying myself. I know it. Blood covers my body, and every bone is nearly broken, hurt beyond repair. A part of me is relieved this is the end, the end of my suffering, but then she appears. The lady—no, the Fate. She kneels by me, watching me sadly.

      “My child, you have given so much, fought for so long…” She touches me, and warmth fills me for a second. “I am here to give you a choice. For so long, we have waited for you, but this life is not easy, it never is.

      “If you take my hand, child, you are choosing life, but not as you know it. I can save you, heal you, but you will be different. I have to give you a piece of me to do it. It will hurt, and it will be a constant battle.” She sighs. “I know you’re strong enough, but it is always your choice.”

      Blood bubbles on my lips as I start to drown in it, the darkness beginning to claim me, and she smiles sorrowfully. “Choose, my child. Life or death? One will offer peace, one great pain and suffering. Life will not be an easy journey, but it was what you were born to do. It’s why you have these peculiarities, as you call them. The ability to take others’ powers to make them yours. You were born a wolf, my child. The tiger was from a passing feral shifter, don’t you remember?”

      And as soon as she says it, I do. He attacked the pack while I had been hiding in the woods. He found me, and I had touched him to get free of his grasp, and the next thing I knew, the tiger faded into a man and I became it.

      I wasn’t born with multiple shifts, I stole them like Khalid steals faces…

      “Yes, and now you will have another. This one will be darker, but you will need it, need its fury.”

      “Yes,” I whisper, half dead. “I choose life, I choose pain… Save me.”

      I come back to the present, perched on my knees before her. She sighs and gets to her own, cupping my cheek and brushing away the tears escaping my eyes.

      “You chose to live, you chose to be a monster, you remember now. But not all monsters are evil. You are who you were always meant to be, my daughter.

      “From suffering and great sacrifice comes the heroes we need. If you never suffered, how would you know right from wrong? How would you be able to understand the darkness and guide into the light? The world is about shades of grey. Nobody is perfect. No one is pure evil or pure goodness. Both can be changed. Remember that those you think may be past redemption always have a shot, a chance, if only you are willing to do what it takes.”

      “What?” I ask roughly.

      “You will understand much sooner than you think. But for now, forgive the past, it’s the only way to save the future,” she whispers as she stares into my eyes. “You have to give up the pain and move forward.” She looks away for a moment. “I don’t have a lot of time. The end is coming soon, and you must be ready, but for that, you need the truth, all of the truth. It’s time. Share this when you meet them, you will know what I mean.” She leans in and presses a kiss to my forehead. “Remember, we are with you always. One moment in time, one choice, is all it takes to change the future. Since before your birth, these plans have been in motion. You were born to fight, my dear, and fight you will. One last hunt. One last time. Save the world no matter the cost, no matter the pain. This is what you bring to the table, my child.”

      Her eyes flash black—the wendigo.

      “I gave you that piece of me, the piece you fear so deeply that you call it a monster, but that monster will be your saviour. Embrace it. Embrace every part of you in all your glory and monstrosity. It’s time. I will be with you always. You have never been alone, and you will never be alone.”

      Then she fades away, leaving me here in the forest as years and years of visions and truths fill me, making me tumble back with a scream. Agony rips through me again and again as I’m given the vision. The past. The present. The future. I see it all and how it connects. I see what’s coming.

      I see our choice.

      To save this world, or to let it burn.

      It all comes down to us. Seven gods and their mates—the chosen ones. Our decisions brought us to this very moment, but the future isn’t set in stone, and we have a chance. A chance to change it, to stop what’s coming.

      But we can only do it together. They tried to stop this once before. They gave the power to a human, one human, and it ripped her apart from the inside out until she died, and now she is the one we must stop. That power still echoes within her, and the darkness, the evil, is using it to reach its end goal—destroying the world.

      To save the world…

      To stop the world from burning, we have to kill Lilith.

      In turn, that will kill her mate.

      Atlas.

      He will die, for the greater good takes a sacrifice, and their love was doomed since the moment they fell. They were never meant to be, but if they die, they will finally be together and the world will be safe.

      If we are strong enough to do it.

      If he is strong enough to kill his mate and follow her into the void.

      To give up everything he has ever wanted.

      If we can stand by and help him.

      If the seven gods…can become six.
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        KHALID

      

      

      It took me so fucking long to heal. Too fucking long. I couldn’t even stop her or go after her, and really, what would I have said to make it better?

      She’s right, I left her. No matter my reasons, I messed up. I hurt the one person I was never meant to, but I’m not letting that be the end. She doesn’t get to walk away from me so easily, because one thing I’ve learned since meeting my mate is that she’s worth fighting for. More than that, she deserves someone to fight for her, to peel back that armour, get inside her heart, and show her they are being real and true. Remi deserves for someone to have her back and walk at her side. A partner is what she needs, and I wasn’t ready, but I am now.

      If this world is going to end, I will only let it when I’m at her side.

      We were made for each other. That means she was made to handle my demons and darkness. My own issues stopped me from seeing that. She’s stronger than anyone I have ever met, and if I’d given her a chance, she would have shown me, but I can’t change the past, only the future. Remi has my heart and soul, has since she was a child, and I’m going to take hers.

      Make her mine.

      Fuck, I’ll chain her to me if have to. Let her stab and beat me up until she forgives me, and she will one day, because I won’t let anything else happen. In this world filled with billions of people, I found the one who is perfect for me. You don’t get that every day.

      When I have the strength, I leave the basement she carried me to. I don’t put on a face, since my mate likes me just the way I am, and it’s time I started embracing that. Even if I feel raw and vulnerable, like everyone knows and is staring. She’s right, after all, I can’t let fear and the past control me anymore. It’s strange to be so open and defenceless, wearing my own skin, but I refuse to cover up or change.

      My mate may be a hunter, but I’m going to hunt her now.

      She’s mine, she just doesn’t know it yet.

      I’m walking past the warehouse she brought me to when it happens. They whoop and cheer as they leave it, the misfits. I spot Dominic, and he grins at me as the others pass by, heading towards the city without fear. “Did you hear?”

      “Hear what?” I ask, confused.

      “The council has fallen, killed by some blonde monster and her mates. It’s a mess. The sleeping council is involved as well. Apparently, they have been up to some very bad things. We’re going to celebrate!” he tells me before he’s dragged away. I watch him go, gaping.

      The council fell?

      Well shit, I guess that’s one job off my list. Though after I’ve gotten my mate back and stopped the necromancer, I need to check in on the new woman to make sure she can take control and actually save our races. Us gods have been out of the game for far too long.

      I’m putting myself back in it.

      Their demise means they should stop hunting Remi and me now though, which is one less thing to worry about.

      I let that pull inside of me lead me to my mate. I end up outside of her locker where we had an argument. Sighing, I rap my knuckles on the door. I hear her inside, but she ignores me, so I roll my eyes.

      “Let me in, amore,” I yell.

      “Go fuck yourself,” she calls back, making me grin at the sass in her voice. How did I ever think I could walk away, never mind kill her if need be?

      “I’d rather fuck you,” I tease. A moment later, the door rolls up and there’s a gun pointed at my head. Her eyes are narrowed and angry. Fuck, my mate is beautiful.

      “Never again, so why don’t you run away like you clearly always do?” she snarls, pressing the gun firmer against my temple as I arch my head down so she can reach better. Her eye twitches at me being helpful. “At least I can look into your actual face while I shoot you,” she taunts.

      “Then pull the trigger, amore.” Her lips tip into a snarl at the endearment, her eyes flashing black for a second. We still need to talk about that last shift of hers, but not right now. “You can’t, can you?” I goad, and she presses it harder into my head, no doubt leaving a mark, but the pain of it has me groaning. “I think you like me too much to, even as much as you hate me right now.”

      “Shut the fuck up!” she yells, and with a growl, she rips the gun away and storms inside. Chuckling, I follow after her, pulling the door down and plunging us into the blue LED lit room. She tosses the gun onto the table, her back to me. Deciding to just get this over with, I stop behind her.

      “We need to talk,” I start, but she just laughs and starts to grab weapons.

      Snarling myself now, because I need her to understand, to listen, I grab her throat and pin her between me and the table, pressing my mouth to her ear. “If I have to fucking tie you up so you will listen, I’ll do it, amore. So listen.”

      Without missing a beat, her elbow swings back right into my stomach. I grunt but don’t move as she wraps her leg around mine and twirls, breaking free of my grip and stepping away. Her other eye fades to black, her monsters coming out to play. “Fucking make me.”

      Oh, she wants to play it like that, does she? Fine.

