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			Dear Reader,

			Thank you for supporting a small publisher! Entangled prides itself on bringing you the highest quality romance you’ve come to expect, and we couldn’t do it without your continued support. We love romance, and we hope this book leaves you with a smile on your face and joy in your heart.

			xoxo

			Liz Pelletier, Publisher

		


		
			Author’s Note

			The world is rich in mythology. Every culture in the history of time has left a legacy—written and unwritten—for those of us who came after. As a writer, I draw on those myths, legends, and beliefs and twist them to create something totally new. So, while you may recognize many familiar creatures, gods, or belief systems in this series, this world is something totally new. Expect the unexpected. It can, and will, happen. This is a work of fiction, as told to me by the characters portrayed within the pages.

		


		
			The world is a wild and crazy place. I don’t know how I’d get through it without my family. Your love and support is everything.

		


		
			Forgotten Brotherhood

			Asher feared no one—man, creature, or god. He’d long passed his normal lifespan. Those he’d loved had been lost to the sands of time. Now the only ones he called friends were the Forgotten Brotherhood.

			The Brotherhood had been created by the fallen angel Maccus after the two of them had been hired for the same job. What could have led to mass bloodshed had instead spawned the Forgotten.

			They were the most dangerous men in existence, loners with loyalty to no one. They had no pack, no coven or community. Or at least none that would claim them.

			They killed only those who deserved to die—paranormal creatures that murdered without discrimination. Try to hire one of them to slay someone innocent or who didn’t deserve to die? Well, that never ended well for the one trying to secure the contract.

			They mostly kept to themselves, but they all lived by a code. Kill only those that deserved it and let their gods sort them out. Kill them before they killed you. Never, ever betray a fellow assassin.

			Simple and easy with little room for discussion. Because once a contract was accepted, it was carried out. There was no other option.

			In their line of work, there could be no mistakes.

		


		
			Chapter One

			“You have got to be kidding.” Asher stood in the shadows at the back of the abandoned church in rural Kentucky, exasperated by the spectacle unfolding in front of him. A multitude of candles flickered in the light breeze as two dozen fawning acolytes—or as he liked to call them, idiots—stood with their attention focused on the man standing on the slightly dilapidated raised dais.

			“I am Prince Vlad. I am the father of all vampires.”

			He barely kept from snorting at the ludicrous pronouncement. It was all kinds of wrong. Not only was Vlad the Impaler not the father of all vampires, he was also very dead.

			And how did he know that for certain? He’d been the one to handle that job some three hundred years ago when the former prince had gone on a rather long and extensive bloody spree across Europe.

			But then again, Vlad always had been bloodthirsty with a flair for the dramatic.

			“You are my chosen.” Fake Vlad dramatically raised his arms up into the air and flashed his fangs. The audience gasped in awe and took a collective step back.

			Boring. If he hurried, he could probably catch an episode of the Real Housewives of somewhere. It would definitely be better than this second-rate theatrical performance.

			“Who will be the first to offer me their blood?” The pretender had barely finished his request before everyone there flung themselves toward him. Okay, not everyone. No way in hell was he offering up his vein to this baby vamp.

			He wasn’t certain why he was here other than pure curiosity. An unusual email had come in. Not to the Forgotten Brotherhood website where all potential clients made contact, but to his personal inbox. That in itself was odd enough to require investigation.

			Even more curious, he couldn’t trace the email. That was cause for concern.

			With the technical skills he’d acquired over the years, he was a master of the electronic world, could trace virtually anyone anywhere. Whoever had sent the message was equally wily at shielding themselves. He’d chased it through servers scattered around the world before running it down to a dead end in Beijing.

			The information in the note had been short and simple. Humans were being lured by the promise of immortality and then being slaughtered.

			Normally, he wouldn’t get involved. As one of the Brotherhood, he worked by contract only. His days of freelancing were long done. It was the job of the Vampire Council to monitor these kinds of situations. As soon as they got word of what was happening, they’d send someone—likely the vamp’s maker—to clean up his mess.

			Asher’s skills were kept for those the Council couldn’t handle—the very old and powerful that were too deadly and dangerous for most.

			Because everyone and everything could be killed. Even the gods.

			Those that had lived the longest were sometimes the worst. They locked themselves away, fearful of losing their lives.

			He didn’t understand it. What they were doing wasn’t living. They might as well be dead. But who was he to judge? His life certainly hadn’t been without fault.

			Which brought him back to his current situation. Even though he’d expected tonight to be a trap, a way to lure him to a specific location by whoever sent him the note, he’d come all the way from New York.

			But there was no one here but the motley group in front of him.

			Who had sent the email? And why?

			The watered-down version of the great Vlad laughed and ran his hands lovingly over the faces of his intended victims. The guy was getting off on the adoration as well as the hint of fear that permeated the space.

			It was ironic that he’d chosen an abandoned church to commit this atrocity. The building was small but well-built, a testament to the love and attention that had gone into creating it. There were too many of these buildings tucked away in rural America, places that time had forgotten as communities shrank or were abandoned altogether because the search for work led people to larger centers.

			It was sad, but it was the way of life.

			While he’d been lost in thought, Vlad had pulled his first volunteer forward. He supposed he should do something to stop it, but these folks were not only willing, they were eager to offer their lives for the promise of immortality without fully understanding what it was they were giving up.

			The air stirred in the doorway. Asher melted deeper into the shadows and went completely still. A silent figure stealthily crept into the space, moving along the opposite wall.

			Whoever it was, they were human, not another paranormal.

			Curious, he followed the newcomer. He doubted the crowd in front would notice them if they ran through the place naked.

			Everyone in the room focused on Vlad as he sucked the blood from his first victim.

			It took more than being bitten to become one of the undead. He had to share his blood back.

			Call me crazy but I don’t think Vlad is a sharing kind of guy.

			The newcomer stepped into the light. “Vampire.” The melodic voice carried easily through the building. The hood of a long, leather duster was shoved back to reveal a tall, stunning woman with a deadly crossbow held easily in her hands.

			Asher’s heart skipped a beat. Blood pounded through his veins, hot and thick. Confident and deadly was always a huge turn-on. This woman was both those things and more.

			As soon as Vlad turned toward her, she fired. A steel bolt whistled through the air, speeding toward the intended target—the vampire’s heart. At the last second, Vlad yanked the person he was holding upright, using them as a shield. The bolt pierced the man’s spine.

			“Shit,” she muttered and released the crossbow. It was secured over her shoulder by a leather strap so it fell to her side. Reaching behind her, she pulled a short sword from a sheath on her back. “Come and face me, you coward,” she ordered.

			Her fearlessness was captivating. Who was this woman?

			No way could he allow anything to happen to this delectable creature.

			Several people screamed, shaking the rest of them out of their stupor and causing a stampede. They shoved their way to the exit, seemingly more afraid of the hunter than the vampire.

			Because that’s what she was—a vampire hunter.

			He’d crossed paths with many of them over the years. Some were fanatical, slaying paranormal and human alike, without discrimination. A small few had good intentions, confirming their prey was legitimate before they struck. He’d stayed out of their way.

			It wasn’t his fight.

			Blood wafted on the air as the last of the intended victims fled, not realizing the deadliest predator in the room was right beside them. But they were safe from him. He didn’t prey on innocents or idiots, and all his attention was on the woman holding the sword. It was obvious she’d had training and practice.

			“I’ll drink you dry and bathe in your blood.”

			“Promises, promises,” she mocked. “And kinda hard to do both. You’ll have to pick one.”

			Her taunts brought a smile to Asher’s face. She was smart. Most vampires, especially the younger ones, were arrogant. They believed themselves to be superior to everyone. It was as though they forgot they’d once been human.

			Vlad sprang forward, flying through the air with ease, claws extended, sharp teeth flashing. At the last possible second, the hunter dropped and rolled, shoving the blade upward. The creature screamed as the sword pierced his stomach.

			Blood spilled from the wound before it sealed shut.

			She was on her feet and already moving toward her target.

			Impressive. Even though she looked to be in her late twenties, she was a seasoned fighter. The blade flashed through the air. Vlad moved faster than the human eye could see, but somehow, she anticipated where he was going to be. She cut him again and again.

			It was utterly fascinating.

			There was no way she could destroy Vlad like that. Those small wounds wouldn’t even weaken him.

			Yet he didn’t interfere. There was still the matter of the email from the unknown sender. Was it her?

			She breathed heavily. Sweat beaded on her forehead, but there was no give in her. In a bold move, she tossed her sword to her left hand and brought the crossbow up with her right, firing before the weapon was steady. This time, the bolt hit the intended target.

			Vlad screeched—in pain and outrage—as the metal rod struck his chest. Too bad it was just a fraction too far to the right. The heart had to be obliterated for a vamp to die. This would just piss him off. And there was nothing more dangerous than a wounded or cornered vampire.

			Blood seeping from his chest, Vlad yanked the bolt out, shrieking in agony. She had nicked the heart. It would take time and require blood to regenerate.

			Breathing heavily, blood and saliva dripping from his teeth, Vlad drew back his arm and threw the deadly bolt directly at the woman.

			Asher flung himself forward, arm extended, and snatched the bolt out of the air just before it would have reached her. If she’d still been there. Once again, she’d proven she was better than any hunter he’d ever encountered and was currently standing several feet away.

			Both hunter and vampire were staring at him.

			He grinned and tossed the bolt back to her. “You may need this.”

			She caught it in midair, reloaded, and fired all in one motion. This time she hit her target dead-on. He stared down at his chest, as though shocked to find the metal stake piercing his heart.

			“I didn’t miss this time, bloodsucker.” She stalked toward him with sword drawn. Vlad fell to his knees and stared at Asher, likely sensing what he was.

			“Don’t look at me. You brought this on yourself.” Vampires were usually very careful with their blood hosts and very discreet. Attention wasn’t good for any of them. This creature had broken all the rules and would have eventually been sanctioned by the Council.

			On a mighty yell, the hunter raised the sword and swung. Vlad’s head fell to the floor and rolled toward him. Asher stopped it with his foot.

			“Good swing,” he told her.

			… 

			Jo Radcliffe was dirty, sweaty, and utterly exhausted. It had been a long hunt, but it was finally over. Vlad had left a swath of death across rural Kentucky and Tennessee. This was to be his biggest mass slaying yet. He’d worked in small groups of three or four until now.

			All she wanted to do was go back to her truck, find a motel, shower, and sleep.

			But that wasn’t going to happen just yet. “Who the hell are you?” she demanded of the tall, lean man who was still mostly in the shadows. Whoever he was, he was dangerous, maybe even more so than the creature she’d just beheaded. He’d come out of nowhere and snatched the crossbow bolt out of the air like it hadn’t even been moving.

			A shiver raced down her spine.

			Dressed all in black, he blended with the dark. She hadn’t known he was there until he’d deliberately come forward. And she always had total situational awareness. It was a matter of survival.

			Her profession had a very high mortality rate.

			A nudge of his foot sent the vampire’s head rolling back toward the body. The undead would need to be burned if he didn’t start disintegrating soon, but she was keeping her distance from the man in black.

			“Asher.” He gave her a half bow. “And you are?”

			A quick shake of her head. “You don’t need to know.”

			“That hardly seems fair considering I saved your life.”

			“It didn’t need saving,” she asserted. “I’d already moved.”

			“True,” Asher conceded. “You’re fast, but I didn’t know that. I should get points for the attempt.” He sauntered out of the dark and fully into the candlelight. The flames flickered over his face, exposing a strong jaw, straight nose, and high forehead. His blond hair was pulled back in a short tail at his nape. His skin was olive toned or tanned, hard to say. Piercing brown eyes stared at her.

			Good looking was much too tame. Handsome didn’t fit, either. There was something dangerous and predatory lurking beneath the surface. Primal. Compelling. Yeah, that was it.

			It was time for her to leave.

			“While I appreciate the assist, I’ve got this.” She jerked her head toward the door, hoping he’d take the hint.

			A ghost of a smile flickered on his full lips before it disappeared. “I’ve got nowhere I need to be.”

			“Great,” she muttered.

			His laugh slid down her spine, a whisper of heat. Her nipples puckered and rubbed against her bra. Uh. No. The last thing she needed was some kind of fatal attraction. Because he was one of two things—a fellow hunter or another vampire. Neither of which were good for her.

			“Come now, I’ll help you clean up this mess. Then we can get a cup of coffee somewhere, maybe talk.”

			“It’s almost one in the morning. Nothing around here is open.” God, she was tired. She just wanted to fry this vampire and leave. Usually they disintegrated fairly quickly. This one was taking his sweet time. He either wasn’t truly dead yet or he was very young. The older they were, the quicker they turned to ash.

			Ash.

			“Your name is Asher?”

			He inclined his head. “At your service.”

			She ignored the way her insides heated. Paid no attention to how deep his voice was or how it stroked over her skin like silk.

			Danger signs flashed in her brain.

			“As in, you ash vampires?”

			“It seemed apt when I chose it.”

			“You’re a hunter.” Better than him being a bloodsucker, but not by much. All hunters were arrogant and controlling, but male hunters were the worst. With their lives constantly in danger, they tended to drink too much and sleep around even more.

			“I’ve done my fair share.” He turned his attention to the body. “Vampires and assorted others.”

			That stirred her interest. “Others?”

			“Hmm.” Ignoring her question, he went to the body and yanked the bolt from Vlad’s chest. Not something she would have done until she’d burned the body. Then he reached inside the open wound and yanked out what was left of the heart before tossing it to one side. “That should speed things up.”

			She’d seen a lot of things in her life, but never anyone quite like Asher. He wiped his bloody hand on the vampire’s shirt. Then he turned his attention to the dead human with the crossbow bolt in his back. The one the vampire had used as a shield. A quick tug and he’d retrieved it. He brought both back to her. “Best not to leave evidence.”

			“I know that.” She wasn’t some rookie. “I’m going to burn the body. I’m tired of waiting.”

			“Give it a minute.”

			“I don’t take orders from you.” She didn’t take orders from anyone, least of all a man she’d just met.

			“Call it a suggestion, then. It won’t take long, and a fire might attract attention.” He extinguished the candles one at a time, blowing gently on each one. He moved with an innate sense of grace which was mesmerizing and deadly, much like a cobra. By the time he was down to one candle, the remains were beginning to crumble.

			“Finally.” She was more than ready to get gone. “I’m outta here.” The faster the better.

			“I’ll walk with you.” The last candle went out, plunging them into darkness. Fortunately, she had excellent night vision and the moon was full.

			“I don’t want you to walk with me.”

			A low male chuckle skated across her skin. “I guess I’ll have to follow you, then. You know, to make sure you stay safe.”

			“I can take care of myself.” This was getting really annoying. Arousing, too, which annoyed her even more. What is wrong with me?

			“If I knew who you were, maybe I could believe you.”

			No one knew who she was. Sometimes it got lonely.

			Maybe she’d been on the road too long. She never let her guard down, couldn’t afford to.

			He’d stopped beside her, a silent sentinel waiting for her to either reply or walk away. Taking a deep breath, she slowly exhaled and gave him what he wanted. “My name is Jo. Jo Radcliffe.”

		


		
			Chapter Two

			Jo Radcliffe was a name he’d heard whispered from time to time over the last decade. He’d mistakenly thought Jo was Joe, a male hunter of some renown. Being around as long as he had, he should have known better than to assume anything.

			An exceptional hunter and beautiful. He’d never seen anyone like her. About five ten in her combat boots, she had a long, lean body that packed some muscle. Her chin was slightly pointed, her cheekbones high, her nose pert. Her hair was black as midnight and cut shorter than his. But it was her eyes that made her stand out.

			Her right eye was green, her left one brown.

			“You just gonna stand there and stare at me?” The belligerent tone of her voice was a sharp reminder that he was indeed staring.

			“Pleased to meet you, Jo.”

			“Sure.” She turned and strode from the building. He was right behind her, unwilling to let her out of his sight.

			“What about the unfortunate human?” Not that he really cared. The guy had taken his chances when he’d come here of his own free will in search of immortality. But Asher was curious to see how she’d handle it.

			She bent down as she passed a large oak and snagged a knapsack that had been tucked among some exposed roots. Tossing it over her shoulder, she kept on walking. “One of the people who fled will probably call the authorities. If in a day or two there’s nothing in the local news, I’ll send an anonymous tip.”

			“Why?”

			She stopped, causing him to almost ram into her back. “Why?”

			The wind whistled through the trees and an owl hooted. They were isolated and alone, the others having fled as fast as their legs could carry them.

			“You came to do a job and it’s done. The man who died was no victim.” As tall as she was, he didn’t tower over her, even though he had a few inches on her. “Why risk exposing yourself?”

			Because anonymous tip or not, there was always a threat of her identity being uncovered by the authorities if they managed to trace it back to her. Unlike him, she couldn’t mesmerize a cop and make him forget her presence.

			“It’s an unnecessary risk,” he continued.

			She drilled a finger into his chest. “It’s the right thing to do. Maybe the guy was desperate. Maybe he had an incurable illness or something and was looking for a way out. Maybe he was an asshole. Doesn’t matter. He came from somewhere, and there might be someone missing him. A mother, daughter, grandmother, or sister. Maybe a girlfriend or wife.”

			There was more to it than that. There was some serious heat behind her explanation. No, her reasons were far more personal.

			“Who are you missing?”

			All the color drained from her face. “Fuck you.” Spinning around, she stalked off.

			“Shit.” He’d mucked that up. Better to have kept his mouth shut. “You can if you want,” he called as he started after her once again.

			“Can what?” she called over her shoulder. “And stop following me.”

			“Can fuck me.” Giving her a winsome smile, he held his arms out by his sides, enabling her to check him out. “I’m all yours.” He was hoping she’d smile and not pop him one in the face.

			“You’re impossible.” She reached into her knapsack and pulled out a flashlight, using it to see her way down an overgrown path. Of course, she wouldn’t have come up the main road.

			“I’ve been told that. Of course, I don’t believe it.” The light wasn’t necessary for him. She was so capable—he’d momentarily forgotten she didn’t have the same advantages he did.

			“I bet,” she muttered under her breath, naturally assuming he couldn’t hear her. He’d much rather see her annoyed or even pissed off with him than see the stricken expression on her face, especially knowing he’d been the cause of it.

			He might have just met her, but she captivated him. Plus, there was the whole mystery of them both being here at the same time. Call him paranoid, but he didn’t believe in coincidence. Not when an email from an unknown source had brought him here.

			If he wanted to figure out who was behind the missive, he’d have to stick close to Jo. What a hardship. He grinned at her retreating back. Her strides were long and sure, without hesitation. This was a woman unconcerned about walking alone at night. She’d be the same, maybe even more relaxed, if he wasn’t with her.

			They walked for about five minutes without talking. Around them, the forest was silent except for the wind rustling the branches and the occasional scurry of a small animal through the underbrush.

			The air was crisp and the moon bright. A perfect night for a romantic stroll through the woods. Too bad she was determined to outpace him.

			Jo stepped over a fallen tree and skirted around a rock. A truck rumbled in the distance. They were almost to the road.

			“I’m not giving you a ride.”

			Still grinning, he picked up the pace until he was alongside her. “You’re going to let me walk home by myself? This late at night?” He heaved a sigh. “Chivalry is dead.”

			Again, she gave a quick laugh before her lips pursed. “I’m sure you can manage. You had to get here somehow. Where’s your car?”

			He shrugged. “I came on foot.” It would probably be better to lie but he stuck with the truth.

			“Seriously.” She shook her head and ducked under a low-hanging branch. “You local?”

			“Nope, hitched a ride part of the way.” Not a lie but not the whole truth. He’d hitched a ride on top of a transport truck for part of the journey, mostly for the fun of it. The driver hadn’t even known he was there. It was a great way to see the countryside, and the cold certainly didn’t bother him. The rest of the way, he’d run at top speed.

			“You’re insane. You know that?”

			“You’re the one who fought and beheaded a vamp,” he reminded her.

			She whirled around, crossbow in hand. “And just what were you doing? Were you hoping to get turned?”

			He placed his hands dramatically over his heart and shook his head. “After all we’ve been through together, you’re going to shoot me?” The odds were about fifty-fifty. Although given the glint in her eyes, it might be more seventy-thirty, and not in his favor.

			He dropped his hands back down by his sides. “Look, I caught wind of the gathering and figured I’d check things out. Those people were idiots, but that’s not a good enough reason for them to die. If it was, a good chunk of the population would be in serious trouble.”

			“You’re right about that.” She lowered the crossbow and sighed. “How’d you hear about it? You got a network?”

			Many hunters kept in loose contact with one another sharing information. Just as many were loners. He’d bet she fell in the latter category. “Email.”

			The woods thinned out and then abruptly ended as they stepped out onto the road. A dusty black truck was parked just off to the side. It wasn’t new enough or old enough to garner much attention.

			“Now that is interesting.” She pulled her keys out of her pocket, unlocked the driver’s door, and tossed her knapsack into the cab.

			“Why is that?” He suspected he already knew the answer.

			“I got one of those. Unsigned? Sender unable to be traced?” She tucked her crossbow into the space behind her seat, then her sword. Not that she was unarmed. No, he’d bet good money she had several knives and a gun or two tucked away under that long coat of hers.

			“The same. What do you think it means?” He stood by her door as she slipped onto the driver’s seat, keeping one hand on the metal frame so she couldn’t shut it without a struggle. Her choices were to talk to him or kick him out of the way, slam the door, and gun the engine.

			She didn’t strike him as a runner.

			“It means I need to get the hell out of her here and suggest you do the same.”

			“Right.” Playing a gamble, he gave her a small wave and headed off down the dark road with his hands in his pockets.

			Either way, he couldn’t lose. If she drove away, he’d simply follow. But he was betting on her to stop. Her innate curiosity, not to mention her sense of self-preservation, would demand she question him further, mine every piece of information. The only way to accomplish that was to talk with him.

			An unknown informant, one that couldn’t be tracked, was something to be concerned about.

			The door slammed. The engine revved. Gravel flew from the spinning tires as she pulled away from the side of the road. Asher whistled as he ambled along. The truck passed him and kept on going, the taillights winking in the distance.

			About eighty feet down the road, the brake lights came on. “Gotcha,” he whispered.

			He didn’t hurry, keeping to a slow and steady pace. Losing patience, she backed the vehicle toward him. Specifically, right at him. At the last possible second, he jumped out of the way, barely keeping from being clipped.

			Yup, she was pissed with him. He quickly hid his grin.

			The passenger door popped open. “Get in.”

			“Since you asked nicely, how can I refuse?”

			… 

			This was not a good idea. In fact, in the scheme of ideas that weren’t good, this was right near the top. Not all the way there, because she’d done some crazy things over the years, but darn close.

			After seeing him in action back at the church, there was no doubt Asher was an experienced hunter.

			He dressed like one—all in black, including a leather duster similar to hers. He moved like one—quick and soundless. And he certainly wasn’t squeamish. Not even she had ever reached into a vamp’s chest and yanked the heart out.

			She’d been determined to be on her way—alone. It was safer that way. Her fatal mistake had been looking in the rearview mirror and seeing him stroll along as though he didn’t have a care in the world.

			God, she wished she could be more like that.

			Then there was the whole email thing. She didn’t believe in coincidence. They’d both been sent here. The question was why.

			“Hurry up. Time’s wasting.” Sitting here on the side of the road was a good way to get seen by some late-night driver, or worse, a highway patrolman.

			She had the truck moving before he had his seat belt on. Not that she relaxed any, even though they were heading away from the latest hunt. No way could she unwind with him beside her.

			He smelled good. Not aftershave. It wasn’t strong enough for that. Probably his soap, some natural blend. It was earthy and woodsy and suited him.

			Her sense of smell had always been excellent. Times like this, she wished it wasn’t quite as good as it was.

			Needing something to distract her, she flicked on the radio. A country ballad blasted from the speakers. Cringing, she turned it down until it was barely audible. “Sorry about that.”

			“No problem. I don’t mind music instead of talking.” He leaned back in the seat, seemingly content to let her drive. She wasn’t buying it. A man like him was used to being in charge.

			But he was right. It probably was for the best to get this conversation over with. Then she could dump him in the nearest decent-sized town and be on her way. No motel for her. Best to put as many miles as possible between them. They were strangers passing in the night.

			Her fingers gripped the steering wheel tighter. Why did she have to think of it like that? It wasn’t some romantic hookup. This was nothing more than two hunters sharing intel.

			And she didn’t want more. Really, she didn’t. Ignoring her racing heart, she kept her attention on the road. “Tell me about the email.”

			When he shifted position in his seat, the leather from his jacket creaked, and she got a fresh whiff of his woodsy scent. Her mouth was not watering because of him. She was hungry, that’s all. For food. Not for some hot guy she’d just met over a dead vamp’s body.

			What is wrong with me?

			She’d been on the road too long. Some downtime was definitely called for if she was getting all hot and bothered by a fellow hunter when she usually avoided them like the plague.

			“Not a lot to tell. As I mentioned, I got an email. Not many details. Just what was going to happen and where. Normally, I wouldn’t have bothered to check it out. But the fact I couldn’t trace the message made me curious.”

			“You wouldn’t have bothered?”

			“No.” His voice hardened—all traces of easygoing male gone. “They wanted to be immortal. The creature claimed to be a vampire, and they still went. This is not some paranormal going after the innocent.”

			He did have a point, but still. “Turning them just makes more,” she pointed out.

			Asher snorted. “Trust me. Vlad was not going to turn any of them. He was going to drain them dry or kill them for fun.”

			“How can you be certain?” She braked suddenly when a deer darted across the road. He didn’t even gasp though he was jerked forward. Their seat belts kept them from ramming against the dash. The deer, totally unconcerned by the near miss, looked at them and then leaped away, swallowed up by the trees.

			“I’ve been at this a long time. I know the type.”

			Such cynicism, but she was no different. She pressed down on the gas and kept driving.

			He didn’t look much older than her. Maybe early thirties. And that estimation had more to do with the world-weary vibe surrounding him than his physical appearance. She was twenty-nine, her thirtieth birthday looming. Most women her age had a career, a home, maybe a husband or kids.

			She had a small apartment in Brooklyn where she stored her stuff and landed between jobs. It might be cheaper to live elsewhere, but a surprising number of vampires settled in New York. It made perfect sense, since there were plenty of people for them to feed from, not to mention an active nightlife.

			There was no boyfriend waiting at home. When she had an itch that needed to be scratched, she either handled it herself or contacted one of several hunters she’d met over the years.

			“Why did you come tonight?” he asked.

			“Because it was the right thing to do. They may think they understand what they’re getting themselves into, but they have no idea of the reality.”

			“And you do?”

			She clamped her lips shut, ignoring the tightening in her chest. She did not talk about her past. Not ever. It was over and done. To delve into it only brought pain and suffering.

			Ten minutes passed before he spoke again. She’d kept one eye on the clock, wondering how long it would take. Most hunters had patience. Some were hotheads. She wanted to see where he landed, and it was somewhere in between.

			“You couldn’t trace the email?” he finally asked.

			“No. And I tried. I have decent skills but I’m no hacker.”

			“I am.”

			“You are what?”

			“A hacker.” He tapped his fingers on his knee. “If it’s online, I can find it. That means whoever sent that message has serious skills.”

			“What do you think it means? Maybe they want privacy, to fly under the radar. The information was good.”

			“This time. Maybe it’s a ploy to get us to trust them. They can spring a trap later.”

			His suggestion had merit.

			“So the sender sacrificed Vlad the Impaler?”

