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For my daughter who continues to chase her dreams and inspires me to go after my own.


This one is for you, Panda.


Chapter One


Paris – 1840

Marguerite followed the tall blond gentleman with broad shoulders, careful to keep her presence hidden. As he approached the crowd at the edge of the Champs-Élysées, she hitched up her skirts to move faster.

If he got too far ahead, she’d lose him and his gold, gem-encrusted pocket watch in the mass of Parisians.

He’d first caught her eye at a gala nearly a month before.

That night, he wore the watch on the front of his vest, and the telltale bulge in his pocket hinted at a healthy money pouch.

With any luck, his deposit would bring her goal within reach.

Hope made her bold, but even so, she’d lost him before she made his acquaintance.

She hadn’t seen him since. Until tonight.

Now he stood only a scant distance in front of her, as did the rest of Paris, awaiting the processional carrying Napoleon’s remains under the massive Arc de Triomphe on its way to Les Invalides. She needed to get closer.

The hearse carrying Napoleon’s body to its new tomb circled underneath the Arc, and the crowd surged closer to the black coach. The gas lamps glowed overhead and extra torches cast long shadows, marking its route. Cheers deafened her, and the stench of unwashed bodies and old wine assaulted her nostrils when the sweat drenched horses passed by. Their long route from the seashore to the center of Paris was nearly at an end.

Marguerite rose on her toes, struggling to catch sight of her gentleman, but none of the fair-haired men in the street had shoulders as broad as his, and none of them were tall enough.

She’d lost him again. Damn.

There was no time for self-pity. She took in her surroundings and made her way toward a portly gentleman standing at the edge of the crowd.

He stood with his back to the Seine River, one foot cocked and his chest puffed out. His light blue silk jacket, shirt with gold-trimmed ruffles, and buffed and polished shoes said he was no commoner.

Perfect.

She plucked her fan from her bosom and flicked it open, sauntering toward him with an extra sway to her hips.

“Bonjour.” She tipped her head slightly, gazing up at him from beneath her lashes. “Pardon. I must catch my breath.

There are so many people. I feared I might topple over and be trampled.”

He drifted toward her, wetting his lips. Taking her elbow with a demanding grip, his greedy gaze lingered over her cleavage. “Surely you did not attend the funeral alone.”

Marguerite allowed him to lead her a few steps from the crowd. “Oui. My husband is ill, but I promised to tell him every detail.”

She stayed close to the man, in spite of the heavy perfume that failed to mask his body odor. She fluttered her fan and brushed against him, but the purse eluded her until he leaned over and caressed her arm, giving her the opening she needed.

Lifting her shoulder, she parted her lips, keeping his attention on her mouth, while she caught the bulge of his coin purse in his jacket and traced the edge of the pocket.

“The hearse is making its way closer now.” His hot hand ran up from her elbow, across her back and around her waist.

“May I escort you to the front for a closer view?”

“Oui.” She masked her disgust with a flirtatious smile.

“Merci.”

As soon as he maneuvered her into the crowd, she bumped against him, nimble fingers snagging the loop of his purse. One more nudge and she yanked it free.

He never felt a thing. This brought a true smile to her lips.

The sound of hooves striking the cobblestones grew in volume, and the crowd pressed forward toward the approaching carriage. Marguerite moved into the current, leaving her fragrant companion behind. Clutching the purse, she made her way farther from the Arc de Triomphe and tucked her prize into her corset.

It wasn’t the treasure she’d hoped for, but every trinket brought her closer to freedom.

[image: * * *]

From a distance, Kane watched the throngs of people following Napoleon’s remains as the national funeral parade passed on its way to Les Invalides. His gaze scanned the crowd. Servants, farmers, ladies with their gentlemen, and children all cheered, loving their fallen leader.

He’d only met the man once, but he had no doubt Napoleon would have enjoyed this spectacle in his honor.

Kane turned to leave. When the pageantry ended, the wine would flow, and violence would follow.

From the corner of his eye, a slender blond woman caught his attention. The porcelain beauty of her face, framed by her curled locks of golden hair, made his pulse jump, but it was her hands that piqued his curiosity.

He was almost certain he’d seen her pick a man’s pocket while he chatted with her. But as quickly as Kane realized what he had witnessed, she moved into the mass of people, swallowed by the crowd.

A crease marred his forehead. Had that fair creature just robbed a man?

He milled through the ocean of Parisians and allowed the thoughts of the mortals around him to fill his mind. He noticed a police officer and smiled when he realized that they both searched for the same woman.

The officer called her Le Voleur D’or. The golden thief.

Interesting.

Kane gripped his gold-tipped cane and walked away from the noise. The streets would be filled with malice before long. Hunger flared at the thought, an automatic response to the suggestion of cutthroats—his primary sustenance since he’d arrived in France.

Lifetimes ago.

This city suited him. His light coloring blended with the French people. He had stood out among the Maya, where his appearance only helped to distinguish him as a god, but here in France, he lived among mortals without any suspicion of his origins.

A blessing and a curse. Part of him longed for the days when mortals recognized him for who and what he was.

Often, he stared at the stars and wondered about the fate of his homeland.

[image: * * *]

The following evening, Kane awoke with an unfamiliar eagerness to face the night. His sole purpose in this world was protecting the innocent from those that would do them harm.

The woman’s face, especially her smile when she tucked the stolen purse into her dress, puzzled him. Usually men were the predators in Paris.

He made his way up through the secret passage under his château. Using his inhuman strength, he pushed up the large stone that opened to the floor in the center of his bedroom. After replacing the stone, he covered the seam with the tapestry rug and went to his dressing room.

One part of living in the modern world that still tried his patience was the clothing. His skin chafed, suffocating under the European frock coats, trousers, and ties.

In spite of the current fashion, he refused to wear a tie, leaving the tops of his shirts unfastened. Occasionally, his lack of perceived tidiness raised a brow, but he truly didn’t give a damn what others thought of him.

After tying his hair back with a leather thong, he reached for his cane. The mahogany base was capped off at the top with a finely hand-carved golden jaguar. One of a kind. A reminder of his true identity, despite his Parisian veneer and his ability to blend into the city’s crowds at night.

It didn’t take him long to locate the Commissionnaire de Policia strolling down one of the narrow alleyways.

“Officer.” He waited for the Commissionnaire to turn his way. “Might I inquire about Le Voleur D’or?”

The officer’s moustache shifted as if just the mention of her name reeked of filth, and Kane wondered if he would refuse. Not that it mattered. Kane could mesmerize him and get the information he sought.

But the uniformed man eyed him and nodded. “Beware of that one. She tempts with her golden hair and blue eyes, but behind her beauty lies a cunning thief. She entrances men and walks away with their valuables while they admire her.”

“How charming.” He frowned and shifted his cane, hoping he appeared concerned.

The officer shook his head. “She will not be so charming in prison.”

“Perhaps not.” He gave the officer a slight bow. “Thank you.”

He walked away into the shadows, amused. Not only was she beautiful, but his golden thief was also clever. So few challenges remained for him in this mortal world, he would relish finding her again.

It took nearly three weeks.

Kane accepted the invitations he normally ignored, and attended influential dinner parties with the wealthy elite in Paris. Judging by the gown she wore at Napoleon’s funeral, Kane supposed the golden thief would most likely frequent these same circles. Each night, he opened himself to the thoughts of the other guests and his hosts, but after two weeks had passed, he found no sign of her. In spite of the centuries he’d watched over this world, he still hadn’t mastered the art of patience.

He was about to give up this plan and return to searching the city streets when he finally found her.

He knew the second she entered the ballroom. The sound of her laughter floated over the string quartet that played in the corner. Kane spun around, and his heart clenched. Her smile stopped time, and for a moment, the rest of the world ceased to exist. He resisted the urge to shove the other dancers away to get to her.

He couldn’t be too eager or the rabbit might flee.

Deep in the shadows of his soul, his spirit animal stirred.

Kane halted for a moment, surprised at the awakening of the jungle cat. It had been decades since he last allowed himself to shift into his jaguar spirit. To feel it so close to the surface unsettled him.

When she approached him, her gaze demanded his attention. Tonight, he’d purposefully worn his finest rings and his favorite ruby-studded gold pocket watch. His wealth would draw her to him like the moths ached to drink in the candle’s firelight.

Or so he’d hoped.

He bowed his head slightly. “Would you honor me with this dance?”

She placed her warm fingers into his hand. Her sapphire eyes sparkled up at him. “It would be my pleasure, Monsieur.”

His heart made a curious jump when he gripped her fingertips and guided her to the center of the ballroom. He placed his hand on her corseted waist and led her into a waltz.

They circled with the music, her footsteps following his lead. Her body moved with the music as if she were part of the melody filling the room. Before he realized it, he’d lost himself in the dance, in her. Her full, rose-colored lips begged to be kissed, and her golden curls brushed over the swell of her breasts. His fingers yearned to touch her soft skin.

His gaze slid along her jaw and down the length of her neck. She wore an elaborately jeweled velvet choker that hid her pulse from him. Definitely for the best.

As the music reached its final cadence, he bowed to her and lifted her hand to press a kiss to the back of her knuckles. “A pleasure to dance with you.”

A smile tugged at her lips, and her cheeks flushed with color. “The pleasure was mine, Monsieur.”

He released her fingertips and watched her turn to leave.

Kane frowned and straightened his shirt, rubbing at the scar hidden beneath the fabric before he could stop himself. This woman had a strange effect over him. His watch still dangled from his vest. She hadn’t taken the bait.

“Forgive me.” She stopped and turned toward him again, her smile paralyzing him. “I do not even know your name.”

She stared into his eyes for a moment, and he toyed with the idea of peering into her mind, but decided against it. This female was a delicious puzzle he would enjoy solving. Slowly.

She offered her hand. “I am Marguerite Rousseau.”

He looked up at her while he kissed the back of her skilled hand. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Marguerite. I am Kane Bordeaux.”

He straightened without releasing her hand. “Who is the lucky gentleman you were rushing away to see?”

She laughed and shook her head. “There is no man I wish to see.” She leaned closer, lowering her voice. “I am parched and in search of good wine.”

Kane placed her hand at the crook of his arm. “Allow me?”

“Oui.” She punctuated her response with a flirtatious tilt of her head.

He led her through the dancers, toward the wine and assorted bread and cheeses that decorated the table at the far end of the ballroom.

“Our host has been most gracious tonight.” Kane filled a glass with wine and watched as she placed cheese and bread on her plate, and the tiny silver cheese tongs into her satchel.

Not only clever and quick, but brazen.

He handed her a wineglass when she turned toward him.

Nothing in her demeanor betrayed nervousness or guilt.

If he hadn’t seen her slip the silver into her bag, he never would have suspected anything was amiss.

Marguerite sipped at the wine and dabbed at her brow with her lace handkerchief.

He glanced at the doorway. “Would you like to step onto the balcony?”

She smiled and surprised him again by taking his hand.

“Oui, but only if you will join me.”

“As if I would let such beauty out of my sight.”

Color crept up her powdered neck, invigorating her ivory skin. His tongue toyed with the sharp tips of his fangs while he fought the urge to taste her. He couldn’t remember the last time a woman had awakened such desire in him.

She led him onto the balcony and sipped her wine. “How do you know the Marquis?”

Kane leaned against the balcony wall, swirling the wine in his glass. “I purchased a mare from him a few years ago. He invites me to his parties in hopes I will return the kindness with more business.” He tilted the glass to his mouth without allowing any of the liquid to pass his lips. “Is the Marquis a relative of yours?”

“No. I attend on behalf of my Master. The Marquis is an admirer of his work.” A house servant passed by, and she placed her glass on the tray. She gnawed at her lower lip, drawing his attention to her perfect mouth. “And where is your wife, Monsieur?”

Her tone made the question sound like a challenge.

Kane frowned and straightened to his full height. “I have never been married.”

She paused for a moment. “Without a wife and children, who will carry on your family line?”

He bit back a surprising burst of laughter. “I assure you, my family line will continue without a wife.”

Her eyes narrowed slightly, studying him. “You are… puzzling, Monsieur Bordeaux.”

“I prefer to think of myself as simple. Relationships complicate.” He straightened his stifling vest, fighting the urge to rip it off. His gold watch thumped against his chest, reminding him that his quarry had not taken the bait.

Interesting.

“Ah, but life would be dull without them, no?” The sound of her voice and the way the candlelight sparkled in her eyes hypnotized him. She took his hand again. “The final dance is beginning. We should join the party.”

He allowed her to pull him back into the ballroom, and spun her around to face him. They waltzed among the other party guests, circling the room until the dancers sharing the floor blurred around them. As the music swelled, her hand slipped from his and Marguerite spun away to her new dance partner. A pert, auburn-haired beauty with a shy smile took his hand, and though he might have considered seducing her into his bed, he couldn’t focus on her. Not with Marguerite dancing one, then two partners away.

It was a dizzying flood of color as dresses billowed, dancers turned, and laughter blended with the crescendo of the string quartet. Kane bowed and waltzed with several new partners before he realized he’d lost Marguerite in the crowd.

He fingered his vest pocket.

He had also lost his favorite gold watch.

Kane retrieved his cane from the butler and escaped the party, scanning up and down the street for any sign of the Le Voleur D’or. The subtle fragrance of her hair lingered—roses and lavender. Easy prey.

Kane hurried into the darkness, following her scent.

He caught a glimpse of the back of her hair a moment before she disappeared around a corner. He slowed when she paused and then crossed the next street. Kane ducked into the shadows of a darkened cobbler’s shop doorway and waited.

She turned, her blue eyes sweeping the street behind her. With a mask of confidence, she lifted her chin a notch and continued her journey.

Kane kept his distance behind her. Before he crossed the street to follow, a horse and buggy barreled past him.

The wooden wheels splashed water onto his polished boot, but he didn’t stop to clean it.

She turned, making her way down a bustling street. Kane shoved his way through the masses in time to see her rush down a shadowed alley, trying each door she passed until one finally opened. He watched her vanish into the rear entrance of a bakery. He approached the darkened building slowly, trying not to draw any unnecessary attention to himself.

When he grasped the wobbly brass doorknob and twisted, the weathered metal squealed in protest. He froze and listened for any sign of movement from within. When he heard no answering sound, Kane pulled the door open and slipped inside.

Traveling down a dimly lit hallway, he found the room opened to reveal large brick ovens. In the far corner, she sat at a table with a single candle, spreading coins and jewelry pieces across the surface. The flame danced in front of her, casting a warm light over her fair skin. He took a quiet step closer, enticed by a stray curl of her golden hair resting on the soft curve of her breast. A crease marred her brow and her lips pursed together as she sifted through her night’s earnings.

“I believe that pocket watch is mine,” he said.

She gasped and popped up from the table. Her surprise melted away quickly, replaced by a well-practiced mask of charm.

“You frightened me, Monsieur.” She plucked up his gold pocket watch from the table. “I found a satchel in the street filled with these trinkets.”

The sound of her voice thrilled him, and he realized he’d been eager to see her again. Strange. He took a step toward her, wanting to feel closer to her, even if only in proximity and only until she fled. “No, you found the watch on my vest while we danced tonight.”

“You are mistaken, and you insult me.” She lifted her chin slightly, enough to imply her shock at his accusation.

Kane narrowed the distance between them, surprised when she didn’t retreat. Her scent overwhelmed him with an alluring blend of roses and spice as his gaze slowly traveled up her body. Her dress was a rich emerald green color, fitted at the waist, her corset supporting her modest breasts. Even with the oversized skirt and sleeves, she remained a petite flower, though far from fragile.

She wore her golden hair up in a loose knot, with stray curls falling down her neck and framing her large round eyes and high cheekbones. Nothing about her was subtle or forgettable like a thief should be.

When he took the watch from her hand, he noticed a flush of color rising from beneath the velvet choker on her neck. Enticing. “You are a flamboyant thief.”

He never saw the slap coming.

“How dare you!” Her hands balled into fists at her sides.

Kane smiled and reached for her hand, drawing her soft fingers to his lips. Her struggles were nothing against his inhuman strength. Pressing a cool kiss to her knuckles, he stared into her eyes.

“Forgive me for being so rude,” he murmured. “You are the most lovely, delicate, and beautiful thief I have ever seen.”

This time, he caught her other wrist before her slap made contact with his cheek. Her bright blue eyes widened.

“Let me go.”

“Not yet.” He tipped his head slightly. “I have a confession to make.”

“You?”

He released her. “I have been watching you, waiting to make your acquaintance. I wore my watch tonight hoping you might take it from me.”

A crease marred her brow. “Why?”

“Because you intrigue me. I have never met a thief quite like you.”

Her eyes searched his, and for a moment, he thought she might apologize for taking his property.

“I did not steal your watch.” She set her chin. “I found it.”

Marguerite placed the watch in his palm, and she closed his fingers around it. Glancing at his hand, she frowned.

“Your skin is cold.” She released him. “Are you sick?”

He shook his head. “I am well.”

She went back to the table and gathered her other treasures. “It is good fortune that our paths crossed again so that I could return your watch. Sadly, I will still need to find the other owners.”

“We could give the items you found to the police.”

“No!” She snatched up the satchel and hid it behind her skirt. He watched her clear her throat and her composure returned with her charm. “I could not trust another person with these valuables. Tomorrow, I will go back and inquire with the host to see which guests might be missing their belongings. It is the only way to ease my mind and know they will be returned to their rightful owners.”

“How thoughtful of you. With Le Voleur D’or stalking the streets of Paris, they probably fear their belongings are lost forever.”

Her back straightened and her lips pressed together as if she were a royal princess. It was all he could do not to kiss her. What was wrong with him? He should be angered, or in the least, willing to turn her over to the police.

His shoulders tensed at the thought of an officer touching her.

She cleared her throat. “What do you know of Le Voleur D’or?”

He stepped in closer to her and kept his voice low. “I have been told she has golden hair and her beauty is so blinding that no one notices her pluck their wallets from their pockets. I also understand that she charms her victims until they no longer care that she has lightened their coin purses.”

He tipped his head down. The scent of her hair and the sound of her heartbeat enticed him. Kane ached to taste her. Such an unusual woman. He bit back his desire and whispered near her ear. “Is my description far from the truth?”

She met his gaze. The candlelight flickered in the clear sea-blue of her eyes. “Perhaps you were not charmed enough, Monsieur Bordeaux.”

“In my rush to find you, I was nearly run down by a coach.”

She glanced down at the watch in his hand, then met his gaze again. “You do cherish that watch.”

He bent closer to her, until his lips nearly brushed hers.

“It was not the watch that I was after.”

Her eyes drifted closed and she whispered, “Was it for the honor of capturing Le Voleur D’or and having her arrested?”

“No.” His voice sounded husky, his throat tightening as her warm breath caressed his cool lips. “I have no desire to capture such a glorious thief.”

He kissed her before she could protest being called a thief. He half expected a slap, but instead, she hummed against his lips, matching his hunger with her own. Kane slid his hand up her back, crushing her against his chest. Every curve of her body set him on fire. No mortal had ever made him yearn for her touch.

Her hands explored his chest and moved along his shoulders. Before he realized what she was doing, the leather tie that bound his mane of blond hair fell to the floor. He groaned when her soft fingers slid through his hair. Every touch made him hunger for more.

As a god, he had always remained separated from the world around him, but with this woman in his arms, he felt like a man. No longer a shepherd lording over nameless sheep. She lured him into her mortal world, tempting him to be a part of it.

He should stop. This path would lead him to madness.

Distance from mortals kept him safe from the pain of their loss. What was it about her that made him weak?

She stepped back before he was ready to let her go, her hand shooting up to cover her mouth. Instantly, his senses came alive. She’d cut her tongue on his fang. Bloodlust coursed through him, stirring a need to shift, to be free, to drink, and he stepped back to maintain his control. “Forgive me. I was too rough with you.”

She shook her head, slowly lowering her hand. “You did not hurt me, Monsieur.”

“Please, call me Kane.”

Her cheeks flushed. “I am not hurt, Kane.” She hesitated a moment, pressing her fingers to her lips. “Only surprised. I think you must have a chipped tooth.”

It never ceased to amaze him how quickly mortal minds explained away their differences. He took her hand and kissed it tenderly. “Please allow me to escort you home.”

A cunning, crooked smile warmed her soft lips. “If I were Le Voleur D’or, I would never bring a man home. Especially not at night.”

He placed her hand at the crook of his arm. “Then I would offer to bring her to my home.”

She raised a brow. “You no longer consider me a thief?”

“Perhaps you have stolen my good senses.”

She clucked her tongue. “You are very lucky that I am no thief.”

“Lucky indeed.” He laughed, surprised by how foreign the sound was to his own ears.


Chapter Two


Marguerite’s eyes widened when they rounded the corner to his maison. In the moonlight, hundreds of rose blossoms surrounded her. She released Kane’s arm and reached for a large flower, bending to take in the sweet scent.

“I love roses.” She straightened again and met his gaze.

“They suit you.”

The way he looked at her when he spoke made her heart skip. She’d met many rich and powerful men over the years, but Kane Bordeaux seemed different. He didn’t look at her like a possession or a lesser person.

In spite of their kiss, he treated her as an equal, maintaining a respectful demeanor toward her. But underneath the facade, deep in his eyes, something untamed and wild, something primal, lurked close to the surface. She couldn’t put her finger on it yet, but she would. Men were mysteries that Marguerite prided herself on solving.

Seduction often aided her in her endeavors to relieve wealthy men of their trinkets, but rarely did a man remain a gentleman after her bold flirtations. They were quick to treat her like a cheap courtesan, which lightened any guilt from her shoulders when she counted their coins later. Part of her no longer wanted Monsieur Bordeaux’s watch.

But necessity outweighed her conscious. She would go home with what she came for.

“Is this the Maison de Bordeaux?”

“This is my home.” Kane looked up when a white-haired servant opened the front door. “And this is Gerard. He manages my household for me during the day.”

Her stomach knotted. Why would he only need his staff during the day? But before she could inquire about his odd comment, Gerard bowed and lit the lantern outside the front door, illuminating the path.

“Can I be of service, Monsieur Bordeaux?”

“The light is helpful, thank you Gerard.”

The butler nodded and went back inside, pulling the front door closed behind him. Kane took her hand. “Would you like to go inside for something to drink?”

Her heart missed a beat. It was much too risky to accompany him here. What was she thinking? Perhaps his kiss still had her off-balance, making her forget her mission was to rob him, not enjoy his company.

Kane Bordeaux proved more intoxicating than French wine.

She shook her head and took a deep breath, closing her eyes and filling her nose with the scent of the roses. Opening her eyes slowly, she smiled at him. “This garden is all I need right now.”

She walked farther into his rose garden, taking in the beauty of the colors in the soft gaslight.

He followed. “Why did your Master send such a beautiful lady to the Marquis’ ball unattended?”

She looked at him over her shoulder and noticed his watch sat snug in his vest pocket. “You are a very forward man.”

“Am I?” He clicked his fingers along the top of his gold cane. “I prefer to think of myself as curious.”

“My benefactor is Antoine Berjon.”

“The artist?”

“Oui.” Among other things. “He has been in poor health for years, so I attend functions for him.”

“Does he still paint?”

She nodded. The less said the better. In fact, she had probably already told Kane too much. She straightened.

“I should get back.” She passed by, careful not to touch him. There would be other gold watches. “He will be worried that I have not returned yet.”

“Let me walk you, then. It is far too dark an evening for a woman to travel alone.”

Her pulse jumped at the suggestion. “No!” Marguerite shook her head and forced a serene smile. “I am not afraid of the dark, Monsieur. I do not need an escort.”

“I did not imply that you were not capable of avoiding danger.”

She laughed. “You most certainly did.”

A muscle in his cheek twitched. “I would feel terrible if you were mauled in any way.”

“As would I, so I have every intention of getting home unscathed.”

He smiled at her, and his blue eyes sparkled in the moonlight. For a moment, something primal surfaced in his gaze, but he quickly buried it and lifted her hand to his lips. The feel of his mouth against her skin flooded her mind with the memory of their kiss and the strength of his arms clutching her tight to his chest.

When he straightened, he didn’t release her hand.

“I would kill any man who seeks to harm you.”

Marguerite licked her suddenly dry lips. “Then the men of Paris are lucky that thieves are swift, cunning, and good at avoiding them.”

He stepped in closer and whispered, “You told me you were no thief.”

Looking at him, her heart raced and her skin heated. “I am many things.”

“Yes, you are.”

The moment his lips caressed hers, her stomach tightened and her body ached for his touch. His mouth tasted clean and earthy, not tainted by the dry sting of wine.

Each kiss lingered, and she savored the delicious passion that simmered through her body, warming her skin and stoking her desire.

Breathless, she broke the kiss and took a step back.

Her voice felt thick and throaty as she whispered, “We should not kiss in the garden like this. People will talk.”

If the talk reached her master, it would cost Kane more than he could possibly afford.

“Then come inside with me.”

Her toes curled inside her boots. She bit her lip and forced herself to take another step back. She might risk accompanying him inside his house if she thought she might leave with a valuable prize. She would still be in command of the evening, but the more they touched, the easier it became to forget her mission and surrender to the desire.

She couldn’t allow him that power over her. “If I went inside, we might do more than kiss.”

He raised a brow, and the corner of his mouth pulled up in a crooked grin that flushed her body with heat. Mischief twinkled in his gaze. “So why are we still outside?”

She lifted her chin and fought the urge to encourage him. Feigning a haughty demeanor, she replied, “I must tend to Monsieur Berjon.” She offered a small curtsey. “Bonsoir, Monsieur Bordeaux.”

“Kane.” He took her hand and raised it to his lips. His gaze was intense and the passion in his eyes made her body yearn for his attention, his touch. Dangerous. “I look forward to seeing you again, Rita.”

Hearing him refer to her as Rita felt intimate, and instead of being offended, her heart flipped. “Perhaps our paths will cross soon.” She turned, lifting her skirt to navigate the path to the street. “Bonsoir.”

Before he could answer, she rushed into the darkness.
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Marguerite closed her eyes and took a deep breath, forcing her pulse to slow. When she opened her eyes again she felt focused, back in control. Ready.

With practiced skill, she quietly lifted the worn latch on the gate and slipped inside the courtyard. Instead of approaching the well-lit main house, she hurried into the shadows along the high stone wall surrounding her master’s estate.

Her large skirts rustled if she moved too quickly, so she kept a steady pace without rushing. When she reached the stables, she slipped inside and checked each stall and tack room to be sure she was alone.

Hidden in the room with the saddles and bridles, she made quick work of her corset. She sighed with relief when the bindings loosened and she pulled in her first deep breath of the night. If her cousin Callia got any better at tightly lacing her corset, she would be lucky to remain conscious.

Slipping her gown down her body, she stepped free of the garment and bundled the dress into an empty Hessian cloth bag.

Moonlight filtered through a tiny window, bathing her in eerie blue light. Her hands rubbed at her tender ribs as Kane’s touch filled her mind. In all the time she’d watched him, nothing prepared her for the desire he inspired with a simple touch.

He was nothing like the French nobles she encountered.

Instead of the usual dismissal and judgment, Kane’s gaze made her feel alive and empowered.

She also noticed he didn’t wear a tie at his collar. His rebellion against the French nobility caught her attention even before the gold of his watch. Although his hair was blond and his eyes were blue, his skin was not the powdered pale of wealthy French men. His bronzed flesh resembled the tone of the laborers and farmers, as if he welcomed the summer sun to kiss his body without the barrier of a shirt and coat.

Enough. She would never see him again anyway.

Once she’d stripped down to her sheath and bloomers, Marguerite opened her satchel and poured her treasures across the top of the large trunk. Tomorrow, she could sell two pieces at the marketplace. Any more than that would draw too many questions.

She selected the silver tongs and a ruby broach, then tucked her satchel into the bag with her gown and shoved it behind the barrel of grain.

I hunger.

The whisper startled her and she dropped the broach.

He was calling. She had to hurry.

She snatched the treasure from the stable floor and tucked it into her bosom before shimmying into her gown.

Although the dress was painfully out of fashion, her Master detested corseted gowns with large skirts. He preferred the empire-waist dresses he knew in life.

The bay stallion beside her pawed at the door to his stall.

“Napoleon, hush.” The horse flipped his head, but stepped back from the door.

Marguerite checked herself in the mirror and unknotted her hair. Combing it through with her fingers, she pressed her lips together, her gaze locked on the velvet choker circling her neck.

She wouldn’t have to do this much longer. There was almost enough money for her to escape with Callia. Very soon.

Checking the tie at the back of her dress, she fiddled with the bow before reaching up to reassure herself that her trinkets were hidden and safe inside the bodice.

Now she was ready. Marguerite left the stable and walked to the main house with her head held high.
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She opened the tall doors to the library and stepped inside.

Antoine sat up from the settee wiping his mouth with his forearm. The woman beneath him sobbed. At least she still lived.

For now.

“Finally, ma chérie.” He stood and straightened his frock coat before following her stare to his houseguest. He smirked and gave Marguerite his attention. “You knew I hungered. This would not have been necessary if you had been here, where you belong.”

Marguerite bit back the urge to tell him where he belonged and tipped her head instead. “Forgive me. I still need to eat.”

“Of course you do.” He approached her and it took all her will to keep from flinching.

She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

Antoine frowned. “Where were you tonight?”

She glanced up. “I visited the Marquis on your behalf. To collect the commission, remember? He wants you to paint his—”

“Who else was there?” He circled her as if she were on trial.

Marguerite frowned. “The Marquis, his wife and daughters.”

Stars flooded her vision when he struck her, sending her stumbling across the room. She could taste the blood filling her mouth where her teeth had stabbed through her lip.

He stormed toward her, grabbed a fistful of her hair, and yanked her to her feet. “Liar! I smell him.”

She refused to let him see her cry. Refused. She dug her nails into her palms. “It could be anyone. I passed many on the street.”

“You harlot.” He pressed against her while his free hand slid up her hip. “Filthy whore.”

She spat a mouthful of blood in his face. Antoine released his hold on her hair, laughing as he licked the blood from his lips. “I adore when you fight back.”

In one swift move, he clutched her close to him, ripped the velvet choker from her neck, and sank his fangs into her flesh. Pain ripped through her, and she screamed in spite of herself, struggling to break free until her limbs became too heavy to move.

Maybe this time she would die.


Chapter Three


Kane wanted to follow her when she vanished into the shadows, but sunrise was less than two hours away. He couldn’t risk it.

This woman was a criminal, not so different from those he fed on. Yet, instead of exacting justice, he found himself curious about her motives. He clenched his fist at his own hypocrisy. He should be above this temptation. And yet…

The lingering taste of her sweet blood from their kiss tormented him, and he couldn’t stop thinking about the way she felt in his arms, the way her lips returned his kiss, passion for passion. Her spirit and desire weren’t handicapped by civilized etiquette or feigned nobility.

Her clever mind and self-confidence were like a breath of fresh air. Her beauty, the sound of her laughter, and the way her gaze challenged him haunted his thoughts.

He had to see her again.

Kane removed his frock coat and walked to his den, unbuttoning the stifling shirt as he went. Once free of the restricting fabric, he could think. Although it had taken him a few weeks to track down Le Voleur D’or, tonight he had more information. She wouldn’t slip through his fingers this time.

At his desk, he hastily penned a note for Gerard, instructing him that he would like to purchase a painting from Antoine Berjon. Have Berjon’s maidservant bring a selection for me to view this evening.

He placed his pen into the inkwell and reclined in his chair, staring into the fire. Never in his long life had he wished for daylight, but the thought of seeing the sunshine on her golden hair…

Kane rubbed at the scarred skin over his heart, wiping away the curious ache throbbing there. With a groan of frustration, he crossed to the window. Resting his forearm against the window frame, he stared into the darkness.

She was out there right now. He closed his eyes, allowing the thoughts of the mortals around him to enter his mind—familiar concerns over money and threats of famine. He took a deep breath, opening his consciousness even further, searching for his golden beauty.

His.
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The following night, the sun dipped below the horizon, and in the darkness below his home, Kane’s heart beat again. His chest pulled in a breath, and he opened his eyes with one singular thought.

He needed to see her.

Racing up from the depths, he entered his bedchamber.

He pulled on his breeches and shirt as he opened his door.

The buttons could wait.

“Gerard, is my task complete?”

The moment he entered the parlor he had his answer.

She stood at the window, turning just as he entered. Gerard came to him and immediately fumbled at the unfastened shirt buttons. Kane waved him away.

“Thank you, Gerard. That will be all.”

“But sir, your attire…”

Kane pulled his gaze from Marguerite and gave his servant his full attention, grinding his teeth to keep from shoving the man. “That will be all.”

Gerard gave him a proper nod, followed by a sigh of surrender. While he appreciated his employee’s intentions to make him appear a proper gentleman, it was wasted effort.

Kane had no intention of conforming to French society, and no desire to be a “gentleman.”

Once they were alone, he made his way to her, frowning.

She looked too pale. Her heartbeat fluttered, tempting him, but it was weaker than it should have been.

Tonight a large, gothic cross dangled from the choker adorning her tender throat, and a lace veil covered her face. Instead of the corseted gown draping her in yards of needless fabric, she wore a simple black dress that accented her pale skin.

She quickly focused her attention on the window again.

“The paintings you requested are on the table, Monsieur.”

Kane frowned, gently grasping her elbow. “Are you ill, Rita?”

“I fear I gave you the wrong idea last night.” Her blue eyes glistened when she looked at him through the dark lace.

Carefully, Kane lifted the veil, finding a dark bruise on her cheek and her lower lip swollen. Rage burned through him. He took several deep breaths to calm himself, but the jaguar within wanted its freedom, wanted to tear apart whoever had hurt her. “Who did this?”

She shook her head and stepped back. “It is none of your concern.”

He could hear her heart pounding, fast but light. “You are frightened.”

“If you wish to purchase a painting, please look them over. Otherwise, I will be on my way.” Her fingers closed into fists at her sides.

Kane stepped in front of her, blocking her path to the door. Emotions flared on her face and she flinched.

Her fear doused the heat of his rage and left him completely off-balance. Kane wandered over to the artwork, at a loss as to what he should say or do.

His gaze stopped on one of the still-life paintings. The composition seemed typical at first. A vase of flowers, some seashells…

And a decaying shark’s head.

He turned, lifting the painting toward her. “This is… unique.”

The lace veil covered her face again. “As I said, my master is not well. He calls that one Still Life with Flowers, Shells, a Shark’s Head, and Petrifications.”

Kane stared at the rotting shark skull, wondering what would possess an artist well known for his tender renderings of roses to sully their pure beauty with the corpse of a predator.

He replaced the painting. “He did this to you.”

“I am sorry the art does not meet your needs.” She crossed in front of him without making any contact. “I will collect my things and go.”

Kane gave her room, watching her slide the canvas back into her large velvet bag. “Forgive me if I have done something to offend you.”

She stopped for a moment and sighed. “I never should have come here last night.” Rita met his eyes. Kane caught a flash of the rebellion through her veil, the thief evident in her gaze. “I am no damsel in distress, and I do not need to be rescued.”

“The bruise says otherwise.”

A faint hint of color flushed her cheeks. “I am still alive.

Others have not been so lucky.”

His body tensed. “And if I offer to kill him for you?”

She surprised him with humorless laughter. “If only that were possible.”

“Is he so well-guarded?”

She rested the bag of canvases on his table and met his eyes. “Tell me why I needed to visit you at night, Monsieur.”

He frowned. “This was the time available to me.”

“Forget for a moment that I am a supposed weak-minded woman.” The rhythm of her heart increased. “Perhaps, imagine instead that I was truly Le Voleur D’or. Would I not look into the lifestyle of a wealthy man in my city? In fact, if I were Le Voleur D’or, I might even offer jewels to some of his staff in return for information.”

Kane’s heartbeat raced. What exactly had this clever thief discovered about him? None of his staff knew his hidden nature, although some of them might suspect him to be a demon. After all, he’d never been seen during the day.

He cleared his throat. “Why would Le Voleur D’or care about my lifestyle?”

“Is she not also a person? Perhaps she is forced to steal…” She paused and shook her head slowly. “This is not about a petty thief, Monsieur. This is about why you called me here at night.”

“Have you forgotten my name?”

She surprised him by taking a step closer. “I only call those I trust by name.”

“What exactly have I done to betray your trust?” He raised a brow at her innuendo.

She sighed and shook her head, reaching for her velvet bag. “You are a charming waste of my time.” She walked around him. “Au revoir.”

“Rita, wait.” She stopped, but didn’t turn to face him. “I want to help you.”
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Marguerite froze in the doorway and closed her eyes. After receiving Gerard’s request for her presence that morning, she had made inquiries.

And they had confirmed her worst suspicions.

Kane Bordeaux was hiding something, possibly something horrific. She had suspected as much after touching his cool hand, cutting her tongue on his tooth during an impassioned kiss, and seeing her master’s violent reaction to catching his scent on her skin. She feared her suspicions were true. After discovering not a single member of his staff had ever seen him in the sunlight, her fears became real.

Slowly, she turned. Why did he have to look so heavenly in the moonlight? His unkempt blond mane framed his tanned, chiseled face, and her eyes couldn’t help but feast on his bare chest. Rarely did a French gentleman ever show his flesh so brazenly, but Kane bore no shame in his body.

He looked as if he’d just lain with a woman, and in spite of Marguerite’s fear, she flushed with heat at the thought.

Her gaze stopped at a large scar on the left side of his chest just over his heart. Had someone tried to end his existence just as she wished to end her Master’s?

He took one step closer, jarring her from her thoughts.

“I can help you.”

“I do not believe you can.” She moved to the door, hoping her stern expression masked the fact that her heart now resided in her throat. “You cannot even trust me with the truth.”

Something flashed in his blue eyes, but instead of attacking her, his mouth curved into an inviting smile. “You intrigue me, Le Voleur D’or. Give me this night to prove myself to you. I give you my word, if I do not, I will never contact you again.”

She rolled her eyes. “I never confessed to being Le Voleur D’or.”

“Not in so many words.” Kane offered her his hand.

“There is something I would like to show you.”

Surely, if he intended to kill her, he would have done so already. She had given him ample opportunity. Against her better judgment, she left her things in his study and followed Kane to his stable.

Six grey Arabians greeted them, nickering and pawing at their doors.

“My friends, this is Marguerite Rousseau.” He approached the black Friesian stallion flipping his head at the end of the barn aisle. Kane smoothed the beast’s forelock and ran his hand down the sleek curve of its neck.

“This is Kukulkan.”

Marguerite approached the massive horse, smiling when his upper lip rubbed at her outstretched hand. “You have an interesting name.”

“He is named after a Mayan god.”

“Mayan?” She ran her hand down the stallion’s neck.

“Yes. Do you know of their race?”

He stood so close behind her that a single step back would press her against his still bare chest. Marguerite resisted the temptation, keeping her focus on the majestic animal in front of her.

“They were natives in the New World, no?”

“My people.”

Marguerite turned and found herself so close to him that her heart fluttered and her skin tingled with heat. “But they have been gone…”

His cool fingers brushed her cheek, and she lost her train of thought. He lifted her veil and his gaze fell to the cut on her lip, his thumb barely touching her mouth.

He met her eyes. “They are not gone.”