      Rolling my shoulders, I face off with her. My mate is more into actions than words. She’s a fighter, and right now, she needs to fight to get that pain out. Like she said, we’re too much alike. Pain is our outlet, and combat is the only way we know how to stay in control in a lawless world. “Fine, let’s fight and get this out of your system, and then I’ll fuck you into submission until you listen and scream for me again. All pretty like, with my blood staining your skin and my cum dripping from your pussy,” I growl.

      Her lips flatten, and she glares before she leaps at me, her nails turning into claws. She isn’t playing. She’s genuinely pissed and wants to hurt and maybe kill me. It has my already hard cock jerking. I, on the other hand, don’t want to do either, but I will defend myself and let her get this all out of her system.

      I slide to the left and let her sail pass me, and it only infuriates her more. She spins with a snarl and jumps onto the table, then onto me. Her legs wrap around my waist from behind, and her claws dig into my shoulders until I feel the sweet ecstasy of them cutting my skin as the scent of my blood hits the air.

      Her teeth come down on my neck, and with a groan, I lean back into her, clutching her legs and holding on so she doesn’t fall backward and hurt herself. “You know I like the pain, amore. Is that all you have?”

      With a frustrated yell, her head rises and slams back down again, her fangs slicing into my neck as she whips her head from side to side, ripping my neck open. Moaning, I lean into her as I feel my blood pump from the wound. She lifts her head again, so I quickly spin, drop her on the table, and rip her shirt away. She kicks me, and I fall backwards to the floor. She is on me in a second, hovering over my body as her nails slice away my shirt before I shove her backwards and leap to my feet.

      My own darkness is coming out to play now as both of us fight our bloodlust and urge to kill. I see it in her eyes—the anger tinted by desire. Chemistry sparks between us, that mate pull unrelenting, like a fire left unchecked. She’s the fucking acid to my alkaline, the blade to my handle. That pull demands we finally become one.

      We stand opposite each other, our black eyes locked tight. Her bra is the only thing she’s wearing, and that anger morphs even further, changing to fucking need. She’s not just fighting to hurt me now, she’s fighting her own desire.

      “Ready to suck my cock again, amore?” I lick my lips as I grab myself through my trousers, squeezing to the point of pain. “I know you liked tasting me, feeling my hard length spear that pretty little mouth…”

      Her eyes flare, but a moment later with a frustrated yell, she turns, runs to the back wall, and starts to throw blades at me. Grinning, I duck the onslaught, all the while walking towards her. When I catch her this time, she won’t be getting away. Finally, I stop before her. There is another blade in her hand, but I grasp it, groaning when it cuts my palm, and we both watch as the blood slowly drips down my wrist and arm as I smirk at her. “Finished, amore? If you’re good, I’ll let you lick it clean.”

      “Never,” she snaps. “Such an asshole, thinking you could just come back—”

      Opening my palm, I let the knife drop to the floor with a clank, and then I shove her backwards into the rack. She gasps, but I quickly swallow it when I slam my lips onto hers. I taste the rest of her words, her hate and defiance on those addictive lips. That was all it took, after all. One kiss, and I was hers, and even when I tried to run away, I couldn’t. She stills for a moment, frozen, before she kisses me back, harsh and fast. Biting at my lip, she digs her claws into my shoulders once again as I hoist her into the air, forcing her to wrap her legs around my waist or pull away, and as much as she protests, as hurt as she is, she still wants me.

      We should be hunting the necromancer, but my mate is more important. I know if we don’t fix this now, we will remain broken, and I refuse to accept that. Let the world fucking burn around us, it may finally match the wildness and heat between us.

      She turns her head away, so I kiss down her neck and back up to her ear. “Keep fighting, we both know you’re wet as hell for me. I could rip away these panties and hammer into this tight little cunt, and you would claw and mewl for me like a kitten,” I murmur as I run my hand down her belly to her jeans and shove it beneath them and into her panties. I stroke along her drenched pussy lips, possessiveness and satisfaction filling me.

      She snaps then, pushing me away before punching me right in the face. “You don’t deserve me.”

      I feel blood dripping from my nose, and with a smile, I wipe it away and lick it from my fingers as she watches, laving the digits like I’ll lick her cunt later. Her eyes widen and her breathing picks up as she stares before I drop my hand. “True, but you’re stuck with me anyway, amore. Pants off, I want to see you come while you cut me to pieces until I earn your forgiveness.”

      Her eyes narrow, and she goes to punch me again, so I grab her fist mid-air and throw her into the table. She slides across it, her legs hanging off, and before she can move, I grab them, yank her ass back, and wrap my hand in her hair, fisting it as I tug her head up. I bite her earlobe until I taste her sweet blood, which is almost as good as her cream, and I grind my hard cock into her ass, eliciting a groan from her. I let her feel my need and how fucking wild she makes me.

      I have lived for thousands of years, and this one shifter made my castle fall. She ruined my world and ripped it to shreds all those years ago with one look into those innocent eyes, and she made it all about her. It always will be. She’s my family.

      My everything. It’s time she realised that.

      “I will say I’m sorry every day for the rest of our lives, amore. I should never have left you. It’s the biggest mistake of my life, but I will never leave you again. Nor will I let you leave. I’ll follow you across this fucking earth, hunting your every step. You will never escape me.” I bite harder then, and she rubs herself against me, even as she tries to escape my grip. “You might be a hunter, baby, but I’m the fucking face god. There isn’t a place in this world you could go to escape me. This hot little body is mine, those claws are mine. That cunt is mine to fuck and taste. Your skin is mine to mark and scar, and your heart mine to protect. So get used to it. Hit me, fight me, bite me, hell, flay the skin off my body, whatever the fuck you need to do to get it out of your system. I’ll take all the pain and anger. I’ll take everything you have, and I’ll still be there begging for more. Do you understand me, Remi? I’m yours.” I punctuate my vow with a kiss on her pounding pulse. “I’m yours, have been since before you were born, waiting in this fucked up world for you to come along. To challenge me, test me, tease me… There is no me without you. I may be a god, a fallen one, but you? You are a goddess. You are the power that runs through me. My blood pumps for you, my heart beats solely for you. Always has, always will.”

      She stills for a moment, panting from our fight, until her head tips back farther, relaxing in my hands. “You want me?” she purrs. “Come get me.”

      She somehow manages to escape my grasp. I blame her perky ass rubbing against my cock for distracting me. She flips on the table, but I’m as quick as my mate. I grab those thick thighs I want clamped around my head while I eat her cunt and drag her down the table, ripping at her jeans until they lie in tatters. Just like I want, her legs come up and wrap around my neck. Grinning, I twist her so she lands on her front again, and then I yank her panties down and shove my hand between her thighs until I’m cupping her wet cunt. Hard. I grind my hand against it to the point of pain, and yet she still moans in ecstasy.

      “Is our fight getting you wet, amore?” I taunt as I stroke her cunt lips. “I think it is, I think you love fighting me. Love making me bleed, love it when I don’t hold back. I think you’re on the verge of coming already.”

      Even as she swears, she parts her thighs for me, allowing me access to her wet pussy, which I stroke as a reward before circling and teasing her clit. “Want to hate fuck, amore? Real dirty like? ’Cause I sure as shit do.”

      “Shut up,” she snaps.

      I bring my hand down on her clit, once, twice in warning, but she squirms and pushes back for more, so I do it again and again before I ram my fingers inside of her. She screams, her legs falling open as she pushes back, her face pressed to the table.

      “I hate you!” she growls, even as she clamps around my fingers, her cream dripping as I spear them inside of her, adding another and another, stretching her. She loves it though, the pain. Grinning in victory, I pull back and push my fist into her. I pin her to the table when she tries to get away, her body shaking as I push my hand through her tight channel, forcing her to take it. I bite at her shoulder, digging in until I taste blood, and then I pull back and watch it drip down her skin. I know that will scar, I don’t know how I do, but I just do.

      She moves impatiently, rubbing and pushing back, fucking my fist, riding that edge of pain she loves so much. She’s panting now, incoherent words leaving her lips. Her claws scrape down the table, making the metal screech as it splits open like skin.

      “Oh fuck, do that to me,” I rasp before yanking my fist out. I flip her and slam it back inside of her. Her eyes are closed, so I narrow mine and slap her with an open palm until they flare wide and she snarls. Her claws slash across my pecs, splitting the skin. Agony fills me with ecstasy until I shiver. “Again, fuck, rip me to pieces,” I beg as I ram my fist into her faster and faster. Her breasts jiggle with the movement as she swipes me again, splitting me open further. I heal as she does it, and with a scream, she keeps slicing until she has it out of her system, until we’re both coated with my blood, until it’s mixing with her dripping cream and fucking inside of her on my fist.