			Asher’s low, sensual laugh skated over her skin like a caress. Goose bumps ran up and down her arms. “He was nothing more than a pale imitation.”

			“How would you know?”

			His smile disappeared. “I know. He was young. Expendable to a much older immortal.”

			She rolled her shoulders in an effort to ease the tension giving her a low-grade headache. “Where does that leave us? I mean me.” They weren’t an us. She was only giving him a ride.

			“It leaves us with an interesting dilemma.” He put extra emphasis on the word. It did not give her a warm glow in her chest. That was indigestion. “We need to stay together.”

			The warmth disappeared. “Stop right there. That’s not happening. I work alone. I’ll take you as far as the nearest town and then we’re done.”

			“Until the next email.”

			“What are you saying? That the sender wants us together? That doesn’t make sense. We don’t even know each other.”

			“We do now,” he reminded her. “If I leave, I’ll bet you everything in my bank account that we’ll both end up at the same place again soon. For whatever reason, someone is manipulating us. I don’t know about you, but that doesn’t sit well with me.”

			“You’re damn right it doesn’t. I’m no one’s puppet.”

			“Yet, we were both there.”

			Shit, he was right. “What are you suggesting?” She wasn’t sure she could handle Asher for an extended period. She’d either jump his bones or kill him.

			It could go either way.

			“Give me some time to look into it further. I have contacts I can tap. Whoever is doing this, they put a lot of effort into it. I, for one, want to know why.”

			“If we do this, there are ground rules.” Best to lay them out from the beginning. “I don’t take orders from you, and we keep things professional.”

			“Works for me.” He leaned his head back and shut his eyes. His lashes were long and thick, the kind any woman would kill for. Yet they in no way detracted from his masculinity. “Wake me if you want me to drive or when we get to a decent breakfast spot, whichever comes first.”

			Jo couldn’t believe his audacity. Then she wasn’t sure what she was upset about. He’d agreed to her terms. She should be happy. Right?

			Cursing all men, she focused her attention on the road. He could sleep all he wanted. No way in hell was she waking him.

		


		
			Chapter Three

			Jo drove with confidence and decisiveness. It was impossible to sleep with her sitting next to him. Her scent was driving him crazy—spicy with a hint of soap and leather.

			Good thing his coat was covering his erection. He doubted she’d approve.

			Or maybe she would.

			Despite her rules, she was attracted to him. Her sharp intake of breath when he’d climbed into the truck, the increase in her heartbeat, and the way she licked her lips when she stared at his mouth confirmed it.

			His job was to convince her to take a risk. While he should be more worried about who sent the emails, he was more concerned about what it might be like to kiss her. He bit back a grin. She’d probably punch him in the face if he tried.

			Who was Jo Radcliffe besides a vampire hunter? That was something he really needed to know. Had they crossed paths in the past? He didn’t think so. She was not a woman he’d ever forget.

			Dawn was just rolling over the horizon when she pulled into an all-night gas station. “I’ll get this,” he told her as she parked in front of one of the pumps.

			“No, I’ve got it. My truck.”

			Rather than argue, he pointed to the attached convenience store. “You want coffee?”

			“More than I want my next breath,” she muttered. “Black with two sugars,” she replied in a much louder voice.

			He grinned. “I’m on the coffee. You pump the gas.” The look she sent him was heated. She didn’t approve of him giving orders of any kind. So, of course, he couldn’t resist doing it.

			Pointedly ignoring him, she went about the business at hand. He got the message loud and clear. Antagonizing her wasn’t smart. She could abandon him as soon as the truck was filled, but he was playing the odds again.

			A bell rang when he entered the small shop. “Coffee?” he asked the young male attendant, even though he could smell it.

			“Over there.” The guy, whose tag read Mike, pointed him in the right direction and went back to reading the car magazine that was open on the counter.

			He took his time preparing her coffee before getting one for himself. He snagged several packaged cinnamon buns, figuring Jo had to be hungry.

			He’d just put everything on the counter when the bell chimed again. Expecting it to be Jo, he didn’t look. The attendant’s eyes widened, and he swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down.

			When Asher turned toward the doorway, a masked man stood just beyond the entrance with a gun in his hand. “Give me all the cash,” he ordered.

			“You…you…you can have it,” the young attendant stammered.

			“Now.” The robber was getting twitchy. Never a good sign. “What are you looking at?” he demanded of Asher.

			He raised his hands in the air, doing his best to appear nonthreatening.

			The gunman took an aggressive step forward. “That’s right. You keep out of this.”

			All he wanted was his coffee and snacks and to get back to Jo before she decided to come see what was taking so long. The attendant was shakily putting bills and change on the counter.

			“All of it,” the robber insisted.

			“That’s it. Honestly. Most people don’t use cash anymore.”

			“Put it in a bag. And you.” He waved the gun at Asher. “Give me your wallet.”

			“No.” It was one thing to allow him to rob the gas station. No way was he giving up his wallet to some punk. The money didn’t matter. It was the principle of the thing.

			Out of the corner of his eye, he caught movement through the large window. Shit, Jo had seen what was going on. There was no way she’d walk away.

			He’d have to do something. Usually, he’d let the situation play itself out as long as everyone walked away. This wasn’t his business.

			That was no longer an option.

			“Put the gun down,” he ordered the robber, putting a mild compulsion behind it. Any mental activity sent out waves into the atmosphere. A seasoned hunter might sense them.

			The man shook his head. “Put the gun down?” He frowned and stared at the weapon in his hand.

			Before the man could comply, Jo burst in. “Hands up.”

			She was confident and in control, just as she’d been back at the church. The distraction allowed the gunman to break away from the light thrall, and pivot around so the gun was aimed at her.

			Asher jumped forward, grabbed the man’s hand, and jerked it into the air. Without seeming to exert any effort, he squeezed until he released the weapon. Jo was quickly there to scoop it up.

			“You okay?” she asked the young attendant, who was pale as a ghost and shaking.

			“Yeah, we don’t get much trouble here. I’ve never been held up before.”

			Asher didn’t take it personally that she didn’t seem to be concerned about him. It showed she trusted him, believed him competent enough to handle things.

			“You got any duct tape?” he asked.

			The young man’s eyes widened, and he swallowed again. “Sure. In the drawer. There.” He pointed to behind the counter.

			“Can I have it?” His patience was beginning to wane. He wanted to get this done and get back on the road. They didn’t need to be on the cops’ radar.

			As soon as the duct tape was handed over, she tossed it to him. It didn’t take him long to bind and gag the would-be thief. “We need to go.” They’d already been there too long.

			“You going to be okay?” she asked the kid.

			“Yeah. Thanks. That was badass.” He grinned at them both.

			“Call the cops.” Asher placed the tape on the counter. Then he withdrew a fifty from his wallet and put it beside the tape. “We were never here.” He added a compulsion behind the suggestion, keeping his touch light, to ensure the young man would keep his mouth shut.

			“You were never here,” he repeated as he stuffed the money in his jeans’ pocket.

			“Right.” He dropped a ten to cover the coffee and snacks. “Let’s roll.”

			Jo glanced at the young man and then down at the assailant who was lying on his side on the floor. “Keep an eye on him until the cops come.”

			Asher waited until she left before staring at both men. There was too much at stake to take any chances. “You don’t remember our appearance or what we were driving. It all happened too fast.” This time he pushed the compulsion hard and deep. There was no choice, not if he wanted to protect Jo’s identity.

			“Too fast,” the kid repeated, his eyes glazing over.

			He’d done all he could without taking his blood. It would have to be enough. He collected their snacks and hurried to the truck, which was already started. “How did you pay for the gas?” he asked. If it was credit card, they were screwed.

			“Prepaid card. I’ll ditch it. Not much left on it anyway.” She pulled out onto the main road but kept the speed just shy of the limit.

			“Good. That will eliminate any problems.” He handed her one of the coffees. Her hand was rock steady when she took it. No small-time thief was going to rattle her.

			She took a sip and moaned. His pants were suddenly way too tight.

			“Good coffee for a gas station. Or maybe I’m just desperate.”

			He was desperate, too, just not for coffee. But since it was there, he took a mouthful. It was already cooling down.

			“Cinnamon bun?” he asked.

			“I’ll never say no to pastries.”

			He filed that little detail away before bringing up something that was bothering him. “You should have let me handle it.”

			She stiffened, her fingers tightening on the wheel. Yup, he should have kept his mouth shut, but the primal need to protect her overrode the common sense that warned him not to piss her off.

			“I wasn’t sure you could.”

			“Ouch.”

			“Sorry, but I don’t really know you.” She gave a shrug, seemingly unconcerned, but her breathing was elevated as was her heartbeat. Curious that their conversation was bothering her more than the altercation.

			“FYI, in the future I can handle a punk with a gun.”

			“Noted. Hopefully, there won’t be any more. We need to stay under the radar. The last thing I need is to get pulled over.” She barely had the words out when a cop car came flying toward them, lights flashing.

			“You think the kid will keep his mouth shut?” she asked about the attendant.

			“I do. It went down fast. I doubt he’ll remember much.” No need to tell her that he would definitely not remember any details. Asher didn’t like to permanently change anyone’s memories, but sometimes it was for the greater good. 

			“Where are we headed?” He opened one of the rolls and held it out to her. Satisfaction sang inside him when she took it. Providing for her filled some deep void inside him.

			There was no doubt that she was the most dangerous foe he’d ever faced. She could be the death of him. A hunter to her core, she’d try to kill him if she ever found out what he was.

			… 

			Jo licked cinnamon and icing from her upper lip. She was starving, having not eaten since lunch yesterday. When she was on the road, she often forgot.

			Having a partner, even a temporary one, was useful but unsettling. Not what she’d expected when she’d hiked into the woods earlier tonight.

			Asher was unlike anyone she’d ever met. He was somehow more…everything.

			“I’m headed to Brooklyn,” she finally told him. “I can drop you off anywhere along the way. Just let me know where.”

			“I like Brooklyn.” Coffee in hand, he settled back against his seat.

			It had pissed him off when she’d questioned his ability to handle himself. She’d expected anger, but he’d let it go far more easily than she would have if the situation were reversed.

			Impulse had sent her into gas station. All she’d seen was some guy holding a gun on Asher, and she’d reacted, not even considering her own safety. It was a rookie mistake. One she never should have made. It would have been smarter to scout for a back entrance or to at least try to catch Asher’s attention. But no, she’d gone in ready to defend him.

			Definitely dangerous.

			Her intelligence seemed to drop several points around him. That couldn’t continue. As soon as they figured out what was going on with those emails, their association would come to an end.

			She took another sip of the now lukewarm coffee and contemplated banging her head against the steering wheel.

			With two combat knives sheathed at her waist and a 9mm holstered beneath her arm, she was far from defenseless. “I only have your word about the email. How do I know you didn’t send it? You’re a hacker.” It probably wasn’t smart to confront him, but she’d rather have it out here and now in an isolated area where she could fight if necessary, without worrying about innocent bystanders.

			“Just considering that now, are you?” He ripped open a cinnamon bun and took a bite.

			“It’s been a rough few hours. And I needed coffee.” But the lack of caffeine was only an excuse. It was the man himself who muddled her thinking.

			He gave a snort of laughter. Not a sign of someone planning to kill her.

			“No, I didn’t send the email. It’s up to you if you believe me. Or you can head to Lower Manhattan. I have a place in Soho. My computer is there.”

			“Soho? And you hitched a ride to Kentucky?” That address also cost a pretty penny. Unless… “Did you inherit it?” Maybe a grandparent or parent had left him a place. Prices were astronomical there.

			“In a manner of speaking.”

			He wasn’t going to tell her. Fine. “Don’t you have a cell phone?” The email should be there as well.

			“Clever hunter. Of course I have my phone. I just wanted to see if I could get you to my place.” Humor tinged his voice.

			Glad one of them was enjoying their conversation. She was tired and not thinking straight. “I’ll drop you off when we get to the city. We can hook up later.”

			He immediately straightened in his seat. “No. We stay together.”

			“What are you worried about?” And the fact that he was concerned her greatly. He didn’t strike her as the type to get overly worked up about much. Killing a vampire and being held up hadn’t even fazed him.

			“I don’t know. And that’s what bothers me. There was no reason for us to come together, but someone went to a lot of trouble to arrange it.”

			“I get that, but I need downtime.” About eight hours of uninterrupted sleep followed by a shower and all-day breakfast from her favorite diner would set her to rights. And no way could she rest with some stranger napping a few feet away.

			“All the more reason to stay together. Safety in numbers.”

			She had to be exhausted, because he was starting to make sense. Stubborn to the core, she dug in. “I’ll drop you off and call you after I’ve gotten some shut-eye. Give me your number.”

			Gripping the wheel tight, she waited for his objection.

			He shrugged. “Up to you. I can reach out to my contact. See if he can shed some light on the situation. No need for you to be there.”

			Shit, he was pushing all her buttons. She pressed her lips together to keep from telling him she’d take him home with her just so she wouldn’t be out of the information loop.

			His voice was barely a whisper in her ear. “Let me help you.”

			“Why?” That was bothering her. “You don’t know me. What’s in it for you? What’s your agenda?”

			His frown was fierce, his dark eyes practically glittered with anger.

			Whatever. 

			She turned her attention back to the road. The weight of her weapons helped center her.

			“My loyalties are my own. The standards to which I live are my own.” Each word was hard, dropping between them like rocks.

			“That’s your business. Mine is looking out for myself.” And she’d been doing it for a very long time. Ever since—

			Nope, not going there.

			She couldn’t get home quick enough to suit her. Asher was making her crazy. She might not trust him, but she might need his help to get to the bottom of this. And she wanted him. That hadn’t abated one iota. If anything, being in such confined space for such an extended period was pushing her body heat up several notches.

			She downed the last of her coffee, hoping it would jolt her back to her senses.

			He swore under his breath in a language she didn’t recognize. “I’m sorry if I upset you. That was not my intent.” He touched her leg. It was through her coat, and her jeans, but it still felt like a brand.

			She’d been cold and alone for so very long. That was how she lived. It was how she’d long ago convinced herself she liked it. But the truth was, being alone all the time sucked. Never having anyone to depend on sucked.

			“Let me come home with you.”

			“I’m sorry.” As much as she wanted him, she couldn’t let down her guard. She had her rules and she wasn’t breaking them—not even for him.

		


		
			Chapter Four

			Hours later, they stood on the sidewalk in a slightly rundown neighborhood in Brooklyn. Short of shooting him and dumping his body—which she’d seriously considered—she was stuck with him.

			They were actually a few streets over from her building. The only way to get him out of her truck had been to drive him here. Now it was time for them to part ways, at least for a while.

			“No,” she told him for the dozenth time. “I don’t need you to check my apartment.”

			As soon as the sun had risen, Asher had produced a pair of shades from a pocket in his long leather coat. She wished she could see his eyes to give her a better idea of what he was thinking.

			“At least give me your number.”

			The man could teach stubborn to a mule.

			“Fine.” She rattled it off, barely stifling a yawn.

			He input it into his phone and then pressed send, making her phone vibrate. “Now you have mine. Promise you’ll call if anything happens.”

			“I will.” And she would. Right after she’d dealt with whatever it was.

			She figured he knew what she was thinking when he looked up to the sky as if seeking Divine intervention, or at least celestial help. When none was forthcoming, he looked back at her. “Just stay alert.”

			Now that she could give him. “Always. I’ll call later.”

			She swung the duffel bag with her weapons across her shoulder. The weight sent her tilting to one side. He stopped her from stumbling but didn’t let go of her arms. And she didn’t care.

			Stop staring at his lips.

			He moved closer, as if daring her to move away, but she didn’t.

			Just a taste.

			That couldn’t hurt. Right?

			Sure, his inclination to take over annoyed her, but he’d actually proved himself to be dependable backup and decent company on the long drive back.

			Throwing caution to the wind, she went up on her toes, putting their mouths in perfect alignment. His lips were warm and firm as they feathered over hers in a barely there caress. Not enough. If they were going to do this, they were going to do it right. Reaching up, she gripped the back of his neck and held him in place. His mouth curved into a smile before his tongue teased her lips.

			When she parted them, he slipped inside. Her toes curled in her steel-toed boots.

			She’d been kissed before, but this was different. He took his time, stroked and explored, mapping her mouth, nibbling on her lips. There was no rush, no sign of impatience.

			Not to be outdone, she returned the favor. He tasted divine—a deadly combination of hot male, coffee, cinnamon, and sugar. Yum.

			The slow, sweet, and sensual caress enveloped her. Her breasts were heavy and aching, her panties damp. She was more alive than she had been in a very long time.

			The blaring of horns, the rumble of traffic, and the voices of people all faded into the background. There was only Asher.

			When he eased away, she moaned in protest and tried to bring him back.

			“Get a room,” someone yelled.

			She jerked, shocked at how she’d lost control, as well as the awareness of her surroundings.

			There was somebody meddling with her life. They could have eyes on them right now.

			“You sure you don’t want me to come up to your apartment?” His husky whisper almost made her cave. A shiver of sensual longing threatened her composure.

			It would be so easy to say yes.

			“No. I need to go.” She shoved her duffel higher on her shoulder and walked away. Her legs were trembling, her knees weak. Every part of her tingled. A woman was heading into the building, and Jo hurried to catch the door.

			She glanced over her shoulder. Why didn’t he just leave? When he licked his lips, her nipples tightened and her core spasmed.

			A low moan broke from her lips.

			The woman paused beside her. “Girl, if I had a man who looked like that, I wouldn’t be leaving him on no sidewalk.”

			“It’s complicated,” she told the stranger.

			“Ain’t it always?” With a laugh, the woman was on her way.

			Jo took a deep breath. There had to be a fire door in the back. She needed to find it and head home. The farther away she got, the more she wanted to run back to him.

			“Not happening,” she muttered. They might have to partner up to get to the bottom of things, but she wasn’t going to let down her guard. She couldn’t let herself care about anyone. It hurt too much when they died.

			And they always died.

			… 

			Jo disappeared into the building. The taste of her lingered on his lips. The scent of her arousal teased his nostrils.

			Kissing her might not have been smart, but it was essential. He’d had to taste her lips. They were sweet and soft, the complete opposite of the tough, kick-ass woman he’d spent the past dozen or so hours with.

			She was competent, intelligent, and complex. 

			She was also lying about where she lived. But she was so smooth and smart about it—following another woman into the building—it would have been easy to be misled. He admired her tenacity and street smarts. His hunter was clever not to lead him to her home. Still, it had to be nearby.

			She probably planned to slip out a back exit. Without delay, he went down the nearby alley, moving quickly through the shadows. He came around the end of the building just in time to catch a glimpse of her duffel bag going around a corner.

			The chase was on.

			Using his preternatural speed, he kept her in sight, ducking out of the way when she turned several times. She sensed someone following. Her instincts were well honed, but he was better.

			The sun had drifted behind a cloud, for which he was grateful. His eyes were sensitive to light. So was his skin. He might not burst into flames in the daylight, but he’d never be able to walk around with his shirt off at the height of summer, either. Not without incurring a serious burn. Still, it was better than the alternative.

			Rather than going straight to her apartment, she circled the neighborhood several times before finally entering a building. He followed, not needing a key to open the doors. The force of his mind was enough to handle these simple locks.

			Her footsteps were light as she headed up a flight of stairs and down a corridor. A door opened and shut. He waited several more seconds before turning the corner and coming face-to-face with the barrel of a 9mm.

			“You going to shoot?” He laughed. 

			“I should. It would serve you right.” Counter to her words, she removed her finger from the trigger and shoved the gun back into the shoulder holster before picking up the bag at her feet. “It was you trailing me, wasn’t it?”

			“Guilty. You’d never take me to your home.” She was too smart for that.

			They weren’t that different when it came down to it. Being distrustful kept them alive.

			“But you followed me anyway.” She strolled down the hall to the last door on the right. Keys in hand, she disengaged the locks.

			“I needed to make sure you were okay.” It was almost a compulsion at this point. He stuck his big foot in the doorway to keep her from slamming it in his face. “I’m sorry if I scared you.”

			She gave a snort of derision as she tossed the bag on the sofa and faced him, defiance in every line of her body. “Takes more than that to scare me. Well, you coming? You’re no vampire. Not like you need an invitation.”

			If she only knew.

			“That’s an old wives’ tale. They don’t need permission to enter your home.” He stepped inside, closing and locking the door behind him.

			“I’m well aware.” The flat tone of her voice told him to drop it. Being a smart man, he decided to do just that, at least for the time being.

			The apartment was small with a closet and bathroom on the left and the opening to a tiny kitchen on the right. The rest of the place was one L-shaped open space that had been divided between sleeping area and living area by several tall bookshelves.

			“Cozy.” The whole of it could fit in his master bedroom, but he was enthralled with the place because it was hers.

			“It’s home.”

			Unable to curtail his curiosity, he wandered farther in and perused the shelves. There were books, mostly nonfiction about vampires and other paranormal subjects. Some of the volumes were very old and rare. There was no television.

			There was a compact audio system, good quality. What kind of music did she enjoy?

			On one shelf was a picture of a smiling couple, their arms around each other. He could see Jo in both. They had to be her parents.

			Doing her best to ignore him, she opened her duffel and drew out the sword and crossbow, placing them on mounts on the wall. Dirty clothes got shoved into a laundry hamper just inside the bathroom door. It only took her a minute to tuck everything away.

			Efficient and neat.

			“Since you’re here, you might as well call your friend.” She was in the kitchen, but he could see her through the open pass-through, which also created a small breakfast bar with two stools.

			Asher pulled out his phone and punched in a number. As expected, it went to voicemail. Maccus wasn’t one for answering the phone if he could avoid it. And avoiding it was his favorite thing to do.

			“It’s Asher. I have a situation. Private email that I can’t trace. I’m sending it to you. Let me know if you can find out who is behind it. I crossed paths with a hunter—Jo Radcliffe. She got the same email. Someone went to a lot of trouble to get us both to the same spot. I’m going to—”

			Before he could finish the line beeped and went dead. With a shrug, he pocketed his phone.

			“That’s it.” Jo retrieved a bottle of juice from the fridge and held it up. He shook his head at the silent offer.

			“Maccus doesn’t like to talk on the phone, text, or email. He’ll get the message eventually.”

			“Eventually? That doesn’t exactly fill me with confidence. We need answers.” Impatience rolled off her in waves. Not that he blamed her. “And just who is this Maccus guy?” She downed her juice in one long mouthful and set the glass in the sink.

			“Someone you don’t cross.” Warning was thick in his voice. “Smarter to avoid coming to his attention at all.”

			While the fallen angel had changed somewhat over the past months, he was still feared by both Heaven and Hell. Maybe even more dangerous now that he had something, someone, to lose.

			“Right. Fine.” She waved toward the door. “You can go now.”

			Not going to happen.

			Asher sprawled out on her couch, spreading his arms across the back. His fingertips almost reached each end. “I like it here.”

			“You are not staying.” She glanced meaningfully toward the crossbow. Would she actually shoot him? She was definitely thinking about it.

			“Take your shower and then get some sleep. I’m going to rest. Later, when we’re feeling better, we can get something to eat and figure out where we go from here.”

			Hands on her hips, she glared at him. “I ought to shoot your ass.”

			“You think you’re the first woman to threaten me with that?”

			She walked to the door and yanked it open.

			Shit. A man who’d lived as long as he had should know better. Never bring up other women.

			But he was tired since he hadn’t slept in almost three days. Not since he’d received the email that had sparked this little adventure. While he could get by on very little rest, he did need to recharge.

			Unlike others of his kind, he not only needed blood to survive but food as well. Not a lot of either, but enough. And right now, he was low on both, which only added to his growing fatigue.

			He could take care of one of those problems and give her some space. Once she’d rested, they had things to do. There might not be another good opportunity for him to feed for some time.

			Last thing he wanted was to sport fangs and red eyes in her presence. 

			“You’re a cold woman to throw me out onto the mean streets of the city.”

			Her lips twitched before they firmed. “You have a place in the city. You’ll survive. Catch the subway or a cab.” The slight droop of her shoulders and the shadows under her eyes decided it. She needed rest and wouldn’t do that with him here.

			He shoved off the sofa, pausing when he reached her. “Call if you need me.” Not that she would. She was already proving to be independent and headstrong.

			They were alike in that way.

			Catching her chin in his hand, he leaned down and brushed his lips over hers. They were soft and warm and gave slightly beneath his.

			Cursing under his breath, he walked away while he still could.

			The door of her apartment closed, and several locks engaged.

			Yet he stood in the hallway and listened, his preternatural hearing acute. When the shower came on, he groaned. Jo was in there, naked, with hot water cascading over her long, lean body.

			Hands fisted at his sides, he strode from the building. 

			It was early afternoon, and there was no shortage of people. He walked down the sidewalk in search of a donor. He didn’t consider them victims, not unless they’d done something to piss him off. Do no harm was the motto he lived by when it came to taking blood.

			Bloodlust was something he’d lived with since he’d been changed, a nagging itch that never fully left him. Which was why he was scrupulous with making sure his blood needs and food requirements were met.

			It kept him level.

			Because beneath it all, he was a monster. One that could lay waste to thousands, maybe millions, if he went over the edge. It would take a powerful paranormal, maybe even a god, to destroy him.

			After all, it took a monster to catch monsters. His ability to walk in daylight allowed him to hunt them when they were at their most defenseless. He didn’t possess the same vulnerabilities they did. Stronger, faster, he was an anomaly. He was their version of the boogeyman.

			He ducked behind a warehouse. As luck would have it, several men were finishing up their late lunch break. They were all strong and healthy and could afford to donate a pint.

			Asher unleashed his abilities and cast out a net of compulsion. One of the men had started to walk back into the building. He let the man go, instead pulling the remaining two toward him.

			Eyes glazed, they trotted over to where he was waiting. “Gentlemen, I need a moment of your time.” He clasped the first man by the wrist and raised it to his mouth. He never drank from the neck. Too personal. This was about satisfying a biological necessity and nothing more.

			Razor-sharp teeth erupted from his gums and he sank the sharp points into soft flesh. Blood splashed into his mouth. He drank deeply, gauging the man’s heartbeat. When he’d taken all the man could easily give, he withdrew and licked the wound, closing it. Then he did the same to the second man. By the time he’d drunk his fill, he was energized, back at full strength. But most importantly, he was steady, and in no danger of exposing his true self to Jo.

			“Thank you,” he told them. He reached into his jacket and drew out two fifty-dollar bills, putting one in the pocket of each man. “You both got lucky on a scratch ticket. Enjoy your windfall. Now go.”

			They turned and walked away. Neither would have any memory of the encounter. Even now, the healing agent in his blood was shrinking the small puncture wounds on their wrists.

			No one remembered him unless he wanted them to.

			They were several feet from the warehouse door when they gave a shudder and snapped out of the compulsion. For several seconds, they seemed confused. Then one of them turned to the other. “Hey man, what are we going to do with the fifty bucks we each won?”

			The other man laughed. “I’m going to call the wife and take her out for dinner at the new Italian place that just opened up a couple blocks over. Hey, maybe you and Linda can join us.”

			Asher listened as they made plans and waited until they were safely inside. He closed his eyes and inhaled sharply, every cell in his body energized by the new infusion.

			I should go home.

			That would be the smart thing to do. He was already too involved with Jo. What did he really know about her? She was brave and an amazing hunter. And she was kind. He doubted she’d agree with his assessment, but she’d gone after Vlad to save the humans from themselves. She’d given him a ride back to the city. Not to mention coming to his rescue during the holdup.