Kane bent to kiss her lips with enough tenderness to make her heart melt. No man had ever kissed her with such care. Her lips tingled with his affections, and gradually he coaxed her mouth open so he could taste her. She moaned and allowed her hands to explore his bare, chiseled torso.

When Kane broke the kiss, her knees felt weak. He reached up to run his thumb along her lower lip, and she realized there was no pain. No swelling.

Marguerite gasped, bringing her hand to her healed mouth. Her eyes met his, but before she could inquire, Kane kissed her forehead.

“Do you ride?”

Derailed by his question, she stepped back, glancing down at her inappropriate riding attire. “I did not come prepared.”

“Does that mean you do ride?”

“Yes.” Marguerite raised her chin slightly, trying not to smile. “My father taught me. I am a fine equestrian.”

The mention of her father tugged at her heart. He’d taught her to ride before her mother died. Before wine and ale became his mistress.

“Your father owned horses?” He entered a darkened room beside the stalls.

Her back stiffened, ready to defend her family’s poor station. “My father managed a stable for a Marquis.”

But Kane returned without a trace of judgment in his eyes. She’d never met such a baffling, wealthy Frenchman in her life.

“We did not have horses in my homeland. I had never ridden until I arrived in France.” He handed her a pair of breeches. “You can wear these.”

She glanced at the riding pants. “And what will I wear for a blouse?”

He gestured to her dress. “You wear something underneath that. Some sort of under clothes?”

She nodded. “Yes, but…”

“That will do. How many layers of fabric must you bury your skin beneath?”

Her eyes wandered over his bare chest. “Are you going to button your shirt?”

“Does it bother you if I do not?”

She would embarrass herself if she answered truthfully.

“You have no love for clothing.”

“Humans are the only creatures in this world that seek to cover themselves as if the sight of their true form were something offensive.” His gaze ran over her entire body. The deep timber of his voice teased her heightened senses, and she ached for his attentions. “But I suppose clothing does make one hungry to learn what treasure lies beneath.”

She wet her lips, clutching the riding pants tighter, trying to remind herself she had every reason to believe Kane hid a monster inside him not so different from her master. “I should put these on.”

His heated gaze followed her into the room that housed the saddles. While she pulled her dress over her head, she could hear Kane readying two horses. The cool night air chilled her until her nipples protruded through her thin shift.

Once she laced the front of the breeches, she stared down at her simple, off-white shift and sighed. It was still too long. Lifting the hem, she brought it up to her waist and did her best to knot the fabric around her.

It would have to do. At least she could use her legs now.

She exited the room and Kane straightened. The desire, etched plainly on his face, made her heart flutter, and she savored the way his breath caught at the sight of her.

He leaned against his horse. “Breeches become you.”

Marguerite laughed, shaking her head. “I have never looked less ladylike, Monsieur.”

He sobered. “I hope you will soon call me by name.”

She swallowed the lump in her throat, reminding her of the wound hidden beneath her choker. “I am no fool.

Danger has many faces.”

A muscle in his cheek jumped. “You are not, and never will be, in danger with me.”

“For my sake, I hope you mean that.”


Chapter Four


Kane kept a tight rein on Kukulkan. “Easy now.”

He soothed the energetic stallion through the rolling hills outside of Paris. This was the area he usually gave his horse free rein to run, to stretch his gait until the wind stung his face.

Kane glanced over his shoulder, smiling as joy radiated from Rita’s features. In the moonlight, astride his mare, Candide, Rita’s golden curls blew behind her. She looked completely free.

He faced forward again, guiding his horse through a patch of trees, and pulled him to a stop at the rise of the hill. Kukulkan threw his head, hooves dancing in place while they waited for Rita. She brought Candide to a stop beside him, calming Kane’s stallion for a moment.

“It is beautiful here.”

He’d never brought another person to the lake. The moon’s reflection sparkled on the surface of the water, and the jaguar inside him paced, aching for freedom. How much longer could he deny the beast?

Kane swung his leg over the back of the saddle and landed beside his horse. He led Kukulkan to a nearby tree, tied him loosely, and withdrew a fresh loaf of bread, cheese, and a bottle of red wine from the saddle-bag. Whether Rita wanted to admit it or not, she needed the nourishment.

When she had dismounted and tied the mare, he took her hand and led her to the water’s edge. “Are you hungry?”

She took the bread from him without answering. He opened the wine, watching her bite into the roll. Rita took the glass and swallowed.

“Will you not eat with me, Monsieur?”

He sighed and sat beside her, staring at the water. “We continue this dance, and you demand honesty, but will you be honest with me in return?”

“I am not the one with a secret.” She sipped the wine.

“Why do you steal?”

Rita turned toward him, and for a moment he believed she would deny her crimes, but again, she surprised him.

Instead of answering, she reached back and removed the choker, exposing a vicious wound in her neck. Angry scabs covered the puncture wounds, and her tender throat was swollen and bruised.

The jaguar roared inside of him. His eyes warmed, and he knew they would glow crimson. Struggling to contain his rage, he turned his attention to the water. “Your master is a vampire.”

“I steal to buy safe passage across the sea.” She fumbled with her necklace again. “As long as he drinks from me, he can find me anywhere or force me to return to him. But even his power cannot reach across the ocean.”

Kane took a slow breath, caging the beast inside him before gazing at her again. He caught her hand, stopping her from replacing her choker, and drawing her attention to him.

“You do not need to hide from me.”

He stared at her, memorizing every curve of her face.

This woman, a mortal, knew immortals existed. She stared into his eyes, suspecting he wasn’t human.

This moment with her, under the cool glow of the moonlight, was more honest than anything he’d experienced since the night he left his brothers and his world behind.

He hesitated, not willing to break the spell.

While she watched, he brought his hand to his mouth, cutting his index finger on his fang. She flinched, but did not turn away. As his blood beaded at the end of his finger, he reached toward her. “Let me heal you.”

She leaned away from him, shaking her head.

“My blood healed your lip. It will do the same for your throat.”

Her fingers trembled, tracing her bottom lip. He could see the hesitation in her features, but slowly, she lifted her gaze to meet his. Without a word, she tilted her head.

Tenderly, he pressed his finger over the puncture wounds.

“It tingles,” she whispered.

He could hear her heart racing. Knowing she feared him made his gut twist. “I am no vampire, Rita.”

He expected her to be relieved. Instead, she jerked away from him in anger. “Still you lie to me. I know your secret, and yet you continue to treat me like a fool.”

She rolled to her knees, but he caught her wrist before she could get up. “I would never consider you a fool. You trusted me with your truth. Give me the chance to share mine.”

“There is no point.” She sat, crossing her arms. “I will not leave one undead master for another. I would rather die.”

Kane let out an exasperated sigh, disgusted that she believed him to be undead—a vampire. He took her hand and placed it against his bare chest, over the scar. “Tell me what you feel.”

Her eyes widened slightly. “Your heart. It beats.”

“Yes. I live each night when the sun dies.” He released her hand, encouraged when she didn’t yank it away. “A vampire’s body leeches off of humanity in order to appear to live.”

“Do you drink blood?”

Kane nodded, shocked that it felt so simple to free such a long-guarded secret. “I am a Night Walker, Rita. We do drink blood to live, but unlike vampires, we have a purpose.

I feed on humans who harm others. You can inquire with my staff. None of them have ever been bitten or harmed by me in any way.”

“How can you be certain of a man’s guilt?”

Another question. Perhaps she might believe him.

Eventually. “I can hear the thoughts of the mortals around me.”

She tensed, concern lining her face.

Kane shook his head. “I have never intruded into your mind. If I had, I would have known you lived with a vampire and would have handled all of this more…gracefully.”

Her lips twitched, almost smiling.

“Stay with me.”

Kane snapped his jaw shut, stunned to hear the words that had just escaped. Bringing this woman into his world was dangerous, but sending her back to the vampire was inconceivable. He protected mortals. By keeping her under his roof, he would be able to ensure her safety while he hunted her “Master.” He would do the same for any mortal.

Her face drained of color. “I cannot. Antoine would stop at nothing to take me back. He would kill me.”

He took her hand, his fingers lacing together with hers.

“He would have to kill me first, and I promise you, that would be impossible.”
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Marguerite stared into his eyes. Could she really trust this man, this Night Walker? Would she be running from one prison to another?

“If I agreed to stay, would I be free to leave at any time?”

He lifted her hand to kiss the back of her knuckles, his gaze locked on hers. “I would never cage you, Rita.”

She waited for him to break eye contact, or any sign that he lied to her, but nothing betrayed his words. He made her want to believe.

He pulled her closer, and she sank into his arms, her lips meeting his in an urgent kiss. He laid her back on the grass, and she slid her fingers into his hair, moaning as his large hands moved down her body, molding every curve. When he pulled back, she struggled to catch her breath. His arousal was obvious, pressing against her, but he made no move to tear at her clothes.

She looked up into his eyes, enjoying the weight of him settled over her as their bodies pressed together. “Do you hunger for my blood?”

He turned and kissed the inside of her wrist. “Do you want honesty?”

Heat churned in her stomach, coiling lower. “Yes.”

“I yearn to taste you, but not because I thirst.”

“Why then?” Her traitorous body writhed beneath him, aching for his touch.

The corner of his mouth turned up in a sexy, breathtaking smile. “Because drinking from you would bring me closer to you. Even closer than sharing our bodies. Your soul, your spirit…” He ran a cool finger down the length of her throat, making her pulse jump. “They dwell in your blood.” He bent to kiss her lips, whispering against them, “But I will never drink from you unless you wish it.”

“Have you ever been bitten?”

“No.” His tone was gruff, breathless.

She pulled back, her eyes locked on his. “It hurts, Kane.

There is no pleasure in it.”

“I am no vampire.” His thumb stroked her temple, brushing her hair back while he propped himself up on his forearms. “I know how to bond us without pain…only pleasure.”

He kissed her again, harder, and she wrestled to keep her mind focused while her body filled with desire. While Kane admitted to drinking blood and avoiding sunlight, nothing about the way he touched her, looked at her, or spoke to her, was reminiscent of her Master. As much as her mind wanted to protect her, her heart refused to recognize the danger.

After all, he could easily kill her…

He slid his hand down the length of her body until he pulled her thigh up alongside him. She could feel him pressing even tighter against her, and rational thought escaped her.

She explored his back, sliding her hands slowly up his spine and into his hair. He kissed his way down her chin and along her throat. Adrenaline shot through her, and her heart pounded. He’d given his word he would not drink from her until she asked.

Her anxiety melted into pleasure as his lips caressed the base of her neck and along her collarbone. His kisses ventured lower, pushing at her blouse. Marguerite rolled on top of him, pleased he didn’t fight her for control.

She sat up, straddling his waist with a brazen smile. He made her feel worthy and sensual, an equal instead of one of the inferior sex. He brought his strong hands to her thighs, sliding them up to her trim waist, along her ribs, until he brushed the underside of her breasts. Desire burned through her. She traced her fingers along his muscular forearms, and covered his hands with her own. Guiding them to her breasts, she closed her eyes, moaning when he teased her nipples through the thin fabric of her shift.

Her hips rubbed against his, and she wished she’d never agreed to riding breeches, cursing the fabric between their bodies. She’d never wanted a man with this much intensity.

Drowning in passion, she opened her eyes to find him staring at her.

“You are so beautiful, Rita.”

She lifted his hand to her lips and whispered, “I am not usually so forward with men. Your touch seduces me.” She wet her lips. “I am not a courtesan, but I am no virgin, either.”

“I have a confession.” He surprised her with a low, throaty chuckle. “I am no virgin, either.”

He sat up and pulled her close, crushing her breasts against his chest. He kissed her as if he starved for the taste of her mouth. She wrapped her legs around his waist.

He growled against her lips. “Why did I ever loan you those breeches?”

Marguerite laughed, but her heart ached. Monster or not, she couldn’t bring him into her mess.

“We should get back.”

Kane glanced at the sky and sighed. “You are right.

Daylight will be here soon.” He met her eyes again. “I am not ready for this night to end.”

Without warning, he stood, pulling her with him. He carried her to her horse and lifted her into the saddle.

She reached for the reins and a screech echoed through her mind with such intensity, she lost her balance.

I hunger… Antoine’s mental demand grew in volume and pitch. There was no escape.

Marguerite gasped and slipped from her horse.

Kane caught her. “What is it?”

She opened her mouth, but she couldn’t find words with Antoine’s mental bellowing. Her head throbbed until she thought it might explode. She pressed at her temples and her ears.

Kane held her tight and mounted his horse. He tethered Candide to the back of his saddle and urged Kukulkan into a gallop. Marguerite breathed him in, taking comfort in his scent. Suddenly, there was another voice in her mind. Kane’s voice.

Fight him. Protect your mind. A poem, a song, anything.

Just keep repeating it until he can no longer reach you.

She heard Kane’s voice, but he hadn’t said a word. She tried to push away the pain and the panic, to calm herself, to find something…and then it came to her. Weakly, the Lord’s Prayer whispered through her mind. Each repetition grew stronger, and gradually she noticed the volume of Antoine’s threats weakening.

She gasped. “It’s working.”

Kane pressed a kiss to the top of her head, his voice a low rumble where she rested against his chest. “Good. You are strong. Keep the vampire out.”

She gathered confidence from his words, repeating the prayer faster and with more force, and finally the pain receded. A flood of relief swamped her. She’d regained the safety of her mind thanks to Kane’s counsel. Her heart welled with gratitude for the man holding her.

But there was no future for these emotions. She would be leaving for the new world soon, but clearly, her heart didn’t care.

“He is gone,” she whispered.

Kane guided the horses through the back gate to his stable. When he looked down at her, she gasped. At the edges of his irises, a deep red ring blazed. He climbed down from his horse, releasing her once her feet found solid ground.

Marguerite stumbled, backing away from him.

“My rage is for your ‘Master.’ I mean you no harm.”

He withdrew his handkerchief and dabbed at her nose.

When he folded the square, the bright red stain startled her.

She reached up to wipe at her nose. Blood smeared across her fingertips.

“He would not stop screaming. I thought I would lose my mind.”

Kane helped her to a bench beside Kukulkan’s stall. “He is a coward. Tomorrow night, I will end this.”

He watched her for a moment before he returned to the horses. Kane carried one saddle on each arm, as if they weighed nothing. Marguerite watched him vanish into the tack room while she concentrated on keeping the prayer repeating in her mind. Gradually, she tried to focus on other things while the repetition continued.

Did Kane just tell her he was going to attack Antoine?

Marguerite stood when he exited the tack room. “You cannot face him. I will not see you hurt because of me.”

His lips quirked into a crooked line of confidence. “You are correct. You will not see me hurt.”

“So you will let me handle this.”

Confusion wrinkled his brow. “That is not what I said.”

“Then perhaps you should finish telling me what kind of monster you are, because Antoine is a powerful vampire.

Unless you are something stronger, he will not only hurt you, he will see you die a slow death.” She placed a hand on her hip, hoping it made her look more determined than she felt. “He has not killed me yet. I do not believe he will take my life now. However, I am certain he would enjoy watching you perish.”

Kane led the horses back to their stalls without even a glance in her direction. When he returned, his face became a chiseled mask of indifference. “I tire of you calling me a monster.”

“But you are also not a man.” She glanced up at him.

“Help me understand.”

“Come.”

He took her hand without any of the typical etiquette of a French gentleman and escorted her to the rear entrance of his maison.

She broke the silence when he reached for the door. “I still have questions.”

He nodded and glanced at the sky. “I hope you will still be here tomorrow night so I may answer them for you.”

“I am free to go if I choose?” She gestured toward the city. “What if I were to reveal your secret during the day while you rest?”

“You are not my prisoner.” He remained devoid of emotion. No hint of the passion they’d shared colored his voice. “I shared who I am because I trust you will not betray me.”

“Does Gerard know you are not human?”

Kane shrugged, and she fought the urge to go to him.

It was obvious her questions annoyed him, but as much as she wanted to trust him, she needed to understand. Antoine would punish her, possibly kill her if she didn’t return.

Reason enough to question Kane.

But that didn’t change the fact that she wished she could feel his arms around her again.

“He may suspect, but he is too much a gentleman to confront me.” He finally leveled his gaze on her face. “You are the only mortal in France who knows who I really am.”

“Why?” Why did he trust her, when he knew she stole his watch? She could leave at any time, today perhaps, if she sold the baubles she’d collected. “Why me?”

“Because I want you to know me. I want you to…” His brow furrowed for a brief moment before he shook his head.

“The sun will rise soon. I will leave Gerard instructions he is to give you free reign of my home.” He took her hand and kissed the back. “Until tomorrow.”

She hesitated to release his hand, knowing this could be the last time she felt his skin against hers. “Au revoir, Kane.”


Chapter Five


Kane walked through his underground tunnel while the air around him churned with energy. He couldn’t deny the beast any longer. Closing his eyes, he welcomed the golden jaguar, freeing his spirit animal. His body shifted in one fluid motion, until his four feet padded through the torch-lit hall.

The jungle cat sniffed at the stale air, unhappy to find itself trapped. Again.

Gradually, his steps moved faster, until he loped toward the end of the tunnel and his underground sleeping quarters.

On the far end of the bedroom, he leapt on his hind legs and clawed at the stone wall with his front paws. His growls of frustration echoed off the cold underground walls. He paced the room, his tail swishing in agitation.

Inside, Kane waited for the beast’s anger to dissipate.

This life, this world, frustrated the jaguar. He yearned for the jungle, for moonlight hunts. The walls of this daylight refuge bore many scars from centuries of the cat’s rage.

The jaguar panted, aching for the true freedom Kane could not grant him. Jaguars were not native to this country, just as horses were not native to his. If a human witnessed a jaguar roaming the streets of Paris, they would not rest until he was caught or killed.

Kane closed his eyes, absorbing the energy in the air and shifting his form back into a man. He walked to the bed and sat. Resting his elbows on his knees, he opened and closed his fists, watching his ageless fingers. What was he doing?

When Rita had questioned him and asked why he chose to reveal himself to her, the answer rattled him.

He was tired of being alone in this world. He wanted her to know him, the real him.

But why? He should be above this.

He stared at the deep grooves in the wall from the jaguar’s claws. Hope sparked deep within. Maybe he didn’t have to remain alone for eternity.

He could fall in love with this woman.

Ludicrous. He was a god. An immortal. A Night Walker.

Mortal ties were beneath him. Love made men weak and brought down gods. Surely, he could not fall any lower than his current position, living among mortals who had no idea of his true power.

Facing immortality was a heavy burden on its own. How much worse would it be if he mourned every mortal who passed through this world and into the next? This woman was not his goddess. She was fragile and mortal.

He needed to end the charade.

But he also couldn’t allow the vampire to feed off her as if she were merely his cow. The thought repulsed him.

Immortals had a duty to protect the world, uphold it and its people. Not enslave them for their own private pleasure.

He would hunt down the leech and kill him—justice for the innocents he’d slaughtered.

Rita would be free to remain in Paris without fearing for her life.

He stripped off the rest of his clothing and lay in the bed, waiting for the sun to steal the breath from his body.

Vampires. He’d crossed paths with a few during his stay in Paris. He found them to be superstitious and ill-suited to immortality. They brought their mortal failings into an immortal body. Many of them allowed their darker sides to take control, believing themselves to be the children of Satan.

At least hunting a vampire would present a small challenge. He welcomed any opportunity to battle another immortal.

Plus, it might take his mind off Rita’s smile and the temptation of her soft lips. He groaned out his last breath as all life left his body.
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Marguerite waited. The moment Kane’s door closed, she cracked hers open. Peering around the door, she froze when Gerard approached. Before she could duck back into her room, she noticed the dresses draped over his arm.

She glanced up at his slender face. Although his pale skin blended into his high collared shirt, his dark eyes held a sparkle when he offered her a tentative smile.

“My Master requested I deliver these gowns to you.” He bowed slightly. “May I enter?”

“Oui.” Marguerite stepped back from the door, allowing him entry into the room.

He carefully laid the dresses across the large bed so she could inspect each one. “Maestro Donizetti has invited Monsieur Bordeaux to see his new Opera…”

“La Fille du Régiment?”

“You know of it?” He straightened his waistcoat, but she noticed he stole a glance in her direction.

“I have heard many people discussing the new French opera.” She ran her finger along the deep red velvet trim of one of the gowns, picturing herself wearing it inside the newly rebuilt Salle Favart Opera House. “He expects me to attend?”

She glanced over her shoulder to see Gerard raise a brow. “My Master hoped you might wish to accompany him.

He is not one to force his will upon a lady.”

Marguerite felt an unwanted jolt of jealousy shoot down her spine. Stiffly, she turned to face him. “So he often entertains ladies with evenings at the opera?”

Gerard cleared his throat. “Not exactly.”

“And what does that mean… Exactly?” She rubbed her palms against the riding breeches.

“Well, Monsieur Bordeaux often escorts the children of his staff to the opera.”

Marguerite frowned, struggling to process what Gerard told her. “You allow your children to accompany him?”

He nodded as if she were slow-minded. “Monsieur Bordeaux is a generous employer, Mademoiselle. My family has worked for the Bordeaux family for over one hundred years. We are well paid and well-tended.”

“I…” She hesitated, biting back the urge to question him further. It was obvious that while Gerard might suspect his eccentric Master for his strange hours, his loyalty remained absolute. She offered her hand. “I am Marguerite Rousseau.”

He took her hand and tipped his head. “Welcome to the Maison Bordeaux, Marguerite. My Master hopes you will be comfortable. Please let any of the staff know if you require something.”

“Thank you, Gerard.”

He nodded and quietly left the room. Marguerite picked up the ivory dress with red velvet trim and turned toward the mirror, draping it over herself. She’d never owned such a well-made garment.

After she’d carried all of the dresses to the bureau, exhaustion pulled at her, tempting her closer to the feathered bed.

But she couldn’t sleep yet.

Quickly, she changed into one of the plainer gowns that didn’t require a corset. She tidied her hair, pinning it up until she looked presentable. The empty hallway outside her room surprised her. Although Kane had insisted she would be free to go if she chose.

On some level, she still expected deceit.

The scent of fresh bread surrounded her, making her stomach growl in eager anticipation. Her hunger would have to wait. Outside, she squinted, reaching up to shade her eyes when daylight assaulted her. Forcing her feet to move, she hurried through the bustling Paris streets, toward Antoine’s home.

Her prison.

Under the protection of the sun, he couldn’t harm her.

That knowledge didn’t stop her fingers from wandering up to cover her throat. Without approaching the main house, she followed the path to the stable and her secret hessian bag hidden behind the saddles.

“Marguerite!”

A small shriek escaped her. Marguerite spun around, and Callia’s bright smile calmed the sudden rush of adrenaline.

“Cousin, you frightened me.”

“You never came home last night.” Callia followed her inside the tack room, lowering her voice. “You should see the library. He ripped apart leather books, smashed his fine Austrian furniture. The room looks like a wild animal tore through everything.”

Callia was two years younger than Marguerite, and worked in the kitchen. Since their Master had become a creature of the night, he paid her little mind, and for that, Marguerite was thankful. If he discovered Callia was her kin he would not hesitate to use her as a weapon.

“I will not be returning.”

Callia’s smile faded. “Where will you go?” She clasped her hands in front of her. “Who will tie your corsets?”

Marguerite set her stolen treasures aside and cupped her cousin’s face in her hands, staring into her eyes. Callia was the only one who knew of Marguerite’s activities among the wealthy gentlemen of Paris. “You stay in the kitchen.

Stay far from Antoine. Promise me.”

She nodded. “I promise.”

Marguerite attempted a smile, her heart growing heavy.

“I will come back for you. You have my word. We will leave this place once I have enough gold pieces.” She kissed her forehead. “We will live like queens across the ocean in the new world.”

Callia stepped back with a grin. “You can be the queen. I will be a princess, and have my choice of handsome princes.”

Marguerite laughed and pulled the purse strings of her satchel tight. “Any prince would be lucky to have you, sweet Callia.” She tucked the satchel inside the bodice of her dress, and handed the dress she’d been using to attend the parties to her younger cousin. “This is yours now.”

Callia clutched it to her chest, but stopped herself.

“What will you wear to the fancy balls?”

Marguerite thought of the dresses waiting for her back at Kane’s home and smiled. “Do not worry for me, just remember your promise.”

“I will stay in the kitchen.” She rolled her eyes. “But only until you come for me.”

“Very soon, Callia.” She brushed a kiss to each cheek.

“Au revoir.”

Her heart raced as she left Antoine’s house behind her.

A tear spilled down her cheek. One way or another, she would be free of him. She would take Callia with her across the ocean to the new world so they could start over.

She couldn’t let her attraction to Kane weaken her resolve.


Chapter Six


Kane kept his steps measured, making his way down the hallway toward Rita’s door while he fumbled with the buttons on the cuffs of his white shirt. Her scent had enticed him since the moment he lifted the stone from the floor of his bedroom. Knowing she hadn’t run from him during the day lifted his spirit.

And the knowledge that she rested just down the hall tempted him until he could wait no longer. He had to see her.

She didn’t respond to his gentle knock on her door. He knew he should walk away and finish dressing for the opera.

Instead, he opened her door and stepped inside. Her golden hair framed her head on the pillow like spun gold.

Sensing his presence, her eyes fluttered open.

Kane’s heart stuttered in his chest with the overwhelming desire to wake to her beautiful face every night. He managed to keep his distance from her and cleared his throat, bottling up the strange emotions filling his chest.

“I am grateful to see you again, Rita.”

Her gaze ran up his body until she met his eyes. “Do you ever button your shirt?”

Her drowsy smile undid what little control he’d gained.

Against his better judgment, he approached her bedside.

“My lack of proper dress bothers you.”

“I did not say that.” She shifted, sitting up. “Gerard brought me beautiful gowns today.”

Kane glanced at the bureau and back at her. “I hoped you might accompany me to the opera tonight.”

She started to nod, but suddenly closed her eyes, wincing.

He heard her pulse racing. Kane reached to take her hand, and she clenched it tightly. “He is searching for me. He could be anywhere.”

She took another deep, slow breath before opening her eyes.

“Can you keep him out of your mind?”

“Yes.” She didn’t release her hold on his hand. “I forgot to guard my thoughts. His rage and hate…” She shuddered, looking down at their joined hands. “I never should have come here.”

“I will not allow him to touch you, Rita.” He lifted her chin, shaking his head. “You are safe here.”

“It is not my safety I worry for. Maybe we should stay here.” She slipped her hand free of his.

“Rita…” Kane tucked a lock of her hair behind her ear.

“Do not allow him to make you his prisoner anymore.”

Her gaze searched his for a moment, and finally, her jaw set and the fiery spirit that had first attracted him returned to her eyes. “I should dress.” She turned, dropping her feet to the floor. “Can you send someone to lace my corset?”

“Of course.” Kane rose from the bed and crossed to the door. Turning back, he leaned against the doorframe.

“Gerard has prepared dinner for you. I will return soon.”

She nodded with a playful grin. “Do not forget to button your shirt. You will have the fine ladies of Paris fainting in the streets.”

“I am grateful you can bear the sight of my body without wilting away.” He fiddled with the infuriating button at the bottom of the shirt.

Rita laughed, the sound warming him from the inside out. “I know treasure when I see it.”

He ceased the battle with the button, all his attention focused on her. “As do I.”

The urge to lay her back on the bed and explore every exquisite curve of her body burned through him. Sadly, his thirst demanded his attention, and Rita was far too tempting to risk being close to her.

He forced himself to take a step back. “I will return soon.”

Kane stopped at the front door and buttoned half of the shirt before leaving his house. Outside, the streets of Paris bustled with activity. Gas lamps lined the alleyways, and clomping hoof beats and creaking carriages echoed through the city, drowning the conversations brewing around him.

Usually, Kane took his time while hunting. Time was something he had in endless supply. He’d never given it much value.

But last night, all of that had changed. He hadn’t wanted the evening with Rita to end, and now that he was granted one more night with her, he didn’t want to spend it hunting.

Instead of wandering the streets and restaurants, he moved quickly through the shadows toward the darker alleyways of Paris, where cheap wine flowed freely, and fists and daggers decided disputes.

Behind one of the inns, a woman screamed. Almost immediately, the sound was muffled, but he didn’t have any trouble locating the couple. He found the woman pressed against the back wall. Her attacker had his hand over her mouth while his other hand fumbled with her skirt, pulling it up.

“Hold still, trollop. I know how to handle women like you.” He ran his dirty hand up her thigh.

Kane moved closer, and the woman met his eyes over her attacker’s shoulder. He pressed a finger to his lips, signaling her silence as he moved closer.

The man slid his hand down from her mouth, squeezing her throat. “Now you mind your manners, and we can finish here in no time.”

“Who told you that a woman prefers to be finished quickly?”

The man jumped, looking back over his shoulder with a grunt. “This is none of your concern. Move along.”

Kane approached the man. “Let her go.”

“I paid her. Go find your own whore.”

“Please.” The woman gasped. “Help me.”

Kane gripped the man’s shoulder and pulled him back, careful to keep his strength measured. It would be so simple to crush the man’s collarbone.

He glanced at the woman. “Go home.”

She wiped her eyes and ran, her boots clicking against the cobblestoned street.

Once she rounded the corner, Kane shoved the man up against the wall and without hesitation, buried his fangs into his neck. The man struggled for a moment and started to scream. The sound vanished the moment Kane crushed his windpipe.

He drank, forced to witness the man’s memories and sick conquests. At least this piece of human filth would never harm another woman. When the heartbeat fluttered and finally stopped, Kane cut his fingertip and healed the puncture wounds on the man’s neck. Satisfied, he released his dinner, allowing the body to crumple to the ground.
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Marguerite finished her potatoes and roasted duck, and sipped the red wine. “Dinner was delicious, Gerard. Merci.”

He shifted his coat and moved to clear the table. “I only delivered the food. My wife is the cook.”

“Please tell her I savored every bite.” She enjoyed the way Gerard’s face flushed with pride. “She is a goddess in the kitchen.”

“Thank you, Mademoiselle Rousseau.” Gerard tipped his head as he turned to exit. “I am a lucky man indeed.”

“That he is.”

Marguerite gasped, finding Kane standing behind her chair. “I did not hear you come in.”

He leaned close to her ear. “Forgive me.”

He straightened and offered her his hand. He wore black pants; his white shirt was buttoned except for the collar, and his black frock coat opened to reveal a tailored, burgundy vest. Even without the high collar, tie, and top hat, Kane stood before her more stunning than any gentleman she’d ever seen.

She took his hand and stood. Taking a step back, she inspected her gown, smoothing it. The ivory dress with red trim accented her fair skin. With her hair pinned up, her curls barely brushed her bare shoulders. Happy with her turnout for the evening, she lifted her chin, meeting his eyes.

“You are a vision, Le Voleur D’or.” He lifted her hand to press a kiss to her knuckles.

“You have confused me with someone else. I am Marguerite Rousseau.”

He lowered her hand slowly with a sensual glimmer in his eyes that said he knew exactly who she was. Her pulse jumped.

She reached for her shawl and took his arm. In her mind, she kept reciting her prayer, blocking Antoine’s voice and wondering about Callia and the others who were still trapped serving the monster.

Tomorrow she would take the rest of her stolen trinkets to the marketplace to sell. It would still take a few days to find buyers for all of it. She prayed Callia would keep her word and stay busy in the kitchen, far from Antoine.

“You are quiet.”

Kane’s voice jarred her from her thoughts. She glanced up at him, surprised to find concern in his eyes. He made it difficult to remember he was…not like her.

“Did someone die tonight while Gerard fed me roasted duck and potatoes?”

His expression sobered, his jaw set. “Yes. And Paris will not miss him.”

“You speak as if killing means nothing to you, and yet last night, you tried to convince me you are not a monster like Antoine.”

He clenched his jaw, his gold-tipped cane clicking the cobblestones beside him. “I feed on those who do not deserve the gift of life. Animals who believe they can take what they wish without care for the well-being of others.”

“So you appoint yourself to judge their fate.”

Kane sighed and stopped walking. She turned to glance up at him, and he reached to cup her cheek. “For tonight, can we forget our differences?”

Her eyes searched his for any sign of malice, but only honesty reflected back at her. It would be easy to trust him.

She needed to remain strong. Callia depended on her. But her traitorous lips whispered, “Just for tonight.”

He leaned closer, and she tilted her chin to meet his lips, caressing, tasting, until her heart pounded in her chest. He straightened, his gaze locked on hers. His voice sounded deep, strained. “We should stop before we miss the opera.”

Marguerite nodded, although her knees felt wobbly, like a newborn foal. How could an undead creature inspire so much heated desire inside of her?

They passed the next two streets in silence. She wondered what Kane might be thinking, but she didn’t trust herself to inquire. Her body hungered for his touch, yearning until she forgot her responsibilities. The last thing she needed was to find herself in his arms again. Callia depended on her to escape to the new world.

In the distance, the tall columns of the Salle Favart opera house loomed, and her concerns gave way to excitement.

She’d never been inside. Crowds of wealthy Parisians bustled at the entrance. Kane guided her around carriages and toward the doors.

A man shoved his way in front of them.

All the color drained from her face. “Antoine.”

Instantly, Kane stood in front of her, blocking the vampire. “I do not believe we have met.” He offered his hand. “I am Kane Bordeaux.”

Antoine glared at his hand. “I do not care who you are.”

Marguerite fought the urge to run. Where could she go?

He would always find her.

“Are you attending the opera tonight?” Kane’s voice remained calm, and he lowered his hand.

“No. I came to retrieve my property.” Antoine reached to grab her, but Kane caught his wrist and twisted until it snapped.

Antoine winced and jumped back, clutching his broken arm.

“Mademoiselle Rousseau is no one’s property.” Kane took her hand and brought her forward to his side, his eyes narrowed at Antoine. “You will heal this time. If you ever touch her again, you will not be so lucky.”

He pushed past Antoine, and Marguerite followed without looking back.

Once they reached their seats in the first balcony, he took her hands, staring into her eyes. “Are you all right?”

She nodded, although her stomach sickened with dread.

“Yes, but I fear what he might do next. Antoine has a vicious temper.”

“I am sorry I could not end his worthless existence tonight, but I suspect that is why he approached us in such a public place.” His thumbs brushed over her knuckles in a reassuring caress that calmed her frazzled nerves. “He knew there would be witnesses.”

“I hope your confidence is not ill-placed.”

Before he could reply, the overture filled the theater. The gas lamps dimmed until the stage became the focal point of light, demanding her attention. Marguerite tightened her grip on Kane’s hand as Giulietta Borghese stepped to center stage and opened her mouth. The coloratura melody mimicked a bugle’s call, but the high notes shimmered like they’d fallen from heaven’s choir.

She’d never heard anything so joyous and beautiful.

And when Mécène Marié de l’Isle took to the stage singing “Ah! mes amis,” the entire theater burst into applause for the tenor. She never wanted it to end. All of the glorious costumes and music made it easy to forget the man sitting beside her was no man at all, that a monster wanted to claim her as a possession, or that her last living relative relied on her to gain passage to the new world.

At the final curtain, she shot to her feet, clapping.

“Bravo! Bravo!”

Kane stood beside her, applauding.

When the curtain fell, she turned toward him with a smile. “This was an amazing night.”

His eyes sparkled. “The night is not over yet.”


Chapter Seven


He kept his senses alert when they left the opera house, scanning for any sign of Antoine. Satisfied the coward had moved on, he clasped Rita’s hand. “There is an inn not far from here. Would you honor me with a dance?”

She squeezed his hand and nodded. “I would love to.”

Kane led her down the narrow alleyways, chastising himself. Each second he spent with Rita made her more precious to him. This path led to madness. Her mortality would drive him crazy with worry. Seeing Antoine threaten her tonight had tested his control, and he had wanted to rip the vampire’s heart from his chest in front of hundreds of people.

He needed her to be safe.

Once he finished Antoine, how would he be able to let her go? He knew she longed to sell her treasures and vanish across the sea. His chest tightened at the thought.

“You seem far away.”

Her bright blue eyes gazed up at him, and he struggled to reign in the emotions he had no idea how to control.

“Forgive me. At times it is difficult for me to remember that for tonight, our differences do not exist.”

A curl teased her throat, making him ache to touch her.

“Perhaps dancing will help you forget.”

“Perhaps.” He lifted her hand to his lips, intoxicated by the scent of her skin.

They turned the corner, and he opened the door of the inn. Music swelled around them. Kane guided her inside.

Marguerite kept her hand in his and he moved through the patrons toward the cramped dance floor. When she turned toward him, his arm moved around her waist, drawing her close to him.

Where she should always be.

He silenced the thought and forced himself to live in the moment. Their bodies moved as one in a lively waltz.

Seeing her smile and hearing her laughter while they turned in dizzying circles cast a spell over him.

Finally, Rita looked up at him, her skin glowing with color. “I need air.”

He nodded and led her toward a shadowed table, but she shook her head.

“No, I need air.” She gestured toward her corset.

Damn Parisian fashion.

“Can I help?”

She nodded. “Yes, but we need someplace private.”

He guided her through the tables and into the alley.

Rita’s chest heaved as she struggled to catch her breath.

Anxious to assist her, he scooped her up and ran with a speed no mortal could achieve. When he lowered her feet to the ground at his stable, her eyes were wide with shock and her hands trembled. He cursed his carelessness.

“I should have warned you. Forgive me.”

She shook her head, tousling the curls that now drooped lower on her pale shoulders. Her chest heaved and she gasped, “I never dreamed anything could move so quickly.”

Attempting to distract her from the shock, he pointed to her dress. “Show me how I can help you breathe.”

She turned her back toward him. “Unfasten the buttons, and then loosen the corset.”

Carefully, he released each tiny pearl button. Unable to resist, he bent forward, pressing a kiss to the back of her bare shoulder. He felt her body tense, but she didn’t move away. His lips caressed the side of her slender neck and her head tilted, opening herself to his affections. Kane popped off the last of the annoying buttons and quickly worked the laces of the corset loose.

Rita’s moan of relief shot heat right to his groin. He wanted to hear her moan his name. She turned, smiling up at him as her dress threatened to expose her beautiful breasts.

“You should remind me why it would be a bad idea to lose myself in your arms.”

“I am the wrong man to ask.” He throbbed against the bindings of his pants, and reached up to cup her cheek.

“Here and now is all that matters tonight.”

She ran her hands up his chest, her nimble fingers making quick work of his buttons. He growled when her warm hands explored his bare chest. His eyes locked on hers. “You steal my will.”

Her lips curved into a sensual smile. “You are no match for Le Voleur D’or.”

He had no choice but to kiss her. Holding her tight, her lips parted, his tongue tasting her while he slid his hands up her back. Every curve of her body called to his desire. He wanted to touch and taste every inch of her.

But not in the barn.

He broke the kiss without loosening his hold on her.

“Not here. Your bedchamber.”

Her nod was all the consent he needed. Kane lifted her into his arms, forcing himself to walk while shuddering with need when her hot kisses caressed his chest. Once he had her alone in her bedchamber, he laid her gently onto the feather bed. Her golden hair fanned around her head, her lips swollen from his kisses, her cheeks flushed with color.

Marguerite watched him shed his coat and shirt. She’d already seen his chiseled chest, but now she could see his broad shoulders and the strength in his arms. Her pulse raced, and she wet her lips, waiting. His hands loosened the laces on the front of his pants until he could slide them off.