      Unable to help myself, I lean down, capture one perky, rosy nipple, and suck. She groans and lifts her hips as she meets my preternaturally fast thrusts. Her legs are shaking, her pussy fluttering. She’s so fucking close. Releasing her nipple, I grab a knife from the table next to us, and as her chest arches, I slice right down her torso, from neck to navel. Blood runs across her body like fucking paint, caressing it, staining her skin as she screams, her pussy clamping around my fist as she comes. The sound is high-pitched and hungry—her monster, no doubt.

      Pulling out my fist, I watch as her eyes flicker open and meet mine, even as she rides the aftershocks. I lick along my hand, tasting her blood and cum. “I love the way you bleed for me, amore.”

      She snatches the knife from me and stabs it into my shoulder, making me groan as my head falls back. Her hand drags down my bloody chest and curls around my cock, and I need to look. I open my eyes and drop my head forward, watching her tiny, dangerous hand tipped with claws stroke me, staining me with her blood and mine until she drags me closer, rubbing my cock along her pussy. She nudges her clit with it over and over as her other hand picks at the healing slice down her chest, poking it, prodding it. I see the spark of pain pass over her features, melting into the pleasure. I can’t take it anymore. I smack her hands away and, grabbing some chain from the table, I wind it around her wrists and slam the knife through the loop, restraining her to the table as I line up and thrust inside of her. She groans, wrapping her legs around me as she lifts her hips. We find a fast, hard rhythm, the table shaking from the force of our fucking, and she quickly builds back up.

      “Khalid,” she begs, entreating for her release from me. Her mate.

      I slide my hand down the split on her chest, dipping my fingers inside of it the same way I did her pussy, and it throws her over the edge. Her pussy clamps around my cock like she did my fist. I fuck her through it before snarling and pulling out. I lean down, ready to flip her, and her head descends as fast as a cobra strike as she continues to come. She sinks her teeth into the skin between my neck and shoulder, digging in deep as I whimper, and when she pulls back, I know.

      She bit me.

      She claimed me.

      It makes me wilder.

      I spin her, drag her ass back, and split her cheeks. I push my hard cock into her ass, forcing her tight hole to accept it. It must hurt her, it must be agony, yet she begs for more, her voice breathless and needy. My claws dig into her hips, cutting open the skin. She knows what I can do, and yet she doesn’t care. She’s unafraid.

      When I’m balls deep, I pull out and slam back in, spearing her ass with my monster cock. She cries out and screams, spurring me on as her hands yank at the chain.

      In punishment, I grab the other end and bring it down on her ass cheeks and bottom of her spine, which bows at the impact. “More!” she demands.

      So I do it again as I fuck her ass, bringing the chain down across her back, ass, and anywhere I can reach. Her skin reddens, almost breaking under the heavy metal, and I still don’t stop. I love the look of the welts, of my marks on her flesh as her screams urge me on, until it’s too much. I grip the end of the chain and force it into her pussy, and when she explodes with a scream, squirting cum, I howl my own release, thrusting once more into her ass until I still, my cum filling her.

      Both of us are breathing heavily, but when I feel like I can move again, I pull out of her ass, watching the cum drip from it to her tight, raw pussy where the chain is still lodged. With two fingers, I gather my release and force it inside of her, alongside the chain, before I pull out and free her hands. She rolls over, and I catch her as she stumbles.

      “Shit,” she whispers, and I grin as I lean down and coat her lips with her cum and mine before kissing her, tasting our mixed fluids.

      “You got that right, mate.”
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        * * *

      

      Lying on the floor of the locker, with her head on my chest and our legs twined together, I finally relax. Her skin and mine heals as we rest. There aren’t any marks left behind as evidence, apart from the matching mate bites, which I will wear proudly. Satisfaction fills me, and I find I’m unable to stop smiling. We may not be fully perfect or forgiven, but I know we will be okay. After all, matings are still relationships you have to work on. I broke my mate’s trust, and that will take time to heal, but I know only actions can prove that I’ve changed. She is giving me a chance, and I’m grateful for that.

      “I’ve only ever seen one wendigo,” I murmur. She shivers but moves closer, so I wrap my arms tighter around her. I don’t know why she’s ashamed of her animal. Wendigos may have a bad rep, and yes, they are violent, but she clearly has a good bond with hers to be able to control it so it isn’t killing and eating people. “Don’t be ashamed, amore. You have found a way to have its strengths and help tame its weaknesses. You were incredible.”

      Her eyes roll up to mine in confusion, and I can’t help but lean down and kiss her. “Did you really think I would run after I saw that?”

      “Well, kinda.”

      “Amore.” I grip her jaw and search her eyes. “There is nothing you could do that would turn me away.”

      “Not even coming home and fucking you in the blood of our enemies?” I groan, and she grins. “Or almost killing you during kinky sex?”

      “Don’t tease.” I chuckle as I pull her closer. “Do you forgive me?”

      She goes quiet for a moment, and I hold my breath. “I’ll try, plus I figure we may not make it through hunting this necromancer, so I may as well go out knowing I’ve been satisfied.” I spank her, and she giggles as she bites down on my nipple in retaliation. “I need to forgive the past,” she murmurs, but it doesn’t sound like her words. It’s almost exactly what the Librarian said as well.

      “What do you mean?”

      Sitting up, she swings her legs over mine and crouches above my waist. I grasp her hips to hold her as she stares down at me. Her hair falls across one cheek. She’s so fucking beautiful. Wild and strong, just like me.

      “You’re going to think I’m nuts—”

      “More than normal?” She punches me, making me laugh as she carries on.

      “I was in here, getting ready, when I swear I had a vision of someone.”

      I frown, and she launches into every detail while I listen carefully. She explains that’s where her wendigo came from, and that the world is in danger from this necromancer. She briefly struggles over the words but hurries on, saying we have a sacrifice to make, a big one. She seems nervous about it.

      “Amore…” I murmur when she’s done. “That sounds like a visit from the Fates, but what could she be on about?” Just then, screams fill the air, and we exchange a look.

      “Talking later, hunting now,” she murmurs as she scrambles to her feet. I can’t help but spank her ass as she rushes past me to get her weapons.

      “Pants, Remi. Make sure you wear pants,” I call as I search for my own clothes. I find them shredded and laugh.

      God, I love this woman.
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        REMI

      

      

      We follow the trail of screams to the outskirts of the city where Dominic said his birds saw them. We pass an empty graveyard and have to take the last mile or two through the forest on foot. Along the way, we find clearings with more pentagrams, blood, and even a body pinned to a tree, as well as scorch marks.

      What is that woman up to?

      Whatever it is, it isn’t good. Hell, the Fates mentioned the end of the world, and Khalid trusted what I saw, which means we have to stop her before she does that. Before she kills us all. We hurry through the forest as silently as we can, but we have to skid to a halt at the edge of the tree line where they all stop, and it breaks into a clearing.

      The sky is overcast and dark, and as I watch, mist seems to roll through the forest and blanket the world, giving everything an ominous feeling. Awesome. But we have come to the right place. I spot the woman on the hill. It must be her. She has long black hair, interwoven with bones, her face is covered in blood, as is her body, and she’s wearing a black see-through dress. Following after her like puppets are hundreds of undead zombies. But surrounding her are the ones I read about—the aware servants. I can smell them from here. They are dead. The odour of rot and decay reaches me on the wind, but so does the stench of their powers. Supernaturals, a shifter for sure, but the others are overpowered by the scent of death.

      Their gazes turn our way as we step out from the tree line. Like hundreds of creepy dolls, all eyes fall on us, watching, empty.

      “Got a plan?” Khalid murmurs to me, scanning the zombies and surrounding area.

      “Never do,” I retort as I plait back my hair. “Fuck shit up, kill them, grab some burgers.”

      I shiver when all the zombies glance back at the hill. He laughs as all the zombies turn back to us. “Deal. Add in some orgasms, and I’m there with you. Fine, let’s do this, mate. Oh, fuck,” he whispers, and I follow his gaze to the woman. He must have been looking at the zombies, but now he’s gaping at her. His eyes are wide, his mouth is open, and his face is pale like he’s seen a ghost. For a moment, irrational jealousy fills me before I push it away, watching his pale, broken face… I couldn’t tell him about Lilith. I was going to before all the screams happened, and then there didn’t seem to be time.

      “Lils?” he yells and steps farther out. I try to grab him as the zombies growl and shuffle closer, but he shakes me off, only stopping at the foot of the hill with his head craned back, staring at her. “Lils, is that you?” he yells.