			Everything he’d learned made him want to peel back the layers until he understood every aspect of her. She fascinated him, drew him in a primal way. The need to protect her, keep her safe, overrode all others.

			He raced back to her apartment. Using his mental abilities, it was child’s play to manipulate the locks so they opened.

			Everything inside him settled when he stepped inside and heard her soft breathing coming from the bed. Silently, he engaged the locks and removed his coat and boots. The sofa was small and uncomfortable.

			Not that he hadn’t slept in worse places.

			He stood in the opening to her makeshift bedroom and watched her sleep. She was sprawled in the middle of the single bed—a definite sign that she usually slept alone—with the covers pulled up around her. 

			The bed wasn’t roomy, but it did have one thing going for it—Jo.

			Given that he wanted her to trust him, breaking into her apartment and sharing her bed wasn’t the best way to go about it. Yup, he was going to get his ass shot for sure this time, but it would be worth it to know she was protected. 

			He lay down on top of the covers, careful not to jar his hunter. He could easily use a compulsion to make sure she didn’t wake but was reluctant to do so.

			She groaned and rolled over on her side.

			Sighing with relief, replete with blood that even now soaked into every cell in his body, he curled up behind her and slept.

		


		
			Chapter Five

			One minute Jo was asleep, the next wide awake. That was always how it was for her. There was no in-between, no hovering between sleep and wakefulness. But unlike every other day, she didn’t jump out of bed.

			Warm and cozy, her blankets were wrapped around her like a soft hug. The last hunt had left her exhausted. She’d slept hard and deep.

			Something moved behind her.

			I’m not alone.

			She slipped her hand under her pillow and closed her fingers around the handle of the knife she kept there. In a fast maneuver, she jerked up and around. Leading with her forearm, she slammed it against the throat of the man beside her, holding the knife just above his face. Shock reverberated through her when she discovered the intruder’s identity.

			“How the hell did you get in here?” Asher had left. She’d locked the damn door behind him. “Did you steal my keys?” They’d been in her coat pocket. Maybe he’d lifted them on the way out when he’d distracted her with a kiss.

			“Good morning. Or rather, good evening.” His voice was a hoarse croak. It was difficult for him to talk with her arm cutting off the airflow to his lungs.

			“Answer me.” Somehow Asher had managed to crawl into bed without her waking. Something that should have been impossible. She’d trained herself to be aware at all times, even during sleep. Did that mean she subconsciously trusted him? That didn’t sit well. He was practically a stranger.

			There wasn’t much room in a single bed. They were pressed close together in the small space to accommodate them both. That it felt comfortable and right was beside the point.

			He tried to move his head but stopped when she applied more pressure.

			“You want to ease up?”

			“No, no, I don’t. I should kick your ass and call the cops.” Despite her anger, she couldn’t stop staring. No man should look this good when he first woke. Blond hair fell around his shoulders, giving him a wild appearance. His eyes were sleepy and sexy and seemed to hold the secrets of the world, maybe even the universe.

			Anger. Not attraction.

			On a huff of frustration, she shoved the knife back under her pillow and started to roll out of bed, only to be brought up short when his arm tightened around her, anchoring her to him. He didn’t pin her down, simply hugged her.

			“I didn’t mean to upset you.” His breath was warm against her ear, his sexy whisper sending shivers down her back.

			“You had no right.” Her home was her sanctuary, and he’d invaded it.

			“I know.” He brushed a lock of hair away from her temple and pressed a kiss there. “I was worried about you. I’d planned to sleep on the couch and be gone before you woke.”

			“How is that any better?” She closed her eyes, steeling herself against the softer emotions that threatened her resolve. It would be so easy to relax and enjoy the peace of the moment, the sensual awareness that came from a male and female body tucked together.

			She spent far too many nights alone in her bed. And when was the last time anyone had hugged her? It was safer not to make connections with people, but there was a trade-off.

			Don’t be charmed by him.

			Even as she tried not to be seduced, he pressed his lips against her hair. Without her approval, her body melted into his much larger, warmer one. “You weren’t invited.” If she let this go, he’d take advantage of every situation. She had a feeling it was in his nature, just as it was in hers.

			Giving a sigh of pure male aggravation, he raised himself up on one arm and stared down at her. “Would it help if I said I’m sorry?”

			She thought about it for a second and then shook her head. “You wouldn’t mean it.”

			His grin was fleeting, his white teeth gleamed. “You’re right, but if it would make you feel better, I’d say it anyway.”

			God, the man had charm to burn. She couldn’t allow herself to be drawn in by it, at least not any more than she already had.

			“We need to get up. I need to get up,” she corrected. It wasn’t smart to start thinking of them as a unit. They were together for now, bound by a common goal.

			He cupped her cheek, brushing his thumb over her skin. “My intentions were good.”

			“Doesn’t matter.” Only it did. No one ever worried about her.

			“Since you’re already mad, I might as well do this.” His lips pressed against hers, warm and firm. When she sighed in acceptance, parting hers, he returned again and again, teasing, tempting. Her blood thickened, and the pounding of her heart echoed in her ears. Her fingers were somehow tangled in his hair and she was kissing him back, her tongue stroking his. It was slow and languid and so freaking hot her panties grew damp.

			I have to stop.

			It had been over a year since she’d had a man’s hard body pressed against hers. And Asher’s was prime. His shoulders stretched the seams of his T-shirt. Beneath it, his chest was hard and firm. She’d bet anything he had six-pack abs just waiting to be stroked and explored.

			Her nipples pebbled under her shirt. Good thing she’d pulled on underwear and a long-sleeved shirt before climbing into bed or she’d be in big trouble.

			It had definitely been way too long. The one-night stand with someone from her old neighborhood had been hot and hurried, nothing at all like this slow burn. When it was over, she’d left and never called him.

			Asher would be much harder to shake.

			“This isn’t smart.” With his clever mouth nibbling her bottom lip, it was hard to remember why. 

			“I think it’s goddamn brilliant.”

			She fisted the soft cotton of his T-shirt. “Really not smart.” Yanked him closer and thrust her tongue into his mouth. He didn’t try to dominate, instead letting her take the lead. There was a slightly metallic, spicy taste that gave her a small zing.

			It would be so easy to say the hell with it.

			An alarm blasted in the part of her brain that was still functional.

			“No.” She pressed her hands against his chest and pushed. He released her and flopped onto his back, his breathing heavy.

			Scrambling out of bed, she grabbed some clothes and hurried to the bathroom. Asher groaned like a man in pain. When she glanced over her shoulder, he was still lying there with his arm over his face.

			Long and lean with his biceps rippling, he looked good enough to eat.

			He broke into my home.

			“Once I’m dressed, we’ll talk.” It was time he understood her position once and for all.

			… 

			The image of her long legs and firm ass cupped by white silk panties was burned on his brain. He swallowed heavily, not daring to move until the bathroom door slammed shut.

			He winced as he sat upright and reached down to adjust his dick to keep it from being squeezed in half. His plan had been to be gone before she woke. But she’d been so soft and warm, he’d done something he never did around anyone—he’d let down his guard and slept. And not just for a few minutes, but for hours.

			Either he’d been more tired than he’d thought, or it was all due to the woman in the other room.

			Standing, he stretched his arms over his head, ignoring his erection. Arousal wouldn’t kill him, but she might if he didn’t get himself under control.

			While he listened to her progress, he dug around the bed for the hair tie that had slipped off. He smiled when he lifted her pillow and found the knife there. With a shake of his head, he left it there and pulled back the covers until he found what he was looking for.

			He had his hair tied back and his body under control by the time Jo strode out of the bathroom. She was dressed in black jeans and dark purple shirt. Her jaw was taut, chin lifted, and eyes steady. Her emotional armor was back in place. “What time is it?”

			He glanced at his watch. “Just past seven. We slept the afternoon away.” Right on cue, her stomach growled. “That cinnamon bun was hours and hours ago. You have to be hungry.” He was starving, not for food but for her. He wanted to kiss her, to stroke her subtle curves, learn what made her moan.

			In one practiced motion, she yanked her crossbow from the wall and aimed it at him. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t pull the trigger.”

			Yup, she was still pissed. He’d exposed her vulnerability, not just by his actions but by her response to his presence in her bed.

			“Bloodstains are hard to get out of carpet.” He’d hoped to coax a smile from her, but her lips thinned.

			“It’s only a throw rug. I can toss it and scrub the hardwood beneath. And if I throw your sorry ass in the street, I won’t need cops or paperwork. Now how did you get in here?” She shoved her hand in her coat pocket and pulled out her keys, dangling them in front of him before jamming them into her front pocket.

			Holding his hands up in surrender, he shrugged. “I didn’t take them. I’m good with locks.” Understatement. He was more powerful than she could even begin to comprehend. There weren’t many places he couldn’t get into if he put his mind to it.

			“You do it again and you’ll be sorry.”

			The hurt in her eyes cut him deeply. He’d taken away her sense of security. That was unforgivable. If he could go back and change things, he would. “I give you my word.” If it came to it, he’d camp out in her hallway or in front of her building, but he would not enter her space without invitation.

			When she lowered the crossbow, he took it from her and set it back on its rack. “I only wanted to protect you.”

			“I can take care of myself.” The flat tone and the way she turned away told him she was done talking about it. “Any news from your friend?”

			Right, time to get back to business. He pulled out his phone. “No word yet.”

			“Can we go see him? Is he nearby?” She shoved her feet into her boots.

			“He’s in Manhattan, but one does not simply go up to his door and knock.” He slid the phone back into his pocket. “No one is supposed to know where he lives.”

			“But you do.”

			“I’m special.”

			She rolled her eyes and checked her wallet before stuffing it into her back pocket.

			“I saw that.” The twitch of her lips lightened the burden of guilt pressing down on him. “It’s one of those situations where if you know where he lives, he’ll have to kill you.”

			She gave a quick laugh and then sobered. “You’re not kidding, are you?”

			“Nope.” Maccus wasn’t the kind of guy you kidded with. That would lead to a swift and timely death.

			“You’re still alive,” she pointed out. Before he could answer, she raised her hand. “I know. You’re special.”

			The sarcasm might have been thick, but he grinned. “I knew you’d eventually admit it.”

			“Just who the hell is this guy?” She tucked a knife into her boot and one into a sheath at her spine. She was his kind of woman.

			“Let’s continue our discussion over some food. My treat.” He swirled his leather duster on, opened the front door, and held it. “After you.”

			“Are we going somewhere that has tight security or can I take my gun?”

			“If it makes you feel better, by all means, take it.” He’d make sure she wouldn’t have any problems.

			“That doesn’t tell me where we’re going.” With a shrug, she put on her shoulder harness, checking her 9mm before putting her coat on over it.

			It was spring, but not so warm that they’d look out of place in their long leather dusters. Summer was a bitch for hiding weapons.

			“You have anywhere in mind to eat?” she asked.

			“Your neighborhood, your choice.”

			“You might regret that.”

			“I’ll take my chances.” Risking her ire, he pressed his hand against the small of her back. She shot him a glare and picked up the pace, forcing him to keep up.

		


		
			Chapter Six

			Something flickered in Asher’s awareness as he strolled down the sidewalk with Jo beside him. It was gone before he could pinpoint it. He stopped and slowly surveyed the area. There was nothing threatening. Not now. But for the briefest second, he’d caught a blast of malevolence that had been directed their way. Even more unsettling? It had felt familiar in some way.

			“What is it?” She scanned the busy street.

			“Did you sense anything?” Maybe it had been nothing, but he’d lived too long to discount his instincts.

			“No.”

			His awareness was heightened, but he tried not to let his concern overpower the sheer pleasure of the moment.

			“Tell me about yourself?” She was wound tighter than a spring, cataloging her surroundings, her body primed to leap into action if necessary. He hoped conversation would help her relax. Plus, he wanted to know everything about her.

			“What do you want to know?” Her tone was clipped, and suspicion clouded her beautiful eyes.

			“Not your deepest darkest secrets,” he assured her. He did, but it was best to start slowly and work up to them. “How about we start with something simple? What do you do to unwind?” he asked as they started walking again. “In the interest of fairness, I’ll go first. I watch all the Real Housewives shows, the Bachelor, and any other reality show.” They were vastly entertaining. Like live theater.

			“You do know that none of them have anything to do with reality.” She might be frowning but there was a slight twinkle of humor in her amazing eyes.

			“Most would say the same about your reality,” he pointed out. “That’s even if they believed it, which most wouldn’t.” The bulk of the population didn’t believe in vampires and werewolves and things-that-go-bump-in-the-night outside the movies or books.

			“True, but still.” She turned left and kept walking. He had no idea where they were going and didn’t care. Whatever they did was fine by him, as long as they were together.

			“What about you?” he asked again. Did she have some secret vice or hobby she indulged?

			“It’s just up here.” Avoiding the question, she pointed out a small diner. “It doesn’t look like much, but you can get a great all-day breakfast anytime, day or night.”

			“Jo, what do you do to unwind?”

			Pausing by the door, she scowled. “I don’t, all right? I can’t afford to let down my guard for even a second.”

			That made him unaccountably sad. He ran his hand over her hair, unsure who he was trying to comfort, her or himself. “I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t be.” She jerked her head so he was no longer touching her before she gripped the handle and yanked the door open.

			What had her life been like that she couldn’t relax enough to enjoy a single hobby? She was already sliding into a booth at the far end, taking the seat that put her back against the wall. It was an ingrained a habit as breathing.

			Several people stared, but they were of no consequence, only nosy. He took the one opposite her, unconcerned that anyone would be able to sneak up on him. Not with her on watch.

			“You enjoy music, don’t you?” He’d seen the audio system back at her place.

			“Who doesn’t?”

			Her reluctance to give up even the slightest detail about her life made him even more curious. Letting it go for now, he plucked the laminated menu from between the napkin holder and condiments. “What’s good?”

			He didn’t miss her sigh of relief before she answered, “Everything.”

			“Coffee?” The waitress was beside their table, a half-full pot in hand.

			“Yes, please.” Jo flipped over her cup. He did the same. “I’ll have the pancakes with bacon.”

			“Do you know what you want?” the waitress asked him as she poured. “Or do you need more time?”

			“I’ll have the same.” It didn’t really matter to him. And if it was a favorite of Jo’s, he wanted to try it.

			After adding sugar to her coffee, she took a sip. Elbows on the table, she studied him over her cup. “How did you become a hunter?”

			He tried to figure out the best way to put it and still be honest. “I was born into it, I guess you could say.”

			“That’s tough.” She set her cup down and wrapped her fingers around it.

			“How about you?” Most fell into it after something very bad usually happened to them or someone they loved.

			“When I was a teenager, I discovered there were monsters in the world.”

			He wanted to know every detail but pushing would only make her shut down. “Why didn’t you walk away? You could have had a normal life.” It’s what most did. They buried their horror-filled memories and tried to forget.

			The other path, the one less taken, was dark. And once you started down it, there was no way back.

			“Someone has to kill them.” Such a simple answer, yet it said everything he needed to know about her.

			“Yes, someone does,” he agreed.

			The waitress returned with two plates loaded with a pile of pancakes and a side of bacon. They chatted about inconsequential things as they polished off the food and indulged in another cup of coffee.

			“Where do we go from here?” she asked as she absently shoved her empty plate aside. “You’re not staying with me again.”

			“You going to hold that against me?” What he really wanted was to hold her against him. His pants grew uncomfortably tight.

			“Yes. You shouldn’t have been able to get inside.” Her lips turned down and furrows formed between her brows.

			To keep her from delving any deeper into that line of thinking, he distracted her. “Why don’t you stay with me for a couple of days? I have the space.”

			“I’m not moving in with you.”

			“You’d be there when Maccus finally does make contact.”

			“If he does. You said he might not.” She was quick with a reply. Bantering with her was fun.

			“True, but in the meantime, you can watch me display my hacking prowess while I try to figure out where the original email came from.” That might lure her to accept his offer.

			Their phones vibrated at the same time. As hunters, they mostly kept their ringtones turned off, so they didn’t go off at a most inopportune time. He pulled his out and studied the screen. “Another email. Unknown sender.”

			“The same. Someone is playing games with us.”

			Dread snaked down his spine, an icy shiver that turned his blood cold. The malevolence from earlier echoed, almost like a laugh in his mind. Someone was indeed playing a very deadly game.

			… 

			She’d been relaxed—or as relaxed as she ever got—and enjoying herself. Yes, he’d let himself into her home and slept with her. She was still annoyed at his heavy-handedness, and if he pulled a stunt like that again, she would make him pay dearly. But his intentions had been good. And they’d only slept. Nothing more had happened. The kiss was just that. Nothing to get worked up about.

			Her body disagreed, her lips tingling and her skin heating. Down, girl. This isn’t a date, just two colleagues sharing a meal. But he was interesting and fun and knew more about pop culture than anyone she’d ever met.

			Getting another anonymous email had spoiled her good mood, but at least she was now certain that it wasn’t Asher sending them. Impossible with him sitting right in front of her.

			The more cynical voice inside her whispered that, as a hacker, he could have set it up earlier so it would send now. Not much of a challenge for someone with his reported skills.

			Was she looking for trouble where there was none? Was she suspicious because he’d gotten close to her?

			Didn’t matter. She was on her guard, regardless. Playtime was over. Time to get back to work. That was what she understood. That was what made sense.

			Ignoring the relief that washed over her at focusing on what was familiar and safe, at least emotionally, she read the email. “The address is in a commercial district not too far from here,” she told him, unsure how familiar he was with Brooklyn. “Do you think they know we’re together? Or are they banking on both of us showing up like we did at the church?”

			It creeped her out to think of someone spying on her without her knowledge. Her awareness of her surroundings was vital to her safety. Had she missed something?

			His frown deepened as he studied the text. “I’d wager the latter.”

			“They expect both of us to show up independently?”

			“Yes.”

			“What’s the plan?” It was odd to ask someone else’s opinion. She was used to handling the details on her own.

			“That’s up to you,” he told her, his dark eyes steady. “I have no trouble meeting them on my own.”

			And putting himself in danger. “No way. They want both of us, they get both. Or they don’t get either.” On that she wouldn’t budge.

			The corners of his mouth tilted up. “I thought you’d say that.” He nodded at her empty plate. “You done, or do you want more?”

			“I’ve had enough. No sense in loading up before a fight.” She checked her watch. “We’ve got a couple hours before the targets are supposed to show. What do you want to do?”

			“Same as you, I imagine. Check out the place.”

			Her heart thumped faster as adrenaline pumped through her veins. As dangerous as the situation was, there was nothing quite as exhilarating as a hunt.

			Maybe sex with Asher is more thrilling.

			She wouldn’t know and planned on keeping it that way. Sure, he kissed like a god, and was built like one, too, but there were more pressing matters to deal with. Jo shoved all thoughts of sex aside and put her attention on what was important—the task at hand. This time she wasn’t alone. She had backup, very capable backup.

			“Let’s go.” Before she could dig money out of her pocket, Asher dropped a fifty-dollar bill on the table.

			“You carry a stack of those tucked in your pocket?”

			He’d left a fifty with the gas station attendant as well.

			“Money always helps smooth the way.”

			She didn’t disagree, but you had to have it to throw around. As soon as they were outside, she turned to him. “Just exactly how do you make your money?”

			“How do you make yours?” he countered.

			Okay, she got it. Don’t ask questions unless she was willing to answer some in return. She’d never cared before, but she’d also never been this close with a man for it to matter. It was important. And right now, all sorts of illegal and nefarious schemes were running through her head.

			“I do some jobs for a local bail bondsman,” she admitted. Not work she particularly enjoyed, but it gave her a flexible schedule and a decent paycheck. Her real job was expensive and rarely paid. “I also buy and sell the occasional artifact I come across when I’m tracking a target. How about you?”

			“Real estate.”

			That took her aback. “Real estate? Like houses?”

			“I own buildings all over the city, but mostly in Manhattan.”

			Her mouth was hanging open, but she couldn’t help it. She was having a hard time wrapping her head around this bombshell. To actually own buildings in Manhattan… He wasn’t just well off. He was filthy rich. “How is that possible?”

			He hesitated for the briefest second. “It’s a family thing. The land and buildings were bought when they were still relatively cheap.”

			While it was totally plausible, her gut was telling her it wasn’t the whole truth. He was entitled to his secrets since she had every intention of keeping her own.

			Colleagues, nothing more. With that reminder firmly in place, she squared her shoulders. “Let’s get going. We don’t have time to waste.” Leading the way, she strode down the busy sidewalk.

			… 

			Jo was quiet as they walked away from the more populated areas toward the commercial buildings, which were all but abandoned at this time of the evening except for the occasional security guard or homeless person. They still had a couple of hours until the vampires were expected at the location they’d been given.

			The fact he was rich bothered her, and she didn’t know the half of it. Given how long he’d lived, he had real estate interests all over the world, controlled by a single company with various hubs in major centers. He employed hundreds of people to handle all his concerns, which freed him to pursue other interests.

			Not to mention what he earned through contracts with the Forgotten Brotherhood. Assassination was always lucrative.

			But the money was another brick in the emotional wall she was building between them. Did she think he’d look down on her because her income was less? She’d have to suck it up. He wasn’t about to allow her to shut him out. Fortunately, he was much too determined, not to mention stubborn, to be deterred.

			“How does the sender of the email know where the vampires are going to be?” she asked. “How could anyone know for sure? Once, maybe. Twice? I’m not buying it.”

			“That’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it?” And one he’d been considering. “You want my take?”

			“Yes.” They turned down an alleyway, leaving the traffic farther behind. A cat yowled in the distance, someone yelled, and a bottle smashed. None of which seemed to bothered Jo in the least.

			“A very old vampire may be sacrificing his children.”

			“Those he turned? Why?”

			He skirted a discarded sneaker and kept walking. “Another excellent question.”

			“I have my moments.” The sarcasm was ripe in her voice.

			He stifled a smile. “If we knew the answer, we’d know why we were being sent these emails.”

			“You don’t think it’s another hunter?” Looking badass with her open coat flowing behind her, she strode competently forward, totally unafraid to face whatever was before them.

			“I don’t see how.”

			“I thought it might be one looking for backup at the church. You know, maybe he or she had overheard something and was sending out word to ask for help.”

			“Then why make it anonymous?”

			She stopped and surveyed her surroundings, hands on hips. “That was the only thing that didn’t add up. Why us? Why you? Why me?”

			“I have no idea.” Taking advantage of her slight distraction, he hooked his arm around her waist and dropped a kiss on her sweet lips.

			Shock kept her immobile for no more than a second. Then she responded, kissing him hard in return before shoving him away with both hands.

			“Not the time for this.” Her breathing was fast, and he could hear her heart rate was elevated.

			“Sorry.” He gave her his best innocent look.

			“I’m on to you.” She pointed a finger at him. “This is why I don’t work with men who are attracted to me. It muddies the water. A distraction could get one or both of us killed.”

			A hurricane of fury rose inside him. The thought of her with another man fired his anger and bloodlust.

			“Hey, you okay?” Her voice penetrated his dark and dangerous rage.

			“Don’t talk about other men.” His voice was low and gritty, almost a growl.

			She took a step back, hands raised. “Sure. No problem. But you’re not going to stand there and tell me you haven’t slept with a whole bunch of women because I sure as hell won’t believe you. And don’t say it’s different just because you have a dick and I don’t.”

			“I would never say that.” Think it? Absolutely. Say it? Never. He rubbed his hand over the back of his neck, unsure how to deal with the unfamiliar emotion. Jealousy wasn’t something he’d ever experienced. Anything that threw him off-balance was dangerous to him and to those around him.

			He owed her an apology. “Look, I’m sor—” He broke off when something skittered on the ground in the distance. Raising his head, he sniffed the air.

			She immediately melted back toward the shadows, alert and scanning the area. “What is it?” she whispered.

			“They’re early.” And he and Jo weren’t in position. That was on him. Thinking about her with other men had consumed him, and he had stopped paying attention. He’d have to do better. If something happened to her because of his lapse, he’d never forgive himself.

			“Ambush?” She drew the short sword from the sheath at her back. He was grateful they’d stopped at her apartment long enough for her to grab her blade and the crossbow, which was hidden beneath her coat.

			Concentrating, he peered around, searching for heat sources, finding them easily. “Yes, four of them.”

			“Four? You sure?”

			They weren’t nearly as warm as humans. “Yes.”

			“How can you tell?”

			“I just can.” There was no time to explain. He only hoped she’d trust him. He moved stealthily forward with her right behind him, keeping watch at his back.

			“We are so going to talk more about this later.”

			“Come out, come out, wherever you are,” a singsong voice called. Hard to tell if it was male or female. Likely male. Females tended to be smarter and rarely involved themselves in petty wars. They’d rather keep their heads down and enjoy life, far away from the attention of hunters.

			Of course, some of the most diabolical and brutal vampires he’d ever put down had been women.

			Asher raised two fingers and pointed to the right, then two to the left. Jo nodded and faced left.

			It was the age-old technique of divide and conquer. And it worked as well today as it had a thousand years ago.

			“What do you want?” he demanded, his voice carrying through the darkness. He and the other vampires would be able to see just fine. Only Jo was at a distinct disadvantage. There was some light from nearby streetlamps, which helped break through the growing gloom.

			“World peace,” the disembodied voice shot back. “Okay, not really. I’m hungry.” The creature dropped from the top of a three-story building, landing in a crouch, teeth bared. Dressed in black leather pants and an open leather jacket, which displayed a bare chest, he could be a poster boy for bad-boy vampires, especially with the black hair and reddish eyes. Not to mention a line of silver hoops in both ears and single piercings in both nipples.

			Personally, he didn’t get the appeal. Too many things to get ripped off in a fight. “To quote the legendary country singer Shania Twain, ‘that don’t impress me much.’”

			Beside him, Jo gave a snort of laughter. The male scowled and slowly stood to his full height.

			“You won’t be laughing for long.” He raised his hand and signaled. Three more jumped down to join him.

			“Look, darling,” Asher told her. “He brought some little friends with him.” Taunting them served a purpose, one Jo would understand. Vampires were volatile creatures, many thinking themselves superior to a mere human. They wouldn’t easily read him as one of them unless they were very old or he allowed it. Right now, they thought him easy prey.

			“Walk away,” the one who seemed to be in charge said as he pointed at Asher. “You’ll make a nice snack, but it’s her we want.”

			“Why me?” She stood beside him, sword by her side, ready to swing at a moment’s notice.

			That’s what he wanted to know. If she was the target, why draw both of them here? It didn’t make any sense.

			The one in charge laughed. “Contract on Jo Radcliffe is worth a cool two million. But I’d do it for free.” He licked his lips. “You look tasty.”

			“Give me a break.” There was just enough derision in her tone to make the guy frown. “I recently ashed Vlad the Impaler. You guys are nothing more than rejects from a punk rock band from the eighties.”

			Asher couldn’t help but smile. His hunter was ballsy.

			“Now, darling,” he reminded her. “I was there that night, too.”

			“Yes, you were. And you did a wonderful job.” She said it in a cutesy voice as though placating a child, making him chuckle.

			“You think this is some kind of joke?” The vampire hissed, fangs flashing. He curled his fingers to show off the long claws extending from them. “I’m going to drain her dry while you watch. Then I’m going to do the same to you.” Raising his arms in a dramatic fashion, he yelled, “Kill them!”

		


		
			Chapter Seven

			“You didn’t tell me you were so popular,” Asher got out just as they were attacked en masse. He retrieved two knives and threw them in one single motion, impaling two of the assailants in the chest, narrowly missing their hearts. It slowed them down but didn’t stop them.