Her gaze ran up his tanned, muscular legs. She’d lain with more than one man, but never one so comfortable in his body. Instead of shame or modesty, he stood before her, his erection plainly displaying his desire for her. No secrets, no games. He offered her more honesty than any man she’d known.

His heated gaze never left her face as he lay down beside her. He kissed her lips slowly while she reached up, sliding the leather tie from his hair. His mane fell around them while his strong hands slid up her body, firmly molding every curve until she moaned into his kiss.

His touch set her skin on fire. She wanted no barriers between them.

She nipped at his lower lip, enjoying the gruff way he gasped her name. “My turn.”

Marguerite pulled back and got up from the bed.

Standing before him, for a brief moment, she felt a touch of modesty. She stared into his eyes, watching his expression for any sign of disgust or judgment for her unladylike behavior.

“You are beautiful, Rita.” He leaned up on his elbow, his tight abdomen contracting and drawing her eyes. When she looked at his face again, his lips carried the hint of a smile.

“That gown is nothing, a faded scrap, without you inside of it.”

Her heart pounded. She released her hold on the bodice, feeling the chill of the room when the fabric slowly exposed her body. She stepped away from the puddle of velvet finery at her feet, and instead of feeling self-conscious, she felt… empowered. Every bit as beautiful as Kane had said. She took a step closer to the bed, making him gaze up at her.

“You make me feel…” She ran her fingertips lightly up the smooth skin of her abdomen, struggling to find the words. “…worthy.”

Kane rose from the bed, standing so close she could almost feel his erection brush her skin, but he didn’t touch her. His gaze moved slowly over her face until his eyes met hers.

“You make me question…everything.” His lips brushed hers as he whispered, “You were made for the gods.”

His hand came up to caress her cheek, and she nuzzled into his touch. Kane bent toward her, kissing her lips, caressing, tasting. She breathed him in. No French cologne assaulted her, only the musky, masculine scent of his skin, like the forest after a thunderstorm.

Heat coiled inside her as his lips traveled down her neck. His fingertips brushed her waist, until his warm hands moved up her body. She arched her back, offering herself to his affections with wanton desire. A moan escaped her lips when he cupped her breast, his thumb teasing her already pert nipple.

His mouth seared her skin with sensual caresses. He moved even lower to take her breast into his mouth, his tongue circling her nipple. Her fingers tangled in the back of his hair, clutching him while heat spiraled through her body.

She tipped her head, letting her eyes drift closed, losing herself in passion. Kane kissed across her chest and slowly licked her other nipple, drawing a gasp from her lips.

“Look at me.” It was a command and a desperate request all in one rough whisper.

Marguerite tilted her head forward, her heavy lidded eyes meeting his gaze as he teased her breast with his tongue. Passion burned in his eyes, and coupled with the way his mouth fed on her flesh, her heart raced.

His other hand traveled lower, sliding up her inner thigh. Desire overcame all traces of modesty. Her hunger for release consumed her, and Kane promised that and more with every touch. She opened her stance for him, and saw a flash of his white teeth against her breast, a sexy smile curved on his lips.

“Yes, Rita.” He straightened and claimed her lips again as his fingers slid inside her.

She gasped his name into the kiss, her nails digging into his shoulders to keep from losing her balance. Her inner muscles throbbed around his fingers, her hips rocking into him faster. He kept coaxing, higher than she ever realized possible, until her entire body burned for him.

Slowly, his fingers withdrew and she moaned against his lips. “No. Kane, please.”

“Not yet.” He nipped at her bottom lip.

His kisses traveled down her chin, neck, and chest, caressing her navel, and then even lower. His strong hands slid over the curve of her rear and down the back of her legs until he knelt before her like a naked supplicant.

She wasn’t sure what was happening. Her body begged to be satisfied, yet he retreated.

His gaze held hers as he bent her leg, lifting it onto his shoulder. He brushed hot wet kisses along her inner thigh.

“You deserve no less than worship, Rita.”

Without warning, he pulled her closer, his mouth devouring her core. Her hands fisted in his hair as pleasure electrified her bloodstream, sending her rushing toward the edge of losing her body and mind to pure sensation.

He steadied her with one hand, the other sliding up her leg until his fingers slid inside of her. His tongue touched her, teased her, and finally, her entire body trembled with more pleasure than she’d ever known.

When she came back to herself, he’d already lowered her leg. Kane straightened, kissing her lips and holding her.

He lifted her into his arms and carried her to the bed. Once he rested over her, she opened her legs, allowing him to settle even closer. She cupped his face with a blissful smile.

“You are most definitely a god.”

Kane laughed, the sound making her heart flip inside her chest. He kissed her lips, murmuring, “This is the first time I have felt like one in centuries.”

He stared into her eyes, so much lighter than his own, and wanted to memorize this moment, having her in his arms, the taste of her passion on his lips. Refusing to allow himself to ponder beyond this night, he slid one hand down her leg, drawing it up to his hip. With his gaze locked on hers, Kane thrust his hips forward, sinking himself completely into her.

Her lips parted, and finally she moaned his name. She was made for him. How could he ever be satisfied with this one night? Eternity would not be long enough to enjoy her.

He nuzzled into her neck, teasing the soft skin just below her ear, lost in the heat of passion. Every demand from his hips, she answered, working into his thrusts. Rita dragged her fingernails up his back, hard. His bloodlust simmered, the jaguar inside growling. He wanted to savor her, but his grip on his control weakened with every thrust.

Her inner muscles tightened around him, tempting him, but before he surrendered to the passion, Rita rolled him over until she sat above him, straddling him. Her golden hair, mussed and loose around her face, seduced him.

Sliding his hands up her silky skin, he cupped the weight of her breasts as she took control, working herself along the length of his erection. Everything about this woman awakened his body, his soul. He’d never felt anything like it in his long life.

He wanted all of her, and he wanted her to be a part of him. Her body alone would never be enough.

Kane gripped her hips, working himself into her hard, watching the passion rise on her face. Sliding one hand between them, he rubbed and teased her until he felt her body clench around him, dragging him over the peak with her until he erupted deep inside of her.

Rita collapsed onto his chest with an exhausted smile.

He brushed her hair back behind her ear, and caught himself wishing for more hours in the night. Was it just the night before that he’d pledged to be more careful and not grow too fond of her? Her mortality would make his eternity unbearable if he allowed himself to become attached. For the past millennia, he’d been careful to live apart from humanity’s emotional entanglements, avoiding their brief moments on this earth.

Protecting himself.

Rita lifted her head from his chest. Her flushed skin, mussed hair, and blissful smile made his chest tighten. He reached up to cup her cheek.

She turned and kissed his palm. “May I ask you something?”

“Anything.”

Her fingertips traced the crescent-shaped scar on the left side of his chest. “Who did this?”

His hand covered hers, pressing it over the smooth scar.

“I fought a demon who threatened my people. She nearly tore my heart from my chest.”

He closed his eyes and a flash of memory seized him—wrestling with the demon in the jungle, fighting to save his brothers and his people. A battle he would never win.

Rita’s lips brushed his cheek, pulling him back to the present. “I did not mean to bring up painful memories.”

“The demon was the beginning of the end for my people.

She is the reason I came to France.” Rita rested her head back on his chest, and he leaned up to kiss her hair. “She cannot be killed, only caged. I never should have attacked her, but I had to do something. My anger made the decision for me.”

“Does she still pursue you?”

He shook his head letting his eyes drift closed. “No. We trapped her deep beneath the Yucatan jungle. She can no longer cross into the world of man.”

“So you saved us all.”

The shadow of loss twisted in his abdomen and the ghost of failure taunted him. “It was our duty as gods. We should have figured out how to stop her sooner, perhaps we could have saved more lives and been able to stand against the Spanish.”

“Cortez attacked your people.”

“Yes. My brothers and I were forced to separate and take the memories of the Maya with us to the four corners of the earth.”

“A witness to their existence.”

He kissed her hair. “We continue on as shadows of what we were.”

He held her close, admiring the way her body fit into his arms. When her breathing slowed into sleep, he carefully rolled over, laying her onto the bed and pulling up the bedding to cover her. His lips caressed her forehead, and he stood. Bitterness spread through him. He didn’t want to leave her.

Ever.

The thought sobered him. He pulled on his pants and quietly left the room. When he reached his office, he groaned.

Gerard had tidied his desk again.

Kane sat down, shuffling the neat stacks of paper around in search of his ink well. Candlelight filled the hallway as Gerard approached.

“I did not mean to wake you.” Kane didn’t look up from his desk when Gerard entered the room.

“Can I assist you?”

Kane sighed and finally glanced up at his drowsy manservant. “I truly wish that you could.”

Gerard placed his candle on the corner of the desk and sat in the chair facing Kane. “Did you enjoy your evening with the lady?”

Kane sat back in his chair. “She baffles me. I have never in my life wished for more time. In fact, saying it aloud sounds ludicrous. But when I am with her, I want time to stop. I want to learn everything about her so that I will always know how to make her smile. I want to protect her and give her everything.”

Gerard grinned, the corners of his eyes wrinkling, betraying his age. “It sounds like love to me.”

Kane shot up in surprise, sending the chair toppling over behind him. “Love?” He started pacing the room like his jaguar paced inside of his underground sanctuary. “There is no room in my existence for love.”

Gerard stood and retrieved his candle. “Love will find a way.” He walked toward the door. “Your inkwell is in the top right drawer. And Monsieur?”

Kane stopped, glancing over at Gerard.

“Mademoiselle Rousseau seems lovely…different from the ladies who usually seek to court your favor.”

Kane nodded, lost in thought. “I have never met another woman like her.”

Gerard gave a small bow and disappeared down the hall.

Kane righted his chair and found his inkwell where Gerard said it would be. He dipped the tip of his pen and quickly wrote his letter.

Outside, the sky lightened as the sun threatened to end the night. Kane made his way down the hall, sliding the note under her door.

He didn’t trust himself to peer inside the room. Leaving her once tonight had been more than enough.

Lifting the stone from the floor of his bedroom, he retreated into the darkness below his home.


Chapter Eight


Rita stretched in the soft bed. Her body felt sore, and the memory of making love to Kane warmed her all over again. For the first time in years, she felt cherished and safe.

Although she knew Kane would be gone, hiding from the sun, she still caught herself wishing the rest of the bed wasn’t empty.

Pulling a shift over her head, she wrapped herself in a heavy robe and went to the door. A crease marked her forehead as she bent to pick up the folded note that bore her name. She opened it and smiled, seeing Kane’s name signed at the bottom.

Dearest Rita –

I wish I could be with you when you open your eyes.

You make me wish for many things.

Until nightfall…

Kane

She folded the note, trying to keep from noticing the way her heart flipped while she read his words. She’d given him one night. She wouldn’t allow herself to imagine there could be more. There was almost enough gold to take her cousin and flee from Antoine forever. Giving up now was out of the question.

Marguerite placed the note on her bureau with a wistful sigh.

There was much to do.

Turning her back on romance, she opened the door. The scent of fresh bread assaulted her senses until her stomach grumbled. A smile pulled at her lips when she neared the dining area and heard Gerard and his wife sparring in the kitchen.

“If you know so much about croissants, perhaps you should be the one folding the dough.”

Gerard’s laughter echoed. “I am wise enough to stay out of your way in the kitchen. I only mentioned adding the fruit compote as a suggestion.”

“If I wanted to make a tart, I would make a tart.” She burst through the door and stopped short when she noticed Marguerite at the table. “Forgive me, Mademoiselle. I hope we did not wake you.”

“Mais non, you did not.” Marguerite shook her head.

“It was the delicious scent of fresh croissants that awakened me.”

Gerard’s wife was shorter than Marguerite, with a sturdy stance and a wide smile, her graying hair tied up in a bun. She clasped either side of her flour-dusted apron with her strong hands and curtsied. “I am pleased to meet you, Mademoiselle. I am Marie.” She shot Gerard a playful glare.

“I believe you already met my husband.”

“Oui.” Marguerite bowed her head toward her. “I am honored to meet you, Marie.”

Part of her ached inside. These people had been kind to her. What would they think after she abandoned their Master? She buried her emotions deep. There wasn’t time to dwell on disappointment for what could never be. Callia depended on her to stay the course.

Marie grinned and bustled back into the kitchen, returning with a fresh, flaky croissant and a kettle of tea. A knock at the front door had Gerard rushing off to answer it, while Marguerite took a bite of her croissant, swooning as the buttery layers caressed her taste buds.

Her bliss was short-lived.

“I must insist you wait until my Master returns.”

Marguerite and Marie looked up at the sound of Gerard’s stern tone.

A stranger answered. “We have a legal warrant for the arrest of Marguerite Rousseau.”

Boots clicked down the hallway. Marie’s eyes widened when the officers rushed into the room. Marguerite’s heart slammed against her ribs, but she maintained eye contact, her chin held high.

Gerard rushed in behind them. “Forgive me, Mademoiselle. These gentleman…” His voice oozed with sarcasm. “… pushed past me.” He walked to her side. “I am pleased to introduce Marguerite Bordeaux. Obviously there has been a mistake, and I would be happy to accept your apologies on behalf of my Master Kane Bordeaux.”

Marguerite tried not to react to hearing Kane’s last name added to her own, and did her best to improvise with Gerard.

The Commissionnaire de Policia stepped forward. “You match the description of Marguerite Rousseau who stands accused of robbery and treachery.”

“There must be a mistake.” She kept her voice even while her stomach knotted with fear. “I can assure you, I have been within these walls. My husband will be home soon, and he can testify to my whereabouts.”

The Commissionnaire nodded to his men, and they descended on her. Gerard did his best to shield her. Marie batted at a couple of the police with her rolling pin, but the kitchen staff was no match for the sheer number of the officers.

Marguerite fought, kicking, biting, and scratching, until they restrained her hands behind her back and turned her to face the lead officer. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and he twitched his thin moustache. “You will come with us now.”

Two officers held Gerard back. “My Master will see that all of you are punished for this unlawful invasion and attack on his bride.”

The officer grabbed the back of Marguerite’s hair, yanking her so close she could smell his sour body odor beneath the sweet scent of his cologne. “I have longed for this day…Le Voleur D’or.”

Panic fluttered in her chest, but she kept her mouth shut.

Anything she said now would be twisted and used against her. Instead, she did her best to maintain what was left of her composure and glanced toward Gerard. “Kane will come for me.”

Gerard nodded. “I will see to it.”

“Very well.” She straightened as much as possible with her hands bound behind her back. “May I get my shoes?”

The officer shoved her so hard she nearly fell to the ground. “You will not need them where you are going.”
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Marguerite bounced around inside the black prison wagon.

The interior boasted no cushioned seats and no windows.

The horses trotted through the cobblestoned streets, turning, stopping, and starting, until her stomach roiled with motion sickness.

It didn’t help that the interior still reeked of a recent traveler’s illness.

Closing her eyes, she forced herself to breathe through her mouth. Her bare feet were numb with cold and a tear spilled down her cheek. She’d been too confident, too brazen, and certain the police would never catch her. Now she found herself in the back of a prisoner’s wagon, being transported for questioning. The Bastille had been destroyed during the French Revolution, so she would avoid that horror, but the new prison was not something she cared to explore.

Panic seized her throat until a sob escaped. She tried to envision Kane’s face, his glorious smile, his blue eyes.

He would never let them keep her.

The carriage stopped. She opened her eyes and raised her chin, steeling her resolve. They would not see her as a broken criminal, and she would not give them the pleasure of her tears.

The back door creaked open, and blinding light filled the dark carriage. Marguerite winced, unable to raise her bound hands to shield her eyes. The officer yanked her from the carriage. Her bare feet slapped on the hard cobblestoned street, jarring her for a moment. Marguerite blinked as her eyes adjusted to the light.

She recognized this place.

Marguerite screamed. Scraping the bottoms of her feet, she resisted the officers dragging her toward Antoine’s door.

“No! I beg you!” But the officers showed no signs of slowing. Her head swiveled toward the group of people gathering on the street to watch. “Please. I have done nothing. This man will kill me. Someone help me!”

But the people stayed back, whispering to one another as Marguerite shrieked.

When the heavy front door closed behind her, her heart sank. There would be no help, and Kane would never find her before Antoine killed her.

Her struggles ended when the officer shoved her inside a tiny room where Antoine stored his art supplies. A key turned, locking the door. Pressing her ear to the wood, she heard retreating boot heels against the stone floor. The familiar sound of the large front door opening filled the hall, followed by the thud of it closing.

Once silence settled in, she turned around, feeling her way in the dark for anything she might use to open the lock on the door. Art brushes, palette boards, easels, nothing to jam into the lock.

“Marguerite?”

Her heart leapt into her throat at the sound of her cousin’s voice. She bent to the keyhole. “Callia?”

“Yes, I am here, but I cannot find the key. The officer must have taken it with him.”

Marguerite closed her eyes hard to keep from crying.

“Leave me, Callia. Go back to the kitchen and keep away from Antoine.”

“No. He is angry, Cousin. I fear he will kill you this time.

You have to get away before the sun sets.”

“If you help me, he will hurt you too, Callia.” She shook her head in the darkness. “Go. It is not a request.”

Callia slapped the door. “You cannot ask me to leave you to die.”

Marguerite heard her cousin’s footsteps running farther from the door until silence surrounded her again. She didn’t want to die, but condemning her cousin to death was unthinkable. Her fingertips grazed over the brushes and tools again. Surely he had a blade of some sort in his supplies. Anything she could use to fish in the lock and open the door.

Footsteps approached again. She held her breath, pressing herself against the back wall. Could it be nightfall already?

Something slid into the lock, but the latch didn’t turn.

“Merde!”

Marguerite almost smiled hearing her cousin curse under her breath. “Callia. What are you doing?”

“He has hidden the key, but I have a hairpin.” More clicking and scratching came from the lock. “The lock will not lift.”

Marguerite pressed her forehead against the door. “You are sweet to try, but you must go now.”

“There is not much time left.” The hairpin moved feverishly in the lock. “He will be here soon.” Her voice trembled. “We have to get you out or…” She gasped. “I think he is coming.”

“Run, Callia!” Marguerite bent close to the lock. “Run and hide. Now!”


Chapter Nine


Kane frowned when he lifted the stone and entered the master bedroom suite. Gerard’s scent lingered in his room, and someone paced outside his door. He pulled on a pair of pants and yanked the door open to find Gerard wringing his hands.

“Forgive me, Master. I went to wake you, but you were gone from your bedchamber. I would have alerted you sooner, but I could not locate you.” He made eye contact.

“They took her.”

“Took who?” Kane frowned. “What are you talking about, Gerard?”

His manservant lowered his gaze to his hands.

“Marguerite. The Commissionnaire de Policia came with a warrant for her arrest. I tried to stop them. I told them she was your wife, not Mademoiselle Rousseau, but they took her anyway.”

Kane clenched his fists and went back into his room for a shirt. Rushing to the jail looking like a half-dressed madman would not free Rita. He needed his wits.

And his money.

Since the fall of Napoleon and the destruction of the Bastille, a healthy purse influenced justice faster than being truly innocent. And if money didn’t solve the problem, he wouldn’t hesitate to use force.

A few minutes later, fully dressed with his money purse tied to his belt, Kane rode off on Kukulkan toward the jail in Paris.
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The door splintered, opened without unlocking or turning the knob. Candlelight flickered behind him, leaving Antoine’s face drenched in shadows.

Only his sharp teeth gleamed white.

“You have broken my heart, Marguerite.” He grabbed her upper arm in a bruising grip and spun her around, snapping the rope that bound her wrists.

“You have no heart, Antoine. Not anymore.” His cool fingers circled her wrist, turning her back toward him.

Marguerite tugged her arm, trying to jerk free from his grasp.

“Not true.” He tsked and pulled her in close. His breath reeked of blood and death. “I love you enough to offer you one more chance. You wanted to marry me once, remember?”

Tears welled, but her voice remained strong. “The artist I once cared for died the night you sold your soul for immortality.”

He dragged her into his studio, and she gasped. “What have you done?”

Callia sat with her hands and feet bound to a chair, and a tear-stained gag tied around her mouth. Her dress was torn, exposing one breast covered in bite marks. Puncture wounds also marked her arms and legs, yet she remained conscious.

“You animal!” Marguerite slapped him with her free hand.

He mocked her with a feigned look of shock. “I thought you would be pleased with my self-control. Perhaps you would rather I drank my fill while you watch the life fade from her body?”

“Let her go, Antoine.” She met his gaze, forcing back her fear. “Please. There is no reason to hurt this poor girl.”

“Do you take me for a fool?” Pain shot up her arm when he tightened his hold on her wrist. “I know who she is.

I know what you were planning. How do you think I had you arrested ma petite?”

He walked her to his easel beside Callia, and gripped a brush. “Every time I drink from you, your memories become mine, mi amour. I saw the men, the trinkets, the schemes.”

Dipping the tip of his brush into one of Callia’s seeping wounds, he started stroking the canvas with her blood. “I know this girl is your cousin. I know you planned to leave me. She helped you.”

Callia’s muffled weeping caught his attention. “No need to cry, little one. This will be over soon, and you will live on in art. You should be grateful to me for giving your worthless life some value.”

“Antoine, please.” Marguerite buried her revulsion and attempted to settle back into her role as his servant, tucking a curl of his auburn hair behind his ear. “Callia is innocent.

Let her go.”

He spun on her, releasing her wrist and grabbing a handful of her hair. “Why should I listen to you? You whored yourself all over Paris!” His features twisted with fury. “You told me you couldn’t love me because my immortality came at too high a price, but now you hide under another vampire’s roof?”

“He is a Night Walker. He offered me sanctuary instead of servitude.”

He threw his head back, his laughter bordered on madness. Releasing her hair, he ran his cool fingers down her cheek. “Why do you always force me to hurt you? I can save you from death and love you for lifetimes.”

Marguerite lifted her chin and did her best to hide her fear. “I am not afraid to grow old.”

She never saw him move. Pain stabbed into her the moment he sank his fangs into the muscle at the base of her neck. Sucking at her skin, he bit again and again, until the fabric of her shift molded to her body, wet with her blood.

Her vision wavered, heart racing, and he finally raised his head. Her blood stained his lips and chin, as if he were a wild animal feasting.

She was the prey.

Her legs wobbled, and he swept her up into his arms.

Antoine shifted her until he held her in one arm. Marguerite tried to lift her head, but it felt heavy, too heavy, and lolled back. The tip of his paintbrush felt cool, stinging her as he dipped it into the gaping wound in her shoulder.

“I think I will call this one Family in Blood.”

Callia struggled in her chair. Marguerite wanted to tell her to be silent and not draw his attention, but exhaustion and blood loss stole her voice.

Antoine peered at Callia, licking some of the blood from the corner of his mouth. Pulling another chair over, he placed Marguerite in it, facing her cousin. Deep inside, her instincts screamed to run. Get up and run.

Even if she had the strength to flee, she wouldn’t leave Callia.

The monster approached her cousin. Callia shrieked behind her gag.

“Do you have something to say?” He stepped behind her chair and loosened the gag, pulling it away from her mouth.

Callia coughed, her breath hitching. “Please. Let us go.

We will leave Paris. No one will ever know about you.”

“Your life depends on your cousin over there.” He pointed to Marguerite. “How much does she love you?”

Marguerite managed a whisper. “Antoine. Punish me.

She is innocent.”

He pushed Callia’s head to the side, brushing her hair back from her throat. His gaze remained fixed on Marguerite.

“How much is her life worth to you?”
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Kane galloped through the streets of Paris toward the jail.

His pulse thundered in his ears like a ticking clock. If the police hurt Rita, he would kill them. No one threatened mortals under his protection. Not since the Night Demon.

And never again.

There would be ramifications if he slaughtered the corrupt officers, but he would deal with them once Rita was safe.

As long as she was in peril, rational thought resided far beyond his reach.

With the building in sight, he rocked back in the saddle, pulling the reins until Kukulkan slowed, prancing in place.

Kane vaulted from the horse to the ground without a sound, his inner jaguar aching for freedom…for her. He didn’t bother to tie his horse. The stallion would wait for him to return.

Kane shoved the door open, knocking an officer inside to the ground. The uniformed man behind the desk pushed his chair back and stood when Kane approached.

“Halt, Monsieur!” He came around the desk, his hand on the hilt of his saber. “What is your business here?”

Kane stared at the man, allowing his eye contact to draw in the weak-minded guard. “I am here to retrieve Marguerite Rousseau.”

“She is not here.” The officer remained mesmerized by Kane’s gaze.

“My staff informed me she was arrested today.” He frowned. He heard the other man’s thoughts. He told the truth.

“The Commissionnaire took a few men to the Bordeaux Maison, but they did not find her there.”

Kane wanted to tear the office apart in frustration, but that would not help him locate Rita any sooner. “Where is he now?”

“He is on patrol, Monsieur.”

Kane broke the connection with the man and wiped his visit from the officer’s memory before turning to leave.

Kukulkan bobbed his head up and down, eager to stretch his legs again. Raising his boot up into the stirrup, Kane climbed into the saddle and nudged the stallion’s sides.

Hoof beats echoed through the alleyways. Kane’s chest tightened. Had the Commissionnaire dealt with her himself?

He’d been adamant about capturing Le Voleur D’or, angry that she’d evaded him. Could he have taken Rita and gotten even without bothering with a trial?

He ground his teeth together, pushing the thought from his mind. His rage wouldn’t be so simple to contain. Pulling Kukulkan to the right, he raced toward the busy square around the Arc de Triomphe, opening his mind to the mortal thoughts that filled the night around him.

Lowering his mental shields in such a public place assaulted him with a myriad of strange voices in his head.

Some were in love, some grieving, and others were hoping for money for bread. So far, none had thought about a stunning blond woman who could smile while she pilfered your wallet.

He winced, slowing his horse to a trot. Being an ancient, his powers in this world had increased to the point he could hear the thoughts of people far from the square. Miles away.

Kane stopped Kukulkan. Turning the stallion around, his brow furrowed. Somewhere in the mass of sound, of mortal thoughts, he caught a weak whisper.

She wasn’t far.

Kukulkan launched into a gallop away from the Arc.

Rita. Where are you?

Almost instantly, the whisper slipped into his mind.

Antoine.

The connection vanished. She might have lost consciousness, or…

He couldn’t even consider the other option.

And he had no idea where Antoine lived.

“Merde!” He pulled his horse around toward his home.

Gerard had delivered his message to invite Rita to show him her master’s art. He would know where to find Antoine.

Kane hoped it wouldn’t be too late.
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“What do you want from me, Antoine?”

Her question drew his attention away from Callia. She’d heard Kane’s voice in her mind again, like the night at the lake, but had he heard her answer? She couldn’t rely on him.

Her future and the future of her younger cousin were on the line. If life had taught her nothing else, it taught her the only person she could count on was herself.

Antoine knelt at her chair and took her hands. She wouldn’t waste the remains of her strength pulling them away.

“I want the life we should have had together.” His gaze searched her face. “Promise me that, and I will let her go.”

“You threw away the life we could have had.” She glanced at her cousin, pleased to see her twisting her hands, trying to loosen the bindings.

His lip twitched. “You have no right to judge me. You never loved me. I painted for you, pined for you. I took you away from your miserable father and gave you a home, jewels, and dresses, and it was never enough.”

“I never wanted those things.” She pulled her hands away from his. “You made me into a prized possession, nothing more. You drank too much wine, lost your position at the university, and took me to your bed against my will.

Becoming a vampire has not changed any of that.”

He snatched her wrist again, rage filling his voice.

“Enough! I was weak, a man, nothing more. But now, I have true power. I can offer you forever.”

“You offer me a cursed existence without end.”

Marguerite kept talking, keeping his attention, while Callia quietly slid one wrist free and started working at the bindings on her other hand. “Surely there are ladies in Paris who would give all the jewels they owned to stay young forever.

I am not one of them.”

“But you are the one I want.” He spun around faster than her eye could see, stopping behind Callia’s chair. One hand fisted in the back of her hair, pulling her head back.

“The choice is yours, ma petite. Stay here with me and share eternity, or your cousin will be my meal.”
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Kane dismounted his horse in front of the artist’s maison, relieved when voices carried from inside. With the silence of a jungle cat, he made his way around the perimeter and entered through the open kitchen. He stalked through the interior of the house, finding empty rooms until he finally found Rita. Hot rage twisted in his gut at the sight of her ravaged, bloody throat. He ground his teeth together, forcing himself to think.

“Leave her alone.” Marguerite’s tone was weak, but her will seemed strong. “I will stay with you. Do not hurt her.”

Kane stepped into the room. “Would you really place immortality on an unwilling person? Can you imagine facing centuries with someone who loathes your existence?”

The leech released the bleeding girl and strutted toward Kane with a smug smile, brazenly showing his bloodstained fangs.

“Marguerite has no idea of the power that comes with the blood. Once she is turned, she will love me for the dark gift.”

Kane laughed, taking another step toward Rita. “Is that what the vampires are calling it now? A gift?” His mouth twisted in disgust. “Only a mortal would consider eternity a gift.” He narrowed his gaze at Antoine. “It is a responsibility, a burden…never a gift.” He gestured toward the women.

“You should be protecting them, not feeding off them like cattle.”

Rita met his eyes and glanced toward the girl tied to the chair. She wanted him to save her cousin first. There wouldn’t be time to grab them both. And nothing in this world could make him leave Rita with Antoine.

He needed to kill him.

Antoine ran his tongue along his teeth. “You think you are so much better than me, but I know the scent of their blood calls to you. It tempts you right now. You want to taste them, to feel the warmth and power of their blood spreading through your limbs.”

Rita stared up at him, and his gut clenched. He did hunger for her. But not like this.

Kane glared at the vampire, his eyes glowing crimson.

Antoine smashed a chair, snatching up the jagged leg and rushed toward him. Kane dodged the blow and moved to Rita’s side. “Run. Now.”

He added a mental push to his words, but even in her weakened state, her stubborn will remained at full strength.

“I will not leave my cousin with him.”

“I will take care of him. Go.”

Antoine swung the chair leg like a machete, tearing through the sleeve of Kane’s shirt and slicing his bicep below his shoulder.

Kane caught the weapon on the next swing and jerked it free from Antoine’s grasp. The vampire wasted no time snatching up another chair leg, brandishing it like a sword.

Kane dropped the leg and pursued Antoine.
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Marguerite rallied her strength and resolve to get out of the chair. Her legs felt weak, and her body ached, but she made it over to Callia and knelt beside her. Glancing over her shoulder, she watched the immortals circling one another.

Kane’s wound bled through the fabric of his shirt, but it didn’t seem to weaken him.

Callia pulled her dress up to cover herself, and tried to help Marguerite with the knots on her other wrist. Antoine launched another chair. A chair leg caught the chandelier, and it crashed to the floor, cracking the oil lamp in the center. Fire erupted, feeding on the spilled oil and igniting the rug with an inhuman roar. Smoke and flames filled the center of the large room, a barrier between the north and south doorways.

Antoine screeched, drawing Marguerite’s attention from the knot. Kane glanced her way, meeting her eyes. His deep voice filled her mind.

Hurry, before the smoke poisons you.

Her eyes stung, and she nodded in answer. Marguerite scrambled to help her cousin free her other hand. Antoine rushed through the black smoke and speared Kane’s chest with the sharp end of the chair. Marguerite screamed, jumping to her feet. In spite of the smoke and her lightheadedness, she stumbled toward Kane.

Blood spilled down the front of his shirt, and his legs buckled. Kane winced, falling forward, and Marguerite caught him. Clutching him under his arms, she tried to drag him away from Antoine. The wet stake poked her abdomen through her thin nightgown until she had to bite back the bile rising in her throat.

Kane whispered against her shoulder. “I thought I told you to run.”

Her eyes widened, and she released her hold on him, coughing when the smoke assaulted her lungs. “You are alive.”

The sight of his crooked smile made her heart flip in spite of hell itself raging around them. “It takes more than a wooden stake to stop a Night Walker.”
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Antoine stumbled forward while Kane turned to face him.

The vampire frowned, and his mouth opened repeatedly like a fish out of water. “This is impossible.” His gaze moved from the stake to meet Kane’s eyes. “What are you?”

Kane gripped the end of the chair leg and yanked it free of his chest. His eyes burned until he knew they blazed crimson with rage. Blood oozed from the wound and pain blossomed through his chest. His body rushed to heal while he took a step toward his adversary, slapping the bloody chair leg against his other palm.

Antoine took a step back, away from Kane and the fire.

He shook his head. “Impossible. You should be dead.”

“You will be.” Kane grimaced, straightening to ease the ache in his chest. “Very soon.”

Before Kane could thrust the stake through his chest, Antoine bolted with preternatural speed to Callia’s chair and pulled a dagger from his belt. Callia gasped, pulling the thick smoke deep into her lungs.

“Come any closer, and I will kill her.” He pressed his blade to Callia’s throat.

The girl’s eyes were red and weepy, her chest heaving for oxygen. The heat of the fire burned Kane’s skin, but he would recover. If he did not get the women away from the fire soon, the smoke would suffocate them. Marguerite crawled toward the door with part of her gown covering her mouth and nose, staying close to the ground.

Kane had to keep the vampire distracted until Marguerite was safely out of the room. His chest throbbed while his body continued to heal the gaping wound.

Speed would not be on his side at the moment.

“You disappoint me, vampire. Hiding behind a mortal shield? What a pathetic display for an immortal who claims to wield such power.”

The fire licked its way up through the ceiling. Lumber creaked, whining over the roar of the hungry flames. Ash rained on them like snow, settling in Kane’s hair and eyelashes.

“Let the girl go.” Kane infused his words with a strong compulsion, his eyes narrowing.

Antoine’s hand trembled against the girl’s throat, fear flickering in his eyes. Suddenly, Callia’s eyes rolled back and her head lulled forward onto the sharpened blade. Kane rushed toward her and Antoine dropped the dagger, then ran.

Kane ached to pursue the vampire, but he had to get the women away from the fire.

He used the dagger to cut the ropes free from the chair. Scooping the wounded girl into one arm, he rushed to Marguerite, sliding his arm around her waist. Carefully, he maneuvered around the fallen logs that once braced the roof, avoiding the flames and smoldering embers until he had the women out of the burning house. Once they were a safe distance away, he released Marguerite and laid her cousin on the ground outside the stable.

Marguerite fell to her knees. “Please. You have to do something. Heal her like you did for me. Please Kane.”

Kane bit into his own wrist, allowing his blood to drip onto her cousin’s neck wound, hoping it would heal. He feared she had already lost too much blood. While his blood worked to heal the cut, he used his finger to cover every puncture left behind by Antoine’s fangs.

Even if she didn’t survive her injuries, the authorities would not find the wounds on her body.

Marguerite coughed, cradling her cousin’s head on her lap and smoothing back her blood-soaked hair. “It is over now, Callia. Antoine cannot hurt us anymore. Stay with me.”

She bent to kiss the girl’s forehead, and Kane knelt beside her, inspecting the deep wound across Callia’s neck. The skin had healed, but time would tell if her internal injuries would mend. He’d done all he could without transforming her.

Marguerite looked up at him, her cheeks streaked with tears, and her mouth and nostrils lined with soot. “She is healed? You saved her?”

“Her wounds are healed. The rest is up to her.” He moved in closer, lowering his voice. “You saved her. You kept Antoine’s attention on you.”

She pressed her lips together and glanced down at her cousin. “I want to kill him. I should feel guilt for even considering taking a life, but I feel no remorse or regret.”

Her blue eyes were full of tears when she glanced up at him.

“He has poisoned me even without his blood in my veins.”

Kane reached to cup her cheek, his thumb caressing her skin. “You are a warrior, Rita. A warrior does what must be done. There is no time for remorse or regret.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead and whispered, “Let me heal your wounds.”

She trembled, tilting her head slightly. His lips brushed along her throat, and her heart raced. Her body tensed beside him.

“You are safe. I will never harm you.” He pressed a soft kiss to her skin just above the wounds Antoine left behind.

Slicing his tongue across his fangs, Kane pressed his mouth to her neck, tenderly allowing his blood to heal her, kissing away all traces of injury.

He wished he could do the same for her mental wounds.

Kane drew back, relieved to see her skin unblemished.

Rita kept her eyes downcast, staring at her cousin’s face.

“Merci.”

He didn’t press for more.

Her cousin’s heart still beat, weak and too quickly, but she lived.

He could hear shouts from the house staff over the roar of the fire as they passed buckets of water to douse the fire.

They couldn’t stay. Rita trembled beside him. Kane removed his shirt, intent on offering it to her, but seeing the holes and the blood stains, he reconsidered and tucked it in the back of his pants. “We need to get you both home.”

“Take Callia first.” She glanced up at him. “You can move faster than the wind.”

He shook his head. “Antoine escaped.” He pulled Rita close and cradled her cousin in his other arm. “Until I find him, you will not be alone at night.”

Rita didn’t argue. She wrapped her arms around his neck and he kissed her hair, grateful to know she was safe.

Without a word, he clutched both women tightly and, faster than any human could see, he was gone.


Chapter Ten


Marguerite hadn’t left Callia’s side in a week. Since the fire, her cousin experienced only brief periods of lucidity. Gerard and Marie brought Callia broth, and Kane purchased the most expensive Ipecacuanha Wine and opium elixir to quiet her coughing.

But every day, her cousin grew weaker.

Sponging Callia’s forehead, Marguerite smiled when the girl looked up at her. Her green eyes had finally cleared of the red brought on by the smoke.

Now her lungs needed to do the same.

“Bonjour, Cousin.” Callia sounded hoarse. Her lips cracked into a weak smile.

“Bonjour.” Marguerite kissed Callia’s forehead, grateful to hear her voice. “Are you hungry? Marie has broth warming for you.”

Callia shook her head. “My throat hurts too much to swallow soup. I want to talk to you.”

“All right.” Marguerite returned the washcloth to the porcelain basin. “But you should be resting.”

“Where is he?”

“He?” A wrinkle marred Marguerite’s brow. “Gerard?”

“No.” Callia coughed, struggling for breath. “Monsieur Bordeaux.”

“Kane?” Marguerite glanced at the lengthening afternoon shadows through the window. “He will be here soon.”

“Not until sundown.”

Marguerite swallowed and nodded. How much did Callia remember of that night?

“Antoine buried a wooden stake in his chest, and he did not die.”

“You should rest, Callia.” Marguerite reached for the basin, hoping to change the subject. She’d hardly seen Kane except to take the medicines and elixirs he brought for her cousin. He busied himself patrolling the city for Antoine.

Callia winced, struggling to clear her throat. “He is not a man, but he is not a vampire like Antoine.”

Marguerite sighed, glancing over her shoulder to be certain they were alone. “He is a Night Walker. He avoids daylight and lives on blood, just like Antoine did. But apparently, cannot be killed like a vampire.”

Callia pulled her hand from under the blankets, placing it in Marguerite’s, her gaze intent and coherent. “He saved my life.”

Marguerite kissed her forehead. “He did.”

“Then he is nothing like Antoine.” She let her eyes drift closed. “Do you love him?”

Marguerite coughed with surprise. “Rest now. When your lungs are clear, we will start our new life across the ocean.”

Her lashes fluttered, and Callia squeezed her hand. “We do not need to hide anymore. Monsieur Bordeaux will keep us safe from Antoine.”