      She laughs, and he looks at me and then back to the woman. “I saw you die. How?”

      “Oh, face changer, death is never permanent. You of all people should know that,” she calls, her lips painted black and dripping blood. Her eyes…those eyes are filled with evil. This is his sister?

      I can feel the memories stretching between them, sense his pain when faced with the woman he once called family. The woman whose death ripped them apart.

      “Khalid,” I murmur as the zombies start to move, circling us, surrounding us. I pull a knife and turn to watch our backs, even as I glance over at him, but he’s too busy staring at her in shock. There is so much pain in his eyes and heart that it flows through him to me, making it hard to breathe.

      “I watched you die,” he repeats. “How? Why? How are you doing this? You were human!”

      “I was never just human, you fool,” she roars, and thunder cracks overhead as if called by her voice. “You were too dumb to realise that. I just had to play the poor little me card.”

      “Atlas, Atlas would have known—”

      “Atlas was too busy trying to resist the pull. Too busy hating himself and the chemistry between us.” She tilts her head, licking her lips as if she can taste it. “Or should I say between Lilith and him.”

      “I don’t understand,” he whispers.

      She rolls her eyes. “That much is clear. For an ancient god, you sure are stupid. I am not her. She is simply allowing me to use her body while I build my army and am restored to my former glory. We had a deal, me and your little human.” She steps closer, her eyes flicking to me with a smirk. “To save her life, to scoop her from the fires of hell, only she didn’t really know what she would be handing over in the process.” Her eyes fade to a bright blue for a moment before she snarls, “Oh, but she is so strong, still fighting it… She won’t stop what is to come. No one can stop me now. This world will be burned and belong to me once more. We shall live in darkness, the rivers will flow with blood, and the air will be filled with screams of the innocent.”

      “So that’s your plan?” I call when Khalid just gapes at her, unsure what to say. “To end the world? How cliché. With all that power, that’s the best you can come up with?” I twirl my knife as I watch her. “And to possess the body of their lost sister? Nice touch, I must say, but it won’t stop me from killing you though.”

      “No?” She grins wide, blood coating her teeth. “But they will. Even when they know they should, they won’t be able to, will you, Khalid?” she purrs, and then her voice changes, becoming higher, scared. “Kal, please!” she begs. “Help me!”

      Khalid roars and steps forward. She laughs, her head thrown back as the sound echoes across the space with us. “So easy to manipulate. For all their power, they fall at the feet of a girl they used to love. Ironic, isn’t it? Their parents always said she would be the death of them, and they were right.”

      “Do not talk about my parents,” he snarls, and she narrows her eyes and flicks her fingers. A zombie rushes at him in warning. I block it and snap its neck, protecting him while he struggles as his past and present meet.

      As duty and love collide.

      He knows what he needs to do, but that body…the body of his dead sister is stopping him. So I’ll do it for him, I’ll kill her. Even if it means he hates me for all time, at least she can rest then, at least the world will be safe.

      One life for the lives of many.

      “Lilith!” I yell to distract her from Khalid as I step before him. He’s mine, she can’t have him. “It ends here. Leave her body or else.”

      “Or else what, power shifter?” She laughs. I frown and she crouches at the hill. “Oh, you don’t know… Of course not. Those stupid supernaturals wouldn’t recognise the past even when it hits them in the face, so scared of the lessons and darkness it holds. That’s what you are. I see the magic in you, see the stolen shifts hiding inside of you.” She glances at Khalid then. “Like he steals faces, you steal magic, shifts. It’s an ancient power, only the very evilest of our kind possessed it. It was wiped out, even before the gods were born, deemed too powerful… Yet here you are. The Fates dealt you a bad hand. You will suffer so greatly. The power will rip you apart, as will the shifts within you. The more you have…the more pain you will experience.” She grins. “Unless you join me.” She holds her hand out to me. “Fight by my side. We can make this world ours, and I will help you navigate it.”

      I look back at Khalid, a plan forming. I meet his eyes and try to silently tell him to trust me. He frowns but watches me as I turn and step closer to the hill. “If I do, if I go with you…you’ll help me control it?”

      “Yes, my child,” she hisses, her hand stretching farther out.

      “You promise not to hurt him or his brothers?” I demand.

      Her eye twitches, but she snarls, “Fine, now come. We don’t have all day.”

      I look back at Khalid again, as if to say goodbye, and wink at him as I spin and troop right to the zombies. At the last moment, they move, parting for me, giving me a clear path to her before reforming behind me, blocking me from Khalid. It means I’ll probably die, but hell, I’ve faced worse odds. At least I’m not bored.

      She doesn’t know who she’s messing with.

      I’m fucking Remi, amore, mate to a god. Tamer of animals and badass extraordinaire. Necromancer bitch is going down.

      I slowly walk up the hill towards her where she stands, waiting, with her hand still outstretched and a cocky smile on her face, like she knows she’s won. The supes at her side pull closer as if to protect her, and she throws them a dirty look, forcing them farther back, away from her and me. So confident. So cocky. Believing this world is hers…but she’s wrong. It’s all of ours, and we may be monsters, but we are all one. Ready to die to save this world. Even those in it who fear and hate us.

      When I stop before her, I meet those evil eyes and don’t cower or bow like I think she expects. “My child,” she coos as she steps forward, “you made the right choice.”

      “I know,” I reply as I reach out and place my hand in hers, and then clench it with my strength, a cocky smile curving my own lips. “But you made a dumb one, necro bitch.”

      “What—” Her voice cuts off as I stab with the concealed knife I had up my other arm, landing it right through her cold, back heart. Khalid screams, but I don’t stop as I plunge it in, yanking myself closer with her hand as I stare into her face. For a moment, I see the woman underneath flicker through, her gaze seeming…thankful before, with a roar, her eyes fade to black and she’s pushed back.

      Lilith cracks her neck from side to side before wrapping her hands around the blade and, eyes on me, she pulls it free. The blood coating it is black and sludgy, and she tosses it away as the hole in her chest knits back together again.

      “Worth a shot, right?” I grin, and then she snaps her fingers and her power hits me like a fucking tidal wave.

      I hear Khalid’s yell again as I’m thrown through the air, right back to the bottom of the hill. I land before the zombies as I roll across the ground. I feel bones break, but they start mending again faster than ever before, which I don’t have time to ponder, as I finally stop. Face up, staring at the sky.

      “Amore!” Khalid hollers and rushes to me, helping me to my knees, his face panicked. “Are you okay? Talk to me,” he demands, gripping my cheeks.

      “Peachy,” I murmur.

      “Kill them!” comes Lilith’s order, and we both jerk our heads around to see the zombies turning to us once again, this time with murderous intent.

      “Here we go.” I groan as he helps me to my feet, and once he’s sure I’m steady, he moves to my side. “You ready?”

      “Are you?” he asks.

      “Bet I kill more than you,” I tease.

      We have no more time for talking as they come at us then. We have to fight our way through them to get to her. I slash and stab, breaking necks and ripping them apart with my claws as Khalid fights by my side. Their blood coats us, their bodies spongy on the ground as we battle every inch of the way. One attacks from the front, and I fling myself at him, knock him to the ground, and then snap his neck and twist. I leap to my feet and stab out with my claws at another one approaching from behind. It goes on and on. My heart hammers with adrenaline, and my animals roar in pleasure as they get to rip through the masses to get to her. At some point, they surge around us, separating Khalid and me, and we drift farther and farther apart as more zombies flow over the hill. Those supernatural ones wait at her side while she grins at us, enjoying watching us as we fight for our lives.

      Then I hear him, Khalid. “Lilith, stop this! This isn’t you, stop!” he yells, and I look over to see he’s close to her, but he’s still fighting, growling, and throwing zombies away as he tries to get to her. Even now, he’s trying to save his sister.

      Lilith turns her power on him, though, and he’s vulnerable. He won’t fight back, and I know she’s going to kill him. I can’t let that happen. I gather everything within me, all of my animals and the new knowledge I got when I touched her—the knowledge of what the Fate meant and what she told me… I can take her powers.

      I charge.

      I fling myself over zombies, slide through their legs, and climb over them, stabbing as I go until I’ve almost reached her. I see her raise her hand, and I know what’s going to happen. But I won’t let it. “Hey, bitch face,” I shout as I throw a knife. She turns, stopping the knife in mid-air, and with a snarl and a jerk of her head, it turns and soars back at me. I don’t even have time to move as it embeds in my stomach. Groaning, I look down and see the blood, and then her power hits me once again.