			“What can I say?” She ducked beneath the arm of one and came up swinging her sword. It cut a swath across her opponent’s back but didn’t dig deep. The wound healed almost as soon as the blade was lifted. “It’s a gift.”

			Fighting was something he’d always done alone. A burden he’d carried for more centuries than he cared to remember. Fighting alongside Jo was completely different. Knowing he’d have to kill didn’t weigh on his soul as heavily with her beside him.

			But it did give him something to lose.

			Asher attacked the two he’d knifed. They had to die as fast as possible in order to even the odds. He might be old and almost invincible, but she wasn’t.

			Throwing caution to the wind, and assuming she was too busy fighting to notice, he allowed the nails of both hands to morph into long, deadly claws.

			One of the guys stopped trying to yank the knife out of his chest and stared. “You’re one of us.”

			“I’ll never be one of you.” He rammed his fist through his opponent’s rib cage, driving the knife out the other side of the guy’s body, gripped the heart, and yanked it out before tossing it aside. The man went down.

			The second one tried to run. Asher almost let him go, but he had to die. He’d come here tonight to kill Jo. There was no coming back from that.

			The vamp took a quick look over his shoulder as he ran, fear etched on his face. It was always a shock to the newly turned to realize they still weren’t the apex predators on the planet. Too bad this particular one wouldn’t get the chance to learn from his newfound knowledge.

			Putting on a burst of speed, Asher ran down his prey. He didn’t bother trying to get in front of him, but simply slammed his fist through the runner’s back. It didn’t matter how he got the heart, only that he did.

			By the time he spun back around, less than a minute had passed.

			Jo was still battling and holding her own, but there was no way she could win unless she got in a lucky strike. Fatigue would eventually take a toll as there was no letup. Sweat beaded on her brow but she didn’t even try to swipe it away. The sword whipped through the air, slicing at each of her attackers in turn. With her back to the wall, they couldn’t get behind her. It was a clever tactic, and one that proved her experience.

			“I’m going to enjoy your blood,” the vamp that had originally spoken said as he licked his lips.

			“Not the first time I’ve heard that,” she shot back.

			Asher went straight for the other guy while the big talker was occupied. He slammed his fist through the guy’s back and yanked out his heart. Fast and brutal and very effective.

			Unfortunately, it drew the attention of the remaining vamp. He released a howl and jumped toward Jo. Distracted by what Asher had just done, she wasn’t able to avoid the attack.

			He dragged her in front of him, one arm wrapped around her neck and the other around her waist. “Whatcha gonna do now?” he taunted. “And why the fuck are you with this hunter bitch? You’re like us.”

			Now that was downright insulting. “As I told your former colleague before he so suddenly passed, I’m nothing like you.”

			“The question you need to ask is not what he’ll do to you,” Jo interjected, “but what I’m going to do.” With that, her arm shot up and back. The knife she’d retrieved while he’d distracted the vamp slammed into the guy’s neck. A gurgling sound escaped his lips, but he didn’t release her.

			The muscles in his arms constricted. He was going to slay her and take his chances.

			“Stop!” Asher threw every ounce of might and ability at his disposal into the command.

			The vamp froze in place. So did Jo. Her eyes were wide, her face pale.

			His eyes were blazing red, an unfortunate side effect of using that much power. “Release her,” he demanded.

			The attacker strained with everything he had, but his arm slowly moved away from Jo’s throat. Asher reached out and yanked her toward him.

			“Everything will be fine,” he assured her as he cradled her against him. “But I need answers. We need answers.” There was no way he could release her. She’d either try to kill him or run. He’d make it up to her later.

			“Who are you?” he demanded of the would-be assassin.

			The muscles in the vamp’s jaw and throat rippled. “Harrison Rucker.”

			“Harrison, you picked the wrong hunter to fuck with.”

			“Didn’t know the bitch had protection,” he managed to get out.

			“Harrison, Harrison, Harrison.” He shook his head in mock sympathy. “She’d have kicked your ass if I hadn’t stopped her. Really, you should thank me.”

			Harrison’s face turned an interesting shade of puce. Jo was scowling at him, too. No doubt furious with him for lying to her. Well, not exactly lying, just not telling her the whole truth.

			“Who hired you?” The only reason he was still alive was that they needed information.

			Jo was staring daggers at the remaining creature, just as interested as Asher.

			Harrison tried to shrug but couldn’t move no matter how much he tried. “This isn’t possible.”

			Feeling his age, he sighed. “It’s very possible. No matter how strong or badass you think you are, there is always someone else bigger or badder. Who hired you?”

			“Got an email. Said where she’d be and how much I’d get if I did the job.”

			“You came here based on an email?” They’d done the same, but he wasn’t going to admit that.

			“Money to off a hunter? Fucking right we came to check it out.” Harrison was talking easier, working to release himself from the partial thrall that Asher had on him. He wasn’t going to walk away from this confrontation, but the thought that he could might loosen his tongue.

			“How would you get paid?”

			“We send proof. They deposit the money.”

			Asher’s harsh laugh echoed among the deserted buildings. “No, whoever sent you knew I’d be here. Jo was bait. They knew if you murdered her, I’d end you. That I’d kill you just for attacking. They never had any intention of paying you.”

			This plot was getting thicker by the second. Ignoring Harrison’s protests, he rifled through his captive’s pockets and withdrew his phone.

			He checked through the emails and found what he’d expected. “Anonymous. Same as the ones we’ve received,” he told Jo as he pocketed the device. Not that she had anything to say to him. Lips compressed, she glared.

			“That it?” He could shred Harrison’s mind but was hesitant to do so in front of her. Bad enough she now realized he was a vampire without giving her any idea of the true scope of his abilities.

			In truth, he could have dropped all of them with a thought, but he couldn’t be fully sure she wouldn’t have gotten caught in the backlash. Expending that much energy always had some residual effects no matter how precise he was.

			And truthfully, he’d been hoping to avoid her finding out about his true identity for a while longer.

			“That’s it. Let me go, man,” Harrison pleaded.

			“How many innocents have you slaughtered while they pleaded?” he asked. This wasn’t his first kill. The fact he took a job without fully understanding what he was getting into proved he was bloodthirsty.

			“What do you care? They’re just humans.”

			No matter how long he lived, they always said the same things, used the same justifications. “You were one once. You have family and friends.”

			A brief flicker, quickly gone.

			“I was weak.”

			“You still are.” Prolonging things wasn’t helping any of them. Duty called, and he had never shirked doing what needed to be done. “For your crimes against humanity,” he stated. He slammed his hand forward, driving it through the vampire’s chest, his fingers closing around the still pulsing heart. Giving a hard yank, he pulled it out and tossed it aside. Harrison toppled forward, landing at his feet.

			“What the fuck?” Jo moved as soon as he dropped the compulsion. Sword raised, she stared at him with something akin to fear in her eyes. “You’re a vampire. You’re a fucking vampire.”

			He inclined his head even as his soul shriveled. “Of a sort.”

			“But you were out in the sunshine. You ate real food. How is that even possible? Your kind dies when exposed to the sun. They survive on blood. Food is poison to them.”

			Every single one of the long years Asher had lived pushed down on him, until the weight threatened to crush him.

			A vast ocean of time. Mountains of death. Nothing but responsibility.

			“I told you. I’m special.” The joke fell flat. There was no roll of her eyes or exasperated sigh. Not this time.

			“What are you?” The horror in her voice almost broke him.

			“It’s a very long story. We need to get out of here in case there are more of them lurking around.” If he’d been in charge of this kind of operation, he’d have left at least one as a lookout. Of course he’d always worked alone, so what did he really know?

			The back of his neck itched. Were they under surveillance even now?

			“I’m not going anywhere with you.” She raised the crossbow. Sorrow seemed to bleed from her pores. “I’m sorry. I really am.” With that, she fired twice.

			He caught both bolts in quick succession. Placing them in one hand, he held them out to her. “In case you need them.”

			Giving a shake of her head, she backed away from him. What remained of his heart withered, much like a vampire’s did when they died. He tucked the bolts into an inner coat pocket.

			“We need to check their pockets for identification and phones. Anything that might help us uncover who is behind all this.” Just because she was done with him didn’t mean he was done with her. No matter what she thought of him, he would watch over her to his last breath.

			Turning his back on her, he walked to the body farthest away, mostly to give himself some breathing space. A search turned up a wallet and phone. A ring and chain lay on the ground. He scooped them up to dump later. The money he found was left in the coat pocket. There were plenty of homeless in the area. They’d put the clothes and money to good use. The jewelry was too identifiable if any of their friends came looking.

			While he might be pretending to ignore Jo, he was very aware of her stealthy movements. He dropped and rolled in time to keep his head from being cleaved from his body. Her sword made a low whoosh as it cut nothing but air.

			Her pupils were dilated, her lips a firm line of determination. She’d faced down the attackers with steady hands. The last thing he’d ever wanted was to cause her distress. Good intentions or not, he had.

			“I’m sorry.” More than she’d ever comprehend. They barely knew each other, but there was something about her that filled the emptiness inside him, drove back the darkness.

			Maybe that was the point of all of this.

			“I’m the target, not you,” he told her.

			“I don’t understand any of this.” A single bead of sweat trailed down her cheek. She swiped it away.

			“I’ll explain everything as soon as I clean up this mess.” He slowly came to his feet. “Know this one thing. I will never do anything to harm you.” Slowly, he reached out and touched his fingers to her face. She was deathly pale, which worried him.

			… 

			Jo inwardly trembled while outwardly remaining strong. It was only partially out of fear. A part of her was still drawn to him. He’d been in her home. She’d slept with him beside her. And he was a vampire.

			Or was he?

			He’d been out in the sunlight. Had eaten actual food. Something she’d never heard of or seen before. And her research was extensive. As was her personal experience.

			Whatever he was, he was dangerous. Being frozen in place had been horrifying. Able to hear and see everything but unable to move a single muscle. For someone who relied on their strength and motor skills, it was torture of the worst kind.

			And he’d done it without blinking.

			She swallowed heavily and took a deep breath, trying to get air into her constricted lungs. I can do this.

			There wasn’t any other choice.

			While she was standing there fighting to regain her composure, he’d collected the rest of the personal belongings of the creatures he’d ashed and tossed the clothes and boots into a nearby dumpster.

			She was split in two. One part of her was standing here; the other seemed to be removed, watching everything unfold from afar. Some portion of her brain recognized she was in shock.

			Asher had called her bait. Fury rose like a wildfire within her, spreading out to her limbs and taking heat and determination with it. She was nobody’s bait, no fucking lamb to be dragged to the slaughter. When she found whoever was behind the emails, they’d pay.

			They needed to get to the bottom of this.

			Her gut clenched, and she swallowed heavily. Whatever was going on was beyond her experience. Someone had put a price on her head. The food she’d eaten earlier churned in her stomach. She placed a hand over it and took a calming breath. She was going to have to work with Asher.

			Like it or not, she needed him. He had skills and resources she didn’t. Being a hacker was probably the least of them.

			There was no point in running. He knew where she lived. Plus, she had no doubt he’d catch her if she tried to slip away.

			If he’d planned to hurt her, he’d had ample opportunity. And motive. She had tried to kill him. Twice. That hadn’t even fazed him.

			Then there was the simmering attraction between them. Denying it wouldn’t make it go away. She knew the way he kissed, the languid warmth it sent cascading through her. The touch of his hands on her face, the proprietary way he’d pressed his hand to the base of her spine as they’d strolled down the sidewalk.

			And she liked him.

			There. She’d admitted it. He was witty and funny and made her want to laugh and smile even when she was annoyed and angry with him.

			He wasn’t a normal vampire. So, what was he? Power flowed through his veins like water. It had filled the air around her, freezing her in place along with the vampire.

			Asher was one scary dude.

			“Ready?” he asked.

			Was she ready to head into the unknown with him? Not really. But there really was no other choice. On her own, she was easy pickings for a group of vamps. And with someone out there putting up a shit ton of money to have her put down, there were going to be more.

			“Yeah, I’m ready.” She sheathed her sword and held out her hand.

			Without her having to ask, he placed the two crossbow bolts in her open palm. She tucked them away and adjusted her coat to cover her weapons. A quick scan of the area assured her they were leaving no trace behind.

			A shiver snaked down her spine and made her search deeper into the shadows. Now her mind was playing games with her. There was nothing out there. Asher would know.

			But would he tell her?

			“Sorry for not helping.” She needed to pull her weight. It was difficult to act normal, but she had to try.

			“You more than held your own.”

			“Don’t patronize me,” she snapped. There was a whole hell of a lot she’d tolerate but not that.

			“I’m not.” Dark eyes narrowing, he frowned. “You held off two attackers while I handled the others. You discovered I wasn’t exactly what you thought I was and then were held in thrall while I interrogated and destroyed the final one.” His frown turned into the slightest grin. “Then you tried to kill me. Twice. I admire the dedication.”

			He was crazy. Maybe they both were. “Would have been three if I’d had my flamethrower,” she tossed out without thought.

			Asher threw back his head and laughed, exposing the strong column of his neck. The sound of delight warmed her core. His smile was infectious, making her own lips turn up slightly before she caught herself. “That’s my hunter.” The possessiveness in his tone wasn’t lost on her. Her toes curled in her boots.

			“Would it have worked?” curiosity made her ask.

			“What? The flamethrower?”

			She nodded.

			He shook his head. “No.”

			A vampire who could easily catch steel bolts midair and was strong enough to hold another in his thrall? No, it probably wouldn’t have worked.

			He’d said it before, and she’s laughed at his audacious claim, but he really was special.

			And on that note, “We need each other to figure this out. We need to work together.”

			“I’m looking forward to it,” he told her.

			“Only work. Nothing more.” The rules she’d laid down for herself existed for a reason. Getting chummy with anyone opened her up to a world of pain.

			Not that they had anything resembling a normal relationship. They’d shared a few steamy kisses, but nothing more.

			And he’d saved her life. Multiple times. Not to mention he was the only man who’d ever slept in her bed.

			“Whatever you say.”

			She wasn’t buying his easy acceptance. He might come across as laid-back, but that was nothing more than camouflage to mask the true predator lurking beneath.

			“I have to assume my apartment is compromised if the person who brought us together is sending a hit squad after me.” And wasn’t that a pleasant thought.

			“We go to my place.”

			“Is that really any safer?”

			“Yes.” He held one arm out to point the way without touching her. “And it’s time to pull out the big guns.”

			Jo stalked back toward the busy streets of the city, not sure she really wanted to know exactly what that meant. She cast one final glance over her shoulder, unable to shake the eerie sensation of being stalked.

		


		
			Chapter Eight

			Jo did her best to appear calm and collected as she peered around Asher’s home. In truth, she was bowled over. The private elevator had taken them straight to the top floor of the small luxury apartment building. When the doors had opened, it hadn’t been to a hallway but to an apartment. His home took up the entire top floor.

			“This is some place. When you said you owned property, I thought you meant houses or maybe something with a retail business and an apartment or two. I didn’t think you meant an entire apartment building. It is yours, right?”

			She’d never been around this much wealth before. The floors gleamed, making her almost afraid to step on them. It was intimidating as hell. Annoyed with herself for caring, she straightened her shoulders and affected an almost bored expression. No need to advertise that she felt like a fish out of water.

			“Yes, but I’ve been alive a long time and have accrued an extensive portfolio. Many paranormals own real estate. It’s easy to keep it all under the umbrella of a holding company and allow our descendants, meaning us, to inherit. Keeps the tax man happy and the government and authorities out of our business.”

			She’d never considered the logistics of living for so long before, but it made perfect sense.

			Asher removed his coat and placed it in the closet by the door. When he held out his hand, she shook her head. “I’ll keep mine, if you don’t mind.” Her sword, crossbow, and gun were strapped to her body, but she had more knives tucked in her coat. They were her version of a security blanket.

			“You’re safe here. But if you’re more comfortable with it, I understand.”

			She clenched her hands at her sides to keep from throwing one of her knives at him. The man knew just which buttons to push. Rather than rise to the bait, she strolled farther into the room, drawn to the large windows at the opposite end. The city was ablaze with color.

			“Bet you get a lot of sunshine through those.” It boggled the mind to imagine a vampire with all these windows.

			“They’re UV coated and, as you already discovered, sunlight isn’t a problem.”

			“But you need sunglasses.” He’d put them on as soon as the sun had risen on the drive back to the city.

			“My eyes are sensitive.”

			It was a weakness. A small one, but she’d take it.

			When he prowled toward her, she moved away, keeping a certain distance between them.

			His shoulders stiffened, and his brown eyes darkened. “Sit if you want.” He motioned to the sofa. “I’m going to get a drink. You want one?” The furniture was comfortable and excellent quality. Her ass had never touched anything so fine.

			This was all weirdly normal. Rather than sit, she followed him into a gourmet chef’s dream kitchen. “Holy crap.” Stainless steel appliances, including a six-burner stove, light stone countertops and backsplash, and brushed nickel fixtures. Instead of dark wood or stark white cabinets, they were a warm sage green, giving the space warmth.

			“Do you cook?” he asked.

			“A little. There’s not much reason to bother. I usually grab takeout when I’m home.”

			“I have beer, wine, liquor, cranberry juice, water, or ginger ale.”

			“Water.” While she wanted a very large alcoholic drink, she needed her wits about her.

			“I have lemon water or plain.”

			“Lemon.” Dealing with the undead always left a nasty taste in her mouth.

			He put an unopened bottle in front of her and cracked open a beer for himself. He took a huge swallow before placing it on the countertop. “What?”

			She shook her head, pressed her lips together, and busied herself with the bottle of water to keep from blurting how it was weirding her out to see a vampire knocking back a beer like any normal guy. After several sips, she took a deep breath. “Okay, where do we go from here?”

			“Shall we talk in the living room?”

			“No, here is fine.” The living room seemed more intimate. That couch was big and comfy enough for two people to curl up and snuggle. Okay, they could do a hell of a lot more than snuggle. Nope, not thinking about it. The kitchen was neutral ground.

			“Suit yourself.”

			“I usually do.” She tilted the bottle at him in a mock salute.

			A grin played at the corners of his mouth. It wasn’t fair that he was not only handsome, but he also wasn’t full of himself and had no trouble finding the humor in every situation. Even after their battle, he looked fresh and hot as all get out.

			She, on the other hand, was in need of a shower and change of clothes. Maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing. If she smelled less than fresh, that might keep him away.

			“Now we do what should not be done lightly.”

			That sounded ominous. “What?”

			He drew out his phone and placed it on the counter between them. “I threaten Maccus to get him to talk to us.” He punched in the numbers and waited for it to ring.

			There was no voice on the other end. Only a beep.

			“I have a situation and need your expertise. If you can’t call me back, I’ll come to you.” He ended the call, leaving her confused.

			“That’s a threat? Sounded like a regular message to me.” He obviously had a strange relationship with this guy.

			“You’d think that, except you might remember me mentioning that no one is supposed to know where he lives.”

			“That’s right. Only you know.”

			“I’m—”

			“I get it,” she interrupted. “You’re special.”

			“I must be. He hasn’t done away with me yet.”

			She waited for the punch line, but none was forthcoming. “You’re serious?”

			“He may be the most powerful creature on the planet. You don’t want to piss him off. He’s killed people for less. Although he has mellowed since he met Morrigan.”

			In spite of herself, she was fascinated. And scared to death. Just who or what was Maccus? And who was this Morrigan person? If Asher was treading this warily, he had to be impressive.

			“Maybe we shouldn’t bother him.” Not sure she was ready for any more shocks to her system. She was still trying to digest the last one. Her stomach dipped in agreement.

			“Too late. Now that I’ve left that message, he’ll either answer it or get rid of us. Well, not you. He’d see you as an innocent.”

			Her, an innocent? After all she’d seen and done? Just who were these people? This was way over her pay grade. She’d thought herself a badass hunter. While she had serious skills, as Asher had pointed out to the vamp earlier, there was always someone bigger or badder. Considering what she knew now, she was lucky she’d lived this long.

			Seemingly unconcerned about the outcome, he finished his beer in one long mouthful. “We could watch a movie or catch a nap?”

			“Are you out of your mind?” Unable to stand still any longer, she strode toward the window and stared out at the city lights. “What exactly is Maccus?”

			“The less you know the better.”

			“No.” She whirled around and pointed a finger at him. “Ignorance is not bliss. Not in this case. Not when it comes to the nonhuman creatures walking the earth.”

			“Hey.” He lightly placed his hands on her shoulders. The desire to shake him off battled with the one to throw herself into his arms. “Everything will be fine. I promise. He’ll probably take your memories of him and let you walk. Me, on the other hand, he’ll probably incinerate into dust.” He gave her a grin that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Then I won’t be an issue for you any longer.”

			“Don’t joke about that.” Furious, she shoved away from him. “Not about living and dying.” The past rose up to choke her. She couldn’t lose someone else. Not to the monsters of the world. Damn him for wanting to protect her, for sneaking past her guard with his humor and sexiness and panty-melting kisses, for respecting her skills as a hunter. And damn him for making her care.

			“I’m sorry.” Not letting her elude him, he pulled her into his arms. She gave a half-hearted fight but didn’t put much into it. Truthfully, she could use the comfort. Her life had spun out of control.

			“I’m an ass,” he told her.

			“You are,” she readily agreed.

			That drew a laugh. “There’s nothing we can do until we hear from him, but you’re safe here. I’ll protect you.” He pushed a lock of her hair away from her face, the featherlight caress making her ache for more. She tilted her head toward him, so his hand stroked her head.

			“I can take care of myself.” They both needed the reminder. But it was too late to protect herself against him. Whatever was between them wasn’t going to go away. And she was no longer sure she wanted it to.

			“You can, but you shouldn’t have to.” He gently trailed his fingers down her cheek. “Please don’t gut me for what I’m about to do. The blood will stain my floors.” With that, he pressed his lips against hers.

			She went up on her toes and deepened the kiss. Their tongues tangled in the most intimate of battles, neither giving way. It was madness. He tasted of yeasty beer and hot male. Delicious.

			He’s not like the others.

			He couldn’t be, or she’d never be attracted to him. Her instincts were sound, had kept her alive on more than one occasion. Asher was one of the good guys. Dangerous as hell and a killer, but who was she to judge? She’d taken out many vampires.

			He was also a threat to her heart.

			He tilted her head to the side, his hands framing her face as he explored and mapped every inch of her mouth and the contours of her lips before tracing the line of her jaw.

			Shivers raced down her spine. So good. Her neck and ears were sensitive. She moaned and leaned away, giving him access. He nibbled on the lobe before following the swirls with his clever tongue.

			“This is crazy,” she gasped.

			“This is right,” he countered.

			“This is adrenaline from the fight.” The cocktail of lust and chemicals flowing through them was heightening all their reactions.

			He paused and stroked his hands over her shoulders, down her arms, and back up again. “Do you really believe that?”

			She wanted to. “You’re a vampire.” It wasn’t easy to clear her mind with her breasts swollen and a throbbing ache deep in her core.

			“I am, but I’m more. I’m not like any you’ve ever hunted.”

			She swallowed. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

			His lips tightened. “I will never hurt you.” His brown eyes burned with resolve.

			She wanted to believe that so badly her bones ached. “You can’t promise that,” she whispered. Anytime two people were involved, they each had the power to hurt the other.

			“I’ll never physically harm you.”

			They could have both died tonight. No matter what he was, four assassins was a lot.

			Madness took hold of her. Want and need battled with common sense.

			“If you’re lying to me, I’ll kill you.” It would destroy something inside her, but she’d do it. She hadn’t dedicated her life to saving the innocent only to turn her back on her mission, no matter how much she wanted Asher.

			“I’m not lying.” He held her jaw in his hand until their eyes met. “And I’d expect nothing less from you.”

			“This is a one-shot deal.” Her heart was already too involved. It wouldn’t be smart to forget he was immortal, and she wasn’t.

			He opened his mouth as if to disagree but then closed it and gave a curt nod.

			“And no biting.” She wrapped her hands around her neck, the action involuntary.

			Fury blazed from his eyes, and anger surged from every pore of his body. “I would never take your blood without permission.”

			She hadn’t been thinking about his drinking so much as him turning her. But one couldn’t happen without the other. “Okay, then.”

			His laugh was tinged with bitterness. “Forgive me if I’m not overwhelmed by your enthusiasm.”

			She was making a mess of this. Maybe it was just as well. Sex was all fine and good, but she sucked at relationships. And that’s what this was. It might be mostly a working one, but they were stuck together until this thing was over.

			Talk about opposites attracting. She was a hunter. Normally they’d be trying to kill each another, not steaming up the windows of his home.

			Sex would muddy the waters.

			Every cell in her body rebelled at the mere thought of not having Asher, at least once. A man like him came along once in a woman’s life, if she was very, very lucky.

			He’s not a man.

			No, he was more, but she still wanted him. She bit her lip. “Maybe it’s better we don’t.”

			“That would be a travesty.” There was no teasing smile this time. Just a sadness that weakened her knees and sent her pulse racing. They were going to do this.

			Knowing it was up to her to take the final step, she grabbed a handful of shirt, yanked him down, and kissed him.

			Heat exploded, coursing through her, threatening to burn them both alive. He lifted her as though she weighed nothing, her feet leaving the floor. Instead of carrying her into the other room, he set her on the counter. Cupping her face with his hands, he practically inhaled her, his lips coaxing and demanding a response.

			She ran her hands over his rock-solid biceps and broad shoulders. He might have a lean build, but it was all pure muscle. When she tried to spear her fingers through his hair she met with resistance. A quick tug and the leather tie gave way. He had such thick and lush hair. It sifted through her fingers like silk.

			He kissed a path down her neck, his teeth scraping against her skin.

			Jo jerked back, sucking air into her starving lungs.

			Pain and regret replaced the passion in his eyes. He raked his fingers through his tousled hair and took a step back before lifting her off the counter and setting her on her feet.

			“Asher,” she began, the urge to apologize overwhelming. It hadn’t been her intention to hurt him. Didn’t this prove her point? A relationship between them was destined to fail.

			“No, I get it.” With a shake of his head, he backed away. “Even with my promise, you’re afraid I’ll bite you, take your blood. Maybe you’re even thinking I have you in some sort of thrall.”

			That hadn’t occurred to her, but it did now. “Not afraid.” When he raised an eyebrow, she heaved a sigh. “Okay, it’s more caution than fear. Cut me some slack. It was an involuntary reaction. I never expected to ever want a vampire lover. And you did hold me in some sort of thrall earlier.”

			“To protect you. I’m not doing anything to you now. I’ve had ample opportunity to take your blood, if that was my desire.” The truth was mind-boggling, but he was right. Either she trusted his word, or she didn’t. 

			“Just how powerful are you?”

			… 

			Lust lashed his body. Need tore at his gut. But it was the pain in his soul that hurt him the most. She wanted to trust him, to believe him, but was afraid.

			He couldn’t blame her for that.

			He could freeze her in place with a mere thought. Make her do anything he desired. But that would make him a monster. The kind he’d dedicated his life to eradicating.

			“I’ve lived longer than you can imagine. Seen history unfold for thousands and thousands of years. You’ve barely been alive a second in comparison.”

			Her mouth dropped open, and her heart picked up speed. “Holy shit.”

			“I could have anything I wanted from you.” Honesty might make her pull away, but better that happen now than after he’d had her. Jo was a human hunter with a limited lifespan, but she made him feel truly alive for the first time in millennia. He’d lived long enough to understand how truly precious that was.