Marguerite’s eyes felt hot, welling with tears. “I cannot stay here, Callia. Every night I wonder who has died so that Kane lives.” Her voice hitched. “Every man I have ever cared for turned into a monster. First my father, then Antoine. I will not stay to watch Kane become someone I fear.”

Callia coughed, holding her chest before opening her eyes again. “I see the way he looks at you. He cares for you.

He saved my life.” She swallowed and drew in a shallow breath. “You may be older than me, but I know your heart, Cousin. You should listen to what it tells you.”

Her breathing slowed into a restful sleep, and Marguerite withdrew her hand, wiping away a tear. She rested her arms on the edge of the bed and sighed. Her heart had betrayed her so many times before.

Why should she trust it now?

The door creaked open, and Marguerite’s head popped up. Had she fallen asleep? Candlelight danced on the walls, and Kane entered with a silver serving tray. Placing it on the table, he closed the door and returned to her side.

“I brought soup and fresh croissants.” He sat down across from her. “You are so busy caring for Callia. You forget to care for yourself.”

“Merci.” She lifted a spoonful of the creamy soup to her mouth, blowing gently to cool it. “It smells delicious.”

She took a bite, moaning as she swallowed. “It tastes even better.”

Kane smiled, and her pulse jumped. She’d almost forgotten how glorious it looked on him.

“I cannot take credit. I only delivered Marie’s creation.”

“Please give her my gratitude.”

He nodded and glanced at Callia. “Is she improving?”

Marguerite broke off a piece of the croissant and nodded. “I believe so. The doctor said as long as no fever sets in, she should recover.”

“I wish I could do more to help her.” He paused, his voice low. “And you.”

His gaze caught hers and, for a moment, it felt as though he could see straight into her soul. “Thank you for all your help. Callia would be gone if not for you.”

He reached across the table and took her hand, his touch sparking fire through her veins. “I will always be here to help you.”

She withdrew her hand, her heart already aching at the lost contact. “Antoine saved me once.” She stared at her sleeping cousin. “My father took to the bottle after my mother died giving birth to my brother. The baby died within a week. As I got older, he said I looked like her. So, he beat me. Often.

“Antoine bought a horse my father trained. He noticed my bruised face and…” She sighed and glanced his way.

“I am telling you this because Antoine was not always the monster he became. I cannot bear seeing another man I care for transformed into a hideous shadow of himself. I couldn’t bear to find myself living with a monster again.”

“Is that why you hide yourself away in this room?” Kane stood up, frowning. “Those men were weak. I am not your father, and I am not Antoine.” He walked to the door and stopped without turning back. “I have been called many things throughout the centuries, but until I met you, no one dared to call me a monster.”

“I would give you the world if I could.” He opened the door and glanced back over his shoulder. “But I was created a Night Walker. I will never be a mortal man. Not even for you.”
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A war raged inside Kane, and the jaguar roared with frustration. He still hadn’t located the vampire. Every night, he hunted for him, searching the dark alleys for places the vampire might feed, opening his mind to mortal thoughts, for any sign of a blood drinker.

Antoine’s home had burned to the ground. All of Paris assumed he’d perished in the fire. Only he and Rita knew the truth.

Until he killed the vampire, he couldn’t be certain of Rita’s safety.

He stood outside Kukulkan’s stall, scratching the stallion’s neck and staring at the one lit window of the maison. Callia’s room. He should accept Rita’s retreat from his life. Seeing her bleeding and victimized by the vampire that night had reawakened his past failures to protect people who looked to him for their defense. She could have died.

The knowledge brought true fear into his world.

He rubbed at the scar on his chest. The slick, raised skin stood as an eternal reminder of his inability to save his people. It remained the only blemish on his immortal flesh.

When the demon had crossed into the world of man and slaughtered the Mayan people, Kane hadn’t been able to find a way to stop her. Instead, he attacked her, knowing he couldn’t win the battle.

But he’d needed to do something.

Finding himself unable to protect his people from the demon’s appetite introduced him to his first taste of real fear. It mutated into bitter frustration and raw anger until he allowed his emotions to make his decisions for him.

Even wrestling against an unbeatable foe felt better than doing nothing.

In the end, his efforts landed him on a boat, traveling across the ocean to France. After that night, the Great Separation, the four immortal brothers had scattered to the far corners of the world. He never saw his brothers again.

The moment he’d witnessed Rita in peril, all his past failures reared up to remind him that nothing would save her. In the end, death would still steal her from him no matter how well he protected her.

It was enough to drive him mad.

His flawed heart apparently welcomed madness. His heart wanted to spend every moment of the time she had left in this world with her, to share every smile, to love her.

Love.

He’d tried to deny it and respect the distance she placed between them while she cared for her cousin. Loving a mortal, knowing he would eventually lose her, hurt him in ways his immortal blood could never heal.

But denying himself her touch, the scent of her hair, her stubborn will… It would hurt more not to love her while he had the chance. How could he let her go now that he knew how she felt in his arms, the sight of her blissful smile after they made love? One night would never be enough.

Kane paced in the center of the barn. Kukulkan followed his movements, his large black head swaying back and forth with his ears pricked attentively toward his master.

“If I let her go now, regret will taunt me for eternity, but if I succumb to my feelings for her, watching her grow old and knowing she will die…” He shook his head and walked toward his horse. “She will go on to a world where I cannot follow.” The words constricted his throat as he stroked Kukulkan’s face. His horse nuzzled into his chest. “I do not know if I am strong enough for love, my friend.”

He stroked his hand down the Friesian’s thick neck.

“Not that she wants my love.” Bitterness crept into his voice, and he welcomed it. Anything to keep the ache at bay. “She judges me a monster. How far has the God of the East fallen to allow a mortal to pass judgment over me? I am a Night Walker. I uphold the mortal world, protect it.”

Kane rubbed under Kukulkan’s jaw until his stallion’s upper lip quivered in pleasure. “Perhaps that is what captivates me. Rita is a puzzle of contradictions. She would give up her life to save her cousin, and yet she has no regrets when she steals a man’s coin purse. Or his watch.”

The memory of that night brought a smile. “She worried that worthless vampire might hurt me.” He leaned against the stall door. The horse nickered, encouraging Kane as if he understood every word. “No one, other than my immortal brothers, ever showed concern for my welfare.”

The stallion nudged him with his muzzle.

“You are a good listener, my friend.”

Kukulkan answered by sneezing on him. Kane laughed in spite of himself, grateful for the respite from his thoughts.

Tomorrow he would try to talk with Rita. Hopefully, she would listen as well as his horse. The corner of his mouth curved slightly. She would do no such thing.

That strong will was part of the reason he loved her.
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Marguerite woke up stiff and disoriented in her chair.

Stretching, she frowned and looked around the room.

Callia’s room. It was still dark outside, but it sounded like a teapot boiled, blowing steam.

She turned toward her cousin, and her heart sank. In the faint glow of the oil lamp, her skin gleamed with perspiration.

Marguerite moved to her bedside and pressed her hand to her cousin’s forehead.

Fever.

Turning up the light on the lamp, she stared at Callia’s gaunt face, and her eyes welled with tears. Callia’s eyelids and lips were discolored, a gray-blue, far from the color of healthy flesh. Marguerite reached for the basin and quietly left the room. In the kitchen, she emptied the basin and filled it with fresh water. She stoked the fire in the stove, begging the flames to heat the water quickly.

Gerard tottered in, wearing his robe. “Can I help?”

Marguerite nodded, fighting back tears. “Callia has a fever, and her breath wheezes from her lungs like a tea kettle.”

“I will fetch the doctor.” He hustled away, no longer dazed by sleep.

“Merci, Gerard.”

Marguerite wrapped kitchen rags around her hands to keep from burning herself on the basin, and hurried back to Callia’s side. She dipped a rag into the water and cleaned the fevered sweat from her cousin’s brow.

“Please, Callia. Stay with me.” The noise from dipping the rag in the basin and wringing the excess water became a comfort. It kept her from hearing the labor in each of Callia’s breaths. “Gerard is fetching the doctor. He will be here soon with an elixir to help you breathe.”

Callia started to shiver, her teeth chattering together.

Marguerite rushed to the fireplace, stoking the embers until angry flames leapt up the flue. She added another log to the fire, watching the sparks fly.

Heat radiated into the room. Marguerite replaced the poker against the fireplace and returned to her vigil at Callia’s side, finding her cousin’s eyes open.

“Cousin?”

Marguerite leaned in close to hear her soft, raspy whisper.

“I am here, Callia.”

She clasped Marguerite’s hands. Her skin felt clammy.

“Angels are coming for me.”

“No.” Marguerite blinked back tears. “You are strong.

The doctor will heal you.”

She shook her head. “I cannot catch my breath.” Her chest heaved in short breaths like a panting housedog. “My chest hurts. I do not wish to live in pain.”

A tear rolled down Marguerite’s cheek. “The doctor will ease the pain.”

She pressed her blue lips together, and opened them again, gasping for more small sips of air. Her green eyes wandered up until she met her gaze. “Have you ever wondered what it must be like?”

“I am not sure what you mean.”

“To be like Kane? Never sick, never die…”

Marguerite shrugged. “I have not considered it.” She squeezed her cousin’s hands, aching inside at the thought that this might be their last conversation. “It would probably be lonely.”

She panted, wheezing before she whispered, “How so?”

“While you would live, everyone around you would pass away.”

Callia shook her head slowly. “Unless you had a companion.”

Marguerite dabbed her forehead. “Kane mentioned his immortal brothers, but he has not seen them in hundreds of years.”

“You do not understand me.” She almost smiled. “You could love without ever saying goodbye.”

Marguerite sighed. “God did not intend for us to remain in this world.”

“How can you…pretend to know…what God intends… for us.” Her eyes drifted closed. “I love you, Cousin.”

A sob choked Marguerite. She bent to kiss Callia’s forehead. “I love you too, Cousin.”

Callia gasped for breath, her body struggling and exhausted. Marguerite’s chest ached. Surely, pain and suffering were never God’s intention. Her mind whirled with unanswerable questions. If God created the world of man, could he also have created immortals?

And where did she fit?


Chapter Eleven


The doctor used every treatment in his leather bag, but by midday, Gerard fetched the priest to offer Callia’s last rites.

With shaky, gnarled fingers, the priest made the sign of the cross over her cousin, chanting his prayers in Latin. Tears slipped down Marguerite’s cheeks while she whispered the Lord’s Prayer.

The priest offered her some words of comfort and left in silence.

Marguerite stared at Callia’s face, willing her to keep breathing. “Please, Callia. Do not go.” She bit at her lower lip, struggling to hold back the tears. “Remember when we were girls? We were going to grow up and marry princes and ride fine white horses.” Taking Callia’s cool hand in hers, she whispered, “I miss you already.” She sniffled, her voice cracking. “I am not ready to be alone in this world, Cousin.

Without your laughter, your smile, the sun will not be as bright.”

Her cousin’s breathing thinned to faster, smaller puffs of air, and suddenly stopped.

Marguerite’s heart raced. She squeezed her hand.

“Callia? Callia… No. Please God, do not take her from me.”

She embraced her cousin’s frail, lifeless body and wept. “I love you.”

Hours passed, she wasn’t sure how many. Marie entered the room and wrapped a caring arm around Marguerite’s shoulder. “Vespers are starting soon. Would you like me to light a candle for her?”

Marguerite accepted the comfort, wiping tears from her face. Since Antoine’s attack, her prayers had been limited to this room. Perhaps being in the sanctuary would bring her some peace. “No. I will go.”

She got to her feet, surprised at the ache in her body.

A wave of lightheadedness washed over her, making her reach up to rub her forehead. Seeing Callia motionless on the bed seemed like a bad dream, like she might wake up at any moment. She kissed her cool forehead and whispered, “I am so sorry, Cousin.”

She turned to go and lost her balance for a moment.

Dizziness blurred her vision.

“Are you sure?” Marie frowned, guiding her toward a chair.

Marguerite waved her off. “Oui. I will go. Callia would want me to pray.”

She walked to the door, consciously placing one foot in front of the other, each step leading her further away from her loss.

Two black dresses were laid across her bed, waiting for her to select the one she would wear to Notre Dame. The sight brought a fresh wave of tears. She dressed quietly, not bothering to wear a corset. Her first black mourning dress had been for her mother, followed by another for her baby brother. Years later, she had found herself in black for her father.

And now Callia.

She had no one left.

With trembling hands, she pinned up her hair and placed the veiled mourning bonnet over her blond curls. Before lowering the veil, she closed her eyes, pulling in a long, slow breath. Centering herself, she opened her eyes and lowered the black veil. She would survive just as she always had.

After the evening vespers concluded, Marguerite wandered behind the main altar of Notre Dame. At the back of the cathedral, she stopped at the Apsidal chapel dedicated to Our Lady of Sorrows. She stared up at Mary’s serene face, wishing for peace and balm for her wounded heart.

Marguerite sighed and moved to the candles. Dropping in her coins, she lit a candle in Callia’s memory before kneeling to pray. While she poured out her pain and worry to God, she sensed someone beside her.

She peered to her right and recognized the open collar, tanned skin, and strong jaw. Turning toward him, she whispered, “How is this possible? You are on hallowed ground in the shadow of the cross.”

On his knees beside her, Kane leaned close to her ear.

“Your religion holds no power over me.” He straightened, but moved in close once more. “I am not a vampire, Rita.”

Hearing the agitation in his voice lifted her heavy spirit for a brief moment.

“What are you doing here?” She whispered without looking at him.

“I came when I heard.” His large hand covered hers. “I am sorry I could not save her for you.”

“I am grateful that you tried.” Marguerite swallowed the lump in her throat. “But why are you here? You are not a believer.”

“You are. I came because…” His voice trailed off until she turned and met his eyes. He reached up under the veil to slide his finger along her jaw. His touch comforted her more than she thought possible. “Because I wanted you to know you are not alone in this world.”

“Thank you.” A tear spilled down her cheek. Marguerite stared into the candle flame.

She bowed her head to pray, and Kane remained at her side in silent support while her world crumbled around her.
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When she stood, he offered his arm. Kane guided Rita to an inn and seated her at a table in the corner by the fireplace.

She’d spent the past two weeks tending to her cousin, and he worried. She looked frail. He ordered her a bowl of stew and a glass of wine.

She lifted her veil and pulled it back over her hat while she stared at him. He could almost see her mind working and fought the urge to peer into her thoughts. After she enjoyed a sip of wine, she sat back in her chair. “Tell me how you entered Notre Dame and Antoine could not.”

Annoyance festered inside of him. “Why am I constantly compared to that worthless creature?”

“I am trying to understand who and what you are.”

He crossed his arms over his chest. “I tire of explaining that I am no monster.”

She lifted her glass, swirling the wine. “I did not call you one.”

“You saw me inside the cathedral, kneeling beside you.”

He tried to remind himself that Rita was in mourning, but remembering proved difficult when her needling continued.

“That is not enough for you?”

She swallowed a mouthful of stew and lifted her gaze to meet his. “Why are vampires cursed and Night Walkers are not?”

Kane sat back in his chair, trying not to admire her tenacity. “Humans are not the only intelligent race in this world, Rita. Spirits, demons, and immortals all dwell among you.”

Her spoon hovered over the bowl, suspended for a moment. “I suppose that makes sense.” He waited for the information to sink in and expected more questions, but she finally shook her head and reached for her wine. “Tell me why you can walk where vampires cannot.”

“Vlad started the vampire race by making contact with an immortal spirit that longed for flesh. He believed he sold his soul to the devil, but I will tell you there are many demons who would bargain with a mortal for use of his flesh.”

“So you do not believe the devil himself gave the vampires immortality?” She glanced around the inn keeping her voice low.

“I have never met the devil himself, so I doubt his existence. But the demon that Vlad offered entry into his bloodstream does have an aversion to religious symbols.”

“And you do not.”

The corner of his lip curved into a half smile. “I have no quarrel with a God who offers his people peace.” He reached across the table to take her free hand in his. “Finish your food. I have something to show you.”

He paid for her meal and took her hand, admiring the feel of her warm fingers entwining with his. Outside, Kukulkan pawed at the ground, shaking his head. Rita ran her hand down his neck, and Kane lifted her onto his back before climbing into the saddle behind her. With one arm around her waist, he grasped the reins and turned Kukulkan toward the hills outside of Paris.

When they arrived at the lake, Rita rested against Kane’s chest, and he bent to kiss her hair. Her scent calmed the jaguar inside of him.

“Is this what you wanted to show me?”

Kane dismounted and reached up to help Rita down from his horse. “Not exactly.”

He took her hand and walked her to a grassy area by the water’s edge. They sat down, and her gaze met his. It hurt him to see the pain in her features. “I do wish I could have saved Callia for you.”

Her eyes watered, but she blinked back her tears. “I know. You gave me more time with her.”

He nodded. “Perhaps.” His gaze wandered to the moonlight on the water. “Are you still going to the new world?”

She squeezed his hand, then pulled free from his grasp.

His heart burned like the vampire had staked him all over again.

“I wish I knew. The future I thought I wanted…

Everything has changed.”

Kane stood up and walked to the water, trying to clear his head. He didn’t want her to leave, but could he risk asking her to stay? He’d never felt this strange…insecure. Ever.

“Before you decide anything, there is something I want to share with you.” He turned to face her again. “I knew you would have too many questions. I thought showing you would be better.”

He took a deep breath, calling the energy around him while he welcomed the jaguar spirit to join with his own.
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Marguerite frowned, hurrying to her feet. The air around Kane came alive, raising the fine hairs on her arms and neck. She rubbed her eyes, unable to process what she saw.

Kane’s body appeared to melt and shift from a man into a huge golden cat with black spots. The electricity in the air dissipated, leaving her staring at a massive feline with large, sharp teeth.

The cat paced along the water’s edge until it turned and met her gaze. She froze, unable to breathe. It took a silent step toward her. The sleek creature came closer, sniffing at her feet. Marguerite’s heart pounded in her ears, but she fought the urge to run. Somewhere deep inside, she knew this must be Kane. Impossible.

But she’d witnessed him change.

Fearing she might be sinking into hysteria, she reached out with a trembling hand. The cat sat in front of her, brushing its head against her hand. She’d never felt anything so soft and sleek. While it rubbed itself, she noticed he had deep blue eyes.

Kane’s eyes.

Marguerite knelt, face to face with a wild animal that could maul her to death. Perhaps she was closer to insanity than she realized.

Cautiously, she raised her other hand too, and rubbed behind the cat’s ears. “Kane? Is it really you?”

The cat nudged her hands, chuffing air from its nose and mouth in answer. Laughter bubbled from her lips. “You are… Glorious.” She ran her hand down his spine, relishing the softness. “How is this possible?”

The cat froze, his ears twitching. Instinctively, Marguerite followed suit, staying low beside him, her hand steady along his ribs. She scanned the darkness. Movement by the trees caught her attention. Kukulkan nickered, pawing his large hoof into the dirt where he stood tied.

The large cat’s ears flattened, and his lips pulled back to expose formidable fangs. He roared, the sound echoing across the meadow, and Marguerite gasped when a gray wolf stepped out of the forest. The animal swished his tail, but turned and raced into the darkness.

Marguerite heaved a sigh of relief and sat down. “Can you become a man again?”

The cat licked his lips, watching the wolf run, before turning toward her. Sitting close to him, she felt the energy rise in waves from the cat’s large body, the air rippling until his form began to waver, almost liquid. Kane sat beside her fully clothed.

He gestured toward the trees. “Did you see the wolf run away?”

Marguerite did her best not to laugh and nodded. “I did.”

He grinned and shook his head. “Since I came to this country I have not taken the chance to shift outside my home. If a mortal saw a golden jaguar prowling in France, they would hunt it until I would be forced to find a new home.”

“And your clothes…”

Kane glanced down at his shirt and met her eyes again.

“When the animal takes over, we remain frozen within.

Once we regain our form, it is as if time stopped. I wore this before the jaguar took shape, and I am returned to myself in the same condition.”

She stared in wonder at his gorgeous smile, the sparkle in his eyes so full of…life. “Do all of you change into animals?”

“Every Night Walker has a spirit animal inside him. They are a part of us. And for centuries I have kept mine trapped within stone walls.” He stretched, his body rippling with power. “I knew the jaguar would not leave you unprotected, so I could risk shifting.”

“How did you know he would not attack me?”

Kane’s expression softened, his gaze locked on hers.

“Because I love you, Rita.” Her heart pounded. She opened her mouth to speak, but Kane pressed a gentle finger to her lips. “I wanted you to know me completely. No secrets.”

“I…” Her eyes burned with unshed tears. She shook her head, trying to gather her scattered thoughts. “Love will not change who and what we are.”

“I do not care what we are.” Kane took her hand. “My world is better with you in it.”

“For now, but your world is never-ending.” Her voice broke along with her heart. When had she gone from fearing to loving him? And worse yet, if she truly loved him, she couldn’t allow him to watch her fade away day by day, growing closer to a death he would never know.

She lifted his hand to her lips and kissed his fingers. “How will you feel when I am old and gray? Who will comfort you when I am gone?”

Kane stared at her for a moment. Without a word, he got to his feet and walked to the water’s edge. “You believe we would be better off running away than risking love.”

His words tempted her. He loved her, and she loved him.

But he would never be able to save her from time. Age would steal their love, and he would be alone again, and wounded.

Her fault.

The moonlight cast a long shadow of his broad shoulders thinning into a trim waist. She knew every inch of his muscled body, and she ached to go to him, to throw her arms around him and hold him tight.

But she forced herself to stay back. “A lifetime for me is a blink of time for you.”

He spun around. “That is my concern, not yours. It will hurt me more to know you live in this world, and I cannot touch you or hear your voice. Let me love you for whatever time we have together. It will be a cherished gift, not a burden.”

He came to her and knelt down, taking her face in his hands, his gaze demanding hers. “I want you to stay with me.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Marry me, Rita.”

Warmth and love flooded her body, taking her resolve with it. “I do not wish to make eternity unbearable for you. I never want to hurt you.”

His lips curved into a sexy smile meant for her alone.

Kane cupped her neck, drawing her closer to him until he whispered against her lips, “Then say yes.”


Chapter Twelve


Kane claimed her lips, kissing, caressing, tasting, until she surrendered and returned his affection. His growl in response sent heat firing through her body. Marguerite slid her fingers back into his hair, bringing her arms up around his neck until her breasts pressed tightly against his chest.

His tongue caressed hers, making the rest of her body ache for his attention. How could she walk away? She would regret it for the rest of her life.

Unless.

Her cousin’s words echoed through her mind. You could love without ever having to say goodbye.

Marguerite pulled back from the kiss and whispered, “Make me like you.”

“What?” Kane frowned, taking a step back from her.

Her heart pounded with fear and…hope. “Vampires can make others. Make me a Night Walker like you.”

He looked stunned. She waited for him to answer. Finally, he took her hand, his thumb brushing over her knuckles.

“You do not understand what you are asking. You sat by and watched death come for your cousin. It is understandable that you would wish to escape the same fate.”

She yanked her hand free of his. Her fingers balled into fists at her sides.

“I may have lost my beautiful Callia, but I am not some weak-minded woman for you to coddle.” She huffed, shaking her head. “I am well aware of what I am asking. My cousin was my last tie to this world. Is it wrong that I wish to join yours? I would think you might be happy.”

“I love you as you are.” He started toward his horse. “I would not wish for you to give up your life without thinking it through.” Kane stopped and turned. “I heard you telling Antoine you did not fear growing old. He offered you immortality, and you shunned the inhumanity.”

“But now I have seen the inhumanity of death.”

He sighed and shook his head. “I will not lie to you, knowing that death would not steal you from my arms would comfort me, but for that reason, we should wait. Think this over, Rita.”

She bit back the urge to fight him. Now that she had made the decision, she wanted to act before she changed her mind.

Exactly the reason Kane wanted to wait.

She rolled her eyes at herself. “How long do we wait?”

“Mourn your cousin.” He lifted her up onto the saddle and climbed up behind her. He wrapped one strong arm around her waist, and his lips brushed her ear. “Take time to consider your choice. There is no going back.”

He launched his horse into a gallop before she pressed any further. Marguerite closed her eyes, replaying the evening in her mind. The pain of losing her cousin, the shock and disbelief of seeing Kane, first inside Notre Dame and then as a jungle cat, and the joy at hearing Kane profess his love for her all rattled in her mind with warring emotions.

Had she ever answered his proposal?

When they reached the stable, Kane jumped down and helped her down from the saddle. She stared up into his eyes, fatigue weighing on her shoulders. “I never gave you my answer.”

He bent to kiss her lips, tender, slow, and soft. “I will ask again. Later.”

“How much later?” She whispered into the kiss.

He swept her off her feet and into his arms. “Later.”

Marguerite slid her arms around his neck, kissing the exposed flesh of his tanned chest. He should never button his shirts. When her lips reached the base of his neck, Kane’s voice rumbled deep in his chest. “You are a dangerous temptation.”

She hummed against his skin, her lips curving, enjoying the knowledge that her touch affected him. Warmth filled her in spite of her exhaustion and the weight of sadness for Callia. His affection and support gave her strength.

Kane carried her into her room, laying her on the feather bed. “Rest well…”

She managed a drowsy smile. “You as well, mon amour.”

His lips caressed her forehead, and he walked out.
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The moment the sun dipped below the horizon, Kane’s chest pulled in a breath. His heart picked up a rhythm, and he blinked open his eyes. A warmth grew inside of him. Instead of hunting the dark alleyways of Paris for Antoine or some other dreg seeking to harm others, he would be spending the evening with Rita.

Being lonely without her company since the night at the lake shocked him. He’d been alone and satisfied for centuries, but her love changed everything. It made a few days seem like months. He wanted to make her laugh, to touch her, to listen to her tell him about her activities during the day.

Those comforts had to wait.

For days, he’d hunted Antoine. Until the vampire was dead, he couldn’t be certain of Rita’s safety. But his search had been fruitless. Even reading the thoughts of mortals, he found no trace of the vampire or anyone who had seen him since the fire.

Kane was beginning to think the vampire had left Paris.

Good.

Making his way up from his daylight sanctuary, he found his black pants and jacket already awaiting him, laid out on his feather bed. Gerard also left a tie with the white shirt.

Kane shook his head with a smirk. Gerard never lost hope that he would turn his master into a proper gentleman.

Tossing the tie aside, he dressed and pulled his hair back, tying it at the nape of his neck.

Rita had been busy in his absence. As Antoine Berjon’s assistant, the art community looked to her to make the burial arrangements after the fire. She used what remained of his wealth to make a donation in his name to the École des Beaux-Arts University where he used to train young artists while he was mortal.

In the evenings, Kane had watched her working at his desk, using his quill, and felt his heart swell, aching in his chest, while he wrestled with her request for immortality.

Selfishly, he would love to know she would be with him forever. The thought that he could share his world with Rita for eternity was the greatest temptation he’d ever known.

But what if she regretted her decision?

There would be no turning back. Immortality often brought on madness. He’d witnessed it many times with vampires. Mortals brought their weaknesses, vices, and insecurities with them into eternity. Endless nights often magnified their shortcomings. Would Rita grow to hate him for taking the sun and her humanity from her?

Not to mention he’d never made another Night Walker.

He had no idea what to expect. He assumed an exchange of his blood would bring on the change, transferring his immortality into her body and changing her forever.

But he wished he knew for certain it would work. If something went wrong and he lost her, the guilt would be crushing and without end.

He’d avoided her for the past few days, telling himself he was giving her space to consider her options without pressure from him. Gerard kept him alerted to the offers of employment that had come for Rita. If she chose not to abandon her humanity, she would be able to care for herself without his help.

That did not stop him from hoping she would still choose to be with him instead.

He didn’t take time to feed. As an ancient, his body no longer needed replenishment each night. What he needed was Rita.

She stood beside the table, talking with Gerard. She turned toward him, and he found himself tongue-tied for a moment. Instead of the black she wore to mourn her cousin, Rita wore a royal blue gown, matching her bright blue eyes.

Her hair cascaded down her back in ringlets that tempted him to tangle his fingers inside them while claiming her lips.

She smiled and tipped her head slightly. “Bonjour.”

He crossed the room and took her hand. “Kíichpan.”

The word slipped out before he realized he would speak.

His native language felt foreign on his tongue.

Rita and Gerard cast quizzical looks to one another.

“Bonjour, Monsieur.” Gerard nodded his greeting and vanished into the kitchen.

Before Rita questioned him, Kane kissed her knuckles and pulled her closer, stealing a tender, slow kiss. “The moon will pale in the light of your beauty.”

“You flatter me.” She rocked up on her toes to steal a kiss of her own, making his pulse jump with desire. “I am sure gossip will swell when they see the color of my dress, but I refuse to wear black. I know he did not perish, and I am not mourning his passing.”

The fire in her eyes warmed him. “I believe he has fled from Paris. No one in the city seems to have memory of seeing him since his estate burned.”

“Good.” Rita placed her hand in the crook of his arm, glancing up at him. “After the ceremony, perhaps we might visit the lake?”

He rested his hand over hers. “I would like that very much.”

When they reached Notre Dame, Kane remained at the rear of the church. He wasn’t there to pay respects to the artist; he came to support Rita while she welcomed the mourners and helped them remember the artist and man Antoine had once been.

After the hymns were sung and the Mass read, the mourners filed out. Rita remained up front, lighting a candle.

He stood to go to her, but something outside caught his attention.

The sweet scent of blood wafted through the door.

Frowning, he turned to investigate. Outside, he let his senses guide him. Around the back of Notre Dame, he paused and reached for Rita’s mind.

Stay inside on hallowed ground. I will return soon.
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Marguerite froze, surprised to hear Kane’s voice in her mind.

With the church empty of parishioners, the temperature inside dropped. She pulled her wrap tighter around her shoulders and glanced at the door. Hallowed ground.

Kane must have found Antoine. Immediately, she focused on repeating the Lord’s Prayer over and over in her mind. If Antoine lurked in the city, she didn’t want him reading her thoughts.

The grisly image of Kane’s chest, bloodied with a wooden stake plunged through it flashed in her mind. Her pulse thrummed. She couldn’t sit here in the cathedral and wait while Kane raced into danger on her behalf. A vision of Callia covered in Antoine’s vicious bites assaulted her, and Marguerite clenched her jaw.

This was not Kane’s fight.

It was hers.

She clutched her crucifix necklace, glancing around the cathedral for any potential weapons. The glass bottle caught her eye, but she hesitated. Stealing from wealthy men in order to escape a vampire didn’t trouble her conscious, but this was the house of God.

She wavered for a moment before deciding her Lord would want Antoine stopped.

With a prayer for forgiveness on her lips, she pilfered the candle cabinet, retrieving a tiny glass decanter. Pouring out the oil, she raced toward the door and filled the glass bottle with holy water. At the door, she took a deep breath and steadied her nerve. Kane would not face Antoine alone.

Outside, she freed her satchel from her waistband and scooped some dirt inside. She had no idea if it would help, but it was technically hallowed ground. It couldn’t hurt.

Marguerite hustled around the church, hoping she wouldn’t be too late.

After wandering the back streets of Paris for nearly an hour without finding Kane or Antoine, Marguerite sighed and turned back. Maybe Kane hadn’t found Antoine after all. He might be back at Notre Dame searching for her.

Her boot heels clicked on the cobblestoned street, the thud of the wood and leather echoing down the alley.

A lonely sound. She frowned, glancing at the darkened windows. It was early for the inns to be closed. Fog swirled around her ankles like invisible snakes. Her fingers closed around the crucifix at her neck, and she picked up her pace.

The corset hampered her breathing, and stars danced at the edge of her vision. Irrational panic threatened to overwhelm her. Marguerite slowed, forcing air into her lungs.

And Antoine chose that moment to step into her path.

“Bonsoir, strumpet.”

His voice curdled her stomach. She lifted her chin in defiance, brandishing her crucifix. “Stay back, demon. Where is Kane?”

Antoine laughed, but he did take a step back. “I was hoping you knew. I have been looking for him.”

“You have been hiding from him. You should have left Paris when you had the chance.”

“I have missed your defiant tongue, Marguerite.”

Antoine circled her. The moonlight glinted off a silver dagger sheathed at his waist, catching her well-trained thief’s eye.

“There is someone I would like for you to meet.”

“Everyone you know believes you perished in the fire.” She kept her gaze locked with his, allowing her coy smile to cover any trace of fear. “Tonight they offered me condolences after your funeral mass.”

“This is a new friend who is well aware that the rumors of my death are untrue.”

Marguerite’s fingers twitched at her side. “I am not interested in meeting anyone who enjoys your company.”

“That is too bad because she is eager to meet you.” He glanced at the door of a darkened inn. “Suzette. Come to me, my darling.”

A woman emerged out of the shadows and Marguerite’s jaw went slack for a moment. Suzette sauntered to Antoine’s side, an almost perfect reflection of Marguerite. Suzette was the same height, the same build; her hair shared the same flaxen tone. Only her eyes betrayed her, brown instead of blue.

A dark liquid ran down from Suzette’s lip, and suddenly her tongue darted out to catch it.

Antoine slid his arm around her waist. “Did you have enough, darling?”

She nodded running her hand up his chest. “I thought so, but she smells…”

“I know she does.”

Marguerite watched his attention shift to the woman at his side. His chest swelled like a proud parent, matching his smug, overconfident smile. His arrogance was a weakness she could exploit. Moving forward, Marguerite shoved playfully at Antoine’s chest. “I most certainly do not smell.” Her fingers slid down the ruffles of his shirt and deftly plucked the dagger free of its sheath. “You used to adore my scent.”

She moved away before he could entrap her, the dagger tucked behind her back.

Antoine licked his lips, clutching his lady-friend closer.

“Have you noticed how quiet this street has become?” He glanced at the closed doors and dark windows and met Marguerite’s gaze again. “Do you know why?”

Before Marguerite answered, Suzette grinned. “Because they are all dead.”

Marguerite tightened her grip on the dagger.

The blonde blurted out, “I ate them.” She smiled, displaying her pointed incisors. With her free hand, Marguerite made the sign of the cross. Suzette winced. “Oh darling, make her stop.”

Antoine threw his head back and laughed. “Your faith cannot save you. I would have saved you from death, but you shunned my offer.” He glanced at the blond vampire at his side. “Suzette was wise to accept it. I had to travel far from Paris, but finding her made the journey worthwhile.”

He stared at the darkened windows and sniffed the air.

“Young ones are so thirsty. Ravenous.”

The look in his eyes, hatred, rage, and loathing, chilled her. “You have gone mad, Antoine.”

He shook his head. “Not at all. I accepted your refusal.”

Faster than she could see, he was at her side, his cool lips pressed against her ear. “And when she feeds from you, Suzette will know every part of you that pleased me.”

“Go to Hell!”

Marguerite slammed the dagger into his neck and ran.

Suzette grabbed for her, catching her wrist. Marguerite spun around, throwing the holy water at her face. The vampire released her, squealing and rubbing at her eyes.

“Antoine, help me. Everything is black.”

The vampire’s eyes were white like a blind woman, burned from the water.

Antoine plucked the dagger from his neck, twisting his head while the gaping wound healed. “This ends now.”

“I agree.” Kane approached and stood beside Marguerite, his hand at the small of her back. “I have always known vampires to be cowards, but this…” He gestured to Suzette, who now crawled on the ground searching for her master. “You hide from me, and then dispatch your infant blood drinker to protect you?”

Antoine helped Suzette up. “Your eyes will heal, silly girl.” He glared at Kane. “I drove a stake through your heart with my own hands. How is it possible that you survived?”

“Enough talking.” Kane knocked Antoine to the ground.

“He has a dagger!” Marguerite moved to help Kane, but Suzette pounced on her from behind. She jerked Marguerite around to face her. Blood tracked down her cheeks and one eye remained clouded. Marguerite’s stomach retched.

“I am so hungry.” Suzette licked her lips, opening her mouth to bite.

“Eat this!” Marguerite jammed the satchel of dirt from Notre Dame’s courtyard into the vampire’s jaws.

Suzette fell to the ground, dragging Marguerite with her.

Dirt lined the inside of her mouth, choking her. As she spit out the satchel, Suzette coughed and sputtered. Her free hand clawed at her neck, blood seeping through her fingers while the other still latched on to her prey. Marguerite screamed, trying to wriggle free of the vampire’s grip, turning away from the gore as Suzette scratched and tore open her own throat with her free hand.

Marguerite wrenched her arm out of the vampire’s grasp and stumbled away from the carnage. Suzette’s throat gurgled, but still she lived. Marguerite averted her eyes and saw Kane and Antoine rolling on the cobblestones, leaving a trail of blood behind them.

For a moment, indecisiveness gripped her. She wanted to help him, but if Antoine got her, he would use her to hurt Kane. Her clouded mind cleared, and determination settled in. Marguerite ran inside the inn.

The stench of death assaulted her the moment she opened the door. She gagged, tugging her skirt up to cover her nose and mouth, grateful for the lack of light. How long had these people been dead? She moved with her hand outstretched, until her fingertips brushed the back of a chair.

Gripping it, she tugged until something slid off and thudded against the floor.

She didn’t want to consider what it might have been.

With all of her strength, she swung the chair against the doorframe, splintering the wooden frame. One more hit and the chair fell apart. On her hands and knees, she patted the ground, searching for a piece. The moment she clutched a shard, Marguerite ran back outside.

Bathed in the moonlight, Suzette lay on her back in a pool of blood, panting. Marguerite approached, her stomach turning when she saw the vampire’s spinal column where her throat should have been. She raised the stake over her head and slammed it to the ground, burying it in the vampire’s chest.

Suzette let out an inhuman screech, her hands opening and closing until finally, her body went still.
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Kane felt his strength ebb. How many times had the vampire stabbed him before he knocked the dagger away?

Too many.

Struggling to keep Rita in his sight, he was too distracted to finish his opponent. When she disappeared into the inn, he hoped she would stay hidden, but the moment she drove the stake through Antoine’s puppet, Kane’s focus returned.

With the last of his energy, he kicked his legs and twisted, rolling Antoine underneath him.

He sat up, his legs straddling the vampire, pinning him to the ground. “Enough.”

Kane plunged his hand through the vampire’s ribcage, his fist clutching the creature’s black heart. Antoine’s eyes widened as Kane yanked his arm back, plucking his heart free of his chest.

A Night Walker’s death.

While Antoine’s body withered, his flesh wrinkling, hair whitening, and limbs atrophying, Kane stumbled back, allowing the heart to slip from his fingers. Rita rushed to his side, her arm wrapping around his waist.

“You are weakened.”

He nodded, relief swamping him while he gazed down at her. Safe. “I need to feed.”

Rita’s wrist shot up in his face. “Drink.”

He winced, shaking his head while his body ached with temptation.

“You said you would not drink from me until I asked it of you.” She offered her wrist again. “Now I am asking.

Please take what you need.”

“What I need is to be certain you are safe and uninjured.”

Kane wiped Antoine’s blood on his pants and took her hand, inspecting the scraped palm. Kane raised it toward his lips, but she jerked away.

“I will not allow you to heal my scratches while you are weakened.”

“My wounds will heal.” He pulled her into his arms and held her for a moment, treasuring the closeness. “I asked you to stay on hallowed ground.”

She withdrew from his embrace. “You did no such asking. You ordered it.” She crossed her arms, her face alight with defiance. “This was my fight, not yours. I would not have your blood on my hands.”