      I fight through it to get to her while Khalid screams my name and tries to reach me, but he’s restrained by two zombies. All of her anger is aimed at me now, that power building and building. The whole world turns black with it. The earth rolls, and roars sound until, with one last pulse, it stabs through me like an electric shock and I’m thrown again.

      Once more, I sail through the air, but this time I know it won’t end well.

      “Remi!” Khalid screams as I smack into a tree and slump to the ground. Agony rocks through my body, my hands covering my stomach as every bone breaks. She sets fire to my insides with her power, ripping me apart, and then I hear another voice.

      “Lilith, enough!” comes the ground shaking roar, and for a moment, everything stops. I lift my head, my eyes blurry, and see the huge outline of a man stepping from the forest. It stops her though, and her power leaves me. I slump to the ground, my heart skipping a beat. I’ve felt pain before, but never like this. Even my animals are circling inside me to try and protect me, but I know I’m hurt. Badly.

      “Stop,” the newcomer demands.

      “Never, but I’m afraid I have to get going. It’s not time for the end just yet!” She laughs.

      “I won’t let you,” the stranger replies.

      “Then you have a choice—save your brother and his mate or stop me.” She chuckles. “Choose, my love.” I feel a flash of energy, and when I look up, she has disappeared in a black mist.

      But the zombies are still here, and Khalid is fighting the never-ending horde of zombies left behind, all apart from the supernatural ones. I struggle to get up, to get to him, but my eyes start to fail me. There’s a buzzing in my ears, and my body is flashing hot and cold and won’t respond. My shift won’t come over me, I’m too hurt.

      The last thing I see is the stranger stopping before me as he faces off with the zombies.

      Choice made—to save us.

      To lose her.

      Then I pass out.
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      I don’t even have time to greet Atlas. We work together to finish off the zombies, but my mind is on my mate, and I leave the last few to him and rush to her side. I owe him for protecting my mate, but all I care about right now is her. I drop to my knees, my eyes wide and hands hesitating as I reach for her.

      Nothing can kill Remi, she is a fucking hunter, a badass, yet fear fills me. She did it for me, to protect me. She took this for me so I wouldn’t have to try and kill Lilith. I’m terrified I’ve lost her. But then I hear a sluggish beat of her heart. With a shaky breath, I gather her to my chest and kiss her head. I never thought I could kill my sister, but when I saw Remi fall, I knew I would slay her to save my mate.

      “I’ve got you, amore, I’m here. I’m here, you’ll be okay. I’ll get you somewhere safe, just rest and relax,” I promise as I get to my feet and turn to Atlas, who’s standing over the bodies of the zombies. He holds a heart in his hand, which he tosses to the ground before he looks back at me. His bald head shines in the sun that’s peeking through the clouds now that she’s gone. Lilith, not she. His expression is determined, stern, his lips are turned down, and his jaw is covered in stubble. He looks different than when I last saw him. His long warrior braids are gone, and he’s bigger, huge even for him. He glances at my mate, his hands shaking at his sides as he flicks off the blood.

      “Is she okay?” he asks, his voice deep like crashing rocks.

      “She will be. We need a safe place where she can rest, shift, and heal,” I answer, unsure what else to say. We so easily fell back into the same pattern, fighting side by side. We always excelled at that part, but this, working and talking together, is what we failed at as family.

      He nods and looks around. “She’s gone. Come on, I know a place, and I’ll answer all those questions I see in your eyes, little brother.”

      He steps closer and claps me on the shoulder. “She’s alive,” is all I whisper, still uncertain how to get over the sister I mourned for millennia being alive and here.

      “I know.” He sighs and then looks down at Remi. “Your mate is an incredible warrior, you should be proud. Come.”

      I follow silently behind him, holding Remi close, looking down at her every few seconds to ensure she’s okay. I can feel her body resting, and some of her wounds are already healing. That kind of magic leaves an aftereffect. She won’t be back to full sass, badass amore until she’s shifted though, and I know she feels vulnerable when she is, so I need to make sure I get her somewhere safe where I can watch her back while she does. I don’t imagine it will be a quick heal from the ordeal her body went through today. It will be painful, and the thought alone has me pulling her closer.

      Atlas leads us through the forest, and we walk side by side. I shoot him looks which he ignores, so I finally come out and ask, “How did you know we were here?”

      He glances over at me and then averts his gaze. My older brother has changed, that’s for sure. He was never the most talkative anyway, always the strong silent type, usually trailing behind Lilith or getting into fights, but this stretch of quiet is a lot, even for him. He’s more scarred too. I guess we all are. “I’ve been tracking her.”

      “You knew she was alive?” I demand, and Remi shifts in my arms so I quiet my voice, making it softer.

      “Only for a year and a bit, I didn’t believe it at first. I was deep in the underground in Russia when I heard a murmur of a woman recruiting and summoning demons… I was hired to stop them,” he explains, equally as quiet, cutting a look at my mate where, for a moment, his face seems to soften. A flare of irrational jealousy hounds me, and I tuck her close, even though I know Atlas has only ever had eyes for Lilith. “Took me a few months following her trail. Always a step behind. I saw her for the first time six months ago and didn’t believe it. Thought I had finally gone crazy. I’ve been following her ever since, but I’m always behind, and she leaves me cocky, taunting notes,” he snarls, rubbing at his head before snapping a tree that’s in the way. “I managed to get here just in time this once.”

      “Are you okay?” I inquire. It ruined him when Lilith died. Part of him died with her, and when he disappeared into the night, none of us blamed him.

      He doesn’t reply, but I see his eyes close for a moment. I loved Lilith like a sister, and it wrecked me to see her. Not only that, but it was painful to see her corrupted and her body being used like that, so this must be killing him. His shoulders hunch slightly, and he speeds up as if he’s trying to escape his own demons and thoughts, so I quiet down, leaving him to it.

      Haven’t I suffered with walking away from my mate to protect her? I know that pain, but at least I knew she was alive. He thought she was dead, and to find her alive after all these years, and to have that hope dashed because, surely, he knows we have to stop her…kill her… The thought seems abhorrent. I couldn’t hurt her, she’s my sister, but in those evil eyes, there wasn’t even a hint of her anymore. She was nothing more than a vessel. She’s trapped in there…so surely it would be a mercy?

      But could you kill the woman you love, even to save her?

      I don’t know if I could. I thought I could once, but holding Remi in my arms, I know I couldn’t. I’m not strong enough, is Atlas?

      He leads us to a car at the side of the road, and without a word, he opens the back door for me. I slide in with Remi still in my arms and snuggle her close. I sit against the door when he shuts it and gets in the front seat, revving the engine as he pulls onto the road and drives away from the city. I want to ask where we’re going, but I settle back with Remi, looking down at her as I stroke her hair away from her face. I already miss those mismatched eyes and smirking lips.

      “Not long now, amore. Stay with me, okay? I’m right here, feel my heart, stay with me and you can shift. Then you’ll be back to kicking my ass in no time,” I tease as I lean down and softly kiss her forehead, which is a little clammy but nothing too extreme.

      I feel eyes on me, and when I glance up, I meet Atlas’ gaze in the rear-view mirror. It’s filled with a longing so deep, it cracks my heart. All he ever wanted was Lilith, and he lost her not once, but now twice. How would I handle that?

      He’s a stronger man than me.

      He looks back at the road then, and we drive long into the night, pulling down dirt side tracks about two hours later. It’s dark, so there’s not much to see as we pull up outside a pitch-black cottage. It’s cute, homey, and I hear the crashing waves of the ocean not too far away, over the dunes of sand just behind the house. Atlas turns off the engine, and in the quiet of the car, he sighs.

      “This is home for now,” he murmurs. “You’ll be safe here.”

      “What is this place?” I ask, and he looks back at me.

      “It was the house I built Lilith,” he admits, and then he gets out. I say nothing as he opens my door for me. I gently lift Remi out and follow him up the cobbled footway to the bright green front door—her favourite colour—which he opens and lets me in, flipping on lights. He notices my look and winces. “I kept it updated over the years… Came here sometimes when I needed to feel close to her.”

      I nod, and he gestures towards the winding wooden stairs in the corner of the dark room. “There are bedrooms up there. Pick any but the one with the double doors. I’ll get some food ready for when she wakes up.”

      “Thank you, brother,” I murmur, and he nods, looking at Remi.

      “Hold her close and never let her go,” he advises and then turns away, heading through a doorway to the left.