			Letting his fangs drop, he allowed her to see the real him, no longer willing to hide any part of himself. 

			She gripped the counter for support, her eyes wide, all the colored drained from her face. He wanted to touch her, to stroke her face, but feared she’d cringe from him. “All you ever have to say is the word no.” Whether she knew it or not, she had more sway over him than anyone he’d ever met. And that was a scary thought for a man who lived by his own rules.

			It would be easy to take what he wanted.

			For the briefest of seconds, the idea flitted in his brain, the darker side of him whispering to take what he wanted.

			No! I’m not a monster.

			He inhaled sharply, battling with the urge, calling on thousands of years of discipline and practice. Not once in his life had he ever contemplated such a thing, but he’d never wanted a woman this much.

			It wasn’t only her beauty, which appealed to him on every level. It was her courage and loyalty, her unwavering commitment to her cause, her innate protectiveness. He wanted to know everything there was to know about her from her favorite food to what kinds of movies and books she enjoyed. He wanted to talk over dinner, to walk the city streets and enjoy all the wonders to be found there.

			He’d never wanted that before.

			He fisted his hands by his sides and pulled himself back under control. He hadn’t been this volatile since he’d been turned. An avalanche of shame crashed down on him. How could he have, even for one split-second, contemplated such a betrayal of her and his beliefs?

			Her silence damned him.

			He lowered his head and rubbed the back of his neck. What could he do to fix this?

			Immortality wasn’t always the gift people assumed it was. Loved ones died. The world you knew gave way to another. Everything changed around you, and you either accepted it or retreated from the world. And retreat wasn’t an option for him.

			It was a constant struggle not to give in to darkness and despair. It was why he embraced popular culture. It distracted him from the dark thoughts in his head.

			“Something about you brings out a side of me I buried long ago.” He’d thought it dead, but some tiny flicker in his heart still yearned for an intimate connection. And that scared the crap out of him.

			“Guess I’m just special.” Her voice was strained but steady.

			His head jerked up. Was she joking? She was. The light in her eyes and the twitching of her lips was a dead giveaway. The pressure crushing his chest lessened. Could she really mean it? “You are very special. Truly exceptional.” No humor on his part.

			“Maybe that’s the point of this.”

			He wasn’t following her train of thought. “Explain.”

			“Maybe whoever is behind the emails somehow knew I’d push your buttons, unsettle your calm. However you want to put it. Or maybe they want us together, want you emotionally attached so it gives you something to lose.” She dragged her fingers through her hair. “Maybe I’m your weak spot, your Achilles’ heel.”

			It was an interesting theory. “How could they know? Until I met you, I didn’t believe any woman could rattle me the way you have.”

			“I rattle you? Good to know.” The tiny smile playing at the corners of her mouth beckoned him. It would be so easy to lean forward and capture her lips. To occupy himself, he grabbed her water and handed it to her.

			“Woman, you have me shaking in my boots.” That was the honest truth. As impossible as it should be, Jo was important to him. No, not important, vital.

			“I seriously doubt that.” She took a sip and set the bottle on the counter.

			“Don’t. You have more influence than you know. But if you’re right, whoever is behind this is something more than a mere vampire.” The situation had just gone from bad to worse. “That kind of information has to come from the Fates. Only very powerful beings or gods have that kind of access.”

			“Gods? As in the Greeks or Roman or Viking?”

			“Yes. Among others.”

			“This is a lot to take in.”

			Most people would be screaming and crying or at least babbling when faced with what he’d told her, but not Jo. Her extraordinary display of courage filled him with pride.

			Brow furrowed, she crossed her arms over her chest and began to pace. “Okay, maybe I’m wrong. Maybe they’re counting on you being protective of any female hunter, because not having a dick somehow makes me weaker.”

			Her sarcasm surprised a laugh from him, something he would have thought impossible only minutes before. “I would never say or think such a thing.” She’d kick his ass if he did.

			She stopped walking and pressed her hand to her forehead. “I need to sit down.”

			Asher was by her side in a heartbeat, lifting her into his arms. When she jolted, he froze. Didn’t think that one through. Not exactly the way to prove she could trust him.

			Instead of ordering him to put her down, she pointed to his phone. “You might need that if Maccus calls back.”

			“Right.” Not about to question his good fortune, he leaned down so she could snag it. Then he headed toward the living room. Opting for his favorite oversize chair instead of the sofa, he sat with her on his lap.

			“Do you feel safe?” He kept one hand behind her back to steady her but rested the other on the arm of the chair. He would not keep her against her will, no matter how perfectly she fit into his arms and his life.

			A sense of rightness settled over him. His goal in life, his mission solidified inside him. God, vampire, or other—it didn’t matter. He’d protect her against them all.

			“Surprisingly enough, I do. You’re pretty fast for an old guy.”

			How could she tease him about that? “You’re truly okay with it?”

			“Like I said, it’s a lot to process.” She tugged at the hem of her jacket before smoothing her hand over it. She obviously didn’t wish to discuss it now. So be it. Clamping down on the impatience eating at him, he drew on the calm center inside him.

			“You can’t be comfortable with that coat on and your sword digging into your back.” Not to mention her crossbow that was imprinting itself on his stomach.

			“If I’m going to be here a while, I might as well take it off.” She slid off his lap, slipped off her coat, and tossed it on the end of the sofa.

			He swallowed back a primal yell of victory when she removed her sword and bow but put them on the coffee table. They were still close at hand, but the act of removing them was huge for her. The shoulder holster containing her 9mm and a hunting knife were added to the pile.

			It was more effective than any strip tease.

			That she was making herself vulnerable to him was a miracle. He waited, breath held, until she settled back on his lap.

			“Why?” he asked. She was either the most understanding woman in the world or the most devious, lulling him so she could strike when his guard was done. Either option made her amazing.

			“I tried to kill you twice back in the warehouse district,” she reminded him.

			“Reflex.” He would never hold that against her.

			“You could take what you want but haven’t. I’m attracted to you.” Her laugh was shaky. “Not exactly a secret.”

			“It’s mutual,” he assured her.

			“And that’s why. You were willing to walk away, to let me go.”

			It had been a close call, but she didn’t need to know just how close. Even now, he struggled not to lose track of the conversation. She was a huge distraction. His dick was as hard as the stones of the great pyramids and not likely to erode anytime soon, not with her on his lap.

			“Let’s both agree to move forward from here and see where things go between us. Do anything I don’t like, and I will find a flamethrower,” she warned.

			A slow smile split his face. She was one gutsy woman. And he had no doubt she’d follow through.

			There was just one issue that needed clarification. “I’m a vampire.” He couldn’t change or deny what he was. “You’re a hunter.” In truth, they should be mortal enemies, not lovers.

			When she shook her head, his stomach clenched, and his erection died a quick death.

			“You’re nothing like the monsters I’ve faced.”

			Before she said more, the quiet slide of the elevator door caught his attention.

			Protect her. The mantra beat in his blood, overriding all other instinct.

			He surged to his feet, tossed Jo onto the sofa, and turned to face this latest foe.

		


		
			Chapter Nine

			Jo bounced on the sofa, snatched her sword from the table, and rolled to her feet in one smooth motion. Whatever was going on couldn’t be good.

			Lethal power bled from Asher as he faced the elevator doors, the ones he said no one could get past without clearance, the ones that were wide open.

			She tightened her fingers on the hilt, and her stomach took a dive.

			Holy shit! Who or what is this?

			Clad in leather pants, boots, and a T-shirt that looked almost painted on it was struggling so hard to contain so much muscle, almost seven feet of dangerous male stood before her. The cloud of menace that preceded him was one hell of a calling card. Tattoos covered his exposed arms. His hair was jet black and buzzed short on the sides and left longer on the top. But it was his eyes that froze her in place. They were as dark as midnight but rimmed with a golden light.

			“You wanted me. I’m here.” His deep voice made the room tremble. Maybe even the entire building. Or maybe it was just her legs that were shaking.

			She wasn’t Catholic but was overcome with the sudden need to cross herself. All the tiny hairs on her body stood on end, and the primal part of her brain was screaming at her to run.

			He looked at her and smirked, as if able to read her thoughts. Or maybe he was simply reading her expression. Either way, it put her on edge.

			“Maccus, thanks for coming.” Asher’s tone was pleasant enough, but she heard the tension running through it.

			This was Maccus. She was beginning to wish they’d never contacted him.

			His lips tightened, and a muscle worked in his jaw. To say he looked unhappy was like saying Niagara Falls was only a tiny trickle of water.

			“You planning on using that?” He pointed to the sword she held in her hand.

			No way would she get the drop on him. Probably smarter not to antagonize him. She set the blade down on a nearby console table and raised her hands to show no ill intent. If she really needed it, she could grab it. Of course, if it came to that, the chance of her surviving was probably nil.

			What a fun thought.

			“Hey, Asher.” A stunning woman with short auburn hair and vivid green eyes peeked out from behind Maccus. She was also insane. Had to be to wrap her arm around Maccus’s waist and give him a squeeze.

			Jo didn’t know whether to be in awe of the woman or to just assume she was beyond help.

			“Hey, Morrigan,” Asher greeted. “Let me guess. This wasn’t his idea.”

			“I warned him I was going to start checking his emails and messages if he didn’t. After I did, I decided to take a stroll through the city. Somehow I managed to end up right here.” Her cheerful tone impressed the hell out of Jo.

			“I’m grateful no matter what it took for you to come. I need help. We need help.” Asher motioned toward her. “This is Jo Radcliffe, vampire hunter.”

			“It’s so cool to meet another female hunter.” Morrigan came forward with her hand extended. “Morrigan Quill, former bounty hunter for Hell.”

			She was in the process of shaking the woman’s hand when what she’d said sunk in. Former bounty hunter for Hell? Who knew that was a thing? And how the hell—pun intended—did one get the job? Even more puzzling was how did one become a former one? Didn’t seem like the kind of job one would be allowed to simply walk away from.

			Then there was still the question of what exactly Maccus was. That would keep her up for many nights to come.

			“Nice to meet you.” Because really, what else could she say? Best not to piss off the big guy.

			“I love that your eyes are different colors.”

			She subconsciously ducked her head. It had been a source of ridicule and teasing when she’d been growing up. “Thanks. It’s a genetic condition.”

			“That’s really cool,” Morrigan added before glancing at Maccus and frowning.

			“I’m here,” he responded.

			“And I appreciate it.” Asher motioned them forward. “Why don’t we sit and talk?”

			“What do you want?” the big guy demanded without moving an inch from his spot by the elevator.

			His abruptness was disconcerting, but Asher didn’t seem fazed at all. “We both got anonymous emails that I can’t trace. They drew us to the same place in Kentucky.”

			“What happened?” Morrigan asked when it became obvious that Maccus wasn’t going to.

			“We put down a guy calling himself Vlad the Impaler,” Jo told her, needing to be a part of the discussion.

			That drew a derisive snort from Maccus.

			Asher gave a laugh. “Right? I totally took him out a long time ago.”

			“You really knew Vlad the Impaler?” Morrigan sounded impressed.

			“I knew him, too.” Maccus’s deep voice reverberated with anger. Jo sidled toward her sword, but Morrigan simply smiled and patted him on the arm.

			“You know everyone.” He seemed to relax after she said that, for which Jo was thankful. She didn’t want to be anywhere in the vicinity if he ever got really upset. She might be a skilled hunter, but she was way out of her league with this group.

			“Anyway,” Asher continued. “Once his not-so-loyal flock had fled, we came back to the city.”

			“Together?” He frowned at her in an accusing manner. Her knees grew unsteady, but she locked her legs and straightened her shoulders, determined not to show any weakness.

			“I thought he was a fellow hunter,” she confessed.

			“Keeping secrets?” Morrigan tsked at him. “I take it you know better now?”

			“I do,” Jo assured her.

			“She tried to kill me.” There was a thread of pride in Asher’s voice that had her shaking her head—yet standing a little taller.

			The giant gave another one of those snorts, which could mean just about anything.

			“It was a natural reaction.” It wasn’t something she should feel guilty about, even though she did.

			“What did you use?” the other woman asked, seemingly fascinated by the idea.

			“Crossbow. When that didn’t work, I tried to decapitate him with my sword.”

			That drew a short laugh from Maccus while Morrigan held her hand up for a high five and a totally unexpected “You go, girl.” Not the reaction she’d expected from people she thought were his friends. A part of her was outraged on his behalf. Another piece of her was secretly pleased by their reaction. It gave her a sense of acceptance and belonging she hadn’t experience in a very long time.

			Warming to her story, she continued, “I tried to ditch him, but he was determined we stay together. He followed me when I tried to throw him off my trail.”

			“You stalked the woman. Really, Asher. I thought better of you.” Her words were harsh, but her green eyes were filled with teasing laughter, a sharp reminder to Jo that these people had a history with him. One she didn’t share.

			“We both received another anonymous email that I can’t trace,” Asher continued. “And if I can’t trace it, then whoever is behind it is incredibly smart.”

			She half expected Maccus to make some comment about him not being as smart as he thought. Instead, his frowned deepened. Yup, time to really get worried.

			“What was in the email?” Morrigan asked.

			Jo shifted her weight from one leg to the other. They were all still milling around the entryway. Not exactly conducive for a relaxed conversation. “An address in the warehouse district of Brooklyn. We got there early, but four vampires showed up just after we did.”

			“There’s a bounty on Jo’s life.” Having Asher lay it out there like that made her stomach clench and her palms damp. The stark reality of her situation settled over her.

			Maccus studied her and nodded. “Bait. Why?”

			“Unknown. They may be trying to push me to the dark side so you’ll have to put me down.”

			He hadn’t mentioned that last part to her. Maccus’s presence took on a whole new level of terrifying. “Would that actually happen? Would he do that?” she asked Asher, because there was no way she was asking the big scary dude.

			“It’s something we have to face. We’re the monsters that hunt the other monsters. If we go off the rails, it takes one of us to put a stop to it. And he’s probably the only one in the Brotherhood who could destroy me.”

			“Brotherhood?” She was totally lost. “I don’t understand. The monsters that hunt other monsters? Who exactly are you people?”

			… 

			Not the way he’d imagined telling her, but there was nothing normal about the situation or any of them. She already knew he was different from a normal vampire. Now he had to take it up a notch.

			“We are the Forgotten,” Maccus intoned in his deep voice that tended to terrify everyone around him. He and Morrigan were immune, which meant the only one likely scared to death was Jo. The worst part? He wasn’t trying to scare anyone. It was simply Maccus being Maccus.

			“We are the creatures the rest of the world, including our own kind, wants to forget. We are the boogeyman for all paranormals.”

			“Ease up on the doom and gloom.” Morrigan patted his arm. “They’re different from all those of their species. More dangerous. They’re assassins that handle the rough cases that other packs or covens or whatever can’t handle on their own. They’re the good guys.”

			Jo was pale. “I know it’s a lot to take in on top of everything else.” And something he’d hoped to avoid for a while longer, maybe even forever. “We’re loners. Not welcome in our own communities because we’re not like the rest.”

			“Right, you’re special. You keep telling me that. I’m beginning to think you were underselling it.” She shook her head. “I need to sit.” Leaving the rest of them standing there, she headed not to the living room but the kitchen with Morrigan hot on her heels.

			He shrugged and followed. Maccus would be right behind him, not wanting his woman out of his sight.

			Jo already had a beer open and tipped up, taking a mouthful and then swallowing. “Do you know how crazy this all is? And that’s saying something considering I hunt vampires for a living. If I said that outside this room, I’d be locked up for my own safety and the protection of the general public.” She huffed out a breath. “So, you’re assassins? This group of what? Forgotten?”

			“Yes. We also police one another. It keeps everyone safe.” It was an unfortunate truth that they’d both had to take down members of the Brotherhood at different points in their lives. It was never easy and was the main reason they didn’t socialize. It was a hell of a lot harder to take the life of a friend than an acquaintance.

			It had left a stain on his soul. He had no idea how Maccus dealt with it. Wasn’t something they’d ever discussed.

			She tilted her beer bottle in his direction. “That means you have enemies.” His hunter was once again showing her intelligence.

			“We do. Although to be fully honest, it can’t be any of our targets. None of them survive.”

			The bottle paused halfway to her lips. Then she tipped it back and took another long swig.

			“Those people have families,” Morrigan pointed out. “Whoever is sending the emails may be someone trying to get revenge from a previous contract.”

			That was something he hadn’t considered. “There was something earlier.” Something he’d shrugged off.

			“What?” Maccus demanded.

			“Probably nothing, but I caught a blast of anger directed at me earlier tonight. That’s not quite right. It was evil and hateful. It was gone almost as quickly as I sensed it. It’s probably nothing.”

			“It’s never nothing.” He was too right about that. They’d all learned to trust their instincts.

			“I felt it, too.” Jo stiffened beside him, tension permeating her entire body. “Not evil, but a sense of being stalked. I figured the vamps we took out might have had a buddy who kept to the shadows.”

			“I would have sensed him.” Or he should have. Asher was no longer positive about that.

			“Why her?” Maccus pointed a finger at Jo. “Why bring her into your life?”

			“Don’t ask me. I was quietly going about the business of killing vamps and minding my own business.” She finished the last of the beer and set the bottle on the counter.

			“That’s something I need to find out.” The sooner, the better. “I’m going to dig into the cell phones and IDs I took from the guys I put down in Brooklyn. See what I can come up with. I haven’t had time yet.” With everything happening between him and Jo, there hadn’t been a chance to get to it.

			“Do you think this is the same as what happened between us?” Morrigan asked Maccus.

			When Jo looked at him, Asher shrugged. Whatever she was talking about, it wasn’t something he was privy to. It was as much a mystery to him.

			“It better not be.”

			Okay, Maccus’s reaction was making him too curious not to ask. “What happened between you?”

			“None of your fucking business,” he snapped.

			“Lucifer put us together,” Morrigan said at the same time.

			“Lucifer? As in the devil?” Jo buried her face in her hands. “I really need something stronger than beer.”

			He put his arm around her shoulder and gave her a reassuring squeeze. “Everything will be okay.”

			“How can it be? I have a bounty on my life that may or may not have come from Lucifer himself. And I gotta tell you, that’s freaking me out. What’s next? Angels from Heaven?” When the room went silent, she lowered her hands and raised her head. “Oh, come on. You can’t be serious.”

			Asher kept his mouth shut, as much as it pained him. This was not his secret to tell. Jo’s gaze tracked from him to Morrigan and finally landed on Maccus.

			“Are you an angel?” she blurted.

			Asher thrust her behind him, unsure how he would react. Not many knew Maccus was a fallen angel. Jo’s hands rested on Asher’s back, and then he felt the coolness of a blade being tucked into the waistband of his pants. His chest expanded on a deep breath. She’d been armed and was giving him her weapon.

			Maccus’s eyes turned completely black before almost blazing with golden light. That couldn’t be good. He angled Jo into a corner. Not that it would be much protection if the fallen angel decided to take exception to her pronouncement.

			“Someone is meddling with the Forgotten Brotherhood.”

			Asher breathed a sigh of relief when he realized Maccus had simply ignored the question. “I’m not the only one, am I?” Asher asked. That was a surprise to him.

			“I don’t think so. There was a questionable contract a couple months back.”

			“Who took it?”

			“Alexei Medvedev.”

			“The Russian bear? What happened?”

			Maccus shook his head. “It’s complicated.”

			This made no sense. “Someone is fucking with us. Why? Who would want the Brotherhood coming after them?” Because to fuck with one was to take on all of them. Just because they weren’t overly friendly didn’t mean they didn’t have loyalty.

			“That’s what I plan to find out.” Maccus jerked his head toward the elevator.

			“I’ll call if we uncover anything,” Morrigan assured him. “It was nice meeting you, Jo.”

			“You, too.” Her voice was flat and totally unlike the woman he’d come to know and admire. The elevator door shut, leaving them alone. “That’s it, then. I’m little more than collateral damage in some big vendetta against this Brotherhood you’re a part of.”

			“We could be wrong.”

			“But you don’t think so?”

			He was done withholding anything from her. “No, I don’t. Someone orchestrated our meeting.” But even that didn’t feel right. “I may not be the final target.”

			“Who? No, wait. Maccus? He’d be the one to have to put you down if you went rogue, right?”

			“No one else could do it. Not unless the others teamed up, but he and I are usually the ones who handle any problems.”

			“Then who wants to hurt him?”

			That was the question, wasn’t it? He blew out a breath. “Big players. We’re talking Hell and Heaven.”

			“No one confirmed it, but he’s really is an angel, isn’t he?”

			Never in the all the years he’d known Maccus had he betrayed him in any way, given out any information. Loyalty to the Brotherhood was at the core of everything he held sacred. For the first time, he was of two minds.

			“I guess that tells me all I need to know.” She strode out of the kitchen, stopping in the living room to strap on her gear and swing on her coat.

			“Where do you think you’re going?”

			“Home.”

			“Are you out of your mind? Didn’t you hear anything that was said here today?” He followed as she marched to the elevator door, using his mind to control the machine when she stabbed at the button.

			“Yes, I heard everything that was said. I also heard what wasn’t. I’m not a part of your little group of special people. I’m a human hunter, nothing more than bait. When they off me, I’m sure they’ll come up with someone else to fill the vacancy. In the meantime, I’ll take care of myself.”

			The worst part? She was right. They were keeping her outside the loop. “You already know more than any other person outside the Brotherhood.”

			Her eyes narrowed. “Is that a threat?”

			God, she was something else. “No, it’s the truth. That makes you special. And trusted.”

			“But you still won’t tell me everything.”

			The dejection on her face, the sheer misery reflected in her eyes, cut him off at the knees. Outwardly, he was unchanged. Inwardly, he was bleeding to death, one slow drip at a time. He was going to lose her and there was nothing he could do to stop it.

			“I would if I could, but it’s not my secret to share.”

		


		
			Chapter Ten

			It sucked big-time and hurt like hell, but he was right. It was one thing to tell her everything about himself, quite another to spill someone else’s secrets. As much as she wanted to hate Asher, she had to respect him.

			“Will you at least tell me about you?”

			“I will, if you will.” The quiet challenge lay between them. “But please don’t go. I’ll only have to follow you if you leave. You know that.”

			“Why can’t I stay mad at you?”

			His smile was soft, and his eyes twinkled with amusement. “Because I’m special.”

			She could only laugh. He had a way of draining the mad right out of her, disarming her with his quirky sense of humor. “Walked right into that one, didn’t I?”

			“Just walk right back in here and stay.”

			For whatever reason, he was protective of her, and she would be safer with him.

			“Fine.” Overcome with a sense of relief at not having to go it alone, she removed her gear. He hung her coat beside his in the closet and placed her weapons on the console table beside it.

			He kissed her temple. “Thank you.”

			Heat washed over her, making her skin tingle. “I’m still mad at you, the world, and whoever is messing with us.”

			“I know.” With his hand at the small of her back, he guided her toward the hallway.

			“Where are we going?” Not the bedroom. She wasn’t ready to pick up where they’d left off before the interruption. She needed to keep her wits about her, and Asher distracted her more than any other man alive.

			“Office. I need to do some research.”

			“Right.” That’s exactly what they needed to do. No need to think about sex or what it might be like between them. Giving herself a shake, she moved away from him as they entered the room.

			Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves dominated every wall in the space, even flanking the wide windows that looked out over the city. And every single one of them was jammed with books, statues, pottery, and museum-worthy artifacts. It screamed money while managing to retain a sense of warmth that drew her in.

			“Wow.” She turned in a circle, not caring that she was gawking. “This place is incredible.”

			“Glad you think so.” He took a seat behind a huge mahogany desk. The front panel was meticulously carved with a woodland scene. She didn’t know anything about antiques, but the piece was obviously very old, handcrafted, and probably worth more than everything she owned put together.

			Looking out of place on top of the expensive desk sat several computer towers, three monitors, and a laptop. Asher might enjoy things from the past, but he obviously embraced the present. She’d wondered if he’d been exaggerating his hacker skills.

			Not any longer.

			“Where are the wallets?” Last she’d seen, they were in his coat pocket.

			He dumped them all on top of the desk. “I retrieved them from my coat when I hung up yours just now.” He seemed perplexed by her question. No way was she going to tell him she’d been too busy thinking about crawling into bed with him to notice.

			Get your head on straight, she admonished herself as she strode around the desk and flipped open one of the wallets. “This one belongs to our friend Harrison Rucker.”

			Asher’s fingers were already flying over the keyboard. “I have his former social media accounts. Nothing new for the past two years. Turned long enough to think he can handle anything. Too young to understand he’s still prey to many creatures.”

			“Deacon Meyers. Malcolm Twitch. Nevin Spears.” She read the names off the other three driver’s licenses she pulled from the wallets.

			“Hmm.” Asher’s fingers were a blur as he accessed information. “All young. Harrison was actually the oldest.” He frowned and sat back in his chair. “Someone is turning a lot of young men in the city.”

			“Is that not allowed?” She had no idea how things worked from the vampire side of things. It had never occurred to her that they had an actual society and rules.

			He patted his lap, but she pointedly sat on the edge of the desk. If she got that close, they wouldn’t be working. He gave a deep sigh but didn’t push it. “The Vampire Council keeps an eye on recruitment numbers. They don’t want things to get out of control. Discovery isn’t good for anyone. Can you imagine what would happen if people and the government suddenly believed in our kind?”

			“They’d be hunted to extinction.”

			“Exactly.”

			“Huh. So this council does what? Polices its members? Keeps them from murdering too many innocent humans?” Bitterness coated her words. Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad thing if they were all destroyed.

			But that would include Asher, and she didn’t want that. Not anymore. He was one of the good guys.

			“Contrary to your experience, most don’t kill, not any more than most people do. The undead take what they need from people, sometimes willing donors, but it’s drilled into each and every one from the time they’re reborn into their new life that they take what they need and leave no memory behind.”

			Now her head was spinning. “Is that true? I find that hard to believe.” Given her history, it was almost impossible.

			“Some get a taste for death. That’s when the Vampire Council intervenes and sends an enforcer to handle the situation. Dead bodies aren’t good for any of us. The older ones have a lot more to lose. It’s considered uncivilized to kill your dinner. After all, we need humans in order to survive. If it’s more than their enforcers can handle, they contact the Forgotten Brotherhood.”

			She rubbed her fingers over her temples. The headache that had been brewing for some time now was in full bloom. It was partially her fault. She hadn’t slept much lately, and she’d downed that beer on an empty stomach. Not to mention the battle, the emotional confrontation with Asher, and meeting Maccus and Morrigan. And now her world view was being upended.

			“I’ve only ever seen them kill.” Blood splattered the walls. Screams echoed in her ears. A metallic taste filled her mouth.

			“I know.” He swiveled in his chair and took her hands in his. She always expected him to be cold, but he was much warmer than her. “You’ve seen the worst of my kind. It was like that in the early days when vampires were first created. The world ran red with blood and destruction.”

			She stilled when he shared that memory from his past, blinking hard when her vision blurred.

			“What’s wrong?” He tugged her forward. Unable to stop herself, she landed in his lap. “You’re in pain.” It came out almost as an accusation.

			“It’s been a long day. Night. Whatever it is. I’m dirty, tired, and hungry.”

			He swore and surged to his feet with her in his arms. “I should have realized that. I’m sorry.”

			“Not your fault. I’m a big girl. I’ve been on my own for a long time now.” But it was nice to have someone to carry her when she was this exhausted. The adrenaline that had helped her through everything had finally run out. Now she was paying the price and crashing hard.

			“Where are you taking me?” Not that she was overly concerned. All she wanted was for her head to stop pounding. “What about the cell phones?”