“You solved this by bloodying your own hands.” His chest tightened. Although incapable of following his simple directions, this fragile, amazing woman fought not only for her life, but for his as well.

She lifted her dirty chin, looking regal in spite of the blood and bruises. “I solved it by killing a hungry vampire.”

How could he not love this woman?

His lips curved into a crooked smile, pride shining in his eyes. “Come, vampire killer, we have much work to do.”

He left Rita with the withering husks of the vampires while he entered the inn. Even without the benefit of candlelight, Kane saw perfectly in the darkness. There were at least twenty dead bodies in varying stages of decay. All of them bore the same wounds to their throats.

He moved behind the bar and located a decanter of lamp oil. They would need to burn the building with the bodies inside. There was no other way to mask the vampire’s destruction. Knocking all the bottles of alcohol from the shelves, he soaked the floor and snatched a few white phosphorous matches. With the decanter of lamp oil in one hand, he lit a match and dropped it to the ground.

The inn erupted in hot flames.

Kane ran outside, followed by the roar of the fire and explosions of glass. “Come, we must hurry.” He pulled Antoine and Suzette’s corpses together before dousing them with lamp oil.

“What are you doing?”

He glanced over at Rita. “We have to hide the bodies from the humans.” He struck the match and dropped it.

Flames exploded to life, feeding on the vampire remains.

Rita stood, frozen, staring at the morbid scene. Kane took her hand. “Sunrise is coming. We must finish this.”

He sensed her exhaustion pushing her toward catatonic shock. Her defiance had cooled, but she needed to stay alert.

Placing the matches in her hand, he guided her to the inn across the street.

“I will go inside and pour the oil. Wait for me here to light it.”

She nodded, but didn’t reply. Kane kissed her forehead.

“This is almost done.”

They burned three businesses. Antoine and Suzette had fed on nearly one hundred humans. One hundred lives he might have saved if he had found the vampire sooner.

Bitterness soured his stomach. Rita shivered, pulling him back to the present. Kane glanced up at the stars, gauging the hours before sunrise. He still needed to feed, but there would be time. He removed his frock coat and helped her slip inside before bending to pick her up. Rita stopped him.

“No. I would prefer to walk with you.”

Flames and smoke billowed into the air around them, but it was the fire in her gaze that warmed him. “We will draw attention with our torn, bloodstained attire.”

The corner of her mouth curved up. “Let them stare. We walked into the jaws of Hell and made it to the other side.”

Kane laughed, lacing his fingers with hers as they walked side by side, two warriors, survivors. “That we did.”


Chapter Thirteen


The following night, Kane made his way up the catacomb underneath his home. His wounds healed, his strength returned, he lifted the large stone from his bedroom floor.

After finding Rita standing toe-to-toe with two vampires the previous evening, he found himself more than ready to give her the immortality she requested.

Anything to keep her safe.

Replacing the stone cover, he turned to find a vellum paper folded on his bed. Kane picked it up, his brow creasing with concern.

Meet me at the lake.

All my heart,

Marguerite

He would not take comfort in holding her or kissing her.

Rita was not even under his roof. His chest tightened. Why would she leave?

Kane slipped her note onto his bureau and dressed in riding breeches and a linen shirt. He glared at the cravats and frock coats hanging in the closet. He had no time for French fashions. He fussed with the shirt buttons on his way to the stable, managing to fasten most of the buttons at the bottom before giving up on them and saddling Kukulkan.

Once mounted, he galloped his Friesian stallion off toward the lake, toward Rita. His stomach knotted. He couldn’t remember another time in his long life when he’d experienced anything like this. Hope mixed with nervousness and trepidation.

Perhaps this was what it felt like to truly live.

He urged his horse faster. The gas lamps faded in the distance behind him. When the lake came into view, Kane noticed Candide tied to a tree at the edge of the clearing.

The mare turned and neighed at her stable mate. Kane pulled back on the reins until Kukulkan slowed to a walk.

He turned in his saddle, and smiled in spite of his worries.

Marguerite sat on a blanket near the water.

His boots hit the dirt and he tied Kukulkan to a tree beside Candide. He treated each horse to a carrot and made his way to Marguerite, not sure what to expect and shocked at his uncertainty. After the previous night’s horror, had she decided she wanted no part of life in the shadows?

She sat staring at the water with a soft wrap around her shoulders and gloves on her hands. He sat beside her and broke the silence. “Rita?”

“Bonsoir.”

The moment her eyes met his, she grinned, and his heart pounded in response. No sunrise could possibly be as beautiful as her smile in the moonlight. He cupped her cheek, unable to resist touching her.

She nuzzled into his palm. “I am glad you found my note.”

“It sounded urgent.”

“I have something to show you.” Rita pulled her gloves off and offered her left hand to him.

He took her hand and noticed a fine band of color wrapped around her ring finger. After a closer examination, Kane raised a brow. “You have tattooed a rose around your finger.”

“Not only a rose.” She kissed him, awakening his body instantly. “It is an answer.”

“An answer?” Would he ever understand this woman?

He wanted to try.

Marguerite nodded. “I decided if I am going to gain the ability to transform into an animal, I might lose a ring, but this way, I will always wear it.”

He lifted her hand and pressed a kiss to her finger. “And I will always cherish you.” He brought her hand to his chest, covering his heart, his gaze meeting hers as he whispered, “Hun ool, hun yaah.” He wet his lips. “It means One Heart, One Love in the language of my people.”

With her other hand, she brought his to rest over her heart. “Hun ool, hun yaah.”

Feeling her heart beating with his, her lips speaking his true Mayan language, binding them, stirred the jaguar inside of him. His heart, mind, spirit, and body were now hers, and she was his.

Kane pulled her into his arms. “In tial.”

“What does it mean?” She stared up at him, looking more stunning than any woman he’d ever seen.

“It means you are mine, Rita.”

He kissed her and laid her back against the blanket, smiling when she whispered, “In tial. And you are mine.”

Kane stroked her hair, losing himself in the blue of her eyes. “I want to give you a grand wedding. We can walk down the aisle in Notre Dame. Anything you wish.”

Rita shook her head. “No priest, or dress, or jewels could make me more yours than I am right now in your arms.”

“Yaakuntik, Rita.”

Before he could explain the meaning, she whispered, “I love you, too.”
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Marguerite ran her hands up his chest and along his strong shoulders, pushing his shirt back. As a girl, she’d always imagined her wedding in a cathedral, a wedding Mass, and perhaps a dowry, but committing to each other away from the city, away from others, just Kane in the moonlight confessing his love and offering his heart, meant much more to her than any childhood fantasy.

He rose up, while she freed the buttons at the bottom of his shirt. No fabric or fashion on earth could do justice to the body it covered. His lips brushed hers, parting them. She moaned when his tongue caressed hers. Kane’s hand ran up her thigh to her waist, fingers splayed, as he moved over her abdomen and cupped her breast.

She ached for his touch. The previous night she’d seen so much death and decay, she wanted to feel loved and alive.

Feeling his fingers unlacing the front of her dress made her pulse race with anticipation, and the moment he opened the fabric and the cool night air teased her skin, she gasped with desire. Kane broke the kiss, his gaze sliding over her body, following the path of his hands.

Lifting her hips, he pulled her dress free. She caught his smile when he found no undergarments to impede his exploration. He slid his hands up her legs, parting them until his fingertips brushed her curls at their juncture.

Marguerite dropped her head back, moaning his name to the heavens above her. Her body writhed, already aching for release. His touch awakened passion like she’d never known. Suddenly, his fingers withdrew.

She opened her eyes and watched him remove his pants, tossing them aside. He laid over her, kissing her lips slowly.

“I gave you my word I would never drink from you until you asked me.”

Her body tensed instinctively. “I offered last night and you refused me. You hunted instead.”

He broke the kiss, resting his forearms on either side of her head. “Your spirit is carried in your blood. It is too precious to be used to feed and heal wounds. When I finally taste you, Rita, I want you to enjoy the closeness. I want you to yearn for it. Trust me with all that you are, with your heart and your soul.”

Trailing her fingertips along the curve of his buttocks and slowly up his spine, she stared up into his eyes. Kane’s body pressed against hers, he could take her body and her life any time he chose.

Instead, he loved her. He offered her more honesty than any person she’d ever known. “I trust you.”

He rewarded her with a crooked grin that warmed her heart, and a kiss that made her entire body go up in flames.

Kane lost himself in loving her, worshiping her, until he could wait no longer. He pressed his hips forward, burying himself inside her. She gasped his name, her inner muscles tightened, hungry and ready for him. He thrust into her over and over, feeling the thirst build, heightening his senses. Her heartbeat beckoned him, inviting him to taste, to claim her and bind them together for all time.

Her nails dug into his shoulders, and he growled into the kiss. Sliding an arm around her, he rocked back onto his knees, bringing her with him. Rita wrapped her legs around his waist, and he sat back, grinding into her while he held her tight in his arms.

He trailed hot, hungry kisses down her neck, and she tipped her head, rocking her hips into his. He licked her skin at the base of her neck, lightly brushing his teeth over her, but she didn’t tense.

Her fingers tightened in the back of his hair, holding him close. “Take me. I want to be with you forever.”

Desire and thirst burned through his veins, but he held back. He wanted to be sure his bite brought her pleasure, not pain. Kane slid one hand between them and nestled his fingers into her curls, teasing her until her pulse pounded in her veins. He kissed her soft skin, and just as her inner muscles contracted around him, his fangs sank into her neck.

Kane groaned against her skin. Her blood tasted of sunshine and rain, of flowers and candlelight, everything that was beautiful. He drank deeply, slowly, savoring this closeness. Her thoughts, her memories, all poured into him as their souls connected. He felt her pain over losing Callia, and her love for him.

And he discovered her animal spirit. A white hawk soared through her bloodstream and her soul, a beautiful, rare hunter who symbolized freedom in its truest form.

In tial. He claimed her again.

As she weakened in his arms, he felt her voice inside of his mind. In tial.

Her heartbeat fluttered, and Kane cut his tongue, kissing her wound tenderly until her skin healed. While he held her close, their bodies still connected, he brought his wrist to his lips, biting through the skin.

He placed the wound against her lips. “Drink, Rita.”

Gradually, he felt the pull at his veins. The sensation of her drinking from him, watching her lips on his skin, her slender throat swallowing what he offered, sent him over the edge, and Kane ground his hips into her until he erupted deep inside of her.

Rita moaned against him while he held her close. She drank him into her body, her blood, and her soul. He hoped she would drink enough from him to be strong, to face forever with all the tenacity he had grown to expect from her. He’d never turned a mortal, but seeing her unharmed gave him hope.

She pulled back, her lips crimson with his blood. “You are mine in body, blood, and soul.”

“You heard my thoughts although I did not speak them into your mind.” His wrist tingled as the wound healed.

“Our thoughts mingled, like one mind.” She kissed his lips again, long and slow. “I do not feel any different.”

Kane pressed his lips to her forehead. “I have never offered my blood to another. I do not know how long we will wait.”

Without a word, Rita slipped free of his arms and reached for her dress. “Neither one of us should be here when the sun rises.”

Kane frowned at her rush to break the spell of their new marriage, but he also recognized the wisdom behind it. Reaching for her mind, he found the Lord’s Prayer, her thoughts shielded from him. He dressed, doing his best to bury the hurt and confusion brewing inside him. After helping her fold the blanket, he waited for her to speak, to question him, but silence remained.

Rita climbed aboard Candide without any assistance, her strength obviously returning.

“Do you feel well enough to ride?” He watched her for any sign of dizziness from blood loss.

She nodded. “Oui. I feel…fine.”

Rita didn’t wait for him to mount his horse. She spun Candide around and was soon galloping back toward Paris, leaving Kane to follow behind.


Chapter Fourteen


Marguerite raced ahead, wiping stray tears from her cheeks.

It hadn’t worked. Antoine shared the process with her more than once. He drank from his maker, and instantly felt a burning in his belly as his body changed. His eyesight and hearing improved, he thirsted, but not for water, and his strength increased.

Within minutes.

She’d taken Kane’s blood, and other than feeling closer to him than any other person on earth, nothing changed. She failed him.

Maybe his kind couldn’t make others.

Or maybe she just wasn’t worthy.

Either way, their marriage would only bring Kane pain.

She would grow old and leave him—die. She had been so full of hope, so certain of her future. It hurt to feel it slipping away. She felt foolish for believing she could become more.

Her body had failed them both.

A sob escaped her, and she urged Candide faster. She didn’t know what to say, or how to tell him. Instead, she’d shut him out of her mind until she could think things through.

But weeping would give her away.

Candide slowed as they neared the stable, and Marguerite sucked in deep breaths, hoping to calm herself. She pulled her horse to a stop and dismounted. Kane arrived as she unsaddled her mare. He jumped to the ground, his features cold and hard.

He stopped her, taking the saddle from her arms. “Why are you hiding? Your mind is closed to me.”

“Sunrise will be here soon.” She called upon her all-too-easy-to-wear mask of charm and offered him a coquettish smile. Picking up a brush to groom Candide, she shrugged.

“We needed to return, no?”

Kane rested the saddle on the rack and turned to face her, frowning. “I am not a wealthy duke to be charmed. Less than an hour ago, you gave yourself to me, and took me for your own. Now you lie to me. Why?”

And in that moment, her opportunity presented itself. If he hated her, he would not mourn her when she was gone.

When daylight came, she would leave him while he slept. She stared down at the rose around her finger, her heart breaking inside. She would always be his as long as she lived, but he would remember her as a betrayer long after her light extinguished from this world.

She told herself it was for the best.

That didn’t make it hurt any less.

She placed her hand on her hip. “You offend me with your accusation. Nothing I have said is untrue. If I choose to keep my thoughts my own, that does not mean I am lying.”

He stalked around her like the large jungle cat she now knew dwelled inside of him. The cat she had already pictured herself shifting into. It had been folly to think she could ever become like him.

She’d been a foolish woman in love to believe she could be a Night Walker.

Kane groaned and pulled his hair back from his forehead.

“How can I help you if you will not confide in me?”

She took his hand, memorizing how it felt to have his fingers clasp hers like he would never let her go. “I have nothing to confide, Kane.” The first lie was always the hardest. “Nothing.”
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They walked hand in hand to the maison and into Kane’s bedroom. She lay down on the bed. He didn’t join her.

Kane lifted a large stone in the floor, exposing a dimly lit passageway underneath. He turned toward her, but his eyes did not shine with mischief the way she had grown accustomed.

“My daylight sleeping quarters are hidden underground.

We will be safe there.”

She’d never be able to move the stone herself to leave during the day. Part of her wanted to surrender. When dusk fell the following night, he would understand that her body hadn’t changed. She was still mortal.

And he would pledge to love her anyway. She would age while he remained virile and young. She would pass away and leave him behind. Alone.

Marguerite steeled herself behind the mask of Le Voleur D’or. It was for the best.

“I cannot bear to sleep under the ground.” She reached for his hand. “Please, can we remain here? We can lock the door. There are no windows for the sunlight to enter.”

“If Gerard were to open the door, we would appear dead to him, Rita. He could call a doctor, and soon we would be burned in the sunlight.” He shook his head. “No, we must sleep below. I have a bedchamber there. You will not know you are underground.”

She sighed. “Just for one night then? Let me rest with you in your bed as husband and wife. I will reconcile myself to our new sleeping arrangements, but for tonight…” She lay back onto the bed. “Please, Kane.”

He sat on the edge of the bed, running a finger down her arm. The muscles tensed in his forearms, and she ached to be wrapped safely in his embrace, to hear him assure her that he could fix this.

“I was born into this world to uphold it and protect it.”

His voice rumbled, soft and demanding. “There was never a choice for me.” His blue eyes met hers. “I never dreamed I would meet a woman like you, bold, intelligent, and brave enough to give up the sunlight and walk beside me in the darkness.” He bent to kiss her lips and whispered, “I love you, Rita.”

A tear slipped down her cheek before she could stop it.

Kane pulled back. “You are crying. Are you in pain?”

“No.” A sob choked her throat. “No pain.” She wiped her tear. “I wish I felt something, but I am still mortal. Nothing has changed.”

He lay down beside her and pulled her into the refuge of his arms. “You are right, nothing has changed. You are still my wife, and I will always love you.”

“It will only hurt you when I am gone, and I do not wish to live the rest of my days telling people you are my son when I am old and gray. This will never work.” She pressed a kiss to the scar over his heart. “I love you too much to stay.”

“That is why you insisted we sleep up here.” The comforting caress on her back ceased. “You were going to leave me.”

“It would be better for both of us.”

He grabbed her arms and pulled her back from his chest.

She couldn’t escape his intense stare. “We are one. You do not get to choose what would be better for both of us.”

Heat smoldered in her belly, pushing past the ache. “And you do?”

“That is not what I said.”

Marguerite sat up, doing her best to glare at him, but the corner of his mouth curved up slightly into a crooked grin that made her heart flip.

“I meant that we talk, and together we decide what is best. You are not in this world alone anymore.”

Her shoulders sagged, the spit of anger spent. “I was so happy tonight. Being in your arms, making our vows to the moon and stars. My body has let us down.”

Kane leaned forward to steal a kiss, his teeth brushing her lower lip and sending a flush of heat through her. “Your body is perfect. Perhaps I did something wrong. We can try again.”

Try again. Why hadn’t that occurred to her? Marguerite swallowed the lump in her throat. “I would like that.”

“As would I…” He kissed her deeper, his tongue slipping past her lips to caress hers. When he drew back, he cupped her cheek. “We should go below and rest. We can face tomorrow when it comes.”

He lifted her into his arms to carry her to his private bedchamber below. Marguerite kissed his neck and mumbled, “We is a wonderful word.”
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While daylight faded into dusk and the sun dipped below the horizon, Kane’s heart picked up a steady rhythm. His chest rose and fell, and his eyes blinked open. He reached for Rita.

His bed was empty.

He sat up; the scent of blood filled the room, mixed with a stench. He got up from the bed and found her on the floor, with dried blood around her eyes, nose, and ears and her body covered in waste.

“No.” He rushed to her side and lifted her into his arms.

No breathing. No heartbeat. “No, no, no!”

Kane raced up into his bedchamber with preternatural speed and laid her body in the porcelain tub. He poured the warm water Gerard left each afternoon into the bath, but Rita remained motionless. Blood-tinged tears slipped down his cheeks and into the water. He’d done this. She was gone because of him. His fault. He never should have been so selfish to attempt to change her.

A rag floated in the water. Grabbing it, he washed her limbs tenderly. “Please, Rita. Please do not leave me.”

But she was already gone, her skin cold, her heart silent.

“Forgive me.” Kane clutched her hand. He shook his head, torment blossoming into righteous anger. He stood, throwing the wet rag across the room. Kane smashed his fist into the wall, cracking the stone. Pain throbbed in his knuckles, and he welcomed the physical ache. He struck the wall again with enough force to break bones in his hand.

“She was my heart, my soul.” Resting his head against the cool, stone wall, he whispered, “In tial.”

In tial.

Kane rushed to kneel at her side. With a hesitant hand, he stroked her hair back from her forehead. Had he imagined her voice in his mind?

“Rita?”

A beautiful sound caught his ear. Her heart pulsed once more, and she pulled a deep breath into her lungs. Her lashes fluttered and finally, he gazed into her light blue eyes.

His vision blurred. Blinking back tears, he cupped her face and bent to kiss her lips. “Welcome back.”

Rita stared up at him as if seeing him for the first time.

Gradually her lips curved into a smile. “I can hear your heart beating.” She pulled herself up to a sitting position. “I do not remember changing, but now I see…everything.”

Grateful that she didn’t seem to remember her mortal death, Kane rested his forehead to hers. “You are not in pain?”

She shook her head and laughter bubbled from her lips.

“I think I am changed.”

He lifted her from the tub and carried her to bed. Lying beside her, he pulled her into his arms. “I thought I lost you.”

Her lips caressed the scar over his heart. “Never, mi amour.”

He smiled and bent to kiss her lips. “I should be so lucky.”


Epilogue


Through the square panes of glass in the doors, he could see Rita on the balcony overlooking the stable. She tended her roses in the moonlight. Tonight, they planned an evening at the lake.

He’d purchased the property as a refuge for them to share. He could shift into his jaguar spirit animal, and Rita kept the beast from straying too far. In turn, she’d mastered allowing the animal in her spirit to merge with her until she soared above him as a gorgeous white hawk.

A year had passed since they wed together under the stars. He still marveled at the magic in her laughter, and the joy in her smile.

He went out the door and approached her from behind, wrapping his arms around her slim waist. Rita turned in his embrace, and gave him a playful kiss, sliding her fingers into his hair.

He ran his hands up her back. “I have something for you.”

She smiled up at him. “Oh?”

He nodded and slipped one hand into his pocket. He pulled his gold watch free, dangling it in front of her. Rita rolled her eyes and laughed. He couldn’t resist tasting her lips.

Kane’s gaze locked on hers. “You are still my Le Voleur D’or.”

Rita grinned up at him with a sparkle in her eyes. “I did not steal your watch.”

“No.” He closed the distance between them, his lips caressing hers. “You stole my heart.”
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Chapter One


Juliana lifted the water-filled bucket of sunflowers and placed it inside the refrigerated case for the night. Hopefully, she’d be able to use them in a bouquet tomorrow before they started withering. Seeing a sunflower go to waste pained her. The big, bright flowers emanated pure joy, like a smile from Mother Nature herself.

She slid the glass door closed with a sigh. Finally. Time to go home for the day. As she tucked a stray hair behind her ear, she caught the reflection of a man in the glass. He was standing directly behind her. Her breath hitched, and she slipped her hand into the utility pocket of her apron, gripping her canister of pepper spray before she turned.

He put his hands up in mock surrender and grinned. “Don’t shoot, lass.”

Her heart didn’t stop racing but her expression softened into a smile at the sight of him. She couldn’t hear Benedict’s voice, but she imagined it was deep and dark like his eyes, mysterious and cultured. And reading his lips was a pleasure. He had a generous mouth of stunningly white teeth, and he moved his sensual lips slowly, as though he was slowing his speech just for her. Heat blossomed in her cheeks and she tamped it down quickly.

He was a new customer in her flower shop. He’d first come in just a couple of weeks ago, but it wasn’t the first time she’d seen him. His face had haunted her dreams before he’d ever set foot in her store.

For the past few weeks, the faces of two men came to her while she slept, leading her to believe they would both wander into her life soon enough. But recently a Banshee’s wail had also invaded the dream. Her grandmother had instilled a respect for the old Irish legends in her, and she recognized the shriek, waking her from the dream. The Banshee symbolized a coming death, but for who?

Since the bombing that stole her hearing and nearly took her life, she’d grown accustomed to glimpses of the future invading her sleep, but usually they were vague, brief events, and rarely did a clear face appear. And never a Banshee’s cry. Until now.

The other man in her dream was the stark opposite of Benedict, with dark-red hair like liquid fire and eyes as green as Belvoir Forest. Their paths hadn’t crossed.

Yet.

She knew their lives were meant to collide—otherwise they wouldn’t have appeared to her at night—but for now she wasn’t sure how or why.

Still smiling, she withdrew her pen and tattered notepad from her pocket. Good to see you. I was nearly closed up.

He grinned, placing his large well-manicured hands on the counter. “I am in need of a few long-stemmed red roses.”

She nodded, dropping her pad and pen back into her apron. The roses were already tucked into the cooler, but she made her way over to retrieve five stems. Most customers requested an even number of buds, but Benedict’s usual request was for five.

She clipped off the ends and pulled a length of cellophane from the roll. She held up a branch of baby’s breath, but he dismissed it with a shake of his head. Only roses. Easy enough. She began to wrap the flowers and couldn’t help but wonder about the lucky lady who’d captured his fancy. A wife? A girlfriend, maybe? Before Juliana’s father had died, he’d made it a habit on Fridays to bring her mother fresh bouquets of wild flowers from their property. Back then, she’d imagined her husband would do the same. But life had changed quite a bit since she was a girl.

She shook off the thought, stapling the cellophane around the roses, and returned to the counter. After ringing up his purchase, Benedict handed her an extra bill and smiled. “Thank you, Juliana.”

He tilted his head slightly, and she nodded in reply, closing the door behind him. She glanced at the clock and tucked her notepad and pen into her purse before untying her apron. If she hurried, she could get to the pub before the regulars.

Giving the shop a final once-over, she set the alarm and locked up.
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Colin stretched and stepped out of Belfast International Airport, breathing the mist of Ireland into his lungs. He’d flown back on a bloody airplane. How far the once-mighty God of the South had fallen.

He’d never fly on his own again, never experience the freedom he found in his spirit animal form.

He yanked up the collar on his wool coat and wove through the bustle of travelers waiting on the curb for transport. It would’ve been even worse during the day, coming in on the red eye wasn’t all bad. At least he still had his preternatural speed. He remained a Night Walker. The demon could not take that from him.

Once he was free from the mortals, he broke into a run. They’d never even seen him pass by.

He slowed as he approached his estate and walked up the cobbled drive. The chill in the air sent a shudder down his spine. After spending a few weeks back in the jungles of the Yucatan, his true homeland, he’d already adjusted to the heat and humidity. While Ireland also boasted rain and moisture, with it came the bite of frigid wind off the churning sea.

“Colin? That you?” His groundskeeper held up a lantern, illuminating his young face. He had dark eyes and hair to match, but his smile, exposing the dimples in his cheeks, was infectious.

Even in Colin’s current state, a halfhearted grin pulled at the corners of his mouth. “Aye. It’s me Bartley.” He shook the man’s rough hand.

“Ye came in on foot?” He tugged the brim of his hat. “Was expectin’ the giant red-tailed hawk to soar through the window one night and scare the crap out of Claire.”

Bartley’s younger sister, Claire ran the household for Colin. Acting as human resources, literally, she made it possible for the farm to run without requiring him to have contact with the staff. Claire handled hiring and firing, paid the bills, and ordered supplies. She kept Sea Haven running smoothly and his secret from being discovered.

Colin rotated his mangled left arm under his jacket, ignoring the mental pull of his spirit animal. The hawk didn’t understand his reluctance to shift forms. “Looks like I’ll be on foot a lot more now.”

Bartley frowned. “What happened? Anything I can do?”

“Nope.” He draped his right arm over Bartley’s shoulder. “That’s the bloody hell of it. There’s nothing any of us can do.”

“Did someone bespell ye?”

Colin shook his head. Although Bartley and the previous generations of his family had tended Colin’s property and knew his immortal secret, he had no desire to share the details of his recent battle with the Night Demon. “Catch me up. What have I missed?”

Bartley walked with him toward the house. Colin tried not to focus on the sound of his pounding heartbeat. Inside his mouth, he teased the tip of his fang with his tongue.

“That bastard Benedict is back in town. Claire caught sight of him walking the paths in Belvoir Forest.”

“Dammit.” Colin clenched his fists. If Benedict discovered his new handicap, the aughisky would be a thorn in his side, and potentially deadly to the women in his care. Damn water spirits were like that. “I’ll find the bastard and remind him of the boundaries of my territory. In the meantime, be sure Claire warns the rest of the staff. Benedict can be charming.”

“He’s a brick shy of a load if he thinks he can measure up to you.”

Colin wished that were still true. It used to be. Now… He bent and straightened his left arm. He wasn’t so sure.

Bartley tugged his gloves from his pocket. “I better finish up in the barn. Those sheep aren’t gonna feed themselves.”

Colin nodded and watched Bartley walk over the rise. Benedict dared to stalk Belvoir Forest in his absence. He’d only been away for a few weeks. Cocky bastard.

He’d first met the aughisky shortly after landing on the shores of Ireland centuries ago. Water horses were more common back in those days when magic and myths still walked among the Irish people. The aughisky were shape-shifters who lived on land as handsome gentleman and lured ladies and children to the lochs and the oceans where they transformed into red-eyed horses, racing their prey into the cold waters to drown them and feed on their flesh.

Not the type of man he wanted anywhere near the people in his care.

Shortly after Colin had landed on the green isle, he’d rescued a maid from Benedict’s clutches, and the damned creature had never forgiven the slight. Later, when Colin had fought alongside Brian Boru, the first High King of Ireland, Benedict had allied himself with the Norsemen, and the rivalry had continued as the aughisky race faded into legend.

If other water horses still lingered, Colin hadn’t found any of them in the past century. Only Benedict raised his wicked head occasionally, but he never dared trespass into Colin’s territory.

Until now.

He dropped his bag inside the entry to his estate, but he didn’t remove his coat. He wouldn’t be able to keep his new deformity a secret forever, but he wasn’t ready to explain it, either. Besides, he needed to feed before the sun came up. Jamming his hands in his pockets, he escaped into the shadows and mist to hunt. Pubs were usually a good place to start. Alcohol lured criminal minds with the promise of numbness. Colin hoped there would be more than one out tonight.

There wasn’t enough fresh blood on the island to fill the void growing inside of him.
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Two black points surfaced in the dark turbulent waves. Below, powerful legs churned, propelling the large animal toward the shore. The moment his hooves made contact with the rocky seafloor, the mighty horse stood, water sliding off his smooth coat. He walked up the beach with slow, steady strides.

From a distance, the humans often mistook him for a Frisian stallion, but those who came close enough to discover his true identity, to witness the hellfire burning in his eyes and the living seaweed threaded through his mane and tail, didn’t survive to warn the others.

He stopped in the sand and shook the excess saltwater from his body. Letting out a snort, he pranced down the shore, invigorated with new life, his belly full of the flesh of the young woman he’d found walking in the park. The black beast reared up on his hind legs, thrusting his front hooves to the sky. Gradually, his form shifted back into a dark-haired human. He stretched his arms and stared up at the stars, some as old as he. Most of his kind had died out as the mortal world around them left its legends behind, but Benedict refused to walk away. Not yet. Not as long as that intruder from the Yucatan still walked among them.

He’d been reclaiming his power with the Night Walker out of his way. This side of the island wasn’t hostile as long as the enemy was gone. And it offered more beaches and lakes for Benedict to feed than the territory where he’d been banished. No more struggling to build trust with women so they would accompany him on a long journey to the water. And now that he had fed three times in the past two weeks, his strength was replenished.

Benedict walked to the outcropping of rocks where he’d left his clothes, dressing quickly and slicking his hair back. His lips curved into a twisted smile as he turned toward the city. When the Night Walker returned, he would be ready.

Time for the mighty Mayan god to get the hell off Benedict’s island. He’d been a part of the waters of Ireland before man first sank a foot into the bogs. This was his land, his people, and he was through being told where and when he could feed.

He zipped his pants and started buttoning his shirt. The five roses were still strewn across the rocks. He smirked, kicking one into the tide.

He’d discovered recently that a man with roses and sad eyes attracted his prey, and a heart-wrenching tale of betrayal or loss assured they would listen long enough for him to cast his spell. Then he’d bring the hypnotized women to the source of his power. They’d stand transfixed while he shifted into his true form. He’d bow before them as a mighty steed, and they’d climb onto his back, eager to meet their watery fates.

Benedict smiled, abandoning the roses on the rocks. He would never be banished from this place again.
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Rich piano chords bled into one another, the sound swelling like angry waves crashing against the cliffs. The music drew him closer to the door. Colin frowned. Classical piano pieces weren’t typical live pub music, but he’d never been inside the Bridled Pony before, either.

He reached for the weathered wooden handle on the door and pulled it open, drenching himself in the music as it embraced him. His gaze shot to the piano. A woman sat on the bench, and the bar’s dim lighting didn’t dull the shine on her long dark auburn hair. Or her obvious passion.

He took a step inside, the door closing behind him, and he nodded to the bartender. He shifted his attention back to the pianist. She played the old upright in her bare feet, her shoes sitting neatly on the floor beside the bench. Interesting. He took a seat at a small table to the side of the piano. The woman’s profile revealed warm features, full lips, round cheeks, and a determined countenance. Her fingers caressed the keys, making the worn instrument sing.

He lost himself in the tune, his new shortcomings forgotten.

When she reached the final cadence, her fingers remained on the keys, her foot sustaining the sound with the pedal until it faded into silence.

Colin applauded, but she never moved. Not even a flinch.

The blonde behind the bar called over to him. “She can’t hear ya. But I’ll let her know she has a new fan.” The bartender headed his way. “What can I get for ya?”

He forced himself to stop staring at the fiery-haired angel and glanced up at the blonde. “She can’t hear me, but she plays the piano?”

She tipped her head toward the woman at the keyboard. “That’s my cousin, Juliana. She was a piano prodigy before her accident. She can’t hear anymore, but she still loves to play, says she can feel the vibrations.”

His ancient heart skipped a beat. He furrowed his brow, processing the information. “She’s deaf?”

The blonde nodded, her thick, bobbing curls punctuating her answer. “I’m Muriel. Can I get ya somethin’?”

“Pint of Guinness, please.”

“You got it.” She gave him a wide smile and went back to the bar, only straying to tap Juliana’s shoulder and point toward him.

When Juliana turned, her dark eyes met his, and he reveled in the mystery wrapped up in the mortal woman before him. What compelled her to play music when she was denied the ability to hear it. Wouldn’t the playing pain her, reminding her of her disability?

Questions filled his head, but he cautioned himself not to tap into her mind. As a Night Walker, the thoughts of mortals around him could be overwhelmingly loud, but Colin had shields, only reaching for people’s thoughts when it suited him. This woman had made him forget his injury, for a brief moment there was only the passion in her music. He longed to understand how she moved past her injury, but peering into her mind for answers would steal the pleasure of discovery, of getting to know her. So few people surprised him anymore. He wanted to savor it.

But how would he discover his answers if she couldn’t hear his voice and he didn’t read her thoughts?

It didn’t matter anyway. He should be locating Benedict and reminding the slick monster of the boundaries of his territory, not swooning over some girl in a pub. The aughisky could feed elsewhere. This county was under Colin’s protection. He rubbed his right hand down the deep divot in his left arm where his bicep had been.

How much was his protection worth now?

He looked up to see Juliana slip her feet into her shoes and smile in his direction. His lips parted in a crooked grin he’d forgotten he had. Color flushed her cheeks as she nodded toward him and walked to the bar.

He ached to go to her. Curiosity was a rare sensation for a being as old as he, but he stayed in his chair. He had nothing to offer and no time to keep hiding in this pub. One drink to clear his head and then he would hunt.

Muriel brought over his Guinness, and he lifted it to his lips. Most of his kind couldn’t tolerate drinking anything other than blood, but he’d lived on the island so long that he’d built up a tolerance and a love for a good, dark Guinness. He wouldn’t be able to drink all of it, but he could enjoy a few sips.

Muriel wiped the bar and called over. “Where’re you from?”

The jungles of the Yucatan. “The other side of Belvoir Forest. I own the Sea Haven Farm.”

She glanced up from her work. “That’s the place Bartley tends, right?” She grinned. “How come he’s never brought ya here before?”

Because I don’t eat pub grub. “I travel a lot on business.”

“Didn’t mean t’ pin ya down for an excuse.” She raised a brow. “I know I’m not the fanciest place in town.”

“I just don’t get out much.” He almost smiled. “Really.”

He noticed Juliana watching him. She peered over at him from beneath her auburn mane and gestured to the stool beside her.

How could he resist? He’d only stay a few minutes.

Colin picked up his Guinness and approached the bar. “Is this seat taken?”

She watched his lips and then shook her head.

He pulled out the stool and sat down. “You play beautifully.”

Juliana withdrew a pad and pen from the pocket of her coat. Thank you… I don’t know your name.

“May I?” He pointed to her pen.

She handed it to him, a playful spark lighting her dark eyes.

Colin. He returned her pen. “You’re Juliana?”

She nodded and offered her hand. He shook it, the warmth of her skin teasing his hunger, his thirst for blood surging. Her smile faded, and she released him to take up her pen.

You’re freezing. Muriel makes a great hot toddy.

He shook his head and pointed to his glass. “Just holding my cold Guinness too tight.”

Her expressive features gave her recognition of his words away, and he tried to imagine the sound of her voice.

Muriel came back over. “Want me to leave a tab open?”

“Nah.” He laid a bill on the bar. “I can’t stay.”

She took the money, shaking her head. “More to life than work, ya know.”

“Maybe so.” His gaze remained fixed on Juliana’s. “But there’s no rest for the wicked.”

She picked up her pen. You don’t look wicked to me.

He took a swig of the stout and winked. “Looks can be deceiving.”

“Thanks, Muriel.” He walked to the door, glancing back at the redhead on the barstool. “I hope I see you again, Juliana.”


Chapter Two


The door closed behind him, and Juliana glanced at Muriel. Her cousin was giving her a decidedly guarded look.

“You invited him to sit beside you.”

Juliana shrugged and feverishly wrote, You saw him. You would have done the same thing.

Muriel smiled and pressed her finger to her chest. “I would sure, but that’s not your style.”

Juliana rolled her eyes. I don’t have a style.

“Bah.” Muriel grabbed the glass of Guinness and shook her head. “What kind of self-respecting man leaves a half a pint of Guinness behind?”

Juliana’s gaze shifted to the door. Colin. The second man from her dream. What did it mean? She reached up to toy with the silver triquetra pendant around her neck. The Celtic trinity knot had been a gift from her grandmother, passed down through the family. She’d taught Juliana that all lives were intertwined, every thread binding to the other, no matter how distant.

And now she sat on her cousin’s barstool wondering what connected her with Colin and Benedict. She didn’t know either man well at all, but if her dreams were any indication, that was about to change.

She ran her index finger over Colin’s name, feeling the indentation of the paper. He’d had a glorious smile, but it had never reached his eyes. Muriel waved a hand in the periphery of Juliana’s vision, interrupting her thoughts. She glanced over to her face.

“I was still talking.”

Juliana smirked and jotted, Sorry.

“I said you need to be careful. Ask Bartley about his boss next time he comes by. Find out who he really is before you waste your precious thoughts on that one.”

Juliana sighed. Being deaf does not make me stupid or naive. I have pepper spray, and I’ve been through self-defense classes. I’m just as capable as you.

“You and your mother are all the familyI have left, and she’d kick my arse if I let anything happen to you.”

Juliana laughed and quickly pressed her lips together. She tried not to allow any sound to escape her throat. With no ability to hear herself, she had no idea how loud she might be. To be safe, she kept silent.

Her pen scratched across the paper. I’m careful.

“See that you are. There was something about that guy…”

Juliana nodded, focusing on the door again. There was definitely something about him all right. He commanded attention. The moment she’d seen him, his smile had warmed her all over. He carried an aura of power, but it was his eyes intrigued her. Over the years, she’d learned to read the tiny lines around a person’s eyes, the nuances most people missed. He’d been playful with her, but when he mentioned looks could be deceiving, she’d recognized a flash of pain. There was a shadow lurking in the depths of his beautiful dark green eyes.

His life was being woven into the fabric of hers, and she wanted to know why.
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Colin wandered the alleys in search of a heartless mortal to quench his thirst for blood, someone no one would miss. But his mind kept returning to the woman he’d met inside the pub. Her dark eyes haunted him, and her warm smile seemed strangely void of the bitterness he expected from someone who’d had her hearing stolen from her.

What made her tick, he wondered.

He turned a corner into a shadowed alley with tiny lights draped from above. Romantic if it weren’t for the muffled struggles of a woman. He focused on the sound, tracking it with his acute hearing.