      Shifting Remi closer, I head through the quaint, cosy living room with a chimney and fireplace to the stairs. I head up, my feet soft on the wood. At the top, it opens into a library, and past that are two corridors. I pick one at random and move to the first room which turns out to be a bedroom with a slanted roof, a fireplace, a white bed, a window seat, wooden floors, and high wooden beams. It’s very Lilith and cute and surprises me, but I shut and lock the door behind me for privacy with my mate before laying her on the bed—more to protect her shift and Atlas. She has a tendency to go wild when she shifts, not that she probably knows, though I doubt she will have the strength this time. I slip off her shoes and weapons before covering her with a blanket.

      “Rest now, amore, and shift when you wake up. You’re safe. We are safe.” I lean down and kiss her cool, unresponsive lips. “I love you, Remi, forever and a day.”

      Then I lie next to her to settle in and watch her heal and rest. I hear my brother downstairs, and I feel his heart reaching out into the world for the mate he lost.

      And for once, I feel like I’m the lucky one.
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      My whole body aches like I have been in a fight. Oh, wait, I was. Groaning, I open my eyes to an unfamiliar wood ceiling. I’m used to waking up in strange places, but this feels different. I hear the blowing of wind, and it sends a shiver over my body as the scent of the ocean, salty and fresh, hits me. I hear the banging of something far away, like pots and pans, but only one heartbeat. Scanning the room, I sit up with a frown. My animals are subdued, and my body is still sore like I recently healed. The bedding is slashed up, I’m guessing by claws, so I shifted, and there is an empty, bloody plate to the left, so I’ve eaten as well, though I don’t remember it. Other than that, the bedroom is vacant—no Khalid.

      I’m on a creaking steel bed with white sheets. The window to the left is open, showing a view of the ocean stretching as far as the eye can see, and the sun is streaming in. The fireplace at the end of the bed isn’t lit, and there’s a rocking chair to the right of it. Swinging my legs off the edge of the bed, I touch my feet to the cool wood as I stretch, cracking my neck.

      What the hell happened?

      I stand and grab onto the bed as my numb legs wake up, and when I can, I walk to the door and crack it open. I suck in a deep breath as the scent of cooking meat reaches me. Stepping out into the corridor, I follow the sounds of sizzling food to a curving staircase with a white bannister, which I grab and slowly tread down. I stop halfway to peek at the man in the kitchen through the open doorway, a man who’s definitely not Khalid.

      There is a cute living room below me, but through the doorway is an old, farmhouse style kitchen complete with a stove and large dining table. I blink at the corner of the living room when I spot a floor-to-ceiling circular cage… Okay then. I don’t see any weapons, so I call my animals to the surface. The wendigo responds instantly, its claws sliding out. The transition was seamless, it isn’t even fighting me for control… It’s like we are finally one.

      Creeping down the stairs, I slip into the kitchen, keeping my eyes on the hunched back of the giant moving around the space effortlessly. Bacon and eggs cook on the stove, and plates, mugs, and cups are set on the table.

      He doesn’t even turn, but a deep, rumbling voice comes from him, sounding like boulders crashing together. He reminds me of giants, but there is a hint of magic around him that he can’t hide. “I won’t hurt you, mate of my kin.” He turns and grins at me. It splits his wide, square face, his bald head shining under the light as he smoothly flips the bacon. “I’m Atlas, Khalid’s older brother.”

      “Where is he?” I ask, not putting away my claws. If he notices or is scared, he doesn’t show it.

      “Out by the ocean, getting some air.” I frown a little. He left me here alone? Why does that annoy me? Atlas chuckles like he knows my thoughts. “He didn’t leave your side for two days straight, not even to relieve himself. After you shifted and ate and went back to sleep, we knew you would be okay, so I told him I would watch you while he got some air.”

      I nod and glance to the front door and back at Atlas. “Where are we?”

      “Somewhere safe, outside of the city. Go to him, I won’t be offended. Breakfast will be ready in around thirty minutes. He needs to eat,” he orders, his eyes narrowed slightly.

      I hesitate for a moment, wondering if I should tell him about what I saw and what the Fate told me…but how can I tell him he must die? That his mate has to also? I can’t, so instead, I keep it to myself, hoping for once the Fates are wrong. I nod and slide to the door as Atlas turns away and carries on cooking. For such a huge man, he moves with grace. Shaking my head, I turn away, retracting my claws since he’s no threat. I open the door and step out into the sun. The birds are chirping, and the trees are blowing in the wind. There is a gravel area before the cottage we’re in, and beyond that are just trees. There are flower beds to the left and right of the cottage, and ivy crawls up the yellow and grey brick of the structure as I walk away from it and look back. Strolling around the house, I climb the dunes, and with bare feet, I step onto the soft, warm sand. I search the horizon for Khalid. The pull in my stomach guides me to the left as I spot a person’s silhouette in the distance, walking away from the house.

      Treading lightly across the sand, I glance out at the bright blue ocean. It’s such a change from the dark, ominous feeling of a few days ago… I can’t believe it’s been a few days. What happened to the necromancer, the zombies? Did she get away? What are we going to do?

      I hurry after him, and he must feel me, because he turns and waits, shielding his eyes as he peers towards me. The sun heats my back as I tread towards him, moving faster as I go, needing to be with him for some reason. I have hazy memories of being in his arms and his lips on my head, even words, but I discard them, because what I am remembering couldn’t possibly be true.

      I don’t stop when I reach him, deciding what the hell. I throw myself at him, and he laughs as he catches me. He grabs my ass as I cross my legs behind his back. My grin grows as he smiles down at me. He’s wearing his real face, the sun highlighting those black eyes and scar, but it’s his jaw and lips that have me leaning in and kissing him. “Amore,” he murmurs as he strokes my back. “I’m glad you’re finally awake.”

      “I met your brother,” I tell him as he turns and sits down with me still on his lap, his hands stroking across my back and brushing my hair from my face.

      “Hmm?” he hums as he leans in and kisses my neck.

      “You got the hot, dangerous genes in the family, didn’t you? You look like a serial killer who would fuck me to death, while he looks like he wants to rip everything to pieces.” I giggle, and he bites my neck in punishment.

      “You only need to look at me.”

      “Or what?” I challenge, tipping my head back and closing my eyes as the sun heats my hair. My lips twist into a happy smile for once. I can’t stop it. I feel like we have grown past all the issues, and honestly, after us both nearly dying again, I’m done fighting this. Life’s too short to be unhappy, to be worried and live in fear. So I’m in this all the way. He’ll still have to make up for lying to me, but I know he did it to protect, not harm.

      “Or I’ll fuck that plump ass right here and now, make you scream for him to hear,” he snaps, biting my neck again as I groan and grind down onto his hardening cock. The threat makes my pussy slick as I lick my lips.

      “Promises, promises,” I murmur. “How about you just fuck me instead?” I lift my head and meet his black eyes as he leans back. “Right here, right now…mate.”

      His eyes widen at the term, and then he’s on me, pushing me into the sand, tugging at my clothes, his mouth eagerly devouring mine. I think he likes me using that word.

      Our clothes are shed quickly, his lips fumbling on mine as he kisses me desperately. “I almost lost you again,” he growls.

      “Nah, I’m too strong for that,” I murmur as I drag my nails down his back. When I bring them back up, they’re claws, and they rip into his skin, making him jerk against me as he moans. We need to be quick. I want food, but that doesn’t mean we can’t have some fun…

      His eyes narrow, locking me in place beneath him. The sun may be shining, but my god is all darkness and sin. He circles my neck with his hand, squeezing until I can’t breathe. “You dare hurt yourself again, and I will chain you in a basement and seal the door with us inside. Understood, amore?”

      “Will…it…involve…chains?” I gasp, rubbing against him as my eyes start to blacken from the lack of oxygen. He grins and releases my throat a little, even as his other hand glides down my body, cups my wet pussy, and strokes it slowly.

      “You bet. Fuck, I love your wet cunt. I can smell it.” He sucks in a breath, closing his eyes for a moment before he grins and winks down at me. “My favourite fucking scent. Your surrender, your desire.”

      “Yeah? Mine is your blood,” I retort, and he groans, slapping my pussy hard.

      “Then make me bleed, amore, take it all. It’s yours anyway. Body, mind, and heart,” he vows as he leans down and kisses me before dragging his tongue down my chin, throat, and chest. He stops at my breasts to lick and flick my nipples until I’m moaning. Carrying on, he pauses above my pussy, inhaling my scent as he pulls his hand away to look at it, his lips parted on a moan.

      I love his response to my body.

      “Look how fucking pretty you are.” He sighs as he lies down, his hands on my thighs to keep them open as he drags his fingers down my slit before slamming them inside of me, giving me that sharp edge of pain I crave.

      My head falls back, the sound of the crashing waves loud as his tongue finally lashes my clit. He doesn’t go slow… No, he flicks it, demanding my release as he starts to fuck me with his fingers, fast and hard. I grip my breasts, squeezing them and rolling my nipples as I ride his face.