			“They can wait. This can’t.” He entered a room, walked through it and into another one. A light came on, and she winced at the brightness. It was immediately extinguished, but not before she glimpsed a large bathroom done in soothing tones of cream and sandy brown.

			A candle flared to light on the vanity. He set her down beside it. “Give me a minute.”

			Bemused, she watched as he ran her a bath in a tub that was more than big enough to hold two comfortably.

			Candlelight flickered over the strong features of his face and jaw, giving him a harsh appearance. His light hair seemed to glisten in the glow. He really was gorgeous. She leaned back against the wall and enjoyed watching him through partially closed eyes.

			If someone had told her even a week ago she’d trust a vampire, be attracted to one, she’d have laughed her ass off. Life sometimes took some strange twists and turns.

			He dug into a cabinet and pulled out several jars. Opening one, he sniffed, shook his head, and lifted the lid to another. Satisfied with his choice, he tossed several handfuls of crystals under the running water.

			Almost immediately the calming scent of lavender perfumed the air. She breathed deeply, touched that he would do this for her.

			“Let’s get you undressed and in the tub.”

			“I can do it.” She had to draw the line somewhere. Not only did she need to reassert her independence, if she let him strip her naked there was no telling what might happen. “Thanks, but I can take it from here. And we’re not done talking,” she reminded him.

			His lips twitched. “I didn’t think for one second we were.” He eased her off the counter and to her feet. “Call if you need help.”

			Then he was gone, leaving her alone in the candlelit bathroom with a tub of running water. By the time she struggled out of her clothing, she was sweating, and her head was pounding unmercifully.

			She climbed into the tub and turned off the taps. Fragrant steam and hot water enveloped her. Closing her eyes, she inhaled deeply and let the events of the past couple of days drift away.

			… 

			Asher paced the floor of his bedroom. I have to help her. It was only a headache. Millions of people had them daily, but never anyone he cared about. The bath would help. Maybe some food.

			He needed expert help from someone he trusted implicitly. This might get him killed, but there was no other choice. He pulled out his phone and placed the call.

			It rang twice before Morrigan answered. “Hey, Asher. Anything wrong?”

			“Jo is in pain and trying to pretend she isn’t.” She was used to being hurt, dealing with injuries on her own, but he was here now.

			“Is it bad? What happened?”

			“Ah, it’s a headache.”

			“Who are you talking to?” Maccus demanded in the background. “I told you it was a mistake to go see him. Now he’ll be calling all the time.”

			“He’s calling for me, not you,” she yelled. “I’m sure there’s no need to be concerned. You probably don’t have any over-the-counter painkillers, do you?”

			Normally he might have laughed, but he was too worried to find any humor in the situation. “No, I don’t need them. There has to be something I can do.” He wasn’t used to dealing with human frailty. Not for thousands and thousands of years had he been as vulnerable as Jo. And still she fought his kind. His admiration for her was boundless.

			“Can you heal?”

			“I can. I’m not sure she’d approve.”

			“Trust me, if she has a headache or migraine or some other injury from the hunt, she probably won’t care, but ask first. Make her comfortable and get her something to eat. Maybe soup or toast, something easy on her stomach.”

			“Basically, you’re telling me to do what I was going to.” What had he hoped for? Some grand gesture or simply confirmation he was doing the right thing? “I’m making too much of this, aren’t I?”

			“Yes, but it’s sweet. You care about her. Follow your instincts, and you’ll be just fine,” she assured him. “I like her.”

			“I do, too. Thanks. You better go before Maccus decides to make a return visit, this time on his own.”

			She laughed. “Call if you need any other advice.”

			He tucked his phone away, went to the bathroom door, and rested his hand on it. “Jo?”

			“I’m okay.” Her voice was soft but strong.

			He opened the door and was immediately engulfed in lavender-scented steam. He inhaled deeply, allowing it to calm him. Scent was powerful and evoked memories from long ago, back when he was still human.

			She was reclining in the tub with the water lapping at her breasts and a folded facecloth over her eyes. She tugged one corner back and glared at him. “I didn’t say you could come in.” Her knees curled toward her body, and she sat upright.

			“I know.” That didn’t stop him from walking over to the side of the tub and kneeling. “Let me help you.”

			Her brow furrowed. “What do you mean?” She pulled the cloth fully away and set it on the rim.

			Trust wasn’t easy for her, but he had to try. “Let me heal you.”

			“You can do that?”

			“It’s more that I can direct your body to heal itself. I have to get into your mind to do it.” Her shoulders tensed, and her legs drew up tighter. “It won’t be like the alley. You’ll be able to move. I’ll be quick and will do nothing more than help ease your pain.” He brushed a damp lock of hair to the side. “You have my word. Will you let me?”

			For several long seconds, the only sound was their breathing. If she refused, there was nothing he could do. A wave of relief washed over him when she finally nodded. “Do it.”

			Like taking medicine or ripping a bandage off, it was better done quickly before she could change her mind. He placed his hand on her forehead. While he didn’t need contact, it did make it easier. And he just wanted to touch her.

			He expanded his mind, reached out, and slid into hers. He sought the pain centers in her brain, directing soothing warmth into them. Then he traveled inside her body from the top of her head to her toes, guiding the healing light to any part that ached or was damaged in any way.

			Given her profession, she was incredibly healthy, for which he was profoundly grateful. The temptation was there to probe her memories, to delve into her intimate thoughts, but that would be a betrayal of her trust, something he was determined to never do.

			He eased back out.

			Jo was totally relaxed, her body uncoiled and resting against the side of the tub. She opened her eyes, and a slow smile tilted up the corners of her lush lips. “Thank you.”

			Healing generated heat, but he’d passed warm and was now downright hot. His cock was swollen and pulsing with need, his balls ached. Like a chocoholic yearning for a candy bar, he craved her, longed for her sweet sighs and moans as he loved every inch of her.

			It didn’t help that he had perfect vision and her breasts were visible beneath the water. He wanted to suck the taut buds before kissing a path to the thatch of fine curls that shielded her slick folds. The pulse in her neck fluttered beneath her pale skin, the blood and heat giving her skin a healthy glow.

			He cleared his throat. “You’re welcome.” His longing morphed into a much deeper hunger.

			Leave before you do something stupid.

			He fled the room and went straight to the mini fridge tucked into the storage room off the kitchen.

			Bags of blood were neatly piled up inside. He grabbed one, thrust his fangs into it, and drank, not even bothering to warm it first. He hated cold blood, but no way was he going to risk taking any from Jo. Not that she was offering, and he knew better than to ask.

			Hell, if he tried to take any from her, she’d stake him. Despite the arousal pulsing through every cell in his body and the bloodlust pumping through his veins, he smiled.

			Stubborn, determined, and strong she might be, but she was his. And he wouldn’t have her any other way.

			With the worst of his hunger sated, he went back into the kitchen and pulled several cans of soup from the cupboard. While he didn’t often dine at home, he had staples that were easy to prepare.

			Eating was something he enjoyed and was grateful for. No other of his kind could manage more than some wine laced with blood or the occasional bite of rare steak. He pitied them.

			Now he was extra glad for that blessing, because it meant he had something to feed his hunter. When the soup was ready, he filled a bowl and put it and a bottle of water on a tray.

			He’d been listening intently and knew Jo was out of the tub. He only hoped she was in bed.

			“Supper is served. Or maybe it’s breakfast.” The sun wasn’t long up.

			“I’m not sure I can eat.” Not only was she in bed but she was wearing one of his shirts.

			“Hope you don’t mind.” She plucked at the soft cotton. “Sleeping in dirty clothes wasn’t an option.” Neither was sleeping naked. He wouldn’t have objected, but she was building walls between them once again.

			“You’re welcome to anything in the closet.” If she wasn’t comfortable being nude around him, having her wear his clothes was the next best thing. It soothed the possessiveness bubbling around inside him. He set the tray on her lap. “Try to eat.”

			She lifted the spoon and took a sip. “It’s good. Thanks.”

			Satisfaction filled him when she consumed every drop. “How are you feeling now?”

			“Tired, but whatever you did was pure magic. The headache is totally gone, and it was a doozy. I feel better than I have in a long time.”

			“Thank you for trusting me. I know it couldn’t have been easy.” He took the tray and set it on top of the dresser.

			She patted the bed beside her. Doing his best to ignore his raging hard-on, he sat. “I know you can’t tell me about Maccus and Morrigan. I understand and respect that. But you need to tell me about yourself. How did you come to be who you are? What you are?”

			“What about you?” He could easily take the memories from her, but that would be stealing. It was also a transgression she’d never forgive.

			She licked her lip and clenched the covers tighter in her hands. “You first.”

		


		
			Chapter Eleven

			“I was born a very, very long time ago,” he began.

			How long ago? Deciding it was best not to interrupt, she swallowed her curiosity and settled in to listen.

			“Those were the days the gods mingled more in the world of men, often visiting and staying among them. They certainly enjoyed being worshipped and feared. Not to mention having sex with humans.”

			Chills raced down her spine. Knowing other creatures existed was one thing. The thought of actual gods running around on Earth was downright terrifying.

			“There are many myths and legends, but without getting into the details of the pantheon, the sun god Ra sent a goddess to destroy mortals who had conspired against him.”

			Holy crap, she might not know a lot about the Egyptian gods, but she knew that name.

			“Her vengeance knew no boundaries. She ripped out the throats of guilty and innocent alike. The sand ran red, a river of the blood of the slain. Not all those she attacked stayed dead. They’d ingested some of her blood during the battle and it changed them.”

			“The first vampires,” she whispered.

			“Yes. They were filled with a hunger and anger they had no control over. Towns and villages were wiped out as the creatures tried to slake their bloodlust. It threatened to consume the world. Ra saw what had been done and managed to corral the raging goddess. But the gods are capricious creatures, and mankind was left to deal with the fallout.”

			“You were bitten.” She’d seen death up close and personal, but this was wholesale slaughter on a scale she couldn’t even imagine.

			“Yes.” He closed his eyes and sighed deeply. His throat rippled as he swallowed heavily. Even though he was right beside her, he was miles away, locked in the memories of the past. “It was so very long ago. Sometimes it’s difficult to remember details. I was a sickly child. I’d never been expected to make it to adulthood, but by some miracle I had. I wasn’t as strong as my brothers.”

			It was difficult to imagine Asher as anything other than the strong and healthy male he was. Maybe that’s why he became a protector rather than a mindless killer. His experience had taught him empathy.

			“Nowadays they’d say I had anemia and treat it accordingly. But I came from a poor family with no education. All they knew was I couldn’t always pull my weight with chores and had trouble tilling the fields for extended periods of time. My father and brothers resented my mere presence, saw me as a drain on the family resources.

			“It was a dark night. So dark. Clouds covered the moon, as if it could not bear to watch what was about to occur. We could hear the creatures. The screams. My father and brothers had gone out with the other men to defend us. I remained with my mother. Worthless, my father called me. Told me to stay with the women.”

			Her heart ached for the young boy he’d been. “I’m sorry.” Her parents had loved and supported her. He’d never had that.

			“It was long ago.”

			He kept saying that, but it seemed to be more of a reminder for himself. Some sorrows never left you.

			“The door to our home was shattered. I ran at the creature, trying to protect my mother. It knocked me aside. I hit the wall with such force the bone in my arm shattered. She screamed as the monster dragged her outside, kicking and screaming.” His breathing quickened, and his hands fisted on his thighs.

			“You don’t have to tell me.” She knew exactly what it would have been like, could hear the shrieks for help, for mercy that never came. Smell the fear and blood. Sweat broke out on her brow.

			“I crawled after them,” he continued as though he hadn’t even heard her. “I likely had a concussion from where my head struck the floor. My ears were ringing, and my eyes wouldn’t focus. The vampire was standing over her body laughing. Her neck was torn open. The scent of death permeated the air.”

			The image was vivid and far too real. Her breathing was coming too fast. She forced herself to take several deep ones.

			“It came for me then. I was ready to die. I’d failed to protect the one person who cared for me. The beast grabbed me by the throat and lifted me off my feet. I could smell its fetid breath on my face. Fangs ripped into my throat. Then it spat out my blood. ‘Worthless,’ he said, just as my father had. Then he tossed me aside.”

			“I’m so sorry.” It was inadequate, but there was nothing else to be said, no way to make it better. She understood what it was like to lose family to a monster.

			“It was so ironic. The sickness that had plagued me my entire life saved me in the end. The vampire didn’t like my blood. It was weak. Not rich enough. The night waned and morning finally arrived. The stench of the rotting corpses was unbearable. Flies buzzed all around. As I lay on the burning sands with the relentless sun beating down on me, waiting to die, she came.”

			Jo swallowed the lump in her throat. “Who?”

			“Sekhmet—goddess of war but also of love and protection. She fed me her blood and charged me with the defense of mankind against the new scourge upon the land. I was like them now and needed blood to survive. Unlike them, I could walk in the daylight and required food to survive.” He gave a shrug. “I asked her why me. She told me it was my blood, the thing that always set me apart. To her, it was a sign, a mark of the gods. She made me into a tool to be used.

			“I was stronger than I’d ever been in my entire life. The first thing I did with my newfound strength was bury my parents, several of my brothers, and about half of our village. The rest? They were either turned or their bodies had been dragged away and consumed by scavengers.”

			A shudder racked her entire body. It would have been grisly and backbreaking work under the unforgiving sun. That he’d done it alone was a testament to his strength of character. Burying family was the most horrendous task. Only those who had been through it could begin to understand the pain and suffering.

			“Now you know. That’s how I became the hunter of vampires.”

			“But you didn’t destroy them all?”

			“There were too many. They covered the land like a swarm of locusts. As the blood was shared and diluted, some of the creatures became more aware. I hunted those whose bloodlust was unquenchable. People learned the monsters couldn’t be out in the daytime and fought back. The remaining creatures fled the sun-drenched region, eventually finding refuge in Europe. The rest you know.”

			“That’s incredible.” And heartbreaking. It was like something out of an adventure novel or a fantasy movie. “You’re how old? Four thousand years? Five?”

			“Ten. The Egyptian gods are ancient. They don’t bother much with Earth anymore. They’ve mostly moved on to other worlds but do pop in now and again. They don’t play well with the Greeks and Roman and Norse gods who still treat the world as their playground. Although the angels and demons are the biggest players in daily human life.”

			Her head spun with the possibilities. It was almost too much to take in. “You’re telling me that angels and demons are running around? And gods? Like Apollo and Odin?”

			“Apollo is a dick, but Odin is great to party with.”

			“Are you messing with me?” It was impossible to tell.

			“Not about angels and demons. And Apollo is a dick. I keep away from the gods whenever possible.”

			“What about Odin?” This conversation was crazy but fascinating. How much had he seen in his lifetime? There’d been much suffering and horror, but there had to be some good stuff, too. At least she hoped there was.

			“I really don’t know him well, although I heard he rather enjoyed that Viking television show.”

			She held up her hand. “Enough. I don’t think I can take anymore.”

			Asher laughed, and she was glad to see him smile. “It’s a very complex world we live in.”

			“Tell me about it. It was complicated enough before I knew any of this.”

			He sobered and took her hand in his. “I’m sorry you were pulled into this. You don’t deserve it.” His lips brushed over her palm, making her toes curl beneath the blankets.

			“You actually have the blood of a goddess in you?” That was downright scary and boggled her mind. Gods and goddesses were actually real. Sure, it made sense, but she’d never really considered it before, not in any real way.

			“Yes.” His words were curt, and his expression closed. Got it. Don’t ask about the goddess, not directly, at least.

			He’d already shared more than she’d expected, so she left off with her questions. “I’m sorry about your family.” Didn’t matter how much time had passed, some hurts never faded.

			“Thank you. What about you?” he asked.

			Fair was fair, and she’d promised. He could pluck the information from her mind if he wanted. That he’d ask and respect her wishes meant everything and reinforced her decision to trust him.

			She rubbed her fingers of her free hand over the top of the luxurious down-filled comforter. His past gave new meaning to the Egyptian cotton sheets on the bed. She’d checked the pillowcase label before settling in because they were so soft and cozy. And she was procrastinating. Thinking about the past was upsetting.

			“I spent the first fifteen years of my life believing the biggest worries I had were the drug dealers and gangs that roamed the neighborhood.”

			“Where did you grow up?” He shifted closer, heat radiating from his body. He still had hold of her hand, and she didn’t bother pulling it away. It was calming to have him running this thumb over her palm.

			“Chicago. Rough neighborhood. My parents were good people who worked hard. My dad was a mechanic. My mom was a clerk at the corner grocery. I was an only child, and they doted on me. Still, I was alone a lot. I’d help out as much as I could with the cooking and cleaning while they were at work.”

			She swallowed back the pain that never seemed to quite leave her. “We had a tiny apartment. My bedroom was really a storage closet, only big enough for a cot and a nightstand with two drawers that doubled as a dresser. Dad hung shelves on the walls for me to put my small treasures. Mom painted the walls in vibrant colors.” She hadn’t thought about that place in a long time. Along with the bad memories she’d blocked out the good ones.

			“They loved you.” It wasn’t a question.

			“They did. They gave me my own private sanctuary.”

			“What happened?”

			“My mom was a really beautiful woman.”

			“You take after her.”

			She shook her head. “I’m more like my dad. Mom could have been a model. People would literally stop and stare when she walked by. Men tried to woo her, but she’d laugh and say she only had eyes for my dad. They were completely in love.”

			Memories of the two of them dancing around their crowded living room made her smile. “Mom could sing, too. Voice of an angel. She sang in the church choir every Sunday.”

			Her fingers were gripping his now so tight that if he’d been human, she might have broken them. She eased up. “Sorry about that.”

			He waved off her concern. “It’s fine.” He brushed his fingers over her face. The tiny caress settled her. “What happened to them, Jo?”

			“My dad used to joke that he’d wanted a son he could name Joey. My mom would always shake her finger at him and tell me not to listen to his lies. That he’d prayed for a little girl he could call Josephine. They both called me Jo.” She was rambling. Anything to keep from having to think about the night her life had changed.

			“Maybe it was because of my mom’s looks. There’s no way to know what attracts a vamp.”

			“No, there’s not. Sometimes they stalk victims. Other times, it’s just who happens in their path when they’re on a spree.”

			“Mom got home late from work one night. There were marks on her neck.”

			“Intentional, then.”

			“Yeah.” Just get it done, she told herself. Dragging it out was only making it worse.

			“Dad lost his mind, accused her of cheating. She was terrified, having no idea how the marks had gotten there. I was so scared. They’d never fought before. I went to my room, shut the door, and sat there in the dark listening.” It had rocked her world to the core. God, her stomach had ached so bad she’d almost vomited. Her arms and legs had trembled uncontrollably. Her parents never had cross words, at least none she’d ever heard.

			She swallowed heavily, the soup she’d eaten churning in her stomach. Asher moved to sit alongside her and lifted her into his arms. “You don’t have to do this,” he told her.

			“I do. You shared with me.” Fair was fair.

			“I did it willingly. This is upsetting you.”

			“It is, but I’ve remembered good things I’d blocked out.” Tears threatened, but she blinked them back. She’d shed a lifetime of tears already and they changed nothing. “There was a loud bang. My dad yelled for my mom to run. I opened the door just a crack and peeked out. There was a man in the room with scary red eyes, talons instead of nails, and sharp teeth. The creature ripped out my father’s throat when he tried to protect her. Then he went for my mother. She was praying, but it didn’t save her. I should have screamed for help, should have done something. I hid under my bed.”

			Shame washed over her. Her cowardice was unforgivable. Better to have died with them than to live with the overwhelming guilt she carried with her every day of her life.

			“You were a child in shock at seeing your parents brutally slaughtered.”

			She shook her head, refusing to take the easy out. “I was fifteen, almost an adult. My father kept a handgun in his bedside table. I could have run to their room and gotten it.”

			“You wouldn’t have made it. You would have died.” He ran a hand over her shoulder and down her arm and back up again, trying to soothe her.

			“Then I should have died.”

			“No!” Asher snapped. “You were destined to survive to become a champion for those too weak to fight, those innocents unaware of the creatures stalking them. If you’d died then, how many others would have been slain?”

			“But my parents—”

			“No. They would have wanted you to live. To wish your death does them a disservice.”

			God, he was right. She was wallowing in her guilt, throwing herself a pity party. The police had had to push her father’s body away from the door to get to her. He’d protected her right to the end.

			Asher gently caught the tear that escaped and rolled down one cheek. “I’m sorry.” She took a deep breath and brought herself back under control.

			“Don’t be sorry. No child should have to go through what you did. But because you did, because of what you’ve become, you’ve saved other children that same heartache.”

			“You really think so?” That gave her hope that maybe there had been some greater purpose to her survival than simply plain cowardice and fear.

			“I know so. We were fated to meet.”

			Was he right? There’d been so much death in both their lives. But they were here now. The memories were too close, hurt too much. She needed something good to counter them, wanted to taste life.

			The brown of his eyes almost vanished as his pupils expanded. He swallowed hard as she lifted her face to him. “Jo?” Hoarse and low with desire, he stayed frozen in place.

			“Make me forget the pain.”

			He shook his head, his lips tightening. “You’re emotional right now.”

			“You’re right.” They both were. “But I’m thinking straight. I want this.”

			On a groan that was as much pain as pleasure, he gently pressed his lips to hers.

			… 

			Asher’s heart was breaking for the young girl Jo had been. They both had scars but hers made his heart ache. They were fresher, newer. His were little more than ancient history, the faces of his family faded over time. The world he’d inhabited as a child was nothing but dust. Hers still existed, the memories little more than a decade old.

			He longed to know what had happened to her after. Where had she gone? Had anyone been there for her? That would come later, but only if she chose to share.

			She’s vulnerable right now.

			Yet how could he refuse her plea? He was no saint, and his desire for her warred with the need to care for her.

			Take it slowly.

			The kisses were light, barely there touches that hinted at darker passions. Allowing her to set the pace, he ignored the lust demanding satisfaction and allowed his lips to skim hers, his tongue to stroke the plumpness of her bottom lip.

			Time slipped away. There was no past, no present. Only the two of them existed.

			He could kiss her forever and never grow tired. Every sigh, every groan, was a gift.

			It was Jo who slid her tongue into his mouth, she who teased and demanded more. Tightening his arms around her, he gave her what she asked.

			The kiss had started out as one of comfort, an intimate touch to remind her that she wasn’t alone. Now it was a wildfire that burned through his veins, demanding to be slaked.

			She threaded her fingers through his hair, shoving the tie out of her way and gripping hanks of it. This was no longer about forgetting the past but embracing what was between them.

			Jo was no shrinking violet. The hardships of her past had shaped her, honed her, turned her into a deadly fighting machine, a woman with a mission. But as tough as she might be, beneath it all beat the heart of the girl who’d lost her parents in the most horrific way.

			“Are you sure?” He wanted no regrets.

			“Yes.” There was no hesitation, no quiver of doubt in her voice.

			He yanked the covers down, not wanting anything between them. Her lips were moist from their kisses and slightly puffy. When she licked them, he feared he might explode before he got inside her.

			He gritted his teeth and counted to twenty in Arabic.

			It’s not going to impress her if you go off like a Fourth of July firework.

			Her nipples were hard nubs, pushing against the thin fabric covering her. His shirt was a simple garment on the hanger; on her it was as seductive as any lingerie. The musky scent of her arousal teased his nostrils.

			A need even more compelling than bloodlust gripped him. His lust for her went to the core of his being, until even the very cells of his body craved her. But it was tempered by a deep caring and desire to make this good for her.

			Like a fine wine, he wanted to savor this moment. There was only one first time.

			“Asher.” She tilted her head to the side and studied him. “Is anything wrong?”

			“Not a damn thing.” His clothes were gone in a flash. Then he knelt on the bed, looming over her. “Let me strip you naked and kiss every inch of your skin?”

			Her heartbeat was elevated, but that was due to passion, not fear. The scent of her arousal was a heady perfume in the air.

			“God, yes,” she moaned. “Less talk. More action.”

			He smiled, something he hadn’t thought possible with all the conflicting emotions bombarding him, but that was Jo. Only she had this kind of effect on him.

			“You want more action?” When she nodded, he tucked his fingers inside the collar of the shirt and yanked. The fabric tore all the way to the hem. He shoved the pieces apart, opening the garment as he would a much-anticipated present.

			Because Jo was a gift beyond price. It wasn’t just her breasts, which were perfectly shaped, the nipples taut red buds. Or the enticement of sensual promise in her eyes. It was her indomitable spirit. The way she stood up to him, didn’t back down from fear but met it head-on. It was the way she fought back tears, chagrined over shedding a single one as though it somehow made her weak, when it only highlighted her strength.

			His hands shook as he cupped the full mounds and lightly squeezed. When she moaned, his balls constricted.

			“Now.” She moved restlessly on the bed, her body undulating toward him.

			“Not yet.” He planned to explore every inch of her smooth skin and started by stroking his fingertips down her torso. Goose bumps broke out in their wake.

			His hunter had led a hard life. Scars marred her flesh, a testament to her courage. How many times had death lingered? How many times had she fought back? One was about six inches long and curved over her stomach. He pressed his lips against the old injury.

			When he looked up at her in question, she shook her head. “Not now.”

			Right, but he would know…eventually. No doubt she’d slain the creature that had caused it. Otherwise she wouldn’t be here.

			The winds of fury ramped up inside him, a raging hurricane ready to be released. He tamped them down, unwilling to do anything that might damage her any further. She was his, imprinted on his very blood and bones.

			This was about pleasure, about the joy of two people coming together to share the most intimate act in the world. It was about honoring her, showing her how much he cared.

			He feathered kisses over the faded white lines of each past injury. He couldn’t take them away, nor did he want to. They were symbols of battles won and had helped hone her into the woman she was.

			He licked and sucked each finger, nibbled his way up her arms. Her nipples were hard and red, begging to be sucked. He took one into his mouth and flicked his tongue over the tip. It was sweet and salty at the same time.

			Jo dug her nails into his skin, ran her palms over his biceps and down his spine, kneaded his muscles. They rolled across the bed, fighting for dominance, not really concerned with who won. He kissed her because he had to taste her again. Her sultry laugh had his balls trying to climb into his body. His dick was one hairsbreadth from exploding, and he hadn’t gotten to explore below her waist yet.

			Sweat beaded on their bodies as their heated flesh glided together. “I have to taste you.” It was imperative.

			She reached a hand between them and stroked his shaft. “You sure?”

			His eyes rolled back in his head at the ecstasy her touch evoked. His groan echoed around them. With a massive roar, he heaved himself down the bed, burrowed between her strong thighs, and licked her slick folds.

			Sweet. Had he ever tasted anything as sweet as her essence? Greedy for more, he went back again and again, dipping between her thighs.

			Gasping, she bucked her hips against him. “More.”

			“I’ll give you more. I’ll give you everything.” He teased her clit with the tip of his tongue before sucking on the sensitive nub.

			“Asher.” His name fell from her lips, a plea and a curse. “Now.” Her fingers dug into his shoulders, and her legs clamped around him.

			When he eased one finger into her slick core, her entire body went rigid. He curled the finger and dragged it over the lining of her sensitive sheath. Her cry of release almost made his head explode.

			Mine.

			Unstoppable, he flowed up her body and impaled her in one smooth thrust. Wet from her orgasm, her inner muscles rippled around his dick, accepting his invasion.

			Supporting his weight on his forearms, he thrust hard. Keeping the strokes short and fast, he pounded into her. The headboard slammed against the wall. Something rattled on the dresser and fell with a clatter.