A drunken thug had a young lady pinned against a car, one hand over her mouth and one hand fumbling with his zipper.

“If ye can get yer pants down one-handed without catchin’ yer snake in the zipper, yer too plastered to get it up anyway,” he called, allowing an Irish brogue to seep into his voice as he approached.

“Bugger off. This is none of yer business.”

Colin’s tone sobered, his already-deep voice lowering with each step. “Let her go.”

The woman’s struggles picked up a notch, and her knee connected with her attacker’s groin. He slammed her head against the top of the car door. “Bitch!”

Her eyes drifted closed, and Colin moved in. Before the man could utter a word, Colin’s fangs were deep in his neck. Pulling in deep draughts of rich, warm, alcohol-laced blood, the man’s memories flooded Colin’s senses. A life full of excuses. Everyone owed him a break, and he pissed away every opportunity, again to no fault of his own.

Colin searched the man’s chaotic thoughts for the name of the lass lying unconscious in the alley beside the car. Finally, he saw her face. She’d been serving him drinks at a pub down the road, and he’d jumped her when she’d gotten off work. Scumbag. Her name was Penny.

He braced the man’s weakened body with his good arm, drinking until the man’s heart finally stopped. Colin cut the tip of his tongue on his own fang, allowing his blood to heal the wound on the man’s neck.

He rushed to the woman’s side, tapping her cheek gently. “Penny?”

She groaned, slowly blinking. Suddenly her entire body tensed, her eyes going wide. He shook his head. “Yer safe now. He’s gone. Look at me, Penny.”

She stared up at him, and he allowed his power to build in his gaze, flooding her mind and mesmerizing her to his will. He wiped the nasty incident from her memory, replacing it with a bad fall that caused the bump on her head. He walked her to her car and released her from his spell.

“Goodnight, Penny. Take care of yourself.”

She clicked the locks on her car and nodded. “I’ll have ice on it as soon as I get home.”

“See a doctor if you start feelin’ ill.”

She nodded and got inside, and Colin went back to the alley to clean up his mess. He bent to lift the man into his arms, a simple task with his inhuman strength, but his left arm made it difficult to maneuver and support the other half of the body.

“Dammit!” He growled, anger flaring at the reminder of his permanent injury. His eyes burned. They’d be crimson red if anyone came around the corner, but at this point he didn’t care.

Once he had the body settled in his arms, he ran for the coast and threw the body off the cliff to the sea below. He stared up at the stars. He used to love to shift into a huge red-tailed hawk and soar off of these cliffs up to the stars, skimming over the water, and glide over his farmlands.

Never again. Now the stars just taunted him.

Deep inside, his hawk stirred. He closed his eyes, forcing the desire back. He hadn’t shifted since the night when the Night Demon had captured his hawk and ingested part of his left wing. His Night Walker blood healed the wounds, but regeneration wasn’t possible.

How could he make the animal spirit within him understand he could no longer fly? The thought of shifting and fluttering about, unable to take off, chilled him. It made eternity too bleak to face.

Best not to think about it.

Walking off his frustration, he continued along the coastline and down the hillside until the wind cooled his temper. The cliffs gave way to a gentle slope down to the shore. He jogged down to the sand, and a crease marred his brow.

Abandoned on the rocks were scattered red roses.
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Juliana gave Muriel a hug and promised to text her when she got home. The wind pulled at her hair, and she tugged her coat tighter around her. Although she couldn’t hear their voices, she caught a few words from reading the lips of the couples passing by. Mostly questions about where to eat or inquiring about each other’s days. No depth but the simple pleasantries still made her sigh.

She’d had a couple of relationships after she’d graduated high school, but it hadn’t worked out. One boyfriend could hear and had never seemed to get past the idea that she never would. He’d kept encouraging her to seek more doctors and to try expensive surgeries with no guarantee of success. He saw her as handicapped, and that was something she couldn’t tolerate.

Being deaf had changed some parts of her life, but it didn’t make her any less of a person.

Her other long-term relationship had been with a man who shared a hearing impairment. She’d thought they’d have a better connection, but in the end, his bitterness over his “disability” soured her infatuation with him.

Revisiting past relationships wasn’t a usual pastime for the walk back to her little stone cottage next to the flower shop. She’d actually spent this last year enjoying the freedom of being single. Her two-bedroom, one-bath home was just the right size for her, and she could come and go as she pleased.

But tonight she’d met Colin. And he’d written his name on her pad.

Reading lips was simple—she did it without even thinking now—but something about him lifting her pen and writing it down had touched her. As if he’d wanted to be certain she had his name correct, a promise their paths would meet again.

She rolled her eyes at the romantic rubbish running through her mind and unlocked her door. Brian, her orange-and-black Tabby cat, met her in the entryway, making a serpentine path around her ankles. He was named after the first High King of Ireland, fitting for the cat who ruled over the tiny kingdom of her cottage. She bent to stroke his sleek coat and went to the kitchen to get a can of food. But Brian didn’t follow as he usually did.

She frowned and backtracked to find him at the front door, tail swishing. Brian was her ears, and if he heard something, he usually waited for her to find him. Juliana rose on her toes to peer out the peephole, and her breath caught.

Colin turned to go, and she hesitated. Had he followed her home? Unease slithered down her back. The banshee’s call from her dream whispered through her memory. Maybe she was in danger. Or Colin. Or Benedict. It could be any of them, but she’d never discover what was unfolding, when it was coming and how to handle it, if she stayed hidden inside her home. Between the eagerness to decipher the message of her dream and the desire he stoked inside her, Juliana found it difficult to gauge her recklessness.

She rose up on her toes again to see Colin walking down the tulip-lined path without looking back. She turned from the door and breathed a sigh of relief. It was probably better this way. Safer. She took a step and stopped. Would a stalker just turn and walk away when she didn’t answer the door?

Maybe he’d seen her walking out of the pub and had called to her. She wouldn’t have heard him.

Juliana rushed to the coffee table and slid open the drawer depositing a slender canister of pepper spray into her pocket. Better to be prepared. She opened her door and Colin glanced back at the sound. He smiled as she stepped out, closing the door behind her.

He met her on the walkway. “Forgive me. I hope I didn’t frighten you.”

She shook her head and realized she didn’t have her notepad. Holding up a finger to signal him to give her a minute, Juliana went back inside and returned with her pen and notepad.

How did you find me?

“Bartley told me you owned a flower shop. When I came by to see, you were coming up the walk. I called to you but…”

I don’t hear so well. She smiled and then wrote again. Do you need flowers?

He laughed, and she wished she could hear it. In that brief moment, the sadness lurking in his eyes lifted, the corners of his eyes revealed the lines of a face prone to laughter, and in that moment she caught a glimpse of the bright soul caged within, like a bird trapped behind bars.

“Flowers were not why I came by.” He glanced around her porch like the answer might present itself. Finally he met her eyes again. “Forgive me. I should not have bothered you.”

She shook her head. If I was bothered, I wouldn’t have opened the door.
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Colin stared at her words. The clever quips he’d taken for granted for centuries escaped him now as much as the miracle of flight. What was he doing? There was no reason to get to know her better. He was curious—perhaps more than curious about this beautiful resilient flower—but that was all. It wouldn’t change the fact that he was a Night Walker, and a damaged one at that. He had no right to draw this intriguing woman into his dark world.

When Bartley had mentioned Juliana owned a flower shop, he was reminded of the roses on the rocks along the shore. Knowing Benedict was hunting in his territory, he couldn’t help but imagine the flowers were tied to the water horse somehow.

It was unlikely they came from Juliana’s shop, there were plenty of florists in Belfast, but he’d wanted to see her again.

“I came by to see if a man has been visiting your shop to purchase roses.”

I sell roses to lots of men.

He wanted to smack his forehead. Of course she did. Being so close to her made it difficult for him to think clearly. “Of course you do. That was a stupid question. Just be careful. Some women have gone missing and I found long-stemmed red roses on the rocks by the shore.”

She frowned. Are you a detective?

“I’m no detective, but I’m looking into all of this for a friend.” He tipped his head and took a step back. “Sorry for bothering you.” He stared into her dark eyes allowing himself to come closer again. “But I am glad you opened the door.”

Before he could censure himself for his lack of willpower, she smiled. His immortal heart pounded in response, his spirit lifting like she wielded some kind of magic. She broke eye contact, and he pulled in a slow breath. She smelled like lavender and roses. It wasn’t a perfume, just the pure scent of her skin.

I’m glad Bartley told you where to find me.

He leaned in closer to see her words as she lifted her gaze. Having her this close to him made him ache to read her thoughts, to know what questions lingered behind her dark eyes. “I want to know you better.”

Her full lips curved, drenching him in a sudden desire to kiss her.

I close up my shop at six o’clock tomorrow.

He pointed to her words and waited for her to see his lips before he spoke. “Does this mean you want to know me better, too?”

She caught her lower lip in her teeth and nodded.

He grinned, feeling a dose of his lost bravado returning. “Shall I pick you up at six thirty?”

He still needed to search for Benedict, but if the bastard was wooing his meals with flowers it would be best to keep an eye on Juliana’s shop. It didn’t hurt that he would get to spend time with her in the process.

She scribbled quickly. I’ll be ready.


Chapter Three


Juliana shivered. The biting wind and cold seawater stung her face as she stumbled through the darkness. She spun around, desperate to find her bearings. Then she heard it, the banshee’s lone wail over the angry tide.

Sound only came to her in dreams making it easy to recognize she was sleeping. Although she knew this was a dream, that didn’t change the message. Someone was going to die unless she could find a clue, some way to change the outcome.

She walked further down the beach, the froth of the waves tickling her bare feet and the moonlight shining on the water. Her eyes gradually adjusted to the dim light as she stared out at the ocean. The mist and fog mutated into faces. She recognized Colin and smiled, then her customer, Benedict, came into stark focus and her skin flushed with warmth.

The two men must be connected, but how?

Hoofbeats caught her attention, pounding the sand like rhythmic cracks of thunder. In the distance, a large black horse tossed its mighty head. She gasped when it turned toward her, its eyes glowing red.

Juliana sat up in bed, her nightgown stuck to her perspiring body.

A banshee and a black horse. Both were omens of death.

But whose?

She reached for the silver triquetra at her neck. Her, Colin, Benedict, a black horse, and a banshee. Their lives were all entwined somehow. And if she’d learned anything about her prophetic dreams, one of them was going to die.
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After a shower and a hot bowl of oatmeal, the day ahead occupied her mind, the mystery that woke her at daybreak fading away. Juliana tied her hair back in a ponytail and started for the door. With any luck the shop would be busy and the hours would pass by quickly.

Not that she was watching the clock, marking the time until Colin would be walking up to her door for their date. Well, not much anyway. The image of his face in the swirling mist flashed in her mind, and black horse with red eyes. She signed and tried to push it away.

Her deliveries of fresh flowers would clear her head. The monotony of unpacking, sorting, and dropping buds into water buckets was soothing, and the new fragrant batch of lavender made her smile. She placed the bucket near her workbench instead of in the fridge, allowing the relaxing scent to fill her workspace.

With the flowers on display, she went behind the counter and pulled out a batch of bright squares of paper. Between putting together bouquets and flower arrangements for her customers, she enjoyed folding the colorful origami sheets, breathing life into them with each fold. She crafted six paper tulips, placing the finished stems into an empty cup.

She started on a deep-violet rose when movement caught her eye. She glanced up and smiled when Bartley stepped inside her door.

“Top o’ the mornin’ to ya, Juli.”

She grinned, laying her pad on the counter. Good to see you, Bartley. What brings you by?

“I heard through the grapevine you met Colin at the pub last night.”

Juliana rolled her eyes. Muriel has a big mouth.

He grinned with a raised brow. “I got no complaints about her mouth.”

Bartley and Muriel had dated back in school, but she’d gone off to university and they’d drifted apart. Juliana always expected them to reconnect when Muriel came back to town and opened the pub, but it never happened. At least not yet.

He chuckled, shaking his head slowly. “I promised her I’d come by and answer your questions about Colin.”

Juliana stared at her pad. She didn’t have any questions. Did she? Finally she scribbled, How long have you known him?

He shrugged, his gaze wandering over the flowers around her. “I lost count. Many years, though.”

Juliana waited for him to meet her eyes again. It was a simple question, but he seemed uncomfortable. Hmm. Strange.

Has he ever been married?

Bartley laughed and shook his head. “No. Colin’s not really the marrying type.”

So he just dates around?

That same awkwardness settled in his features as he stared at her notepad. “He doesn’t date much, either. He’s not a loner, has lots of friends, but not…” He shrugged and met her eyes. “You can ask him all this, ya know.”

Juliana nodded. You’re right. She tapped her pen on the paper and made one last note. One more thing?

“Shoot.”

Do you trust him?

“With my life.” There was no hesitation or uncertainty in his eyes.

Juliana smiled. Thanks.

She came around the counter and hugged him. He pulled back with a crooked grin. “If you tell him I was here answerin’ about him, I’ll deny it.”

She laughed, bringing her hand up to lock her lips closed and then crossed her heart.

“Good enough.” He turned for the door and stopped, glancing over his shoulder so she could see his mouth. “Have fun tonight, Juli. You deserve it.”

His parting words lingered in her mind, and then her stomach sank. Did Colin only ask her out because he pitied her for being deaf? It was obvious from Bartley’s answers that Colin preferred to be alone, so why pursue her of all people? With his emerald eyes and sexy smile, he could have anyone he wanted.

Over the years, her family had hooked her up with plenty of sympathy dates, as if she weren’t capable of meeting anyone on her own. It was nice of them to want to help, and their hearts were in the right place, but it didn’t make their matchmaking efforts piss her off any less.

She could still communicate and make her own choices. So regardless of her ominous dream, if Colin thought he was being “nice” by buying dinner for the deaf girl, he could stuff it. She didn’t have time—or use—for his pity.
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The moment the sun dipped into the ocean, Colin pulled in a slow breath and opened his eyes. He stretched his arms and groaned when he noticed the damage to his left arm. It still startled him to see the scars, the indentation where his bicep should be. Would he ever grow accustomed to his deformity?

He rubbed his hands down his face, rising from his bed. His daytime sanctuary rested below the basement of his house. Only Bartley and Claire knew the exact location. Since the sunlight stole the life from his body each day, it left him defenseless, a shell. Unable to move or defend himself, secrecy was the best protection.

In the small washroom, he showered and got dressed. For the first time in centuries, he was hurrying. Tonight he was meeting Juliana.

Even though he had no business spending time with her, even though there was no room for romantic attachments in his world, she tempted him and she could help him. He’d never age, never die, left behind to mourn for eternity, but he wasn’t meeting her to fall in love or forge a relationship.

Somehow Juliana had survived a huge loss. And as far as he could tell, she’d banished any bitterness about it. He wanted her secret, needed it to keep going on. Since the Night Demon had left him a shell of his former self, he’d become a stranger in the mirror. He was not the same Night Walker that enjoyed his immortal life, quick to laugh, and carried smile lines in his ageless skin.

He didn’t recognize this new incarnation, the one who kept his weakness hidden under heavy coats and had to force himself to interact with the world. The allure of drowning in resentment and fading away from this world was growing.

But Juliana held a secret in her heart. Somehow she’d resisted succumbing to the anger, and once he discovered how, he would step back from her life before either of them formed any attachment.

He climbed the stairs and entered through the back of the stately house.

“Good evenin’, Colin,” Claire chirped from the kitchen. “Bartley tells me yer meetin’ a lady friend tonight.”

Colin rolled his eyes, reaching for his coat. “Word travels fast in this town.”

“Harmless talk.” She came around the corner, drying her hands on a dishtowel. “Just happy to see ya gettin’ out there. About time ya started socializin’.”

“I’ve got nothing to be social about.” He moved to the door but not quickly enough to avoid seeing the hurt in Claire’s eyes. Sighing, he turned back. She had a willowy figure with a dreamy smile, more like a watercolor painting than a person, and he hated disappointing her. She had worked for him since she was a teenager and was like a sister to him.

“Sorry,” he said. “Not feelin’ much like myself these days.”

“Wish there was somethin’ we could do to help.”

“Me, too.” He raised his hand in a quick goodbye and slipped out into the night.

Colin hunted at the docks, feeding quickly without killing either of the men he found. Neither of them was a criminal—he’d entered their minds first to find out—so he fed without stopping their hearts and mesmerized each one. They wouldn’t remember seeing him, only feel the pounding headache and a hunger for red meat.

His skin warmed from the influx of fresh blood. With his hands in his pockets, he walked toward Juliana’s flower shop, ignoring the desire to rush. He needed information and did his best to banish memories of her smile and the way her dark eyes sparked with energy before she jotted notes on her pad.

How would she react if he told her they didn’t need her notepad to communicate? He ground his teeth. There was no future in these thoughts. She would never know about his abilities. And unlike the previous evening, tonight he wouldn’t hesitate to trespass into her mind, no reason to prolong contact with the mortal woman when he could easily learn her secret.

He approached her shop and stopped outside. She stood behind the counter, engrossed in a project. Beside her sat a cup with filled with roses and tulips. She lifted her hands, her fingers deftly making folds while she inspected the bloom. Satisfied, she placed it in the cup with the others and retrieved another sheet of paper.

Paper flowers.

Why would a florist, surrounded by fresh cut flowers, make paper flowers? Shaking his head, he reminded himself he had a goal tonight, a purpose. The challenge would be to keep that goal in mind when this woman distracted him.

He walked up the flower-lined path and pulled open the door. She lifted gaze, and the joy in her grin disarmed him. She held up her notepad. Is it 6:30 already?

The coquettish glint in her eyes coaxed an unexpected laugh from his throat.

He tipped his head. “I thought it would never get here.”

Color crept up her neck, and he reached for her thoughts. I hope I’m not blushing. He has no business knowing how long it’s been since I had a date.

Instead of probing for more information and memories about her recovery from losing her hearing, Colin closed the mental connection, resisting the urge to apologize for the intrusion. She’d never realize he heard her thoughts, and he had no intention of invading her mind without her knowledge again. Even if it was easier.

Something about her demanded his respect. Learning how she did it would take longer than he’d anticipated. He’d need to actually get to know her.

And a larger part of him than he wanted to admit looked forward to it.
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Benedict turned the corner to the flower shop and froze when he looked in the window. Juliana was not alone. Colin, the Night Walker, stood at the counter, chatting. The Mayan bastard had returned to the island. Did he know Benedict was reclaiming this territory?

Not that it mattered. He’d fed on enough human lives now to replenish his strength. He could face the Night Walker, and this time, he would be the victor.

He wondered what led the night Walker to this flower shop—coincidence or fate?

Benedict chose to believe fate. Finally the injustice brought about by the Night Walker would be righted. Watching through the window, he remained hidden. For now, he would bide his time. Clarity would come, and fate’s plan would reveal itself.

Eventually.

And he had all the time in the world.
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She untied her apron and stowed it under the counter. When she straightened, Colin was running his fingers along the edges of her paper flowers.

“These are amazing.”

Grabbing her pen, she jotted, They’re immortal.

He jolted upright after reading her words, confusion lining his face. “Come again?”

The color will fade eventually, but these flowers never wilt or die. Immortal.

He chuckled, relaxing. “I can relate to the fading part.”

She rolled her eyes. Oh please, you look plenty vibrant.

For a moment, sadness shadowed his features. He moved toward the door, and she waited. Often people forgot that if they turned away from her, lip reading became impossible. He glanced back, realization dawning. “Bugger me.” He shook his head. “Forgive me. I asked if you were hungry.”

Juliana nodded, hoping her stomach wasn’t grumbling in answer for her.

“Shall we walk to the Bridled Pony?”

She cringed. No. Muriel would never leave us alone. She smiled and added to her note. I know a quiet place not far from here. They have wonderful shepherd’s pie.

“Lead the way.”

She locked up the store and walked alongside Colin, enjoying the crisp night air. Normally, she kept a brisk pace. The café was just a couple of blocks away, a quick trip on foot, but having Colin this close made her hyperaware of every step, slowing her. It was probably best she couldn’t write and walk at the same time or she’d be scribbling all kinds of meaningless notes.

The lights of the café beckoned across the street. Juliana checked for traffic. Since she’d lost her hearing, watching for cars and trucks was drilled into her by her entire family. Now it was automatic. But the moment she stepped out, Colin’s hand brushed her lower back, guiding her as he kept pace, definitely not something she was used to.

Her pulse jumped at his steadying touch before her brain kicked in. He was being polite. He’d been raised well. It didn’t mean anything. Colin opened the door and followed her inside. She did her best not to notice the moment his hand left her back. Instead, she reminded herself that she still didn’t know why Colin was pursuing her.

And she intended to find out.

The hostess recognized Juliana and grinned. “Your table is open in the corner.”

Juliana nodded, walking to the familiar table. Usually she ate alone, and sitting with her back to the corner gave her a perfect view of the room. No one could startle her from behind that way. She took her usual chair, and Colin sat across from her.

She pulled out her pad. I know you own Sea Haven, and Bartley speaks highly of you, but I’m curious… She hesitated, stealing a glance at him. With a sigh, she put the pen back to paper. Why did you ask Bartley about me and my shop? If tonight is out of pity for the deaf pianist, we can call it a night right now and save us both some time.


Chapter Four


Pity? Colin stared at her words before meeting her eyes. Did this beautiful, resilient woman truly believe he was only here out of pity?

He shook his head. “I asked Bartley about you because I admired your spirit. You continue to play piano even when you can no longer enjoy the music.”

She sized him up for a moment. I may not “hear” it the same way I used to, but I can feel the vibrations of the chords, and that “sound” brings me joy.

He nodded and cleared his throat as the waitress came over. He ordered food he wouldn’t eat and a Guinness he wouldn’t be able to finish. After the she hurried off, he rested his forearms on the table, leaning closer to her. “You intrigue me.”

One side of her full lips turned up. How so?

“It would be justified for you to be bitter and angry. Yet you choose to keep moving forward in spite of the fate you were handed.”

I was angry. Very angry. She took a sip of her drink and crossed out the last sentence on her pad. Let’s talk about something else. Tell me about your family. Do they live nearby?

He had no idea the lies would need to start so quickly. Another reason it didn’t make sense to forge a relationship with a mortal. But there was no other way to discover her secret, and if his suspicion about the roses was right, Benedict could be one of her customers.

Lying was a necessary evil. If he confessed that he was the Mayan God of the South and even more immortal than her paper flowers, she’d run from the restaurant.

“My three brothers are all I have left in the world.”

Do you see them often?

“No.” He wanted to explain he could reach out to them mentally anytime, but he held the words back. “One of my brothers is in Egypt, one in Paris, and the other is…” In utero. He cleared his throat again. “In San Diego.”

That’s too bad. She glanced his way before writing again. You’re not from Ireland then?

“Not originally.”

Her face brightened as she waved at someone he couldn’t see. Frowning, Colin turned to find Bartley approaching the table. “Sorry to interrupt, but I need to talk to you.” He looked at Colin as he spoke the words.

“Is something wrong at the farm?”

“The farm is fine.” His gaze tracked over to Juliana. “It’s the Bridled Pony I’m worried about.”

Colin tried to keep his expression blank, but only two words came to mind.

The aughisky.
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Juliana shot out of her chair, pen in hand. Is Muriel all right? What happened?

Bartley shrugged. “Maybe nothin’?” Worry was plain in his eyes, though. “I got there about five tonight an’ the only person in was old Darby sittin’ at the bar.”

Darby was a regular at her cousin’s pub. His wife had passed away last year after a long battle with cancer. He came to Muriel’s place for the company as much as the alcohol.

She flipped to a clean page on her notepad. Muriel wouldn’t leave the Pony unattended.

Bartley nodded as Colin got to his feet, blocking her view of Bartley’s lips. She groaned and muscled her way between the two tall men. Did she say anything to Darby?

Colin’s arm moved around her, his hand at the small of her back. “I will walk you home. Bartley and I will look for her.”

She stepped away from him, barely noticing the loss of physical contact. Barely. She’s my cousin. I won’t sit at home and wait. Not for either of you.

Colin’s gaze locked on hers, and for just a moment, it was like a fog clouded her mind and all she wanted to do was strike out her refusal and go home like he’d suggested. She glanced down at her notepad, and her head cleared. What was that? Frowning, she rubbed her forehead, welcoming her Irish temper to come roaring forward.

She glared at each of them and stormed out. They probably thought she’d be a good little sheep and stay out of the way. Well, she’d sooner kick their arses than wait at home hopin’ and prayin’ Muriel was safe. Once she got across the street, she broke into a jog.

The Bridled Pony was a few blocks past her house in the other direction, but she arrived at the big wooden door without being too winded. Two faces turned her way when she entered. Darby was still at the bar, and on the other side stood Claire. Juliana had met the woman a couple of times. Occasionally she’d come in with Bartley after they got off work at Sea Haven.

He must’ve asked her to watch the pub while he rushed off to play hero and find her cousin. Juliana strode over to the bar, nodded to Claire, and took the stool beside Darby.

Was Muriel here when you came by?

Darby sat his mug down. “She was tendin’ bar like usual, but this handsome bugger came in, talkin’ sweet. She seemed to like ’im. I made a run to the toilet, an’ when I got back to my barstool, she and the gent were gone. I stayed here to guard the till.”

A burst of cool air caressed Juliana’s neck, and she glanced toward the door. Colin was stepping inside, wasting no time coming to her side while Bartley chatted with Claire. Colin stood close to her, close enough that she caught his scent, but he made no attempt to touch her again. Smart man.

Begrudgingly, she looked up at him.

He crossed his arms over his chest. “Running off half-cocked isn’t going to help Muriel.”
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Neither is sitting in my house like the poor little deaf girl.

She wrote with so much force, her words were carved into the paper. Perhaps a trace of bitterness still dwelled inside her after all. And he seemed to have a knack for drawing it out.

“I did not ask you to wait at home because you can’t hear.”

Her cheeks flushed with color. Her anger should’ve warned him to keep his distance, but the fire in her eyes only lured him closer.

Oh, so I should stay in my house because I’m a female, then? Hearing or no? Would I slow down your search? She rolled her eyes and added, Just go back to your farm. If I can’t find Muriel myself, I’ll call the police. I won’t be needing your help.

This was his chance to walk away, to put this puzzling woman behind him, and focus on finding Benedict. He glanced at the door, but he had no intention of walking out. He should. But when had what he should do ever mattered to him?

Colin smirked and met her dark eyes. “Forgive me. I did not mean to light a fire under your temper, but I think I can help find your cousin if you allow me the chance.”

He waited her out, aching to peer into her mind. She released an annoyed sigh. Darby said there was a man here, flirting with Muriel, and while he was in the toilet, they left. She paused, meeting his gaze. Muriel would never leave the Pony while she had customers. Something is wrong.

Dammit. He didn’t want his instinct to have been right. He turned to the older man at the bar. “Can you tell me what the gent looked like?”

“Sure.” He nodded, his gaze distant. “He was tall, ’bout your height. Black hair, dark eyes. Handsome fella. Maybe walked outta one of those fancy magazines. Had clean hands like he never worked an honest day in his life.”

Colin glanced at Bartley, nodding slightly. He focused on Darby again. “Did this man have a drink while he was here?”

“He had a Guinness at that table over there.” He tossed his head to the right.

A single glass remained on the table. Colin approached, careful not to touch it. If the police were going to be involved, he didn’t want his fingerprints on the glass. He leaned down, closing his eyes as he inhaled slowly. The rich scent of the stout assaulted his preternatural senses. Patiently, he took one more breath.

And caught the salty smell of the ocean and fainter still, blood.

He straightened, his pulse racing. If he had dealt with the water horse already, none of this would’ve happened. This was his responsibility. He rotated his left shoulder. Doubt lingered at the edge of his consciousness, taunting him.

Colin spun around, his eyes meeting Juliana’s. “Call the police. They can dust the glass for fingerprints and check the liquid for drugs.”

She frowned. You think he drugged her and carried her out?

The sick bastard wouldn’t need drugs. The hypnotic tone of his voice would be enough to lure Muriel out of her pub without locking up. But he couldn’t tell Juliana that.

Colin shrugged. “It is worth checking.” He stepped close to Bartley, keeping his face turned away from Juliana. “Stay with her and keep her safe. I need to hunt.”

Bartley leaned in closer. “Is it…?”

Colin nodded and focused on Darby again. “I’m afraid we need to close the pub early tonight.”

Darby grabbed his hat from the stool next to him and stood up. “Understood. If there’s anythin’ I can do to help…”

“We’ll let you know. The police might want the guy’s description again.”

Juliana approached, words already written on her notepad. Thanks for watching the till, Darby. When Muriel gets back, she owes you a drink.

He chuckled and swiped the air with his hand. “No bother.” He gave Juliana a gentle hug. “They’ll find your cousin.”

Colin waited for her eyes to meet his before he spoke again. “I am going to check the other pubs to find out if anyone has seen her. Bartley will stay with you and wait for the police.” He glanced at Claire. “Can I walk you to your car?”

Claire gave him a knowing look. Her go-get-’em look. “Yes, thank ye.”

He tipped his head. As she came around the bar, he turned his attention back to Juliana. Her determined stance reassured him. She was a fighter, heart and soul. He didn’t need to peer into her mind to see it. “I’ll meet up with you before sunrise.”

He stepped closer to her, the floral scent of her skin enticing him. She tipped her chin up, staring into his eyes, as his finger tenderly traced her jawline. He had to touch her soft, warm skin. This woman had been through enough already. Losing her cousin would surely break her. He needed to protect his territory, but now it was personal. He had to protect Juliana. And right now, that meant finding Muriel. He could not fail.

Leaning closer, he whispered, “Please be safe.”

Her lips parted, tempting him to bridge the distance between them. Before he could act, she rose on her toes and her lips tenderly brushed his, setting fire to his ancient soul. She lowered, breaking the kiss, her lashes fluttering up as she stared at him.

Her rose-colored lips mouthed the words Thank you. Finally she slid her notepad off the bar. See that you come back soon.

The corner of his mouth tugged into a lopsided smile, forgetting any previous hesitation about confronting Benedict. He lifted her hand to his lips, pressing a kiss to her fingers. “Be careful.”
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Juliana watched the door close behind Colin, her emotions jumbling together. Her lips still tingled from kissing him. The bold move was uncharacteristic for her, but the impulse had been undeniable. Worry for her cousin, the flare of her temper, and his tender touch all blended into a passionate whirlwind. The allure of touching him had been too much for her.

And then she let him walk out without warning him about the banshee in her dream. She’d seen his face and heard the omen of death, and now this? Would he have even believed her? Half the time she wasn’t sure she believed herself.

Maybe she’d misinterpreted the vision. She reached for her pendant, and her fingers traced its three points. Benedict’s face had also appeared in the dream, she remembered. Maybe he was the one in danger, and this was merely a coincidence. A drop of relief washed over her at the thought, followed by a wave of guilt. She didn’t know Benedict as well as Colin, but she didn’t wish him ill.

Bartley stepped in her line of vision, interrupting her thoughts. “The police are on their way.”


Chapter Five


Colin watched Claire drive away, resisting the urge to go back inside the pub to check on Juliana. Muriel was in danger, and it was his fault. He should have tracked Benedict the moment he’d returned. His insecurity over his arm, and his irrational interest in Juliana, had distracted him from his responsibility, and now an innocent was missing.

And if Muriel had vanished with Benedict, it might already be too late to save her.

He opened his mind while he walked toward the coast, welcoming the onslaught of thoughts from the mortals nearby. His head throbbed. Lowering his mental shields so completely put all his senses on overload, but he needed information. If just one mortal had seen Muriel and Benedict, it could help him locate them now.

As he neared the warehouses by the docks, he stopped and slowly turned. A homeless man was huddled against the corner of the building, his legs pulled up inside his jacket. Colin approached him. “You saw a dark-haired man come by with a woman with curly blond hair?”

He glanced up. “Seen plenty of guys with blond women.”

Colin pulled a bill from his pocket and placed it in the homeless man’s cup. “You saw one tonight, a little while ago. I need to know which way he took her.”

The man retrieved the money from his cup, stuffing it into the pocket of his coat. “There was a man. Kept cooing to the lady on his arm. She didn’t talk, just walked.” He pointed down the street toward the water. “Went that way.”

“Thank you.”

Colin jogged until he was out of sight, then he used his preternatural speed, reaching the cliff in seconds. He scanned the water’s edge for any sign of Benedict and Muriel. Movement to his left caught his attention just before Benedict rammed into him like a freight train. Colin hit the ground hard with Benedict landing on top of him, grimacing.

“You shouldn’t have come back, outlander.”

Colin twisted his legs and rolled, pinning Benedict’s shoulders to the ground with his knees. Glaring at the water horse he growled, “Where is Muriel?”

Benedict laughed. “Was that her name?”

Colin landed a solid punch on Benedict’s face with his right hand. Blood trickled from his nose and the corner of his mouth, the scent awakening Colin’s thirst. Benedict jerked free and scrambled to his feet, wiping at the blood.

“I will not go back to the shadows. This is my land, Night Walker. I am reclaiming it.”

“This land belongs its people, the humans, not to you or me,” Colin countered, circling him. “I will protect those in my care.”

Benedict spat blood on the ground. “They’re cattle, born to feed the immortals. Nothing more. You think any one of those tasty sheep would care if something happened to you? Would they protect you? No.”

Colin ignored the taunts, concentrating on Benedict’s body language, watching for his next move. When he’d battled Benedict in centuries past, he’d attacked the aughisky from the air, inflicting damage without being forced to take any.

But shifting his form and flying was no longer an option. He needed a new plan.

“And what is your purpose water horse? Are you simply out to pasture to eat? Is that all there is for you?”

His verbal jab found its mark, and Benedict’s nostrils flared. “I am the master of this land. It was created for me. I will come and go and feed as I please. No outlander has power over me. Not anymore.”

Benedict rushed Colin, but he stepped to the right, shoving Benedict as he passed by. The aughisky stumbled to the ground, cursing under his breath. Colin used his Night Walker speed, hauling Benedict to his feet. Colin’s eyes burned, no doubt glowing crimson.

“The only reason I haven’t emptied the filthy blood from your veins and tossed the husk of your body back to the ocean that spat you out is because I understood you were part of this land before I ever arrived. Even serpents have a reason for being.” His voice lowered to a feral snarl. “But you will respect the boundaries we agreed to centuries ago, or I will finish you, Benedict. This is not negotiable.”

Benedict jerked away, breaking free of Colin’s grasp. He tilted his head, his teeth red with blood. “You surprise me. Standing and facing me toe-to-toe is not your style. Why aren’t you circlin’ high above me?”

Colin’s gut twisted, but he buried his reaction. “No reason to fly. You are only alive because I choose it. And I am rethinking that decision with every second that Muriel is missing.”

He rolled his eyes. “Why bother to learn their names?” He stepped closer. “Besides, she’s not missing. She’s dead.”

Colin lunged at Benedict, eager to wipe the satisfied grin from his face. They wrestled on the ground, each landing punches. His weak left arm forced him to attack with his right, shielding his left side. In their previous meetings, Colin’s strength had far overshadowed Benedict’s, but now he found himself struggling to maintain the upper hand. Without allowing his spirit animal to attack from overhead, he wasn’t able to weaken Benedict, bleed his vigor out through deep flesh wounds from his talons.

With each kill, the water horse gained more brute force, filling his muscles with energy. How many had died while Colin had been in the Yucatan battling the Night Demon? Benedict head-butted him, and blood erupted from his nose as Benedict broke away. Colin scrambled to his feet, his immortal blood already working to heal the wound.

Benedict backed toward the edge of the cliff. “I no longer accept any boundaries. Not from you or anyone else. I will keep fighting you, Night Walker, until you leave Ireland or you’re dead. I will let you decide which way.”

He turned and dove. Colin rushed to the edge. Below, Benedict’s body grew, mutating in the air into his true form, a black stallion with red eyes. The horse vanished into the ocean as the dark water welcomed him home. A month ago Colin would’ve flown off the cliff after Benedict, continuing the fight, but now…

He raked a shaky hand through his hair. Benedict was a pompous ass. He had no idea how to end a Night Walker’s life, but he definitely could turn eternity into a living hell. Colin sat down on a rock jutting up from the green grass and stared up at the stars.

He could leave. His brother Kane lived in Paris on a large estate. Kane would allow him to stay there while he planned his next move. Or he could return to the Yucatan.

Shaking his head, he lowered his gaze. No. This was his home now. Was he seriously considering backing away from this fight? Juliana’s music filled his mind. He closed his eyes and saw her face, the flush of determination in her cheeks when she’d told him she didn’t need his help. What if Benedict came for her? Could he live with her blood on his hands, too?

And it was all because of his arm. No longer soaring, his wings—and his spirit—were clipped.

He got up and threw a pebble over the cliff, anger threatening to drown him. Muriel was dead. The only saving grace was that the water horse fed on his victims’ entire bodies. There’d be no remains. As far as Juliana and her family needed to know, Muriel ran off with a handsome man and didn’t want to be found.

Surely that was less painful than knowing she’d been drowned and consumed by and ancient aughisky.

If he remained here, he needed to get past the bitterness and restore his confidence in his ability to protect those in his care. Without it he wasn’t sure he could beat Benedict now that he was at his full strength.

He needed Juliana’s help.

Before it was too late for both of them.

[image: * * *]

The dark water embraced its son as Benedict plunged deep into the waves. He pumped his legs, agitating the water as he pushed up toward the surface until his mighty head broke through. He scanned the night sky, waiting for the Night Walker’s aerial attack.

He had no idea if a Night Walker could drown, but either way, he had the advantage in the ocean. He allowed the waves to pass him by, keeping himself a healthy distance from the shore. The Night Walker would try to attack in the form of an oversized red-tailed hawk, his talons digging deep, attempting to weaken Benedict through blood loss, but in the deep sea, his body was protected. Unless the Night Walker was willing to discover if his hawk could swim, Benedict would be impossible to target from the air.

But the attack never came. The hawk didn’t even fly past to survey the situation.

After an hour had passed, Benedict swam for the beach. The horse trotted up the sand, shaking the seawater from his coat. Energy electrified the air, tiny shots of lightning arcing through the night. The black stallion reared on his hind legs, raising his front hooves as he shifted back into a man.

Benedict stood tall, naked, and pissed. He’d taken his true form on the way down from the cliff, ruining his clothes as he went. A nuisance he barely cared about at the time, his mind occupied with questions.

Why hadn’t the Night Walker shifted? In all of their battles over the past thousand years, Colin had never hesitated to take flight. The aerial attack gave him an advantage.

But tonight he hadn’t taken it. Benedict baited him, hunted and fed in his territory, and yet he remained unscathed. A twisted smile exposed the true nature hidden behind the mask of his handsome features. Something had happened to his adversary while he’d been away. Perhaps he was injured or lost his ability to shift.

Not that it mattered.

This was the opportunity Benedict had dreamed of and waited lifetimes to be given. He would make the most of it. And by the time he tortured and killed everything the Night Walker cared about, Colin would be begging for death.

[image: * * *]

Juliana sat in her cottage reading, although she was pretty sure she’d never be able to remember what she’d just read. Her mind was elsewhere. The police had taken fingerprints and a sample of the Guinness. They’d also mentioned, more than once, that while it did seem odd that Muriel left her pub unattended, adults vanished on their own every day. Maybe she’d wanted a change of pace or met a man on the Internet. It happened all the time apparently.