      His tongue drags down my pussy, circling my hole where his fingers are before gliding back up, tasting every inch of me. “I want to feel you come.” He groans against my folds. “See it in the daylight, see that glistening cream dripping from my fingers.”

      “Then make me,” I dare him.

      He growls against my pussy, the vibrations making me gasp as those fingers spear into me faster and faster, while his lips wrap around my clit and suck. It throws me into my release, my scream filling the air as I grind against his mouth. He sucks me through it before releasing my clit as I fall back to the sand. With a self-satisfied smirk, he pulls his fingers from my pussy and sits back, showing me the glistening cream as he turns them in the sun before sucking them clean.

      “Those are your fingers,” I rasp. “Now get your dick wet.”

      I flip over, digging my claws into the sand as I stare at the ocean, wanting him to rut me like an animal. My shifters are calling for it. He happily complies. One hand wraps around my hair, stretching my neck back in a hard, painful line as his other hand digs into my hip, holding me still as he buries his cock inside me. He splits me with its size, the pain and pleasure melding as I shiver, pushing back to meet his thrusts as he starts to hammer into me, knowing I can take it, knowing I love it.

      My animals howl in happiness along with me, going wild under his touch, thrashing and slashing out, but he easily pins and controls me. He dominates me like only an alpha can, fucking me through it all. His teeth dig into my shoulder, restraining me against the sand as he continues to fuck me, and I finally concede to his power.

      We are both alphas.

      His teeth finally release my shoulder, and he yanks my ass higher into the air until his huge cock is dragging along those nerves inside of me. Sand runs through my fingers as I moan, my eyes closing and head dropping forward. My heart slams as I fight the oncoming release, wanting this to last.

      “Come. Now,” he snarls, his hand coming down hard across my ass twice in succession. That sharp edge of pain sends me over the edge, and I come again with a scream, my pussy clamping around him until, with a roar, he slams inside of me and stills. I feel his release filling me up before we both fall forward, breathing heavily and satisfied.

      He pulls me into his arms as we catch our breaths, and my body stops twitching. “God, you’re amazing, amore,” he whispers.

      “I know,” I reply, kissing his hand as I twine our fingers together and just relax.

      Lying with a smile on my face, the heat on my bare skin, the ocean crashing not a few feet away, I finally feel like I found my home. It’s with him, and I know whatever heads our way, we will do it together.

      I will never be alone again.

      The lone hunter is no more. Together, we are so much better.

      Mates.

      Forever.

      We will stop this world from ending, and after, we will find our happily ever after…with some extra bloodshed.

      My heart and my animals agree, even my wendigo, because we know he’s our final missing piece.
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      Remi smacks my ass and dares me to race her back to the cottage, telling me breakfast is ready as she runs off. She leaves me swearing and falling over my clothes as I try to catch her. I do, just outside the door, and I throw her over my shoulder. As she laughs and spanks me, I carry her through the door to see Atlas just serving the food. He looks up at the sound, freezes for a moment when he sees us, then turns away, but not before I saw the pain in his eyes.

      “Food smells good,” Remi comments and climbs down, sitting in one of the seats. He comes over with a kettle, and her eyes light up. “Oh god, is that tea?”

      “Yes.” He nods and offers it to her. She almost squeals as she pours herself a mug, and then one for me without asking, as I slide in next to her. My hand rests on her thigh under the table, since I’m unable to stop touching her. Atlas sits down opposite us and starts to eat, and we dig in as well. Once we have finished, Remi leans back with a groan, rubbing her stomach.

      “That was so good, thank you. I think I got the wrong brother,” she teases, and I spank her leg under the table.

      “I’ll remind you again later,” I murmur before wiping my mouth and leaning back, sipping the tea and staring at Atlas.

      “Okay, now that Remi is awake, tell us everything,” I order. His eyebrows rise at that. When we were younger, I was always quiet, but he’s not the only one who’s changed.

      “There isn’t much else to tell. I’ve been hunting her, trying to figure out how to stop her.” Atlas sighs, getting comfy. “What about you?”

      Remi and I share a look, and she licks her lips. “We followed the zombies, and after seeing a message—”

      He leans forward then, his eyes flashing. “What did it say?” he demands.

      “It said, ‘Think to stop me, my love? This city is my present for you, a warning of what is to come. Stop searching, or the world will burn next.’”

      His eyes close for a moment, and Remi carries on. “That’s when we ran into her, I also had what we think was a vision.”

      “A vision?” Atlas prods, looking over at me.

      Remi nods and tells him what she saw, then she swallows and hesitates. “I also saw a prophecy in the Librarian’s library.”

      “You went to the Librarian?” he murmurs, and I nod. “What did it say?”

      Remi tells him what she saw, and then we all sit back in silence until I break it. “I think we need to find the others. This is Lilith, after all, they deserve to know, to see her once again—”

      Just then, there’s a knock at the door. We didn’t even hear anyone approach, but all three of us leap to our feet. Magic forms in Atlas’ hands, I crouch slightly, and Remi grabs two of the knives from the table, her eyes flashing black and fangs dropping.

      “Hello?” comes a feminine voice, so we share a look. “Seriously, we can hear you. It’s super rude to ignore us.”

      “Bella,” someone chastises softly. “Erm, hi! So yeah…can you open the door?”

      “Oh, just move. Hey, assholes, it’s us, let us in!” a familiar voice calls.

      “Kyro?” I ask, walking towards the entryway. I rip open the door to see not just Kyro, but all of my brothers there…and women? I look them over and glance back at Atlas. “What the fuck?”

      “Surprise, asshole,” Slate says, his arm around what looks to be a silver fae.

      “The cottage is very…cute,” Ciar offers, peering over my shoulder, and a red-headed woman at his side elbows him.

      “Khalid, is Atlas here too?” Calder queries, a smaller redhead next to him.

      “Brother,” Mishal greets.

      Just then, Remi comes to my side, twirling her blades as she leans into me. “Well, isn’t this a family reunion? You here for the zombies or breakfast? ’Cause we ate it all.”

      All their eyebrows rise, and the blue-haired female next to Kyro and the redhead next to Ciar laugh. “Oh, I like her.”

      “Let them in,” Atlas rumbles, and we both step aside so our eldest brother can see them all. “It’s about time. Come in, we don’t have long and we have much to discuss.” With that cryptic message, he turns and heads back to the kitchen.

      I share a look with my brothers, who all smile knowingly. Atlas is still an asshole. Kyro snorts and walks in, tugging the blue-haired woman behind him. He slaps me on the shoulder on the way past before winking at Remi. “Nice to see you got him to wear his own face.” He fake shivers then. “Creepy when he wears the others. As kids, he used to do it to scare us. He once wore mine and hovered over my bed until I woke up. I nearly wet myself,” he whispers before heading to the kitchen.

      Remi laughs as Slate and his woman and the others all troop inside as well. I shut the door and head to the kitchen with Remi. It’s a tight squeeze with Ciar sitting down, his woman on his knee. Slate too. Calder is holding his woman, and the blue-haired girl is on the counter, her legs wrapped around Kyro from behind while Atlas puts the kettle on the stove. I lean back into the wall as Remi hops up on the counter next to me, swinging her legs back and forth.

      We are all here.

      Lilith tore us apart, and now she is bringing us back together. It fills me with sadness, but also with happiness to see my brothers again. My family is almost whole.

      The silence stretches on, none of us knowing what to say, until Remi sighs. “All right, this is super awkward.” She looks at the women. “I’m Remi, this asshole here is Khalid.”

      Bella laughs. “Bella, this is Mira.”

      “I’m Ro—” The blue-haired woman shares a laugh with Kyro. “Cassandra.”

      “Dabria, this is Mishal. Nyre is asleep right now.”

      “I’m Alejandra, and this is my wolf, Slate,” the fae introduces.

      Remi looks to me then. “This is like a who’s who of hot supes.” She looks at Atlas and pouts. “Tea please.”

      All of my brothers flinch, expecting him to explode. After all, he is the oldest, the warrior, the warlock all magic descends from. Before, he would have killed someone for such a slight, for daring to order him around. Instead, he grabs a mug and hands it over to her, and she smiles sweetly before sticking her tongue out at me. Shaking my head, I lean in and kiss her cheek. “Such a brat, amore.”

      “Carry on, and I’ll stab you again,” she snaps, her eyes flashing black for a moment before she sips her tea. I turn to see them all staring at us, but when I catch them, they all quickly look away.