			Slow down.

			“Don’t stop,” she commanded, her words contradicting his thoughts.

			Breathing ragged, blood pumping hard, he shoved his arms beneath her and sat upright, taking her with him so they were facing each other. The new position pushed him even deeper. His balls were hard and tight, every muscle in his body straining toward one end.

			She looped her arms around his neck and kissed him. He drank in her gasps, her sighs. Reveled in the sharp punch of her nails in his skin. Loved the way she moved against him, with him.

			He raised her several inches only to drop her back down. It was perfection. It was torture.

			“Come for me again.” He raked his teeth over the slender column of her neck. Her pulse fluttered wildly. Her heart raced.

			Pain and pleasure swirled. The explosive mixture ripped through him. He threw back his head, a guttural groan escaping him, as his orgasm shot from his balls and out the tip of his cock. He closed his eyes, shuttering them so she wouldn’t see the reddish tinge that washed over them whenever he was gripped by strong emotions.

			Jo cried out again and buried her face in the curve of his neck.

			He held her against him, one hand cupping the back of her head, the other against the small of her back. He sucked air into his lungs, pleasure warring with pain.

			Don’t bite.

			The urge to break the tender flesh, to taste the richness of her blood clawed at him. He licked his lips and started to lower his head. It would be so easy.

			No! He flung himself away, horrified at what he’d almost done. After everything she’d told him, had given him, to even consider such a thing was unconscionable.

			I’m a monster.

			He had to get away before he did something that could not be undone. His feet were barely on the ground before she jumped on his back, her arms twined around his neck, her legs locked around his waist.

			It happened so fast it froze him in place.

			“It’s all right.” She pressed her lips against him. “I saw your fangs drop and your eyes go red.”

			“It’s not all right.” Hands fisted on his thighs, he wanted to hit something, anything to drive out the pain consuming him. That he could have even contemplated taking her blood after what she’d told him was inexcusable.

			“You’re only human.” A quick pause and then a laugh. “Okay, not really, but what happened was natural.”

			He reached behind him and swung her around until she was on his lap facing him, her breasts pillowed against his hard chest. “I won’t ever bite you.” It was an unbreakable vow. “I’ll safeguard you, even from me.”

			She threaded her fingers through his hair, running her nails over his scalp in the most glorious caress, sending shivers of pleasure racing down his spine. “You’re forgetting one thing.”

			“Right now, I’m forgetting a lot of things.” With her pressing against him, the heat and scent of their lovemaking seeping into his skin, and her lips teasing his, it was a wonder he could follow a single thought.

			“I’m a hunter. I’d stop you.”

			Asher released a huge sigh. She was right, to a degree. While she couldn’t beat him, couldn’t destroy him—no matter how much she might wish it at times—she could stop him long enough for him to come to his senses.

			“Why aren’t you afraid of me?” Everyone he’d met, with the exception of Maccus and the gods, feared him. Her earlier fear of him seemed to have passed.

			Her smile was soft and beguiling. She bewitched him with her different colored eyes. There was no other in the world comparable to his Jo.

			“I’m not sure. I’ve seen so much death and destruction. I’ve spilled blood. I know what it means to be different, to be an outsider in this world. But mostly I feel it here.” She lifted his right hand and pressed it over her heart. The strong thud settled him. “It makes no logical sense. My job as a hunter dictates I should stab you through the heart or take off your head. But even when I tried, I didn’t really want to succeed. And that’s a first.”

			He captured her face in his hands and pressed a solemn kiss against her lips. “I won’t do anything that will give you cause to turn your sword on me.”

			“See that you don’t, because lover or not, I will fight back. Now that we have that settled, I’m not done with you yet.” She grabbed his still very hard dick, fitted it to her body, and then lowered herself. They both moaned. He wrapped his arms around her and simply held on for the ride.

		


		
			Chapter Twelve

			Amazing what a couple of good rounds of hot, sweaty sex could do for a girl. She’d slept soundly, which wasn’t surprising. She’d needed the rest. Asher had been beside her, his arms around her, as though even in sleep he didn’t want to release her.

			Or maybe it was to keep her from getting her sword and decapitating him while he was vulnerable.

			There’d been a bad moment or two during their lovemaking when he’d become transfixed on her neck, and she’d wondered if she was in for the fight of her life.

			Instead, the most powerful vampire she’d ever met had tried to run away. In that second, her trust had solidified.

			If he could fight bloodlust, was willing to battle it, then he had to have very strong feelings for her.

			The vampire and the hunter—not exactly a storybook couple.

			They’d risen just after sunset. After a not-so-quick shower, which included more hot and soapy sex, they’d eaten and were now settled in his office.

			“Anything?” Asher was busy with the phones they’d taken from their attackers. He’d gotten past their passwords without a hitch.

			“A lot of texts back and forth between a couple of them and plans to meet at a club here in Manhattan. Seems like it was a regular haunt for them.”

			“But they met us in Brooklyn.”

			He tossed the phone he was holding onto the desk and shrugged. “That’s where they were sent by whoever is behind this. This club may have nothing to do with what’s happening.”

			“But it’s a starting point.” And about the only lead they had.

			“We can ask around. See if anyone knew them, where they lived—because it’s not the address listed on their licenses—that kind of thing.” Asher’s eyes darkened. “It will serve notice that you belong to me. To move against you is to move against me.”

			A shiver raced down her spine and goose bumps ran down her arms. The possessiveness in his tone should put her hackles up but didn’t. It was a rare and beautiful thing to have someone concerned about her safety.

			And she wasn’t stupid. There was a contract out on her and likely to be more takers. Having him on her side gave her an edge, and she needed every advantage she could get in order to stay alive.

			Asher was a very dangerous man. Handsome as hell, too, in his dark jeans and silk shirt. The shirt probably cost a small fortune and had definitely been tailored to fit his broad shoulders and lean body. Made her think about what was beneath the expensive fabric. Hard muscled abs. Hot skin.

			She shook off the lust that seemed to always be bubbling just beneath the surface whenever he was near. “Anything from Maccus?”

			“No. And he won’t contact us unless he has something solid. As far as he’s concerned, by coming here he’s fulfilled his social obligations for the next several centuries.”

			“Seriously?”

			Asher stood and came around to the corner of the desk where she was sitting. “Believe it or not, I’ve seen him more in the past year than I had in the previous century. It’s Morrigan’s influence.”

			“That woman must have some real mojo.” It would be fascinating to talk with her.

			“Never forget that Maccus will destroy anyone he perceives as a threat to her.” It was a pointed reminder, but not one she needed. Not after meeting the guy.

			“Got it.” She linked her arms around his neck. “When do we hit the club?” Time to find out who was setting her up as bait, trying to use her to hurt Asher, and possibly Maccus and the Forgotten Brotherhood.

			“Tonight. No point in waiting.”

			Her life expectancy, even with Asher by her side, was extremely short. No matter how much she might wish differently, she was human. He’d been created by a goddess and would be alive long after she was dust.

			Would he even remember her after a century or two?

			Best to enjoy the here and now and not worry about tomorrow.

			“What are you thinking?” He rubbed his index finger over the furrow of her brow. His breath feathered over her face. His olive-toned skin was smooth. No wrinkles. No blemishes. Just pure perfection. He didn’t even have a five o’clock shadow. Guess shaving was something he didn’t need to worry about, either.

			She, on the other hand, already had some fine lines radiating out from the corners of her eyes. And even though she was an adult, she still got the occasional blemish. Her lips got dry and cracked in the summer heat and winter cold. Yeah, she was far from perfect. 

			No sense in dwelling on something she couldn’t change. “Just worried about what’s going to happen.”

			Now he was the one frowning. “I can smell a lie. If you don’t wish to tell me, that’s fine. Just don’t lie.”

			Shit, she hadn’t intended to drive a wedge between them. “You’re right. I evaded. Maybe that’s not fair, but nothing about this situation is. What good would it do to tell you I’m worried about dying? I’m also worried about living. What happens then?” Before he could utter a word, she held up her hand to stop him. “Not now. Please don’t say anything. We need to concentrate on whoever is behind those email messages.”

			His lips firmed but he gave her a curt nod of agreement. “You’re absolutely right. Our best bet is to go to this club—the Dark Side.” He practically sneered the name. Not that she blamed him. For a club that likely catered to vampires, it wasn’t very original. At least it didn’t have the words blood or suck in the name.

			“Maybe we’ll get lucky and pick up some useful intel.” His words were clipped, his tone cool.

			Gone was the playful lover. In his place was the enigmatic man she’d only caught glimpses of. He’d been different with her from the very beginning.

			Well, she’d gotten what she’d wanted. Total professionalism. Why did that make her sad?

			She reached out and touched his arm, only to have him pull away. Unsure what to say or do, she let her hand drop back down by her side.

			“I’ll gear up.” Needing time alone to compose herself, she left him in his office and went to where her coat was stored.

			Focus on the hunt, on finding out who’s behind all this.

			The sooner they were done, the sooner they could both put all of this behind them.

			A sense of loneliness swamped her. She ignored it as she picked up her sword and studied the blade for sharpness.

			… 

			Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Asher wanted to kick the desk but refrained. It was a favorite piece, and given his current mood, he could easily destroy it. Plus, the ruckus would bring Jo back to investigate, and he needed some space.

			She’d lied to him.

			Okay, maybe not lied, but she’d sidestepped the truth until he’d confronted her. “She’s entitled to her own thoughts,” he muttered. But he didn’t like it. He’d also handled it badly.

			Hurt by her actions, he’d pulled back.

			And what had that accomplished?

			Nothing, other than shoving her even further away. He wanted back the intimacy and ease from the day they’d spent together. They were facing the unknown and needed to work as a unit rather than two separate entities. Not easy for either of them as they were both used to functioning solo.

			I’m worried about dying. I’m also worried about living. What happens then?

			Her words pummeled him. Of course, she was worried about dying. Any normal person would be. But worried about living?

			He let his head fall forward and rubbed the back of his neck.

			I’m an idiot.

			She was concerned about what came after. He was immortal, and she wasn’t.

			He would have to watch her age and die.

			The unfairness hit him with the force of a sword to the gut. Anguish swamped him. He dropped to his knees, hands fisted on his thighs and teeth clenched to keep from roaring. He’d been so preoccupied with the present, he hadn’t thought about what came after.

			If she stayed with him, he’d only have her in his life for a very short time.

			Acceptance washed over him, a cooling balm.

			So be it.

			He was tired of living, of spending most of his time alone, isolated from others. He’d been an outsider in his own family, then an outsider when he’d been blessed—or cursed depending on the day—by a goddess. Century upon century had passed. Duty and service his only solace. For ten thousand years, the world had changed but he had remained the same.

			Until Jo.

			Weariness descended on him. Some would say it was too soon to care so much about her. But he wasn’t human. He’d seen civilizations rise and fall. Through all those years, only one woman had ever touched his soul.

			Someone else would have to police the monsters that roamed the world. He was done. If he couldn’t have her in this lifetime, he’d chase her into the afterlife.

			The rightness of his decision settled into him. He manifested a nail and dragged it across his palm. Blood beaded, and he licked it to seal the vow.

			He pushed upright and went to find his woman. He had to figure out how to repair the tear in the fabric of their relationship. But that would have to wait. They had a club to visit.

			… 

			“You ready?” It was the first words he’d spoken since they’d left his home. The walk through the city streets had been done in silence. Neither of them was sulking or angry. It was more that they were trapped in their own thoughts.

			A couple of times on the way here, the back of her neck had prickled, and an uncomfortable sensation had washed over her, leaving her slightly sick to her stomach and itching to palm her Glock. It wasn’t just nerves because of where they were headed. Someone had been watching them.

			Time to focus.

			Asher seemed more himself again. She guessed he was allowed to have moods. Whatever happened between them in the future had to take a backseat to the problems facing them now.

			“I’m ready.” The weight of the sword sheath on her back, the gun in the shoulder holster, and the crossbow beneath her coat gave her comfort. They were familiar and had saved her life too many times to count. She could do this.

			Not like I have a choice.

			That was the story of her life.

			Asher placed his hand against the small of her back. Even through the layers of leather and fabric, she swore she could feel the heat from his skin. Or maybe it was the simple comfort of knowing he had her back that was making her warm.

			“Don’t worry.” His deep velvet voice was a whisper in her ear, his hot breath fanning over it. The sensual caress had her blood heating. “You’ve got this.”

			She nodded toward the main entrance. “Let’s do this.” The long line of hopefuls waiting to get into the club snaked down the side and around the corner of the building.

			“Now I remember why I avoid New York hotspots. No place is worth waiting.” While the night wasn’t frigid, it wasn’t exactly warm. It was still only spring, and the temperature dropped at night.

			“That’s not a problem for us.” Asher strolled straight to the head of the line, acting as though he had every right to be there. She trailed alongside, curious what he’d say or do to gain entry.

			There was some grumbling among the masses waiting, but none of them actually said anything directly to him. Which proved they were smarter than they looked.

			Asher didn’t even stop. Just kept on walking. The bouncer at the door glanced their way, appearing bored. He looked away, but then his head snapped back, and his eyes widened.

			He either recognized Asher or at least knew what he was.

			He scrambled to open the door, even inclined his head as Asher passed.

			“Useful,” she yelled over the rising noise.

			“I do try.” Keeping one hand on her back, he guided her toward the top of the staircase. The landing was rather wide with the stairs flowing off on either side. The scene below was mesmerizing.

			Music pumped out of the speakers, making the floor vibrate. Lights flashed on the gyrating bodies on the dance floor at the far end. This had originally been a warehouse that had been converted a few years back into a dance club. The decor was a study in red and black and likely served drinks with cute names like vampire’s kiss and blood martini.

			To each their own. She’d seen too much, done too much, to find the humor and fun in such things.

			What wall space existed displayed huge pictures of classic vampires from movies and literature, each spotlighted for maximum effect.

			Jo studied the people as best as she could. It wasn’t easy as there were a lot of dark areas and the lighting was dim, except for those that flashed over the dancers. No way to tell who was normal and who was paranormal.

			The bulk of them had to be human, though. She wondered how many of them had any idea of the creatures that shared the space with them. To most of the undead, they were nothing more than meals waiting to be consumed.

			“Left.” Asher eased her toward the stairs on that side. Since his senses were more finely tuned, she bowed to his judgment. Plus, she had no way of knowing who he might recognize.

			He was one of them, yet not. That had to get lonely.

			When they hit the bottom rung, a large black male almost seven feet tall materialized from the shadows and blocked their way. He wore black pants and a deep red vest, exposing his massive biceps. His shaved head shone in the flashing lights. “Gregori wishes to speak with you.” His deep voice rose easily over the music. “Come with me.”

			Jo wasn’t even aware she’d pulled a dagger, but there was one in her hand, her fingers gripping the handle tight. This guy was huge. The blade wouldn’t slow him down at all unless she was able to slash his jugular. And she wasn’t even sure it would penetrate his thick neck.

			“Tell him to come to my table.” Asher’s tone was calm and almost pleasant.

			He had balls of steel and a tactical mind. This Gregori was obviously a major player around here. The kind who’d have information on everyone who came inside the door.

			“Gregori wishes to see you,” the big man repeated.

			Asher stared at the giant, who stumbled back as though he’d been shoved. “And I said he could join me at my table. Tell him Asher requires his presence.”

			Wow, she hadn’t thought it was possible for a man with such dark skin to appear pale, but the bouncer or whatever he was suddenly looked ill.

			The big guy held up his hand and snapped his fingers. A waitress scurried over to them. “VIP section,” he ordered.

			“Thank you.” There was a chilly politeness to his tone that coated the air around them in an icy frost. Her skin prickled beneath her leather coat. Was her breath frosty? It should be, considering her core temperature had dipped several degrees.

			The giant gave a small shudder before he nodded and was swallowed up by the shadows.

			“Shall we?” He took her hand in his and motioned to the waitress to go ahead of them. The young woman was scantily clad, as were all the servers, in fishnet stockings, high heels, a skirt that was barely legal, and a top that just managed to contain her bountiful breasts. The shoes and top were red. The stockings and skirt black. The effect was striking.

			Jo didn’t have to worry about losing him in the crowd. People quickly moved out of their way as they followed the server to one of the areas mostly shrouded in darkness. They passed a brawny bouncer and went up a short flight of stairs. When she narrowed her eyes, she could make out a series of booths along the wall.

			Some of them held people—impossible to tell what kind. Many were in various stages of undress and engaged in activities she was glad she couldn’t fully see.

			Asher waited until she’d scooted inside before joining her on the plush bench seat. Only once she was seated did she slip her knife into her pocket.

			“What can I get you?” the waitress asked.

			He held up a fifty he must have retrieved from his pocket at some point and handed it to the woman. “Nothing for now. We’re waiting on someone.”

			She nodded and licked her lush red lips. Her black hair was pulled back in a tight bun, exposing her long neck. “If there’s anything you need, anything at all, just let me know. My name is Marla.”

			He stretched out his arm and rested it along the back of the booth, brushing Jo’s shoulders. “I have everything I need.”

			The waitress nodded and disappeared, leaving them alone.

			“Quite the place.”

			She barely had the words out when a male voice replied. “I’m glad you approve.”

		


		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Asher forced himself to remain relaxed, not easy since the trip here had put him on edge. He’d caught several more blasts of malice as though someone couldn’t quite control their fury.

			But who was it? And why was he the object of their anger? Whoever they were, he’d have to find and confront them as soon as possible. That kind of threat could not go unanswered.

			The sensation had faded, the threat retreating, but he was still hyperalert. Being in this kind of place, surrounded by others of his kind, didn’t normally bother him. It was almost pleasant to be among those who were the most like him.

			This time was different. All because of the woman seated beside him.

			She’d palmed a knife when they’d been confronted. She was courageous, but the likelihood of her coming out the winner in any battle between the two was nil. He’d recognized what the bouncer was the moment he laid eyes on him. The fact that such an old vampire would work for this Gregori spoke volumes.

			He was beginning to wish he’d left her at home. Not that she would have stayed. And no matter what they were facing, it was better they were together. That way he could protect her.

			And that wasn’t him being chauvinistic. On a level playing field, he’d trust her to defeat any attacker. This field was anything but level. It was stacked with immortals playing games that had rules he didn’t fully know or understand.

			It was time for them to learn his rules.

			The male that stepped into the meager light shining down from a dim bulb directly over the private booth stood just shy of six feet tall. Asher wasn’t fooled by the lean build or the boyish smile. This one was old. At least several hundred years of age, maybe even a thousand. There was no disguising the push of energy that preceded him. In his time, he’d have been considered tall. His black hair was cut short in the back and styled to fall longer in the front.

			“Gregori, I presume.” He didn’t stand. He simply leaned back and waited. Patience was always the key when hunting.

			Gregori’s smile was genial, almost inviting, but he had to be worried by their arrival. Probably pissed, too. “I’m sorry you didn’t accept my invitation to join me at my table. I make it a point to meet newcomers.” He glanced at Jo. This time when he smiled, he flashed several sharp teeth. “Especially when they’re accompanied by such an unusual companion. Your eyes are quite stunning, my dear.” The refined tones in his voice could have come from any culture or period. He’d obviously honed it over time to enable him to blend in anywhere.

			Jo didn’t rise to the bait, giving their host an enigmatic smile of her own. He decided to stir the pot a little.

			“She’s much more than my companion. Although I agree with you, she is quite stunning.” He ran his hand over her hair, thankful she didn’t stab him. That might come later when they were alone again. “She’s also a hunter.”

			That set their host back on his heels. His face turned impassive. “Really? That is curious. May I?” He motioned to the seat across from them.

			“Of course.” Two could play the game of polite coolness. “And why don’t you invite your bodyguard. Or rather your lover.” He’d picked up hints of tension from the one in the shadows that went far deeper than that of a bodyguard. “He seems worried about you and angry at us for turning down your lovely invitation.”

			The black giant emerged from the shadows, where he’d been since they’d sat. He’d tried to be discreet, but Asher had known he’d followed them. Likely, he’d spoken telepathically to Gregori, which spoke of a long relationship and a large measure of trust.

			“This is Deacon, but you’ve already met.” Gregori’s lover remained standing, his muscular arms crossed over his chest in a move designed to intimidate. “And he said you called yourself Asher. I only know of one Asher.”

			Tension grew the longer he went without speaking. Although Jo didn’t move, her shoulder grew taut beneath his hand.

			“I have questions. Answer truthfully and you and I will have no problem.”

			“You either have balls of titanium, my new friend, or you’re who you say you are. Either way, you are interesting.” Their host seemed more amused than frightened.

			The older ones often grew bored with life and were always searching for new things to amuse them. Often to the detriment of humankind. They were a curiosity, but he understood that could easily change.

			Gregori slid along the bench seat and patted the empty space beside him. “Sit down, Deacon. If our guest was planning to harm me, I’d already be dead.” He turned his attention back to Asher. “Am I right?”

			“Yes.” No need to sugarcoat things.

			“Well this is fascinating.” He tapped his fingers on top of the table. His nails grew into claws. An intimidation tactic? Maybe. Asher was inclined to believe it was more nerves than anything.

			The waitress, Marla, stopped by the table and put two unopened bottles and four glasses on the table. As quickly as she’d arrived, she left.

			It was quieter here, the soundproofing excellent, but there was no way to block the music pounding through the space or the hum of voices.

			“I took the liberty of ordering champagne for the lady. Dom Pérignon, the best there is. Unopened, of course.” 

			Jo gave a nod. “Champagne would be lovely.”

			“I knew him. The Benedictine Monk who is responsible for creating this.” Gregori handed the bottle to him to inspect. He didn’t hand it back, choosing to open and pour it himself. He filled two flutes and sipped the sparkling wine to make sure it hadn’t been tampered with before handing it to Jo.

			She took a sip and a smile spread over her face. “This is lovely.”

			“You’ve never had it before?” Gregori shook his head. “You have been most remiss,” he admonished.

			His hackles went up at the insinuation he hadn’t been good to Jo. And maybe he hadn’t, not in that way. There’d been little time to indulge in such pleasures.

			Beneath the table, she put her hand on his thigh and squeezed, a subtle reminder of why they were here.

			“You’re not drinking?” He pointed to the other bottle.

			Gregori shrugged and poured two goblets of dark red liquid for himself and Deacon, who still had yet to speak since he’d joined them. The wine smelled sweet with a hint of cherry and laced with blood, a favorite among the upper crust. All societies had a hierarchy, and they were no different. The older and richer ones tended to look down on the newly made.

			He studied the men sitting across from him. They were an odd couple, to say the least, but then again, most would say the same of him and Jo. Emotions were rarely logical.

			He lifted the champagne flute and sipped. It really was an exquisite vintage. The two men were watching him intently. While vampires could enjoy wine if it was laced with blood, it was unheard of for one to drink it undiluted. It caused excruciating pain and the drinker would become violently ill.

			“It is true, then?” Gregori raised his own glass in salute. “I admit, I thought all the things that were whispered about the mighty Asher to be little more than folktale. After all, I have been around a very long time and have never laid eyes on you before tonight.”

			“Usually the only ones who see me are those who need killing. And they get a glimpse of me right before I end them.”

			Deacon lunged across the table. Not toward him, but Jo. He grabbed the bigger man by the throat, halting his progress in midair. A blast of his fury blanketed the club. Everyone froze in place. All went silent. Only the music continued to blast over the speakers.

			“You do not touch her. Not now. Not ever. I will not warn you again.” He released everyone from the thrall and shoved Deacon back. The noise level in the room grew once again, but the mood had changed. People were nervous and afraid without understanding why. Many of them—both human and vamp—headed for the exits.

			“Well, that was exciting.” Jo lifted her champagne and took a rather large swallow. “But let’s try not to do that again. Okay?”

			Asher lifted her free hand to his lips. “I can’t promise anything. A lot depends on our new friends here.” He looked across the table, allowing the power to surge inside him enough to turn his eyes blazing red. “As I said before, I have questions that need answers. You do that for me and I go away, and you never have to see me again. Try something stupid again or lie to me, and the consequences won’t be pleasant.”

			It wasn’t his way to threaten or intimidate. Was totally out of character. Then again, he’d never had anyone or anything to lose before. When Deacon had tried to grab her, it had taken every ounce of his control not to destroy him on the spot.

			But he’d never slain a vamp for something he hadn’t done, and this was no time to start. That was a slippery slope that would only end one way.

			The Brotherhood policed their own.

			Gregori glanced at his companion. They were communicating telepathically. There was an underlying hum that he could detect. He’d never tried to hear another telepathic conversation and wondered if he could. The downside was they would sense the intrusion if he attempted. It wasn’t worth the risk to go that route. Right now, they were potential allies and not enemies.

			“Let’s talk in my office. It’s quieter.” Gregori motioned to the sparsely populated dance floor. “Better for business, too.” Deacon rose, and he slid out to stand beside him. “Bring the drinks. We will talk, and I’ll tell you whatever it is you wish to know.” His gold eyes twinkled in the dim light. “In spite of the danger you present, I find I like you. You are direct. I respect that.” He walked away with Deacon behind him to watch his back.

			Asher picked up the bottle of champagne. “Shall we?”

			“Really? You’re bringing the wine?” She might be objecting, but she did take both their glasses.

			“No need to be inhospitable or waste an excellent vintage.”

			With a roll of her eyes, she followed their hosts. He brought up the rear, all his senses open and aware as they wound past the booths and down a long corridor that ran behind the bar.

			The door was already open to reveal a well-equipped office with the requisite desk and computer, along with a wall of screens, displaying the security feed. But it was the plush seating area with four sofas and a large oak table in the center where Gregori and Deacon waited.

			Asher shut the door, blocking out the noise from the club.

			… 

			Jo wanted to breathe a sigh of relief, but there was no way she was anywhere near relaxed. That wouldn’t happen until they were home with the doors securely shut behind them.

			And when had she started thinking about Asher’s place as home?

			“Jo.” He nudged her along. Crap, she hadn’t realized she’d stopped. The sofas looked comfortable but were a little gaudy for her tastes. Red velvet, really? Even in here?

			Gregori was a dichotomy. While he seemed cultured, he played into the stereotypical vampire image with the name of the bar, the red and black color scheme, and the posters on display everywhere.

			Sweat beaded beneath her clothing, and her pulse ratcheted up another level. No matter how polite everyone was being—except when Deacon had tried to grab her—none of them were exactly calm.

			The other three were great beasts of prey circling one another, each vying for dominance. But she was no tethered goat waiting to be slaughtered.

			“May I take your coat?” Gregori asked, ever the congenial host.

			Screw it. Rather than hide what she was, she’d let them see she wasn’t exactly helpless. Plus, if it came to a fight, she’d be able to maneuver better. Not that Asher would need her help. Every time she thought she knew the extent of his abilities, it seemed he amped it up another notch.

			Jo set down the crystal flutes on the table, shrugged out of her leather duster, and tossed it over the end of one of the sofas. Deacon frowned and Gregori smiled when her weapons were exposed.

			“You weren’t joking, were you?” their host asked Asher. “She truly is a hunter.”

			“I’m standing right here. Ask me, not him. And you’re damn right I’m a hunter.”

			“Have you actually killed anyone, or are those blades for show?”

			Reaching behind, she drew her sword. “Want to find out?” She was definitely pushing her luck but was past caring. Whoever had hired the ones who’d attacked them had wanted her dead.