She caught herself hoping that was what happened, but she still didn’t believe it. Muriel wasn’t flighty, and she couldn’t keep a secret if her life depended on it. If she’d fallen for a guy on the Internet, Juliana—and probably every female friend Muriel knew—would’ve known.

And with each hour that slipped by, she worried more and more about Colin, too. She should’ve told him about the dream. Warned him somehow. Even if he decided she was bonkers, at least he’d be safe.

Brian jumped off the back of the sofa and sauntered to the front door. He sat down and stared up at the knob. Juliana set her book aside and followed her cat. Peering through the side window, relief washed through her. Colin.

She released the dead bolt and opened the door. He didn’t smile or even meet her eyes.

“May I come in?”

She nodded and moved back. Colin walked past her and sat on the couch. Did he have bad news? Her chest constricted as she grabbed her pad and pen. She sank onto the sofa beside him.

Did you find—

He took the pen from her fingers. Her gaze lifted to his face, but his lips didn’t move. His expression didn’t soften.

You do not need that pad to talk to me.

His voice was deep and rich, and it reached beyond her ears, filling the void of sound inside her mind. She probably yelped out loud as she sprang up from the couch, tears swamping her eyes. She heard him. Was she dreaming?

Her hands trembled as she mouthed, How?

He sighed, tossing her pen onto the coffee table. A muscle in his cheek tightened, but his lips never moved. I am not like everyone else. I will hear you if you think about speaking to me. It will be faster than passing notes.

You hear me? A single tear spilled down her cheek.

Colin nodded and slowly met her gaze for the first time since he’d returned. They were cold, distant. I hear you.

You’re telepathic.

He hesitated but finally replied. Something like that.

She went back to the sofa, her mind a jumble of questions, but Colin’s shadowed stare kept her from asking them. She wasn’t sure she even cared about the answers. She could hear.

He took her hand. Tell me about the accident. How did you get over the loss fate handed you?

She frowned. The accident? What does that have to do with Muriel?

I didn’t find Muriel. He stood, pacing her tiny living room. I don’t have time to explain everything, but there is a dangerous man out there. A man I should be able to handle… He looked her way, a muscle in his cheek clenched. How did you overcome your injury?

She straightened, rubbing her brow. There’s nothing to tell. I lived. I struggled, and I’m still here.

Bollocks. He raked his fingers through his hair. That is bullshit. I would not ask you if there was another way. I need to know. Make me understand.

It’s not bullshit. She crossed her arms, her temper smoldering at his accusation. His attitude was snuffing the magic and wonder of the miracle of hearing his voice in her mind. I don’t know what you’re asking.

Suddenly Colin’s emerald eyes were filled with an intensity that made her pulse race. He stopped in his tracks and yanked off his coat, throwing it to the floor, his gaze demanding hers. What was he doing? He tugged his shirt free from the waist of his jeans and pulled it over his head. He dropped the shirt on top of his jacket and stood half naked before her.

Somewhere deep in her mind a voice warned she hardly knew this half-naked man, but he didn’t come any closer. His expression made it clear he’d disrobed for a reason, but God only knew what that might be.

As the initial shock wore off, she couldn’t help but stare. His chest was broad, chiseled but not bulky like she’d expect from a man who worked a farm. His abs were toned, tempting her to run her hands up his skin. Her gaze moved further up to his wide, well-muscled shoulders, strong, and his arms…

His arm.

His fists were tight at his sides, tensing the muscles in his right arm, but from the elbow to his shoulder on his left side it was a mass of scars. Narrow. Bicep muscle missing. She lifted her gaze to his face. His eyes were distant, his face tight.

I used to protect this county. How am I supposed to do that now? Emotion deepened the tone of his voice. Bitterness darkens my soul and clouds my judgment. What I need is to learn how you moved past them. There must be a way to think beyond what I have lost. His voice softened. Please.

She went to him and took his left hand. His scars were deep; he must’ve come close to losing his limb. And what did he mean by protecting the county? He’d mentioned looking for a man buying roses. Perhaps when he wasn’t on the farm he worked as a private investigator. None of that mattered at the moment.

She looked up from his arm to his face, but he glanced away. Juliana released his hand and caught his chin.

Look at me. He took a deep breath and met her eyes. I see your scars, but I don’t see a weak man. I see a survivor. Every obstacle we face makes us stronger.

He shook his head, rolling his eyes. I am far from stronger. This, he gestured to his left arm, is not going to be able to protect you.

I think there is much more to you than your left arm.


Chapter Six


Her words echoed through his mind. The simplicity of her statement slammed into him. Could it really be so simple? She didn’t understand the pain brewing inside of him, couldn’t understand. Half of his spirit used to soar through the clouds. How could he reconcile losing that part of himself?

He brought his right hand up, caressing her cheek. Her lashes lowered as she turned her head, her lips brushing his palm. When she met his eyes again, unworthiness swelled in his chest. He’d bared his scars, his wounds, and somehow this angel in front of him didn’t see him as weak. But she didn’t know that her cousin was dead—because of his inability to protect them.

She stared up at him, her voice filling his mind. I was with my mother and my brother that day. We were walking through Belfast, down Shankill Road.

Colin’s chest tightened. He remembered the Shankill Road bombing. She was lucky to be alive.

While we walked in front of Frizzell’s fish shop, the bomb exploded. All I remember was a sound so big it threw me across the street. Paramedics performed CPR on me for five minutes. They brought me back. I woke up terrified, in pain, and lost. They didn’t know where my mother was or my brother, and if they did… Her eyes welled with tears. I couldn’t hear them. I couldn’t hear anything, not even myself. I screamed until they sedated me.

Colin embraced her, kissing her hair. I wish it could have been different.

She nodded against his chest. My mom survived, but I lost my older brother that day, and my hearing never returned. I spent two years angry at God, at the whole world.

What changed?

She leaned back just far enough to meet his eyes, her lips so close that her breath warmed his skin. I finally realized that nothing would change what happened. I couldn’t travel through time and pull my mother down a different street. She paused, the corners of her mouth curving into a bittersweet smile. One day, I went back to the piano, and I played. Since I was a little girl, I dreamed of playing in large concert halls, with symphonies. The bombing stole that dream from me, but I could still play. The vibrations come through my feet, through my fingers. That day, sitting on the piano bench, I decided deafness didn’t define me. I am so much more than my ears.

His pulse quickened as he bridged the distance between them. Yes, you are.

His lips caressed hers, taking his time, relishing the softness of her mouth. She moaned aloud, and blood rushed to his groin. There was more he should tell her, about himself, about Benedict and Muriel, but everything paled the moment her hands moved up his back, exploring his bare skin. Her touch sent fire through his veins.

He’d been so entrenched in his own self-pity, lost since the demon attack, he’d forgotten the miracle of a woman’s touch, and Juliana was unlike any woman he’d ever known. Hiding his injury had caused him to retreat, but she’d lured him back into the world. She made him feel alive, mortal.

Her lips parted, allowing his tongue to tangle slowly with hers. His fingers slid into her hair, cradling her head while his other hand moved down her back and over her jeans, pressing her tight against him. She rocked her hips, eliciting a growl deep in his throat as she teased him through his trousers.

No woman had ever inspired a hunger like this.

He walked her toward the sofa, claiming her lips over and over. His hands slipped under the back of her top, exploring her soft skin. It would be so easy to use his speed to remove all their clothes, leaving no barriers between their flesh, but he wanted to savor every touch. She stopped when her legs bumped the couch.

Colin broke the kiss, his gaze locked on hers. I want you.

Her dark eyes studied his, her lips reddened from his kisses. He should stop. He should tell her about Muriel, focus on stopping Benedict. But the look in her eyes… Her desire mirrored his own. They could live a little longer in this moment. It was better for her not to know, to think her cousin had left town. It would save her from the pain. Wasn’t that what he’d decided? He couldn’t think—he was too swept up in her.

Finally, her beautiful voice filled his mind. I want you, too.

He didn’t hesitate, raising her shirt and pulling it over her head. Her nimble fingers traced every muscle on his chest until she reached his waist and unbuttoned his trousers. Unfastening her bra, he slid the satin down her arms, letting it fall to the floor. He cupped her breast, kissing his way down her neck as his other hand possessively roamed over the curve of her behind.

For the first time since the Night Demon had devoured his limb, he felt whole. He silenced the voice inside that warned him about the future, about caring for a mortal. This was about surrender. He’d walked through her door as damaged goods, and somehow she made him believe he could be more.

His tongue licked slowly over her pulse, and it raced in answer until his fangs lengthened inside his mouth, aching to deepen their connection. He wasn’t sure how long his self-control would last. Already he ached to taste her.

Forcing himself back from her throat, he kissed her lips and quickly unbuttoned and unzipped her jeans. He slid his hand down her flat abdomen, under the lace of her panties. She gasped into the kiss the moment his fingers slipped lower.

Do you want me to stop? he whispered into her mind.

Her teeth caught his bottom lip, her heavy lashes lifting to meet his eyes. Don’t you dare.

He groaned, kissing her hard as he shoved her jeans down her hips. She carefully unzipped his trousers, freeing his erection. Passion mingled with a surge of bloodlust as she ran her fingers along his length until his tenuous grasp on his control threatened to give way.

Laying her down on the sofa, he trailed kisses from her lips, to her chin, to her chest while he cupped her breast. Watching her face, he licked her nipple. Her entire body shuddered, her back arching toward him. He accepted her offering, greedily taking her breast into his mouth, teasing the tip with his tongue, while his other hand rubbed her, his finger sliding inside her.

Seeing the desire on her face, feeling her respond, he needed to be closer. He moved over her and stared down into her eyes as he pressed his hips forward. Her body fit his perfectly, tempting him to move too fast, to give in to the passion, but he wanted this moment to last. Forever.

Her nails scratched down his back as a soft moan escaped her lips. Yes… Colin… Yes.

He propped himself over her, watching the way their hips came together. Seeing his body slide into hers made his pulse race even faster. Her hands moved up his back and down his shoulders. The second her warm fingers touched the scars on his left arm, he froze. She opened her eyes, looking directly into his soul.

Your scars don’t scare me. Don’t let them scare you.

Emotions he couldn’t name swelled in his chest. Strange feelings he didn’t recognize. He kissed her, holding her close, her breasts pressed against him, heart to heart, as his lips shared words he couldn’t speak.

He thrust into her faster, his kisses trailing to her earlobe. Say my name.

Colin…

With your voice.
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She tensed in his arms. He’d bared himself to her, sharing scars that went far deeper than his skin. But she barely knew him. Since the bombing, her voice had become a dormant part of her. Shortly after the accident, she’d tried to speak, unable to hear the volume or the tones, but the expressions on the faces of her mother, other teens she’d thought were her friends, and teachers, made it clear her voice was shocking and unintelligible.

She didn’t even speak to her cat. There was no way she could say something aloud to this man while she was naked in his arms. Not a chance.

Colin held her tight, rolling over so she rested on top. Juliana sat above him, grinding her hips into his. Colin’s strong hands gripped her thighs. Staring down at him, she drank in the pleasure on his face.

His voice filled her mind, deep and throaty. You are so beautiful.

My voice is not.

His gaze held hers as he thrust up into her, reaching even deeper. He slid his hand between them, teasing her until she couldn’t catch her breath, until the rest of the world ceased to exist. In that moment, he became everything that mattered. She let her head fall back.

Let go. Don’t hold back, not with me.

Her heart pounded, her muscles tightening around him and pleasure swamping her until she allowed the air into her inactive vocal chords. She moaned, working her hips into him faster as she finally freed herself completely.

“Yes!”

His grip on her leg tightened, and he erupted inside her. She collapsed onto his chest, their bodies still connected as she struggled to catch her breath. Sweat beaded on her forehead, but she was too spent to wipe it away. She’d been with a few men in her life, but sex had never been this intense, or intimate. Not even remotely.

And she’d known all those men much better than she knew Colin.

I don’t even know your last name.

To be fair, angel… He leaned up to kiss her forehead. You have not told me yours, either.

She smiled without lifting her head. No one had ever referred to her by a pet name. Bartley called her Juli, but that was different.

She kissed his chest. Duffy. Juliana Duffy.

Colin Flynn. Great to meet you.

She laughed without censuring herself, allowing it to bubble past her lips. Colin ran his hand up her back. It was a miraculous gift to be able to communicate again. No need for her pad and pen. Over the years, she’d had a couple of friends who knew sign language, but they’d been few and far between so her signing skills were rusty. Being with Colin, hearing him, it changed everything.

Look at me.

She lifted her head. The sight of his smile stole her breath. He’d arrived at her cottage tonight a different man. There was no trace of the bitterness and suffering now.

You have a beautiful voice, and hearing you laugh is a gift.

Losing herself in his eyes, she swallowed a lump of emotion and spoke. “Colin.”

He lifted his head and kissed her lips tenderly. She hummed into the kiss, enjoying the freedom of letting her guard down. His body tightened as he sat up, taking her with him. He pulsed deep inside of her, warming her all over. She started to wrap her legs around his waist when her brain kicked in. Suddenly she froze.

Condoms. I got so caught up, I forgot. I… She moved out of his arms, separating their bodies, while she mentally berated herself for thinking with the wrong body part.

A little late for that now, he said in her mind as she hustled through her bedroom. She turned on the bathroom light and opened the medicine cabinet. I think I have a box. I hope they’re still good. Do condoms go bad?

Colin appeared in the doorway just as she lifted the lid on the box. I cannot make you pregnant.

She turned, foil packet in hand. There are worse things than getting pregnant.

He raised a brow. You think I have a disease?

I didn’t say that, but I already did something I never dreamed I’d do when I slept with a man before I knew his last name. She smiled holding the condom package out to him. I think I’ve taken enough chances for one night. She paused and then shot him a sexy smile. Ready for round two?
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Colin stared at the foil packet in her hand. He’d never in his long existence used a condom. He understood how they worked. In theory.

Taking it from her, he followed her to the bed. Juliana’s dark-red hair spilled over the white pillowcases like fire as she lay down, smiling up at him.

She gave him no choice.

He tore open the foil and fumbled with the rubber ring. She sat up, taking it from him. Let me help you.

Her fingers stroked his length until he pulsed with desire again. She looked up at him from beneath her lashes as she slipped the condom in place, making the nuisance into a sensual tease. He lay over her, sinking back into the warmth of her body. He loathed having the thin barrier between them, but he pushed aside the thought and concentrated on memorizing the sexy curves of her body while fighting to keep his thirst at bay.

Every pulse of her heart became a temptation.


Chapter Seven


Juliana’s breathing slowed as she dozed in his arms. He watched her face, stroking his hand down the length of her silky hair. What was he doing? What happened to learning her secret and then vanishing from her life? Now he was in her bed, hiding from the world, hiding from the truth.

He sighed and stared at the ceiling. He’d lived a solitary existence for centuries. A relationship with a mortal would only lead to an eternity of heartbreak when he lost her. If she still wanted anything to do with him once she knew the truth, that is.

That he wasn’t a man at all. That Muriel was dead because he didn’t do his duty.

Maybe she never needed to know any of it. She could live a happy life, in peace that way. But deep down, he knew that was the wrong thing to do. She deserved to know.

Sunrise was coming. He needed to get back to the farm. He brushed a kiss to her forehead and carefully laid her beside him in the bed. She shifted but didn’t awaken. After he got dressed, he found her pad and flipped to the next page.

He wrote a note and slipped quietly out the door.
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Juliana stood alone on the beach, the wind whipping like a tempest around her. In the distance, the banshee still wailed, sending a shiver down her spine. She walked along the rocky shore and noticed a woman in a white dress wading out into the angry waves.

“Come back!” Juliana shouted, but the woman didn’t seem to hear her. Juliana ran, the sand grabbing at her feet, slowing her pace.

The woman was up to her waist in the ocean as Juliana reached the edge of the tide, the cold water jolting her to a standstill when it licked at her ankles. “Wait! Don’t go!”

The woman stopped and slowly turned around.

Juliana screamed, sitting up in her bedroom. Her pulse raced like a fox hunted by horses and hounds. She pulled her hair back from her face with shaky hands.

It was only a dream, she told herself.

But there wasn’t much comfort in that knowledge. Not for her. She went into the bathroom and stared into the mirror. The same woman from her dream, the one in the ocean, looked back at her.

Her arms broke out in goose bumps. The banshee was calling for her.
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Benedict sipped his coffee, staring at the newspaper without reading a word. The Night Walker would be hidden until nightfall. This was his chance to plan his next move. Or maybe Colin had a moment of clear thinking and had accepted his offer. Perhaps he’d fled back to his own country already.

Doubtful. During the thousand years he’d butted heads with the Night Walker, Colin’s noble streak never faltered.

However he seemed different somehow. He’d stood and fought Benedict as a man, no hiding and shifting and flying. But why?

He took a bite of his scone, washing the bland bread down with his black coffee. Food held no taste or fulfillment for an aughisky. Human flesh sated his hunger, but he had to keep up appearances.

The woman from the pub had been a spontaneous kill. In truth, he hadn’t even been hungry, but after discovering the Night Walker inside Juliana’s florist shop, he’d walked away agitated. Only two things released his aggressions: killing and sex.

The woman from the pub had helped him with both.

He’d come through her doors for a pint to collect his thoughts, but he hadn’t been able to help overhearing her talking to an old man at the bar about her cousin, Juliana. It had seemed Colin, the outlander, was taking his Juliana on a date.

His. Due to her hearing loss, Juliana was immune to Benedict’s hypnotic voice. She was a rare challenge. A chance to win a prize without using his powers. This woman would love him of her own accord. He’d gained her trust through short visits in her shop, visits he had come to look forward to. She’d seemed to enjoy his company, as well, and not because she was under his spell. He’d earned her affection on his own merits. Talking to her had become a bright spot in his days.

And now the Night Walker had swooped in to steal her from him.

When he’d left the pub with Juliana’s cousin, his intention had been to have sex with her to relieve his frustrations. That was all. But while he’d sated his appetite for physical pleasure, a plot had formed, a beautiful way to wound the Night Walker, and at the same time, turn Juliana against Colin.

He’d shifted his form and carried her cousin to a watery grave. A murder he would lead Juliana to believe Colin had committed.

Folding his newspaper, he threw away his coffee and stepped into the sun. Time to set his plan in motion.
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Her dream left her so dazed that she almost didn’t notice Colin was gone. Almost. She sipped her tea at the table, rereading the note he’d left:

Please forgive me for leaving before you woke. I did not want to disrupt your dreams. I have business to take care of at the farm today, but I need to speak with you about Muriel’s disappearance, and… My angel, there is so much I need to tell you. Tonight. Wait up for me, and please be careful.

All my heart,

Colin

Muriel. She closed her eyes, sending up a prayer for her cousin’s safety. With a sigh, she read the note again. She had plenty to tell Colin, too, about her dreams. Again, he’d slipped away before she could warn him.

But after last night’s dream, she was fairly certain the banshee’s call was for her and her alone. Colin and Benedict hadn’t haunted this dream, just her spirit, surrendering to an angry ocean.

Taking another sip of tea, she forced the vision from her mind and focused on Colin’s note again. She tried not to obsess over the words my angel and all my heart, reminding herself that she only met him a few days ago. But after the intensity of their union, she was starting to believe her grandmother’s old stories about the heart recognizing its true mate right away.

How else could she explain the depth of emotions she’d experienced in his arms, the honesty in his eyes when he’d bared his scars? In turn, she’d trusted him with her voice, and he’d freed her of her inhibitions. She’d never experienced such a deep emotional connection. Ever.

Outside, birds fluttered past her window to their feeder, oblivious to the sudden changes in her life. The world appeared unchanged, but she would never be the same. Juliana folded the note and tucked it into her apron, praying for a busy day in the shop; otherwise she’d be a prisoner of the clock—again—waiting for the sun to go down. Waiting to hear from Colin.

The morning rushed by with bouquet purchases and a get-well floral arrangement. Phone orders came to her through a service that took the verbal sales and then emailed them to her to be fulfilled. It wasn’t ideal, but she was grateful for the work. Busy hands calmed her mind from her worry for Muriel and Colin. She practiced how she would tell him about her dreams so he would understand the danger instead of deciding she was insane. Tricky.

As the afternoon passed by, the shadows lengthened outside. The shop door opened, pulling her from her thoughts. She looked up and smiled at the familiar face.

Benedict! You’re early.

He grinned and gave a playful bow, keeping his face turned upward so she could watch his lips. “And you, my lady, are a sight for sore eyes. You look lovely today.”

Her skin flushed. Could she still be glowing from her evening with Colin? For once she was grateful for the need to write out her conversation. It gave her something else to focus on.

Thank you. What can I get you today?

He glanced at her note and sobered. He moved closer to the counter. “Actually, that’s why I came by early. I’m worried about you.”

Worried? She frowned. Why?

“I heard your cousin went missing. Muriel? She owned a pub, right?”

Word traveled fast. She sighed. The police think she ran away with a man she met on the Internet.

“But you don’t.”

She shook her head. One of the regulars saw him with her. He’d never seen him before. If Muriel had met a handsome man, she wouldn’t have been able to keep him a secret. I would’ve known, and she would’ve brought him around the pub to show him off.

Benedict placed a large hand over hers, giving it a gentle squeeze. “You might be right. That’s why I came to warn you.”

Warn me? Her dream popped back into her head, and she realized she should probably warn him, too. There was a good chance he wouldn’t believe her, but she had to try.

“I came by last night, but you had a gentleman at the counter. It was near closing so I didn’t come inside. I didn’t want to keep you late.” He paused. She raised her gaze from his lips. Concern lined his dark eyes. “Later, when I was leaving a restaurant, I saw that same gentleman from your shop walking with a woman with blond, curly hair. After hearing about your cousin, I realized the resemblance.”

Juliana shook her head, writing frantically. That’s impossible. Colin was with me.

“Did he leave you to search for her?”

Her blood chilled. She nodded slowly, remembering Colin’s note. He had something to tell her about Muriel.

“This is going to sound crazy.” Benedict sighed. “But that man you were with last night, he isn’t what he seems. I…” He shook his head.

You know Colin?

“I know of him.” His eyes narrowed. “You will need to see him in action to believe it.”

In action? She wrote, pausing. What was he talking about? On the farm?

“No, he doesn’t hunt there.”

Colin hadn’t mentioned being a hunter. Of course, she hadn’t spent much time with him to find out what he did when he wasn’t shearing sheep.

Benedict held out his hand. “Let me buy you an early dinner and I’ll show you what mean. If I’m wrong about your new friend, no harm done, but if I’m right, I want you to be safe.”

Colin’s note also warned her to be safe. She reached up to grasp the Celtic triangle pendant around her neck, tracing the knot with her fingertip. The banshee in her dream had called for her. A warning, not an inescapable omen.

She stared at Benedict’s hand. He was mistaken about Colin. He would have told her if he’d seen Muriel. Benedict had to be mistaken.

Plus, Muriel didn’t leave the pub with Colin. He’d been at dinner with Juliana when Muriel had vanished. But if he’d freed her from her abductor later…

What was she thinking? The man who’d bared his scars to her and admitted he wanted to protect her would never have harmed Muriel. He’d come to her upset, needing healing. There was no way he’d do something like that.

Benedict waited patiently. He’d never given her any reason for concern. She’d been alone with him in her shop more times than she could count. What could a bite to eat hurt? They’d be in a public place, and after they found Colin, he’d explain what happened to her and Benedict both.

She didn’t take his hand. She picked up her pen again. Give me a few minutes to put the flowers away and lock up.

He smiled and stepped out of the way, but something in his eyes unsettled her. There was a trace of smugness in his smile, like he’d won something. As she lifted buckets into the refrigerators, she also slid her pepper spray and the utility knife from her apron pocket into her jeans. Other than casual chats in her store, she didn’t know Benedict at all.

It never hurt to be cautious.


Chapter Eight


She was beauty in motion. The blossoms paled in the presence of her smile. Benedict glanced at his watch. For his plan to work, he needed to be sure he had Juliana out before sunset. He was betting Colin would hunt before he went to see her. The Night Walker’s skin was cold without an influx of fresh blood.

Benedict was well aware of Colin’s penchant for criminals and shady businessmen by the docks. If Juliana witnessed him feeding, saw his fangs for herself, she’d understand that below the skin, the Night Walker was truly a monster.

She’d run to Benedict’s arms for comfort.

She would be his.

If the Night Walker didn’t leave Ireland, then Benedict would relish taking everything from him, almost as much as he would enjoy killing the Mayan god himself.

If he could figure out how.

Juliana stood before him, breaking his train of thought.

He smiled. “Ready to go?”

She nodded and led him out. After setting the alarm and locking up, she made a note on her pad. Where to?

“There’s a great restaurant on the waterfront near the docks. Their Bangers and Mash is amazing.”

Sounds good.

He offered his arm, but she pretended not to notice, fiddling with her pen and pad and walking ahead of him. He ground his teeth. The damned Night Walker had already charmed his Irish rose. He matched her step. If the filthy Mayan had touched her, he’d rip his arms off. And then he’d give Juliana a lesson in loyalty.

The restaurant was a good six blocks from her shop. Since she couldn’t write and walk at the same time, Benedict lost himself in the swell of revenge brewing in his gut. With the restaurant finally in sight, he pointed it out and guided her to the door.

After they were seated, he ordered for them both. For his plan to work, he’d need to lure the Night Walker in and catch him in the act. Inebriated men, hungry for extra money, were exactly what he needed.

Benedict reached for his silent cell phone and frowned. “Juliana will you excuse me for a minute? I need to take this call.”

She nodded, and he made his way to the door, the dead phone pressed to his ear. He didn’t bother speaking into it; she couldn’t hear him anyway. Once he was outside, he made his way across the parking lot to where a live band played. Boisterous laughter echoed through the alley. Benedict almost smiled, pocketing his phone.

He jogged to the door and slipped inside the pub. The reek of beer, fried fish, and sweat assaulted his senses. Benedict walked through the crowd, parting them without effort. Reveling in the grumbles and threats from the men cast aside, he reached the bar. He scanned the patrons and spied two men at the end of the bar, preening like drunken peacocks.

Benedict put himself between them.

“Git out of the way ya bloody arse!” The tall blond man shoved Benedict, frowning when he didn’t move.

“I have a proposition for you blokes. There’s money in it, and you’ll still get to beat the shit out of each other. Interested?”

The dark-haired one shook his head. “Yer full o’ shit.”

Benedict withdrew a few large bills from his pocket. “And there’s more where this came from.”

The first man took a step closer. “An’ all I gotta do is kick the ever-lovin’ crap outta him?” He pointed at his mate.

“More or less.” Benedict shrugged. “Meet me in the alley.”

He turned around, heading for the back door. He didn’t check to see if the oafs were following. They’d practically drooled over the cash. He had no doubt they’d be trailing after him like a couple of starving puppies.

When he got to the back alley, he stopped. The blond crossed his arms. “Money first.”

Benedict handed each of them some bills and then produced a switchblade. “I’ll leave this here for whoever grabs it first.” The weapon clinked on the pavement, echoing though the empty alley. “To make things more interesting.”

He walked away, smiling when he heard the punches land. With any luck, blood would flow soon.
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Colin snapped awake the moment the sun set in the sky. Memories of his night with Juliana filled his head, warming his heart. But there was still so much to tell her. First, he needed to feed.

After a quick shower, he dressed and grabbed his coat. He’d hunt near the docks and then head over to Juliana’s cottage. Anxiousness coiled in his chest, a unique sensation he’d never experienced before.

As Colin reached for the front door, Bartley came inside. “Good to see ya, Colin.” His words were friendly enough, but his tone was not. He didn’t smile, his jaw tightened. “How was yer evening with Juli?”

Waves of protectiveness and aggression came off him. Colin reached for the man’s thoughts and found a knot of worry for Muriel and concern for Juliana. He reached out to clasp Bartley’s shoulder.

“The police are searching for Muriel, but they told Juliana they suspect she wanted to disappear.” He’d tell Bartley the truth after he told Juliana. She deserved to hear the news first.

“Bullshit.”

“Probably.” Colin sighed, lowering his hand. “But I didn’t find a trace of her last night.”

“So ya gave up and spent the night with her cousin, instead?”

Colin raised a brow. “I came home last night.”

“Not ’til nearly morning.”

Both of them knew Bartley couldn’t best him in a fight, but his care for Juliana outweighed his good sense. Colin couldn’t fault him that.

“I give you my word, Bartley. I would never hurt Juliana. Never.”

“Does she know what ya are?”

“Not yet.”

“Then ya already have.” Bartley brushed past him without looking back.

A muscle clenched in Colin’s cheek. He’d make everything right with Juliana tonight. He hoped. But he needed to feed. The last thing he wanted was for her to see the bloodlust in his eyes.

He opened the door and stepped into the darkness.
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By the time Benedict came back inside the restaurant, Juliana had almost finished her Bangers and Mash. Whatever he wanted to show her, she’d rather learn about Colin on her own.

“Forgive me. I didn’t realize the call would take so long.” He sat down across from her.

That’s all right. I should be getting home anyway.

His shoulders tensed while he read her note. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. You need to see this.”

She sighed and pushed her plate away. I appreciate your concern, but I really need to get back.

Benedict took her hand, his somber expression cooling her blood. “I would not have brought you here tonight if it wasn’t important. I’ll walk you home, and maybe we’ll run into Colin on the way back.”

She pulled her hand away, tucking her notepad into her purse. If she went with him, she was not holding his hand. Benedict was a handsome, charming man, but her heart yearned for Colin. The last thing she needed was for Benedict to get the wrong idea.

Outside, he pointed toward the docks. “Humor me? He usually hunts in this area.”

Juliana nodded and slid her hand in her pocket, gripping her pepper spray. What could Colin possibly hunt down here at night? Rats?
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Colin wandered the alleys near the docks, but before he opened his mind to listen for the thoughts of the mortals around him, the rich scent of fresh blood swamped his senses. His fangs lengthened as he followed the trail. When he rounded the corner, a dark-haired man had another guy pressed against a brick wall with a knife to his throat. Both men were swollen and bloodied.

Colin’s thirst clawed to the surface, his eyes burning with hunger as he approached. “What’s going on here?”

The man with the knife didn’t take his eyes off his prey. “None of yer bloody business. Sod off!”

The blond man glanced his way, his eyes widening as he struggled in earnest. “Jesus…what in God’s name are you?”
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Benedict pressed his finger to his lips, signaling her to be silent as they rounded the corner. Her eyes widened. She had to be hallucinating.

Nine meters from her, Colin had a dark-haired man pinned to the ground. The man struggled in vain, and Colin’s eyes… His eyes glowed red, his mouth opened, poised over the man’s neck, and his teeth…

She rubbed her eyes, opening them again as Colin’s gaze connected with hers. He had fangs.

Juliana’s survival instincts kicked in, fueled by the memory of the banshee’s cry. She spun around and ran.
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Benedict watched her go, then turned back with a smirk. The Night Walker focused on his prey, staring into the other man’s eyes before he finally dropped his dinner. Disoriented, the man scrambled to his feet and bolted.

Colin started in the direction Juliana had gone, but Benedict caught his right arm, tight. “I gave you the chance to leave. This is my land, and these are my people.”

Colin’s eyes flashed again. “Juliana is not yours. You do not touch her or—”

“Or what exactly?” Benedict glanced around at the empty alley. “It doesn’t look like you’ll be touching her anytime soon.” He lowered his voice, pulling the Night Walker closer. “She thinks I saw you walking with Muriel last night while you were supposed to be searching, and now she’s witnessed your…appetite. She’s a smart girl. I’m sure she’s already connected the dots.”

He drank in the rage in the Night Walker’s face. Oh yes, he’d hurt him by exposing his secret. Good.

“I’m no longer starving, outlander. My strength matches yours,” he said. “You are not in control here.” Benedict ran his tongue across his teeth. Juliana would turn to him for comfort, after this, and he would be there. Happily.

Suddenly, he was slammed against the brick wall of the pub. The Night Walker’s hand tightened around his throat, choking off the air. Pain radiated through the back of his head as he struggled to and break free.

Colin’s breath brushed over his neck. “You’ve got it all wrong, water horse. I think your blood will quench my thirst just fine.”
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“No!”

Colin snapped his head in the direction of Juliana’s voice. She stood, her feet wide, gripping a metal pipe like a bat.

Go home, Juliana. I will explain everything. You have my word.

Her eyes narrowed. Your word means nothing to me.

The cold edge to her voice spoke volumes.

She tossed her notepad toward them. It clattered to the ground at Colin’s feet. He glared at Benedict and yanked him away from the wall. “Pick it up.”

“Get it yourself.”

Colin smashed Benedict facedown onto the ground and reached for the paper. He flipped it over, glancing at her note. A knife stabbed through his heart as he read her words.

I don’t know who or what you are, but I won’t let you hurt Benedict for showing me the truth.

He glanced at Juliana, her knuckles were white around her weapon, her cheeks flushed, ready to defend herself. From him.

He got up, freeing Benedict. Slowly, he walked toward her. I should have told you the truth about me, but that doesn’t change the fact that I had nothing to do with Muriel’s disappearance. Benedict is lying to you. He is dangerous, Juliana.

She took a practice swing. He wasn’t the one about to eat a guy in a dark alley. He’s not a vampire.

Benedict moved around him to stand at Juliana’s side. Seeing him next to her awakened the hawk inside of Colin’s soul. His animal spirit struggled for freedom. Colin flexed his fingers, grinding his teeth to keep the beast at bay.

I am not a vampire, and I stopped that man from slitting the throat of another. I only feed on criminals. Walk away, whatever you wish, but do not leave with Benedict.

He stared into her eyes giving her a mental push. She already hated him; mesmerizing her in order to save her life could not do anymore harm at this point.

Benedict stepped between them, breaking Colin’s eye contact with her. With his back to Colin, he spoke to Juliana. “You’re communicating with him, aren’t you? After all you’ve seen, you’re still talking to him.” He shook his head, bringing his hand up to caress her cheek. “I thought you were smarter than that.”

Colin grabbed his wrist, pulling him away from Juliana and spinning him around. “Do not touch her.”

Benedict tackled him, knocking him to the ground. He landed a punch to his mouth, splitting his lip. “I am through taking orders from you, Night Walker. And I’m going to make you sorry you ever set foot on this land.”

Colin spat his blood up into Benedict’s face. “I am only sorry I did not kill you centuries ago, you pompous ass.”

He snapped his head up smashing his forehead into Benedict’s nose. The scent of blood reawakened his thirst as he scrambled to his feet. Benedict snatched the discarded switchblade from ground and swung it in Colin’s direction, catching his shoulder. A red stain blossomed through his shirt.

Before he could stop her, Juliana dropped her weapon and rushed between them, spraying Benedict in the face with something from a thin canister. The water horse dropped the knife, cursing and rubbing his eyes as he stumbled back.

Run, Juliana. Go!

She frowned, her hands trembling as her eyes darted between Colin and Benedict. You’re bleeding.

The air crackled with electricity. Colin tensed. The bastard was going to shift.

I’ll heal. Get home and lock your doors. Go now!

She went about six paces before hoofbeats echoed through the alley. Colin turned to stop him, but the black stallion with fiery eyes leaped into the air, clearing Colin’s head. He landed on the other side and disappeared around the corner.

Colin pursued him, turning just as the mammoth animal grabbed Juliana’s jacket with its teeth and tossed her onto his back. She struggled to get away, to slide down off the beast’s back, but she’d never break free. Once an aughisky had a woman on his back, his magic entrapped her. There would be no escape until the water horse chose to free her.

An unfamiliar dagger of fear stabbed through Colin’s chest. He followed the creature, moving faster than the humans around them could see. The stallion stopped at the edge of the sharp cliff leading to the waves below. Benedict reared on its hind legs, victory flaring his nostrils as he tossed his head.

Colin skidded to a stop. “You win. Give me Juliana, and I will leave Ireland forever.”

The stallion pawed at the ground and turned toward the water. Before Colin could move, the horse launched into the air, leaping off the edge of the cliff.

Juliana’s shriek echoed all the way down.


Chapter Nine


Juliana squeezed her eyes closed, her vocal chords straining with the gut-wrenching, terror-filled scream she couldn’t hear. She held a death grip on the black horse’s mane, as if that might save her from the fall. Weightless in the silence, she waited for her life to flash before her.

Cold saltwater made her gasp, pulling fluid into her lungs. When the horse surfaced, she coughed, struggling for air.

They weren’t dead.

The black horse swam to shore. On the sand, the ocean breeze sparked with energy, and suddenly the horse mutated. Juliana fell to the ground, coughing more seawater from her lungs. A hand grasped her forearms, yanking her to her feet. Benedict.

He stood before her completely naked, his expression somewhere between crazed and livid. She struggled to free herself from his hold. He jerked her closer.

“You could have been mine. I would have given you anything. But now…” He glared up at the cliffs. “Now you’re nothing more than another way to hurt my enemy.”

She had no pad or pen with her. What could she say anyway? Begging a man—who was obviously no man at all—to spare her life seemed almost as pointless as pining for a vampire. With her free hand, she clasped her Celtic triquetra. All threads of life are connected.

Now she understood her grandmother’s words. And she understood the warning in her dreams.

Benedict’s attention was still focused on the rock face. The veins in his throat strained like he was shouting.

“You disappoint me, Night Walker. Where is your hawk? By the time you climb down that cliff on foot, she’ll be dead!”

He turned toward Juliana, his features animated in the moonlight. “Did he tell you he can change his form? He tried to force me out of my land, shifting into a hawk and attacking me from the air, but no more.” A twisted smile curled at the corners of his mouth. “I wasn’t lying when I told you I saw your cousin. But she was on my arm, not Colin’s. She’s dead, Juliana. But don’t worry. You’ll be reunited with her soon.”

A tear spilled down her cheek as she slapped him. Hard.

He straightened and glared up at the sea cliffs again. “I will kill everything you love, Night Walker. Everything!”

Juliana’s heart hammered in her chest. Her mind replayed Colin walking into her cottage, ripping off his coat and shirt. His mangled arm. He’d said he couldn’t protect her…

She stared at Benedict. If Colin really could shift into a bird, losing all the muscle in one arm would make flying impossible.

He couldn’t fly.

She slammed her knee up into Benedict’s groin. Hard. His grip faltered. Jerking her elbow free, she ran for the rocks. Pointless when he could become a giant horse and chase after her, but she only needed to buy a few minutes.

Looking up at the cliff, she shouted inside her mind, hoping Colin would hear her. He’s baiting you. Don’t you dare take it. You’ll fall.
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Her voice echoed through Colin’s head, his heart clenching in his chest. He was already over the edge of the precipice, climbing down the steep rock cliff. He couldn’t risk using his speed. One wrong step and he’d plunge to the rocks below. He’d heal, but not in time to save Juliana.

“You filthy bitch!” Benedict’s voice boomed against the steep stone cliff.

I’m coming, Juliana. I need more time. Suppressing the other half of his spirit took almost as much effort as finding the next sturdy rock to place his foot. The hawk screeched though his mind, demanding to take flight, to save her.

He wants you to fall, Colin. He’ll kill us both.

Juliana’s pained cry silenced her voice in his head.