      Atlas hands out mugs and drinks and finally sits down, looking around at us. “I’m guessing you all know by now?”

      “That Lilith is alive?” Kyro inquires, and then narrows his eyes. “How do you know?”

      “We saw her,” I offer. “She tried to kill us.”

      “Yup, same here.” Kyro sighs and scrubs his head. “What the hell is going on, brother, and what do we do?”

      “We don’t know. From what I’ve gathered from Remi and my own eyes, Lilith was—” Atlas’ voice catches, but he powers through. “Burning in the fires of hell when she reached out for help. It seemed the darkness answered and saved her to possess her in return. She’s been slowly growing in strength by using Lilith’s body and making sacrifices, and now she plans on burning the world and ruling it.”

      “Not just that, but when she’s strong enough, the evil will no longer need a host and will leave Lilith’s body, killing her…and then she will be unstoppable. We have to kill her before she’s able to do that,” Remi adds sadly.

      Atlas leaps to his feet, his fists coming down on the table. “We are not killing my mate!”

      “Brother.” I sigh. “It’s not her anymore, you saw her… That isn’t your Lils, or ours. She’s our sister. Do you really think we want to kill her?”

      “We will think of another way, any way, we will try it all, do you understand me?” he snarls. Magic surges in the room until it almost chokes us. “You would not kill your mate, do not ask me to.”

      Just then, Dabria speaks up. “Yes, tell him, Cassandra.”

      Cassandra’s head jerks, but she steps forward. “Stop reading my thoughts. What if they are rude?” she teases. “Atlas…I think Lilith is still in there. When I saw her, she tried to fight through, and she managed it to warn me…” She looks around then. “I think he’s right—we have to try and save her first, but-but if not…”

      “We kill her,” Remi finishes, and everyone nods, but the room is filled with pain.

      We lost our sister, but now we have a chance to get her back… Will we really lose her again?

      “So where do we start?” I ask.

      “We have so much to do.” Mishal sighs.

      “We need to stop her from raising more dead and keep her powers from growing first. Stop her from ending the world,” Slate muses.

      All eyes keep flicking to Atlas, who seems to be growing, his magic nearly lashing us in anger over our suggestion to kill Lilith. Maybe we are better off discussing this later when he’s calmer. For now, it’s enough that we all are here and that we know.

      We know we have to do something, even if it means breaking our brother’s heart again.

      “So that’s what we’re doing?” Remi questions, leaning into me. “We stop the world from ending… We stop Lilith.”

      We all share a nod. “Agreed,” I say, and others join in.

      “Well then, we’re going to need weapons, research.” Remi cracks her neck with a grin. “This is going to be a fun hunt.”

      We share a smile before looking at the others. Atlas is quiet and staring out the window. “Everyone settle in. We’ll come up with an exact plan later. Today has been a lot for all of us.”

      Slowly, everyone files from the room. Mishal stops near me at the door and looks at me with a smile. “I’m glad you finally found someone who made you want to be in your own skin, brother. We missed you,” he murmurs before leaving too.

      I glance over at Atlas, and with a sigh, head over. I touch his shoulder. “If we can save her, we will, brother. Have faith.”

      “I failed her once, I won’t again,” he growls.

      Unsure what else to say, I turn and leave, accepting Remi’s outstretched hand. She leads me upstairs, and once in our room, she flops on the bed. I plop down next to her, pulling her into my arms as I kiss her head.

      She reaches up and kisses me softly. “You aren’t half bad, you know.”

      “Half bad?” I repeat as I grab her neck, hard, until she groans, her eyes flashing black. “Admit it, you like me, amore. You don’t want to be without me.”

      “Nah, it was the dick that did it,” she teases, so I squeeze harder, and she moans breathily. “Fine, I like you.”

      “Good.” I kiss her softly. “Because I love you, amore, and I plan on keeping you.”

      “You love me?” she asks. “Idiot, I will still kill you—”

      “Shut up, don’t make me whip you again,” I order as I kiss her again. “You love me too. I know it.”

      “Fine, fine, I love you, happy now?” she snaps as I squeeze her tighter and tip her head back to kiss her, but she flips us and grinds down on my cock, leaning down as she teases my lips.

      “Very,” I murmur against her mouth.

      “Erm…” A knock sounds on the wall. “Just FYI, the walls are very thin, so if you’re going to have kinky sex, I just thought you might wanna know,” comes Cassandra’s timid voice, making us both laugh.

      “Oh, yes, this is going to be fun.” She grins as she licks my lips. “Just wait until they see me making you bleed. In fact, I might carve my name into your chest.”

      Groaning, I kiss her harder.

      In this moment, I have everything I ever needed. If only the future wasn’t looming so dark on the horizon. If the world is coming to an end, there is no one else I would rather have at my side.

      My amore.

      My mate.

      My everything.
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      I can hear them all upstairs—their laughter, their conversations. I would say it feels like being home again, but that would be wrong. There was never any laughter in our home as children. The only time we enjoyed our lives was when we were away from our parents and together…when I was with her.

      My brothers all have their mates, but my mate is out there alone, trapped, and scared.

      I lost her once, I won’t lose her again.

      I know they are all trying to make me aware of what they think needs to happen, but I will never, never, kill my mate.

      I’ll save you, Lils, even if it means dying myself to do it. I left you once, I didn’t protect you…didn’t save you, and that will never happen again. I have waited centuries to be with you again. In this life or the next, it will happen.

      Sitting on the sofa, I lean forward, my gaze caught on the cage. It’s here for a reason, after all. I’ve spent the last year hunting my mate, but I’ve also been researching and preparing. My brothers may be quick to give up on Lilith, but I’m not. If anyone can survive this, can fight this, it’s my little human…though I can’t call her that any longer.

      Scrubbing my face, I lean back, letting my head drop to the sofa and closing my eyes as I try to remember her laughter, her smile, her smell, but it’s been so long. No matter how hard I tried to hold onto those memories, to tighten my grasp on them, they became like smoke slipping through my fingers until I could barely remember. It seems I only see my love in my dreams. Automatically, my hand goes to my pocket and pulls out the stone, smooth from years of touch, as I turn it over and over in my palm. The crudely carved drawing is fading away after the centuries. She gave it to me when we were teenagers, she said it was her heart…that I would always have it.

      That it belonged to me.

      Back then, I tried to push her away to protect her from my life, and even then, she insisted I was hers and she was mine. She was so sure of us being together, believed we were meant to be. She didn’t care what I or anyone said, she gave her love willingly to me. She was always strong, so sure, so kind…and look what they have done to her.

      They corrupted my wildflower.

      Darkened her petals.

      Wilted her glow until only the gnarled roots remain.

      She saved me once, and now it’s my turn to save her.

      I’m coming for you, wildflower.

      Oh, Attie, always fighting until the end, the echo purrs, the voice female and also different, darker.

      I spin around in the smoky darkness, searching for the source. “Lils?” I call.

      Laughter echoes all around me, and I spin faster with a snarl, calling on my magic, but it doesn’t come, I’m human.

      The laughter grows louder. “Here, we are both human,” she whispers. “Poor little fallen god, even after all these years, you still love her. The little human who followed you around like a lost puppy. If only you had noticed, if only you had loved her back…maybe you could have saved her from me.”

      “Show yourself!” I demand, and a touch caresses my neck, making me whirl. I know now this is a dream space for her to get into my mind. She must be very powerful indeed.

      “Yes, powerful, the darkness is mine, as is the troubled thoughts in your head…but all I had to do was follow that fraying thread linking my vessel and you. It’s pathetic, really, how hard she fought to hold onto you, to stay with you. That’s why she did it, you know. That’s why she begged and screamed for help, because she thought you needed her.”

      “She was right,” I reply.

      “Was she, Attie?”

      “Don’t call me that! Only she gets to call me that!” I roar, and she laughs again before she appears before me. It’s my Lils with a smile on her face, her eyes lit up in happiness. I reach for her, but my feet are stuck, and no matter how much I struggle, I can’t get to her. Her mouth opens in a silent scream as flames fill her eyes and climb across her body, and with another horrified cry, she disappears into smoke, and before me is the Lilith of today. Black eyes, evil smile.

      “She’s still fighting to protect all of you…to save you from what she has become. She won’t succeed. Before the year is through, your blood will fill my goblet, and I will be free to watch this world burn.” She laughs and drags her nails down my face as she appears before me. My body is frozen. All I can move are my eyes. She leans in and ghosts her lips across mine, so cold and wet like a snake. Not like the warmth and happiness of my first and only kiss with my mate. “I’ll be seeing you soon, lover.”

      Then she disappears, and I’m left screaming into the void.

      Lilith!
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