“Do you smell it yet?” Benedict bellowed over the crashing waves. “I guess I misjudged your feelings for this one. Maybe she was just an easy lay…”

The wind carried the scent of her blood. “Leave her alone!” Colin shouted. Rage contracted every muscle in his body. He’d never make it down in time. “I’m the one you want!”

“Did you taste her yet, Night Walker? She carries the fire of the old blood. Pure. Powerful. But you wouldn’t recognize that anyway, would you, outlander?”

Colin twisted from the cliff wall to look over his shoulder. His heart sank. Juliana was limp in Benedict’s arms. Benedict pulled her around onto his back, his body mutating into the fierce black stallion once more. Colin yelled, giving voice to his fear and frustration until it changed, morphing into his hawk’s shriek. The giant bird, no longer a prisoner within Colin’s soul, spread his wings, his sharp talons releasing the hold on the rock face.

The oversized hawk pumped its wings but the left one couldn’t fight the angry winds of the ocean. The world started spinning as the hawk plummeted. Inside, Colin pushed calm into the animal and one strong command: Glide.

The bird responded, stretching out both wings. His battered left wing fluttered and trembled, but he held his course. His downward spiral slowed as he caught a gust off the sea, riding over it. Colin used the bird’s heightened eyesight to search the water, gliding dangerously close to the waves.

The black horse threw his head back as the hawk’s sharp talons cut into his ear. Colin weighed his options, with his wounded wing he wouldn’t be able to bear Juliana’s weight and stay airborne as a hawk. His best chance for saving her was in his human form.

He’d never shifted in midair before. He wasn’t even sure it was possible.

Circling the horse, he glided closer to the shore. Benedict followed. Juliana’s limp body was still draped over his back, secured by his magic. Water splashed over her head. Was she breathing?

His pulse raced, and the hawk screeched, diving once more. As he neared the water, Colin used all of his power to force the giant bird back, regaining his true form as he hit the ocean. Cold waves greeted him, the shock intensifying his awareness.

Colin grabbed the horse’s head, pulling him toward the shore. Benedict’s strong legs fought for the open sea. This was his territory; he had the upper hand.

He also had an ego the size of Ireland itself.

Colin pulled himself close to the massive animal’s ear. “You disappoint me, water horse. I came for a fight, not a swim.”

The horse broke free of Colin’s grip and slammed his large head against the top of Colin’s skull. Stars exploded at the edges of his vision. Blood dripped into his eye as he snagged a fistful of the stallion’s mane to keep from going under. Juliana’s head was submerged, draped over the water horse. Panic seized him. She’d drown…if she hadn’t already.

He reached for her, catching her around the waist. Using all his Night Walker strength, he tugged, trying to free her, Benedict’s magic held. Desperate to save her, he drew back his right arm and plunged it through the waves, connecting with the soft flesh of the beast’s flank.

The horse groaned, swinging his head around to snap at Colin. His teeth broke the skin on Colin’s wounded shoulder, but the distraction worked. Juliana slipped off his back. Colin pulled her close, keeping her face above the water, but she didn’t gasp for breath. He turned for the shore, pushing his body to move at an inhuman speed.

Benedict pursued him, but Colin kept focused on the beach. Racing up the sand, he laid Juliana down, pressing at her abdomen. Her lips were blue, her mind silent, and her heartbeat weak and slow. Finally, water spilled from her lips.

Come on, angel. Fight.

Lightning arced through the sky as Benedict shifted form. Colin spun around, his eyes burning with rage. Benedict smirked. “Too little too late, Night Walker.”

Colin rushed him, knocking Benedict to the ground. The water horse retaliated with a right hook into Colin’s temple. It stunned him for a moment, just long enough for Benedict to wriggle free.

Benedict crouched, circling Colin. Blood trickled down his chin. “It’s your fault she’s gone. I never would have hurt her, but you left me no choice.”

“You will never hurt another woman. I promise you that.”

He laughed. “You do not have the strength to stop me.”

A wet cough. Colin glanced over his shoulder, relief washing over him. That’s it, love. Keep fighting. Breathe.

Benedict ran at him. Colin kept himself between the water horse and Juliana, taking the powerful blow to his midsection. His lungs emptied, aching for air as he shoved Benedict. He pulled in a breath, his fangs lengthening, eyes burning crimson.

“I have more than enough strength to stop you.”

Motioning Colin to come for him, Benedict backed toward the waves. “You fell from the sky, Night Walker. You’re nursing a broken wing.”

“I am still the God of the South, upholder of the mortal world.” With inhuman speed and power, he slammed into Benedict, his right hand cracking through Benedict’s chest and gripping his black heart. Clenching it tight, he growled, “There is much more to me than my left arm.”

Benedict clutched his arm, too weakened to push him away.

He pulled the heart free, tossing it aside. A Night Walker’s death. Would it kill an aughisky? Colin wasn’t sure, but it would slow him down either way.

Benedict gaped, eyes wide as his grip on Colin’s arm loosened and his hands dropped to the wet sand. Colin stumbled back, rushing to Juliana’s side. Her pulse was stronger, her breathing ragged, but she didn’t open her eyes.

Colin scooped her up, careful to brace her head against his right arm. Hang on. Please.

He kissed her forehead and raced down the shoreline. With his weakened left arm, he’d never be able to climb up the cliff and hold on to her at the same time. Normally he’d shift—his large hawk could easily carry a human—but not anymore.

For the first time, that realization didn’t send him spiraling into a bitter pool of self-loathing and rage. He’d find another way. It didn’t make him useless or incapable.

He slowed when he reached the Royal Victoria Hospital. Carrying her through the emergency room doors, he kissed her lips, struggling to keep his emotions in check as the triage team rushed out.

Come back to me, in yaah. Please. He barely noticed his shift to his native Mayan language. I love you, Juliana.

The staff laid her on a gurney, shouting about her blood pressure and heart rate before wheeling her away. Colin stood, lost in the simple weight of his own words.

He loved her. It had taken falling off a cliff and nearly losing her to the water horse for him to recognize love for what it was. And now it might be too late. Breaking out of his mental fog, he rushed down the hallway, careful not to allow himself to move faster than the humans around him.

“You’ll have to wait out here, sir.”

He stopped but kept watching Juliana through the window in the door. They put an oxygen mask on her and connected wires and tubes he didn’t recognize. A nurse came out into the hall, empathy shining in her eyes. “Can you tell me what happened?”

“She was unconscious in the ocean.” He paused, his gaze shifting to the nurse’s face. “You can save her, right?”

“She’s got a knot on her head. We’re stitching that up now, but it’s her lungs we need to watch.” She broke eye contact, jotting some notes on her clipboard. “We will do everything we can.”

But her concerns were loud and clear in her thoughts: brain damage, pneumonia, organ donation.

Colin reached for the woman’s arm. Her eyes met his, and he infused his words with a mental shove. “Her name is Juliana. She cannot hear, so she won’t respond to verbal cues. She’s a fighter. She will survive this. Help her.”

The nurse stared into his eyes and nodded before going back into the room. Colin watched through the window. Helplessness was a foreign emotion. He wanted to swoop in and heal her, but the only way he could help would be to give her his blood. But if he did that, she would be immortal, a Night Walker. And if she had brain damage, there was no guarantee his blood could heal that. The change granted immortality in whatever form you had in that moment you changed. If her mind wasn’t whole, it would be that way forever.

This time, he needed to rely on the mortal doctors working around her.

Outside, the sky lightened. He could feel the pull of sunrise. If he didn’t leave soon, he’d be mistaken for a cadaver in the hallway. Colin rested his forehead against the glass, willing her to open her eyes.

Juliana remained motionless.

He brought his hand to the window, aching to touch her skin. I do not know if you can hear me, but I need you. Keep fighting, angel. Keep fighting.

He forced himself to walk away, wiping a crimson tear from his cheek.


Chapter Ten


Colin’s heart pulsed the moment the sun dipped below the horizon. Juliana. His last thought as his final breath left his body and his first as he awakened. He dressed quickly and covered the miles to the hospital in a matter of seconds.

He could feed later.

“I am here to see Juliana Duffy.”

The woman at the front desk met his eyes. “Are you a family member?”

He mesmerized her, pushing his will with his words. “I need her room number. Now.”

“Of course.” She typed into her keyboard and smiled up at him. “Room 445. The elevators are on the left.”

He nodded and headed upstairs. Outside the room, he took a breath, steadying himself. When he opened the door, his chest tightened. Juliana lay on the bed, motionless, with a clear mask over her nose and mouth.

He pulled a chair beside her. As he began to sit, he noticed another woman curled up on the recliner in the corner, asleep. She had similar features to Juliana with some gray in her hair. Her mother?

Colin took Juliana’s hand, lifting it to his lips. Can you hear me?

His pulse pounded in his ears as his heart sank.

“They’ve got her sedated.”

He snapped his attention toward the voice. Now that the woman was awake, there was no denying this was Juliana’s mother.

“You must be Colin.”

He nodded slowly, offering his hand. “Aye.”

She took his hand. “I’m Moira Duffy. Bartley tells me you saved my girl from the ocean.”

Bartley. He must’ve let her know Juliana was in the hospital when Colin stumbled into the farm just before daybreak.

He sat back down, taking Juliana’s hand. “I got her out of the water and here to the hospital, but I hope I wasn’t too late.”

Moira rubbed Juliana’s calf through the blankets. “My girl is made of tough Irish stock.” Her voice hitched, revealing her worry, but she kept her gentle smile firmly in place. “They say she’s got pneumonia in both lungs so best to keep her sleepin’ until the antibiotics do their work.”

“Has she been awake at all?”

“Not yet.” Her mother shook her head and wiped her nose. “But she will. I know it.”

He looked at Juliana’s sleeping face, praying he’d gotten to her soon enough.

Moira sat down again. Her gaze weighed on his shoulders, but he didn’t spare a glance. All his focus remained on Juliana.

“Were you two datin’? Bartley said you were her boyfriend.”

Colin almost smiled. He never imagined anyone would use that word to refer to him. Ever. He didn’t respond, just held Juliana’s hand.

Moira leaned forward in her chair. “Do ya love her?”

He met her gaze across the room with a nod. “With all my heart.”

Tears welled in her mother’s tired eyes. “Good. She deserves no less.”

[image: * * *]

The next two nights were the longest he could ever recall. Bartley came by, usually walking Moira to the cafeteria to make sure she ate. Colin half listened while Moira told stories about Juliana, but his attention was on his angel, wishing he heard her voice in his mind.

“Did she ever tell you about her dreams?”

He glanced up at Moira as she came into the room. “For the future?”

“No.” She sat down. “Of the future.”

He shook his head slowly. “Are you saying Juliana is psychic?”

Moira opened an envelope and pulled out a silver chain with a Celtic triquetra pendant.

Colin straightened. “Juliana’s necklace.”

She nodded, running her finger over the pendant as it rested in her palm. “It was my mother’s. She believed all the old stories about souls being connected, our lives like threads. After the bombing, Juliana crossed over for a few minutes.”

“She died?”

“Briefly.” Moira wiped a tear. “When they revived her, she couldn’t hear, but she came back with a gift from the other side. From her grandmother.”

“Your mother was psychic?”

“Not in the way most people think. Visions came to her in dreams, connections between people.” She held up the Celtic triangle. The light caught the three points. “She passed away the year before the bombing. She left this necklace to Juliana.”

“And you believe she sent Juliana back with her gift of prophecy?”

“I don’t believe, I know.” She crossed the room and placed the necklace in his hand. “I hope my mother has the power to send her back again.”

The door closed behind her, and Colin put the pendant in Juliana’s palm, closing her fingers around it. I miss you. He kissed her forehead. Take as many nights as you need. I will be right here waiting for you to find your way back to us.

He sat down and rested his forehead against her hand.

Colin?

Her voice was weak in his mind. He lifted his head, staring at her face. She didn’t move.

I’m here. He stroked his thumb over her knuckles. You had me worried.

Tell me what it’s like to fly.

His lips curved into a slight smile. You remember.

I’m running out of fight.

He sobered, threading his fingers with hers. The drugs are talking now. You are healing.

Not this time. She gave his hand a weak squeeze. I can’t find my way back.

No. His eyes welled with tears. I won’t let you go.

I don’t think you get a say in this. A smile colored her words somehow, and a dam of emotion broke inside of him. This wasn’t right. She had saved him, repaired his broken spirit. He’d flown for her. He couldn’t lose her now.

I should have told you everything. I thought I had more time. Please, angel, don’t go. Let me heal you.

How? her voice whispered into his mind.

I can give you my blood. Your body will be reborn immortal. He kissed her hand, praying she would agree. You will live only at night, and the blood of the living will sustain you.

A vampire.

No. He ground his teeth, struggling to remain calm. She had to make this decision. He could not make it for her. You would be a Night Walker, a protector of the mortal world. Your soul will connect with the animal spirit within you.

Can’t be real… Her tone was breathy, weak. Will I fly?

Hi kissed her forehead. I don’t know. We’ll discover that together. After you’re changed.

Will I be able to hear again?

Probably not. He clenched his fist, wishing there was some way he could grant her wish. You will be stronger, but my blood will not change who you are now. Pausing, he added, But you would be able to hear the thoughts of others around you. Not hearing in the same way you once did, but as you and I are talking now.

She didn’t answer. He held his breath.

The door opened behind him. Moira entered, a sob choking her throat. He turned. “What is it? What happened?”

She gulped in air. “Juliana’s not responding to the antibiotics. Her lungs are filling with fluid. They’re trying, but they told me she may not last the week.” Her dark eyes met his. Pain lined her features. “What have I done to deserve losing everyone I have ever loved? Am I cursed?”

He got up and embraced her, whispering into her hair. “The doctors are wrong. You will not lose her. She is fighting. I know she is.”

She wept on his shoulder while he watched Juliana’s ashen face.

There wasn’t much time left.


Chapter Eleven


With Moira sleeping in the chair across the room, Colin watched the machines beeping around Juliana. Hypnotic balls of light bounced with each beat of her heart, tormenting him with the reality that soon the line would ultimately flatten.

He had to act. With only three hours until sunrise, time was running out. What if she succumbed during the day while he was unable to help her? Was he selfish enough to change her without her consent?

He raked his fingers through his hair. There was no good alternative. He glanced at the door and back at Juliana. He carefully lifted her oxygen mask and placed a tender kiss to her lips.

Juliana. I need to help you.

I’m so tired.

I know, love. You’ll never feel weak again. Let me heal you.

Not here.

His heart missed a beat. She hadn’t refused him.

At Sea Haven. I have a safe place. He just needed her to stay alive long enough for him to get her there.

Colin?

Yes?

Look at me. He glanced at her face, shocked to see her beautiful eyes open. I love you, too.

He grinned. She’d heard him the night he’d brought her to the hospital.

Her eyelids drifted closed again. Benedict?

Dead.

Good. She gave his hand a weak squeeze. I’m ready.
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It took him a few minutes to mesmerize her mother and find the attending doctor on duty, but they got Juliana’s discharge paperwork signed. He planted peace in Moira’s mind, the understanding that Juliana experienced a miraculous recovery and would visit her for dinner in two days.

Satisfied, he disconnected all the wires and tubes, wrapped her in the hospital blanket to keep her warm, and lifted her into his arms. Ready?

She didn’t answer. He was running out of time.

He rushed her back to Sea Haven. Claire answered the door in her robe, eyes widening when she recognized his companion. “Is it safe for her to be out of the hospital?”

“The doctors cannot help her.” He met Claire’s gaze. “I can.”

She pressed her lips together and opened the door to the basement. “Whatever you’re plannin’, I hope it works.”

“Me, too.”

Once he was settled below in his private chamber, he laid Juliana on his bed, stretching out beside her. Her breathing was fast, shallow, and her heart fluttered erratically. He kissed her forehead.

Juliana? Are you ready?

[image: * * *]

His voice was a whisper through the foggy veil between life and death. Exhaustion had her in its clutches, tightening the vise around her chest. Her body ached, cold, no longer a partner with her spirit but an enemy. It would be easy to give in, not to struggle for the next breath.

Juliana. I need you to fight. Just a little more, angel.

Angel. It brought back a warm memory. It felt like ages had passed since she’d lain naked in his arms, no pain, no fear. Only Colin.

I can’t find you.

She caught his scent, his hair tickling her skin as his lips caressed her neck. Suddenly, a sharp pain focused her, yanking her back from the fog to the present. The jolt of discomfort gave way to a pleasure she’d never known. Her entire body warmed, hungry for his touch.

And then Colin was with her. She saw him in her mind. He stood tall on the top of a pyramid in the jungle. Green like her home, but hot, so hot. There were others with him. His brothers. Three of them.

My home with the Mayan people. My people.

It’s beautiful.

I’ll take you there someday.

But I’m dying.

Another wave of ecstasy swelled, followed by his deep, throaty voice, growling with desire. Death will never steal you from me, angel.

Something wet dripped onto her lips, her tongue. A moment later, fire surged through her veins. Thirsty. He offered his wrist, blood dripping from a fresh cut. She pulled him closer, each swallow alleviating the exhaustion, the weakness.

Drink deeply, and be strong.

Parched, she took him into her body, his blood banishing the fluid from her lungs, returning her strength. She looked up at him as he withdrew his wrist. His wound healed before her eyes. She reached up to her throat to grasp her pendant and gasped.

Looking for this? The Celtic triangle dangled from his fingers.

Colin helped her fasten it in place. She glanced around his room. In spite of the dim lighting, she had no trouble seeing every detail.

Do you see well in the dark?

He nodded with a smile. It appears Benedict was right about one thing. There is magic in your veins. I have never heard of another human experiencing the heightened Night Walker senses until after their first rising. He brushed a kiss to her cheek, near her ear. If you reach out with your mind you should…

His words faded as she concentrated on the others in his house. The farm was awakening just before sunrise. Bartley’s always late for breakfast. Claire. And then a male voice she recognized. Come and get it, sheep. Hustle before Claire’s chewing my ass about breakfast being cold.

Tears brimmed in her eyes as laughter escaped her throat, a noise she didn’t censure. I hear them. Bartley and Claire. I can’t see their lips, but I hear their thoughts.

Colin smiled down at her. Enjoy it now. Soon it will be so loud I will need to teach you to shield your mind.

After all the years of silence, I love the noise. She pulled him down to her lips, kissing him tenderly. I love you.

I didn’t know what love meant until I met you. He stared into her eyes, his finger sliding along her jawline. I have existed for thousands of years, but you have finally taught me how to live. You gave me my wings when I thought I’d never fly again.

You gave me my voice. She ran her fingers down his scarred left arm. He didn’t flinch. She smiled, her eyelids growing heavy. All of a sudden, I’m exhausted.

Colin nodded. The sun is rising. When it sets, you have much to learn.

I’m a quick study.

He grinned. I have no doubt.
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Juliana’s heart awoke as the sun set. She pulled in a breath that morphed into a moan as she found herself settling into a hot bath. She opened her eyes. Colin straightened, standing over her.

What a way to wake up. She wriggled her fingers in the water, enjoying her new Night Walker senses. Colin walked to the door, and she frowned. You’re not coming in with me?

Not yet. He glanced back at her. I have some cleaning up to do first.

Cleaning up?

You’re a Night Walker now. There was an Irish lilt to his voice. Playful. While ya rested yer body transformed. It’s a pisser of a process, but the end result is more than worth it.

With an accent like that no one would take ya for a foreigner.

His grin widened. I have lived here longer than any Irishmen on the island. I think I earned a little brogue, aye?

“Aye.” She had no idea what the tone of her voice was, but the sparkle in his eyes made it worth the effort.

Bollocks. I cannae get enough of you, angel. He came back over for one more kiss.

She watched him walk away, uninhibited in his nakedness. His chiseled, well-muscled nakedness. She pinched herself just to make sure she was really awake. Dipping under the water, she wet her hair and surfaced to find him standing in the doorway.

I thought you had to clean up.

Already did.

Her eyes widened. How?

Besides having clear vision in the dark and hearin’ thoughts, we can move faster than mortals can see. He raised a brow slightly. Especially when I’ve got incentive.

Incentive? She gnawed at her lower lip, enjoying the way he watched her mouth.

I have plans for you… He scooped her out of the tub so fast she gasped. He turned on the shower. But the tub is too small for my plans.

Oh really? She grinned as she kissed him slowly.

His tongue parted her lips, drawing a moan from her throat as she returned his caress. He carried her into the shower, lowering her feet to the ground, the hot water sluicing down her body. He stood behind her and shampooed her hair. His fingers massaged her scalp until she worried her knees might give out. His soapy hands reached around her, teasing her nipples into taut points before sliding down her abdomen.

She rested against his chest, enjoying his attention. He bent and brushed his lips against her shoulder. He turned her to face him while he rinsed out her hair.

When she opened her eyes, his smile softened as he ran a soapy finger over her pendant. I am so grateful to whatever or whoever wove our destinies together, that you were playing piano as I walked by the pub.

I had a dream the night before. I saw your face, and I wondered how our lives were connected. I’m sorry that I doubted you when Benedict told me he saw you with Muriel.

He shrugged. I should have told you everything, but I was too selfish, too afraid I would lose you. In the end, I almost did.

She ran her wet hand up his chest to rest over his heart. In my dreams I can still hear. The banshee called and I saw your face and Benedict’s. Our lives were entwined and death was coming, but I didn’t warn you. I didn’t realize Muriel would get pulled into the web.

None of this is your fault.

She nodded with a little shrug. Maybe all of it was destiny. I was given a glimpse but no chance to change it.

He bent his knees, sliding his hands down the backs of her thighs, lifting her so they were eye to eye. She wrapped her legs around his waist and rested her forehead to his. His voice warmed her from the inside out.

From this night on…no more secrets.

She nodded. No more secrets.

His lips fused to hers. She tangled her fingers in the back of his wet hair, moaning as the tip of his erection brushed her opening. She rocked her hips forward, and their bodies joined. Every thrust of his hips, every inch of him inside of her, sent her passion soaring.

Colin was her destiny. This moment, this love. His blood had silenced the banshee.

He broke the kiss, his lips trailing down her neck to her shoulder. Her head lulled to the side, opening for him. Teasing her flesh with his tongue, he whispered into her mind. You need to drink.

His voice, his command, his offer, all blended into a compulsion she couldn’t resist. Tilting her head down, she licked the water from his shoulder. The scent of his skin enticed her, and the sound of his pulse throbbing tempted her thirst to the surface. Her tongue slid along her teeth, shocked to discover fangs lengthening. Her new instincts already at work.

Drink from me, angel. All that I am is yours.

She bit. His blood awakened every cell in her body, her muscles clenching around him as his hips worked into her faster. She drank him in, welcoming his mind to join with hers through their blood connection. Her memories were his, and suddenly a sting became erotic pleasure as he fed on her, as well. She’d never felt so close to anyone, so intimate. They were one in every possible way.

She cried his name aloud as her orgasm swept through her. He held her tight, surrendering, and pulsed deep inside of her, making her tremble in his arms. His lips brushed her shoulder as he healed the bite. She continued to drink until her thirst was sated. Finally, she rested her head on his shoulder.

That was…intense.

He kissed her ear. Amazing.

She lifted her head. He had the sexiest grin on his face. She smiled up at him as he lowered her to the ground. Thank you for saving me.

Only fair… He raised her chin, kissing her tenderly. Because you most definitely saved me.


Epilogue


Colin glided through the night sky, keeping watch over the red fox running below. In the weeks since Juliana had become a Night Walker, his life had turned upside down. He no longer repressed his hawk. Juliana had helped him to see there was more to him than his loss. He couldn’t fly high into the sky or hunt like he once had, but he could still glide, enjoy the freedom of weightlessness, the wind in his face.

And she’d taken to her spirit animal, finding joy in running through the woods as a red fox. She still didn’t hunt, feeding only from his veins, but he was happy to provide for her. Truth be told, he didn’t like the thought of her beautiful lips on the necks of criminals.

He landed gently on the ground beside the fox, the air igniting with energy as they shifted back to their human forms. Juliana smiled, eyes still wide from her adventure in the forest.

How is it that I had four legs and a tail, and now I stand on two legs fully clothed like nothing happened?

Night Walker magic. Colin winked, laughing when she elbowed him. Okay, okay. When we allow our animal spirit to take over, we step back, but we are still just as we were.

Suspended animation?

He’d always taken his shifts for granted. He pondered it a moment longer and tipped his head with a nod. Something like that? I allow the hawk to come forward more than I actually change myself. Make sense?

I think I get it. Juliana crossed her arms, hip jutting out a bit with a spark in her dark eyes. Night Walker magic.

He laughed wrapping her in his arms. You, my angel, are the greatest magic I have ever known.
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Blood pooled in the bottom of her mouth. The metallic sweet taste made her wince. She had a habit of gnawing on the inside of her cheek as her aggravation level rose. Judging by the size of the hole in her mouth, she’d already hit DEFCON 3 and rising. Great.

She shook her head with a smirk and rolled her eyes. Oh, she was way past aggravated. She’d moved straight on to pissed.

The heels of her pumps clicked against the cement sidewalk, echoing off the walls of the aging brick buildings clustered together near the beach boardwalk. No tourists in this part of Pacific Beach.

The hollow sound magnified the silence surrounding her.

Muriah La Deaux tossed her head, sending her long dark hair cascading back over her shoulder and giving her a clear view of the abandoned alleyway. As soon as her foot left the curb, the sea breeze took control of her hair again until it veiled her face.

Richard stood her up tonight.

“Bastard,” she muttered under her breath. Without slowing her pace, she glanced at her watch. Nearly one in the morning. She never should have waited so long.

She shouldn’t have waited at all.

“Oh get over it, Muriah. No one forced you to spend the past four hours sitting in his apartment watching HBO,” she groaned, well beyond caring if anyone heard her talking to herself. Why did she keep accepting his apologies, giving him second chances?

The real question was who annoyed her more, Richard or herself.

This wasn’t the first time Richard failed to show up to meet her. He always had an excuse, an urgent matter. Apparently she wasn’t urgent enough to matter.

Maybe it was time to grow up. Her penchant for bad boys and dead end relationships disguised as freedom was starting to feel pathetic instead of thrilling.

A man dressed in black with a stark white collar stepped out of the shadows, offering her a flyer. “The end is near. The signs are all around us. Is your name written in the Lord’s Book? Will your soul be saved?”

“Yes,” she answered without hesitation and crossed to the other side of the narrow beach street where the yellow streetlights kept the shadows, and usually the fanatics, at bay.

Since the rash of unexplained mass suicides plagued Central America and parts of the southern United States two months ago, the self-proclaimed ministers of doom had been coming out of the woodwork, and they weren’t the only ones. Even the mainstream Protestants and Catholics of the world were being strongly encouraged by the clergy to confess and make their souls right with the All Mighty Savior.

The sudden wave of death that swelled out of nowhere disappeared the same way it came. Silently and without warning. But contrary to the preaching of the doomsday ministers, Muriah doubted it had much to do with the end of the world. Strange, unexplained phenomena had been happening for centuries. No denying this one was scary and dangerous, but it was also over.

Just like her relationship with Richard.

She laughed at herself. Relationship. Definitely not what she and Richard shared. More of a convenient friendship with certain intimacies enjoyed on the side. She didn’t even know if he dated other women. Knowing him, he probably did, not that it mattered much. She never asked for anything exclusive with any of the men she dated.

The thought of commitment gave her hives…too real, and much too binding. Way too easy to get yourself hurt. Bad.

But being stood up was getting old. She turned thirty today, and instead of a candlelight birthday dinner with Richard, she spent it alone with his remote control. She didn’t need true love, but a guy who called when he ran late wasn’t asking too much. Time to stop wasting her life on men like Richard.

He was one of her customers, a collector of rare books and other artifacts. A year ago, he had walked into her bookstore, The Dimension’s Den, searching for a certain Mayan codex. He burst through her faded red door oozing with adventure.

Maybe his passion for finding ancient relics had been her downfall.

Richard wasn’t alarmingly handsome, more like an average-looking man you might run into at the grocery store. The one you offer a polite smile, but not your phone number. He said his plain looks were an asset to him in his “business.”

Mayan relics and writings weren’t something many people asked her to find. In fact, over the years, only one other customer had ever requested her help finding documents dating back to the Maya, and he wasn’t human.

Not anymore.

When Richard came in, she hadn’t been certain the codex he wanted still existed, but she craved the adventure to try and find it. Maybe the challenge made Richard more attractive to her.

Hard to say.

While she searched her sources across the border in Mexico, tracing relics older than recorded time with her gifted fingers, Richard made other purchases and soon became a regular customer. Before she realized it, they were dating. She’d never dated one of her customers before.

It wasn’t that she had a rule against it, it just hadn’t ever happened.

Rule following wasn’t her strong suit anyway.

At least her bad boy obsession kept her heart protected from the inevitable good-byes. She went into the relationships expecting them to end eventually. She never should have wasted so much time with Richard anyway. Cutting and running was a simple decision. Painless really.

Yanking her keys out of her purse, she rounded the corner into a darker, narrower alleyway. Her forward motion abruptly halted. She smacked into the chest of a large police officer. Muriah gasped and peeked around his solid frame, her eyes widening when she saw the faded red door to her tiny bookstore blocked off with yellow police tape.

“What happened? This is my store.” She dodged to the right, but his large hand caught her arm. “What’s going on?”

“Are you Muriah La Deaux?”

Her pulse pounded in her ears. She blinked. Finally, she glanced up at his face and nodded.

“Follow me.”

Muriah ducked under the tape, trailing behind the officer and into her shop. Her heart sank at the sight of all the uninvited, uniformed guests snooping through her things. Before she could scream at all of them to leave, a tall man with dusty blond hair approached her and offered his hand.

“I’m Agent Bale. You must be Miss La Deaux?”

“Muriah.” Numbness seized her as she shook his hand. “Mind telling me what the hell is going on here? You can’t just barge into my store without a search warrant.”

He released her hand, withdrawing a search warrant and his badge from his pocket. “I’ve got one. I’m investigating an unusual homicide.”

“Homicide?” Her eyes widened. “I don’t understand. What does my store have to do with it?”

“Do you have someplace we can speak privately?”

Muriah nodded. “My office is in the back.”

She walked past a few more officers and into her office. Once they were inside, she sat behind her desk while the tall agent closed the door.

“Okay, what’s going on? Why are you in my store?”

“We couldn’t reach anyone at the store, so we got a warrant to check out the connection.” He cleared his throat and leaned forward with an intense stare. “One of your customers, a Richard Talley, was found dead on the beach at six a.m. yesterday morning. We have reason to believe he was on his way…”

The detective’s lips kept moving, but she couldn’t hear him anymore. The blood drained from her face and her chest tightened. A few minutes ago, she’d been cursing Richard under her breath for standing her up, and now… Now she understood why he hadn’t come to his apartment to meet her and didn’t answer his cell phone. He hadn’t been alive.

He was gone. Forever.

“Miss La Deaux?” The old, wooden swivel chair screeched as Agent Bale leaned forward. “Are you all right?”

She flinched when his large hand reached across her desk. “Yeah. I’m sorry I’m just…shocked.”

“Would you like some water or something?”

“No, that’s all right.” Richard was dead? God, Richard was dead. “How? When? I mean, how did this happen? Who did it?”

“We’re still trying to determine what happened. That’s why we’re here. The address on his driver’s license is incorrect, but he had a few receipts in his wallet from this store. We’re hoping to find out some additional background information about him. When we couldn’t contact you today, I got a search warrant.”

“He still had his wallet?”

Agent Bale nodded, his steel gray eyes honed in on her. “This didn’t appear to be a robbery. We have his credit and banking records. He seemed to spend plenty of time and money in your store. We were hoping to find more connections, like a current address. Can you tell me where he lived?”

“Richard moved around a lot,” she whispered. She meant to speak louder, but shock choked her voice.

Her mind raced. She wanted them to catch Richard’s killer and give him justice. But she knew what Richard’s “business” entailed, and none of it was legal. His “associates” were dangerous, and if they were behind this…

She didn’t want to get mixed up in any of it.

Richard would understand.

She didn’t offer up that she had the address where he lived, or that she had been waiting for him in his apartment earlier this evening. As much as she wanted to curl up into a ball and cry, she fought the tears.

It wasn’t a good idea for law enforcement to know he had been more to her than just a client.

“Do you know where he lives now?”

“No.” Muriah took a breath. “I don’t have an address for him.”

Detective Bale nodded slowly, looking her over. She did her best to keep from fidgeting like a guilty child. Muriah forced herself to remain still and maintain eye contact. If nothing else, she was stubborn, and if he could sit and stare at her, she’d stare right back.

Finally, Agent Bale glanced down at his notepad. Muriah let out an inward sigh of relief and shifted in her chair as his gaze met hers again.

“Anything else you can tell me about him? Anything that might help us find out who did this or why?”

Muriah swallowed the lump in her throat and shook her head. “I don’t think so. He collected rare books. That’s all I know. I wish I could be of more help.”

Her pulse raced. She fought to stay calm and at least appear relaxed. But she was far from it. Her toes curled inside her pumps, her muscles tense, while she waited to see if he would question her further.

Agent Bale rose to his feet, towering over Muriah. She stood up and offered her hand. He gave her a firm handshake and what looked like a well-rehearsed, empathetic smile. “Thank you for your time and cooperation, Miss La Deaux. We’ll try to be out of your shop as soon as possible.”

She nodded and watched him walk away. How long was “as soon as possible?” Clearing her throat, she stepped out of her office and headed for the small water cooler in the corner. She never took her eyes off the uniformed officers milling around her shop while she sipped the water.

“So how long have you had this bookstore?”

A well-meaning officer smiled at her. But she was in no mood for small talk.

“All my life.” She raised her cup, gesturing to the shelves that used to be orderly. “It’s a family business.”

“Really? I’ve come down to Pacific Beach for years, and I’ve never seen it before.”

“Guess you weren’t looking for it then.” She finished the water. “I don’t advertise. It’s all word of mouth.”

He nodded and shrugged. “I don’t go into these new age alternative bookstores much anyway.”

Muriah crunched her paper cup and tossed it into the wastebasket. “Alternative to what exactly?”

“Huh?”

She rolled her eyes. “My bookstore is an alternative to what? The stores that sell cookbooks with those fancy pictures of food that no one ever prepares, or maybe those novels with steamy covers of men and women none of us could ever hope to meet, or maybe I’m an alternative to those coffee table books no one ever reads, is that it?”

“No, I just meant…”

“What? That because my store is full of books you never knew had been written, books about spirituality or magic, or maybe just a hard to find manuscript… That makes it an alternative? I thought it made it a bookstore.”

A large hand rested on her shoulder, and she spun away from the shell-shocked officer to find Agent Bale looking down at her with a smile that looked foreign on his stern features.

“I’m sorry if we’re upsetting you. We’re just about finished.”
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Muriah flipped the business card in her fingers. Over and over. She wasn’t sure how long ago the police left her store. Agent Bale was the last officer to leave, offering her his card and the request that she call him if she thought of anything else about Richard that might help his investigation. It listed his name, title: Federal Agent, cell phone, email, and the same insignia she’d seen on his badge. No mention of which department, or even FBI. Weird.

Why she still had it was anyone’s guess.

She heaved a sigh and opened the top drawer of her desk. Tossing the nondescript card inside, she closed it and glanced over at the clock. Just past three in the morning. No wonder exhaustion weighed her down.

But sleep seemed like an impossible dream at the moment.

How could she rest when Richard was zipped in a body bag, and his killer was still out there somewhere?

Muriah pressed her palms on her desktop and pushed herself up to a standing position. Sitting around thinking would make her crazy. She needed to keep busy.

Gradually she made progress, putting her receipts away and reshelving the books the police officers had left stacked haphazardly on the tables. Once she was satisfied with the store, she made her way behind the counter and started her methodical cleaning of the espresso machine and polishing the countertop.

Pride was important when you ran a family business. Since the La Deaux family rolled their wagon into San Diego in 1795, they had run The Dimension’s Den under the radar of mainstream society, providing their patrons with coffee, tea, hard to find books, and open minds to discuss the wonders of the cosmos and the supernatural forces of the world.

But the La Deaux family ended with Muriah.

“Oh please! Not now…” She pushed stools in along the counter grumbling to herself. This was not the time to start worrying about who would carry on the store.

“Stupid biological clock,” she muttered.

With all traces of the police investigation gone, the coffee area clean, and some of her nervous energy burned off, Muriah grabbed her purse to head out, locking the door behind her. If she kept moving, maybe the grief wouldn’t catch up to her.

She walked down the alley, head held high with her keys firmly in her grasp, giving a jingle with each step she took. She didn’t live far from the store, only a couple blocks away, but walking alone this late at night made her jumpy. It reminded her of those B-horror movies. The slasher films where you scream at the college coeds not to go outside. But they always did. And they always died.

Muriah walked faster.

When she rounded the corner to her condominium, a warm sense of relief washed over her. She made it home, no problems.

Except for the tall stranger standing on her steps.

She slid her hand into her purse, and gripped her cell phone. “Can I help you?”

“I believe you can.” He stepped down. Closer.

Was that a British accent? She wasn’t sure. Muriah took a cautious step back. “Who are you?”

The man walked under the yellow light of the street lamp and tipped his head in her direction. He stood over six feet tall with shoulder-length black hair, and his face looked pale compared to his dark eyes. His jaw was chiseled, along with the rest of his body.

Normally, she might have welcomed a chance meeting with a gorgeous man like this, but at four a.m., after learning someone murdered Richard, something about this man’s gaze bothered her.

He stared at her like a famished man drooled over a piece of meat.

In the dim glow of the streetlight, his eyes held her attention. It must’ve been the yellow tint, but his eyes seemed to lighten, gray, like a storm gathering. She blinked hard, and his lips curved, hinting at a smile. He was stunningly handsome, almost too handsome. Too perfect.

“Interesting.” His gaze narrowed. “What are you?”

“Excuse me?” She gripped her keys so two poked between her fingers like brass knuckles.

“I cannot read your thoughts.”

This guy was certifiable. Sadly, he was also still on her front steps. “In that case, here’s what I’m thinking. You’re trespassing.”

His deep laughter echoed in the empty alley beside her loft and silenced the moment he met her eyes again. “And you are stealing.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She shifted her feet into a fighting stance. Her self-defense classes flashed through her mind, and primal survival instinct flooded her veins with adrenaline. In spite of the urge to run, her knees turned to rubber. Managing a step forward might be risky, let alone a sprint in high heels.

Muriah stumbled backward, withdrawing her cell phone.

“I think you know exactly what I am talking about.” He tugged at his goatee, sizing her up. “Richard hired you to steal something for him.”

A black tattoo wound around his neck, drawing her attention. The lines slithered up from under the collar of his shirt. Was it moving? Muriah squinted, clearing her vision.

“I’m not a thief.” She unlocked the keypad on her phone, ready to dial 911. If she could just get around him to her door…

He took another step closer. “Did you find the relic?”

Muriah couldn’t fight her survival instincts any longer. She screamed and bolted past him to her door, like an animal escaping a predator.

A couple of windows lit up along the alley. She jammed her key into the lock, looking back over her shoulder, expecting him to be reaching for her.

But he was gone.

Her heart galloped at racehorse speed. The street was completely empty.

His footsteps never made a sound when he ran away.

He just vanished.
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