			Deacon growled, his sharp teeth flashing, but Gregori simply patted his leg and the giant subsided. “No need for a demonstration. Sit. Sit.” He motioned to the sofa alongside them. “I’m curious as to how you two met. There’s a certain irony to the situation that is fascinating. Do you talk shop?”

			She wasn’t buying the laid-back affable act. Anger and fear were reflected in his eyes, but he had remarkable self-control. This was not a man to turn your back on or you might find yourself missing your head.

			“Enough.” The one low word brought the banter to a standstill. Asher took a seat across from them and patted the cushion beside him. She sheathed her sword and joined him.

			“Harrison Rucker. Joseph Meyers. Malcolm Twitch, Nevin Spears.” Asher listed the names one after another. “Tell me about them.” Not a question but a command.

			Jo leaned forward, not even trying to pretend she wasn’t interested.

			Gregori frowned and turned to Deacon. “I know the first two names. They come in from time to time to enjoy the lovelies who flock here for a chance to get bitten, as it were.”

			“And what if one of them goes too far? Have you had many deaths?” Her fingers itched to hold her blade. She turned slightly to have better access to her crossbow.

			“Of course not,” Gregori protested. “We have rules. None of the people remember being bitten. They may leave slightly lightheaded with a memory of enjoying themselves. We monitor things. All those who are anonymous donors are offered vouchers for free drinks and food and given a pass for a return visit. We tell them it’s a sales promotion or a giveaway of some kind.”

			Her stomach turned, the lovely champagne souring. “By anonymous donors you mean unwitting ones. They have no idea they’ve been used for a snack.”

			Gregori shrugged. “We have to live, my dear. Better for them to continue to be oblivious to our presence. Better for us, too. Most enjoy it and come back for more. Those that don’t are no worse off.”

			While she couldn’t fault his logic, she didn’t approve.

			“Who sired Rucker and Meyers?” Asher asked. His presence calmed her. He’d taken blood from people. Had to in order to have lived this long. How many donors had he used? Had they known?

			Not now. Don’t go there.

			“Let me think.” Gregori tapped a finger against his temple. “If I’m not mistaken Bernard Sellers. At least that’s the last name he’s using now.”

			“What about the other two?” Asher was intent on both men, as though monitoring them to make sure they were being honest. But how? Wasn’t like their heart rate would spike if they lied. Contrary to some folklore, their hearts did beat, just very, very slowly, making it almost indiscernible.

			Deacon finally spoke, his voice a deep bass that seemed almost too low to be real. “Malcolm is one of Bernard’s children. I do not know about the other.”

			“Fair enough. And where would I find Bernard?” Asher’s request was polite, but there was no doubting he wasn’t leaving without an address.

			“Let me check.” Gregori went to his desk, pulled open a drawer, and drew out a thin ledger covered in embossed black leather with gold metal corners. It looked both old and expensive. After flipping several pages, he stopped on one. “Yes, here it is. He actually has an apartment in Manhattan.” He rattled off the address. “Bernard has never been here. Dark Side is not his kind of establishment. He’d frequent a quieter venue. Most of the older ones do.”

			“But not you,” she pointed out.

			He shut the ledger and returned to the sofa. “No, not me. I’ve watched too many of my brethren wither away and perish due to ennui. I prefer to remain a part of the world.” He motioned to the champagne. “Drink up. You may as well enjoy it since the bottle is open. I regret I have to taint it with blood to make it palatable.”

			Gregori poured more of the red wine, which she suspected was mostly blood due to the thickness of it, and took a sip. A drop lingered on his bottom lip before he licked it away. “May I enquire as to what these young scamps have done to draw your attention?”

			“They took a contract to kill Jo.”

			“That would be me.” She raised her hand and waggled her fingers.

			“Hmm, all of them? Four against one isn’t very sporting now, is it?”

			“It was actually four on two.” She pointed at Asher. “And it wasn’t sporting at all. They didn’t stand a chance.”

			Gregori stilled. “I see. I take it all of them are dead.”

			“They signed their own death warrant when they came after her. Do you know anything about this?” Asher was straight to the point.

			“No, I don’t.” He held up his hand as if to stop any further question. “I’d tell you if I did. I run a respectable club.” She kept her mouth shut and didn’t protest, even though she wanted to. “Normal and paranormal alike enjoy their time here. They dance, they drink, and they indulge in mutually pleasurable sex. The vampire clientele receive the blood they need to survive.”

			“There are blood banks for that,” she interjected.

			“Ah, but nothing tastes quite the same as fresh, hot blood. And contrary to what you think, all the donors are willing. They simply do not remember what they agreed to or what happened to them after the fact.” He picked up his glass and took a deep swallow.

			“And everyone adheres to that policy?” Asher asked.

			“They do if they wish to return. Anyone who gets out of line has to deal with Deacon.”

			Okay, she could see how that would be a deterrent.

			“And if they break the club rules,” he continued, “they are barred forever. Most that come here are young enough not to want that to happen. They make friends among those their age. There are not many venues such as this one for socializing.

			“When things run smoothly, I rake in the profits, which works quite nicely for me. Killing humans is bad for business. It brings the attention of the Council, which is something I try to avoid. I’m much too fond of my life to forfeit it because some youngling loses control and makes a mess that needs to be cleaned up.”

			That made sense to her, if only from a purely business point of view. From what she’d witnessed here this evening, he was all about his club and defending his turf.

			“It is against all reason for the four of them to go after a human for sport and profit. They had to be aware of the consequences. I’m certain Bernard isn’t aware of it.”

			“Why would you say that?” she asked their host.

			“He’s old and, from everything I heard, rarely leaves his home these days.”

			“You know him?” It was curious that Asher seemed content to let her do most of the talking, but she didn’t mind. She was used to being in charge.

			“I know of him. I keep track of as many of the vampires in the city as I can. I haven’t laid eyes on Bernard in about five years. No, it may be seven. And that was only in passing.”

			Asher stirred and slowly came to his feet. Looked like the interview was over. Jo caught up her jacket and pulled it on, making sure it settled properly to give easy access to her weapons.

			What the hell. With a shrug, she lifted the flute and downed the last of the champagne in the glass. It really was spectacular.

			“You will let me know if you hear anything.” Asher had a way of making everything seem like a request rather than a question. She admired that. It was useful, especially in situations such as this. He reached into his pocket and removed a card. It contained no name or address. Only a single phone number printed in black.

			“If I hear anything, you’ll be the first to know,” Gregori assured him. The card disappeared into his jacket pocket.

			Asher allowed her to precede him to the door. When she opened it, he paused and looked back at the two men—one large and black, the other slight and white, both deadly.

			“It would be a mistake to call and warn Bernard to expect visitors.” On that note, Asher closed the door behind him, put his hand on her back, and urged her toward the main entrance.

			Once again, the crowds were thick and the music pumping. Seemed waiting had paid off for the hopefuls in the lineup outside. Because of those who’d fled earlier, these people now got to party.

			Now that she had a better idea of the layout and how the club ran, she scanned the area. Six males, dressed in the club colors, circled the crowded floor, watching and listening. They cut through the throngs of people like sharks through a school of minnows. All of them exuded a dangerous vibe that screamed, “Don’t fuck with me.” That was serious security.

			Stopping in her tracks, she turned in a circle. There was something in the air. A whisper, a vibe that was quite nasty. Every instinct she possessed flashed a warning.

			“Let’s get out of here.” Asher spoke loud enough for her to hear him over the noise.

			“Right.” She was more than ready. Moving as quickly as she could without appearing to hurry, she led the way through the crowd and up the wide stairs. The fine hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. When she turned, Gregori and Deacon were standing at the end of one of the bars watching them.

			Relief rushed over her. I’m not paranoid.

			Gregori raised his hand and waved. Deacon glared.

			Jo spun around, happy to be leaving the noise and crowd, but most of all the vampires, behind.

		


		
			Chapter Fourteen

			There was a lot to think about but no time to do so. While Asher trusted Gregori wouldn’t contact Bernard, he couldn’t be as sure about his staff. Word of his and Jo’s visit and why they were there would already be circulating. Preternatural hearing could be a problem when one had to do business in such a public venue. “We need to visit Bernard.”

			“You think Gregori will contact him?” Jo lengthened her stride to keep up with him. They’d left the heated and noisy club behind them, but his ears were still ringing, a result of having such keen hearing. At least he didn’t get headaches. If he did, he’d have a doozy.

			“No, he enjoys being king of his little world too much to jeopardize it. He knows who I am, knows I’ll make good on my word if he betrays me.”

			Beside him, Jo’s heartbeat spiked before settling back down.

			“You find that troublesome?” There were less people on the streets, but they were nowhere near empty, not in this part of town. New York never truly slept, but a very different group of people occupied the night, sleeping during the days.

			There was an edge of danger in the air that made all his senses hum.

			“Not troublesome.” When he gave her a look of disbelief, she shrugged. “I get that you have to make good on your word if you want people to respect that.”

			“And?” Because he could tell there was more.

			When she glanced away, he took her by the arm and led her into the shadows by a store that was locked for the night.

			“We need to keep going,” she pointed out.

			“Tell me what’s on your mind. You’ve had no trouble doing so up until now. Why stop?”

			Jo leaned her back against the wall and crossed her arms over her chest. “Fine, you really want to know what’s bothering me?”

			“I do.” Their acquaintance might have been short, but her opinion mattered.

			“It was the coldness, the matter-of-fact in your voice when you talk about killing. And I get it. Being emotionally involved is a good way to end up dead. Trust me. More than most, I totally understand.”

			“But it bothers you?”

			“It gave me a shiver or two. That’s normal. I’m only human, after all.”

			And he wasn’t. What was he doing bringing her with him? “You should go back to the penthouse.” Because he would keep her safe, no matter what. “I’ll talk with Bernard.”

			“Fuck that.” Eyes flashing, her lips firmed, she drilled her forefinger into his chest. “You don’t get to leave me behind.”

			He found himself smiling. “No, ma’am.”

			“You try it and I’ll just follow you.”

			“Yes, ma’am.” When she was fired up, he found her irresistible. Around her, he came alive in a way he hadn’t in a very long time, if ever.

			“And what’s with the ma’am stuff. Makes me sound like I’m some uptight stereotypical spinster aunt from the 1950s or something.”

			This time he did laugh. “No one would ever mistake you for such a thing.” There was too much life and vibrancy surrounding her. Jo would never fade into her surroundings. And any respect she had, she’d more than earned it with her courage.

			“Okay. Good then.” She threw her hands into the air. “Why are we even talking about this?”

			“You’re right. Talking is overrated.” He whisked her deeper into the shadows. His lips were on hers as soon as they were surrounded by darkness. The prick of a sharp blade against his ribs made his balls tighten, not in fear but arousal.

			“Shit, that was reflex. You shouldn’t grab me. I could have stabbed you.” The knife disappeared, and she locked her arms around him.

			“But it would hurt so good,” he teased as he brushed his mouth against hers.

			“You’re crazy, you know that? You’re not into that kinky stuff, are you? Cause I gotta tell you, I’m not that kind of girl.”

			He laughed again, feeling younger than he had in centuries. “No, I’m not into that kinky stuff. All I want.” He punctuated his words with a quick kiss. “All I need.” He touched his lips to hers again. “Is you.” This time he thrust his tongue into her mouth, needing her heat, her passion. It fed a part of him that had been starving for a very long time.

			The leather of their coats creaked, and her softer moans mingled with his deeper ones. He ran his hands up her back, lips curving upward when he brushed the sheath for her sword.

			Something permeated his senses, setting off a low warning at the base of his skull. He kissed a trail along her jaw and up to her ear. She stiffened. “Do you feel it?” he whispered.

			She nodded and cocked her head to the left.

			He ached to be buried in her heat, but this was not the time or place. Not with someone keeping tabs on them. This game was growing tiresome. As soon as he dealt with the problem at hand, he was going to hunt down whoever this silent watcher was. The presence was the same one he’d felt before. Only this time, the malice was mixed with a satisfaction that chilled him to the bone.

			“We need to go.”

			Jo had a bounty on her. Her skills and weapons could only protect her for so long unless the threat was neutralized. Her skin was flushed, her lips moist, but her unique eyes were clear and sharp as she scanned the surrounding area.

			“Who is it?” she asked. “I thought I was being paranoid, but I’d swear someone has been watching us almost since we met. And whoever it is, they’re nasty to the core.” She dug a roll of mints out of her pocket and popped one. “Leaves a bad taste in my mouth. Which sucks because the champagne and kiss were superior.”

			“I’ll make sure you have more of both later.”

			She rolled her shoulders and stepped back onto the sidewalk. “We need to get going. You might be sure that Gregori won’t contact him, but I’m not sure Deacon won’t.”

			“Under normal circumstances you might be right, but I got the sense that Deacon will do whatever he thinks is in the best interest of his lover. In this case, that means not putting him in my crosshairs, which is what will happen if either of them makes contact.” Asher clasped her hand in his, twining their fingers together. “Let’s go.”

			The night was still too loud with the rush of sirens that never seemed to stop, the car horns, the yelling as people vented their anger. Both of them were hyper vigilant now.

			“I’ve sensed a presence skulking just at the edges of my awareness. I assumed it had something to do with whoever is behind those emails. Now I’m not so sure. It might be we have two problems to deal with.”

			“Great. As if one wasn’t enough,” she muttered.

			They turned onto a quieter street, and she squeezed his fingers before dropping his hand and lengthening her stride. Clad head to toe in black, she was an impressive sight.

			“Quicker we get this done, the sooner we’ll be home. I mean, back at your place.”

			The faster they could get this done and go home, the better. He contemplated grabbing her and making a run for Bernard’s home but managed restraint. It might earn him a knife in the gut. She wouldn’t mean it, but her reflexes were honed to as fine an edge as the blades she carried.

			He did pick up the pace.

			“In a hurry, are you?” The teasing note in her voice warmed him.

			“In more ways than one.” Whoever was out there had stolen their intimate moment in the shadows. But it had been a much-needed reminder for him to stay sharp. He hadn’t remained alive this long by underestimating an opponent. And now that he had someone to lose, he had to be even more on his guard.

			That didn’t mean he couldn’t give her something to think about. “I want you naked on my bed, spread out in front of me like a feast. Then I want hours to taste you, to touch you.”

			There was a hitch in her breath before it sped up. “I should have kept my mouth shut,” she muttered. “How can I concentrate when you say things like that?”

			“You started it,” he reminded her.

			“What are you? Twelve?”

			They shared a smile, but the tension was palpable. Both were aware of the threat all around them. “I need to apologize for earlier.” They hadn’t addressed their falling out, putting work and survival ahead of their personal relationship.

			“Forget it. We’ve both got a lot on our minds.” She shrugged and kept walking. He got the message. This wasn’t the time to talk about it.

			There were obstacles between them that couldn’t be overcome, but he’d lived long enough to know what was happening between them was a rare and beautiful thing. Whatever it took to protect it, to protect her, was what he would do. And may the gods have mercy on those who tried to take her from him, because he wouldn’t.

			… 

			Take a deep breath. Stay calm.

			Not easy to do with adrenaline and arousal churning around inside her. His apology surprised her, not to mention the kiss that had almost short-circuited her brain. If the need to interview Bernard wasn’t so critical, she’d be tempted to drag him back to his place and let him have his way with her.

			The cool professional facade he’d worn while dealing with Gregori was gone, leaving the sexy, funny lover she’d come to know. A huge weight dropped from her. One she hadn’t realized she’d been carrying. Her time with Asher wasn’t done yet. She planned to embrace it to the fullest until it petered out. And it would over time. It was inevitable.

			She resisted the urge to look over her shoulder. The sense of being stalked had dissipated. Her skin no longer prickled. But there had been someone out there.

			Rolling her shoulders, she shook it off and centered herself. All that adrenaline pumping through her veins wasn’t a bad thing considering they didn’t know what they were facing.

			“Why do you think this guy has sired so many children?” It was weird to call them that, but since it was how vampires referred to those they made, she went with it.

			While Asher seemed relaxed, she had no doubt he was constantly monitoring everyone who came anywhere near them. If a threat came at them, he’d know before she would.

			“Some of the older ones get lonely. They create offspring, so they don’t end up alone.”

			A group of young men sauntered down the sidewalk toward them. Asher just kept on going straight for them. At the last second, they split apart, and she and Asher went right through the middle. She kept her head down to hide the grin on her face.

			He did have a way of clearing space. And he was giving off a “fuck you” vibe that would be obvious to the most oblivious person in the world.

			I’m glad he’s on my side.

			“But couldn’t that backfire?” She picked up their conversation. “Wouldn’t a larger number be difficult to control? What happens if one of them decides they want to inherit their sire’s money and assets? Couldn’t they destroy him?” She wasn’t sure how it all worked, having never encountered any “families.” Her hunts were almost exclusively one and done.

			“Theoretically it could happen.” They crossed a street at the lights and kept going. “But the sire will always be older and likely more powerful.”

			“But not always.” Anomalies did happen. “And what happens if they all band together?”

			“For some of the older ones, the threat gives them a reason to keep on living.”

			“That’s just messed up.”

			“It is indeed. After existing for centuries, some become lost, unable to handle the massive changes in the world. But they’re afraid to die, to face the afterlife.”

			“That’s actually sad.”

			They stopped in front of swank apartment building, complete with doorman. He gave them both the once-over and started to sneer until he reached Asher’s eyes. Then he went very still.

			“We’ll let ourselves in,” Asher informed him. He slipped a fifty into the man’s jacket pocket and opened the door. “We were never here.” The doorman’s eyes glazed over, and he nodded. 

			Impressive. Handy, too.

			They crossed the lobby to a private elevator that normally needed a key to access it. The doors parted, and they stepped inside. Once again, Asher was flexing his mental muscles. It was a heck of a lot better than having to wheedle their way in or bypass the locking mechanism. He pressed the button for the penthouse suite. “He will not remember us.”

			She leaned against the mirrored wall. “I get that it was necessary. We needed to get in, and he wasn’t likely to let us, not without contacting Bernard first.” And the element of surprise was important. While she understood, it still bothered her that he could mess with a person’s mind so easy. He didn’t even break a sweat.

			“It is but a momentary glitch. He’ll find the money in his pocket later and be pleasantly surprised. There is no harm done to him.”

			His eyes were deep and dark pools that seemed to hold the secrets and pain of the universe. “I know,” she reassured him. “It’s just—” Being frozen in place, unable to move, was an experience she’d like to forget. Yes, it had been to save her from the vampire, but it scared her to the marrow of her bones. Knowing he could steal her memories? Yeah, she didn’t want to think about that.

			“I will always regret what I did to you.” His face went completely impassive, which told her just how upset he was. His withdrawal was a defensive mechanism. She was very familiar with the tactic since she used it herself.

			Going on impulse, she hugged him. “I know you do.” And that was a miracle, considering how much power and authority he wielded. He was the hand of justice—hard and unyielding—falling on the guilty without hesitation or regret.

			“We’re here,” he announced as the doors chimed. “We don’t know how many there are, so keep behind me and stay alert.”

			The foyer was painted in a restful cream color with artwork adorning the walls. “It’s like a mini gallery.” It was tasteful and sophisticated, the complete opposite of the club.

			She admired one particular painting, her heart skipping a beat when she noticed the signature. “Is that a real Rembrandt?”

			“Yes.”

			Who had a Rembrandt in their entryway? It boggled the mind.

			She had to hurry to catch Asher, who was already at a gigantic pair of double doors that looked as though they’d come out of a historic mansion or castle somewhere in Europe. Given that the art was real, this probably was, too.

			No knocking for Asher. He simply placed his hands on the portals and shoved. The locks gave way and the heavy wooden doors sprang open.

			A young man with reddish hair dressed in black jeans and a white dress shirt jumped up from behind a desk in what appeared to be some kind of reception room. He vaulted over the desk, landing in a crouch in front of them, prepared to defend his home.

			She yanked up her crossbow and went into a fighting stance but held back, allowing Asher to take the lead. She wasn’t sure she liked this new way of doing things, but it didn’t suck to have partner, one who was committed and deadly.

			Adrenaline pumped through her body, but she channeled it by controlling her breathing. It was like being on any hunt. These vamps might pretend to be civilized, but they were primal and dangerous.

			Asher was calm and collected, simply nodding at the young man. “Tell Bernard he has guests.”

			“The sire is busy.” The male slowly straightened when he realized he wasn’t under attack, in spite of Asher’s grand entrance. He sniffed the air. “You brought a human.” He sized her up and sneered. “A present for the sire?”

			“I’m no one’s present, kid.” She tacked on the last knowing it would rile him.

			Sure enough, just like clockwork, he hissed at her. She casually raised the crossbow. “Want to rethink your next move?”

			“Bernard Sellers. I won’t ask again.”

			The assistant or receptionist or whatever he was seemed unsure what to do, so he fell back on what was probably standard protocol. He picked up the phone on the desk and pressed a button.

			“My lord, I am sorry, but there is a gentleman here to see you, and he’s brought a human.” Pause. “No, they were not cleared.” The young vamp cleared his throat. “The sire wishes to know who is calling.”

			“Tell him Asher and companion are here and that I am getting tired of waiting.” The cold tone of his voice slashed through the air like a broadsword. Jo was surprised the other man wasn’t bleeding. He did pale, quite an accomplishment since he was already as white as flour.

			Asher tilted his head to one side. He was listening to the conversation. 

			I wish I could do that. Without the having to be a vampire part. 

			“Tell him not to bother,” Asher interjected. “We’ll see ourselves to the lounge.”

			Staying close, she followed him deeper into the large home. “There’s a lounge?” she whispered.

			“So it would seem.” He pushed open a set of wood and brass swinging doors and stepped inside. The place looked like a classy tavern, complete with mahogany bar, a half dozen tables, and comfy chocolate-brown club chairs arranged near a gas fireplace.

			Every head in the place swung their way. Heat prickled down her spine. Six young men—one of them behind the bar—and one woman—presumably all vamps—stared as they walked across the room. Several of them sized her up from head to toe.

			This isn’t uncomfortable. Not at all. Her finger twitched on the trigger of her crossbow. She’d never been surrounded by this many before. The club didn’t count. It was a public place. This was private.

			One of them licked his lips, flashing his fangs.

			Just try it, bloodsucker.

			Things could get messy in a hurry.

			A booth sat in solitary splendor in the corner. The man seated there was more relaxed than the others. This had to be Bernard.

			It was always a jolt to see a man who had to be several hundred years old look like someone in his twenties. His hair was jet black and sleeked away from his arresting face. He wasn’t handsome, but his features were strong, his cheekbones high. His eyes were dark as midnight.

			“You’ve upset young Stanley,” he said in way of greeting. “He prides himself on his professionalism.” His voice held a hint of Eastern Europe.

			Asher rested his hands on the back of the plush leather bench seat across from Bernard. Jo kept an eye on the others in the room. Everyone was pretending to be calm. She wasn’t buying it.

			“It was not my intention to upset him,” Asher began, all genial. He might fool the rest of them, but she knew better. “As you say, he is young. He should be aware of who his sire needs to see and act accordingly.”

			“Maybe I did not want to see you.” Bernard picked up a thick crystal tumbler, the wide glass filled with red liquid. He took a long sip of the blood. “I have done nothing wrong. Nothing to warrant such a visit, as pleasant as it is.”

			The two of them were masters at the politeness game. Having not encountered many older vamps, she wondered if this was a characteristic they all shared due to their ages. They came from times when manners counted for something and seemed to enjoy the battle of will and wits.

			She, on the other hand, wanted to speed this along. The younger ones were getting restless, obviously not enjoying the path of the conversation. Her heart kicked up a beat. One of the vamps smiled.

			“You may have done nothing,” Asher conceded with a nod.

			“Ah.” Bernard took another swallow of his drink and savored it. “Who has put themselves in your path?”

			“Harrison Rucker. Joseph Meyers. Malcolm Twitch. Nevin Spears.” He listed the names as he had back at the club. “Have you wondered where they were? I know at least three of them were yours.”

			The words were barely out of his mouth when one of the younger ones attacked. In a blur, Asher had the man by the neck and held him aloft, with seemingly no effort at all.

			She put her back to the wall and inhaled deeply through her nose to level herself out. While she’d seen him in action before, it was always a jolt to be reminded how fast and strong he was.

			“Will you call off your children, or will you force me to put them down?”

			They were all up now and circling. Jo raised the crossbow and withdrew her sword, picking out the likeliest targets.

			“A hunter,” the only other woman whispered. “She’s a fucking hunter.” Her voice grew louder. “Did you kill them? Did you?” She was screaming now, her pretty face contorted with anger.

			“I did.” The woman sprang. Jo fired without hesitation. Bernard was there to catch the bolt in one hand and the woman in the other.

			“Enough,” Bernard thundered. The rows of bottles and glasses behind the bar shivered and tinkled.

			Asher shoved the man he was holding back toward the others, who were all standing behind their maker. Bernard slowly released the woman and brushed a kiss over her forehead.

			“No,” she moaned and started crying. A momentary pang of pity pierced Jo, but she shut it down. The woman was still young enough to not be jaded, to care about someone else. Too bad the four in the alley hadn’t been more like her. They’d still be alive.

			“They need to pay for what they’ve done to our brothers,” another piped up.

			Bernard sighed and shook his head, acting like any weary parent when confronted with angry children. “Do you remember me telling you about Asher?” They all fell silent.

			“That’s just an old wives’ tale, a boogeyman to scare us into doing what you want,” another of the men spoke. This one was wearing ripped jeans and a T-shirt that had seen better days. He’d fit right in at any concert from the grunge era of music.

			“I assure you.” Asher’s presence expanded, dark energy spreading out until it filled the entire room. “I am very real.” He looked to Bernard. “Death or life? What will it be?”

		


		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Verbal sparring was part of any battle, but Asher’s patience had run thin. Gregori’s assessment of Bernard was wrong. He was very much interested in life, not a recluse at all.

			Bernard flipped the crossbow bolt he’d caught so the point was facing him and offered it back to Jo.

			“You can’t be serious,” one of the young men grumbled.

			Making a point now would save time and trouble in the long run. With no more than a thought, he constricted the male’s airway. The guy immediately grabbed his throat and fell to the ground.

			The woman went to her knees beside him. “I’m sorry,” she cried. Tears filled her eyes as she looked to Bernard and then him and finally Jo. “I’m sorry, but I was angry. Don’t hurt William. He and Harrison were friends.”

			Asher released the young man, who sat upright, still gasping. Fear had replaced his anger. “If you were such good friends, why were you not with him and the others?” When William remained quiet, he crouched beside him. “Don’t make me do this the hard way.” If he had to tear into the man’s brain to get answers, he might not survive.

			To give the young male credit, he looked to Bernard first, waiting until he’d received a nod. “He and the others were going off on some stupid hunt. Something about being paid money to kill someone. But the sire always says we shouldn’t harm anyone. It proves nothing since we’re already stronger than they are. Plus, we need them to survive. If word got out about us, we’d be hunted.”

			Truth. Too bad the others hadn’t followed the rules.

			“We have existed for millennia only because we remain no more than myth. That was not always the case and almost ended us all.” Asher straightened and offered William his hand. The young man swallowed hard and then took it.

			“Do you know how Harrison found out about the bounty? How he was contacted?”

			“An email.”

			Bernard shook his head, an aura of sorrow surrounding him. “The young do not always listen. You hope their mistakes will not be fatal ones, but that is not always the case. Get his laptop.”

			William bowed. “Yes, sire.”

			“The rest of you, go amuse yourselves but stay nearby.”

			He cleared his throat.

			Bernard sighed. “You wish to speak with them?”

			“Any of you who were close to the men who died, please remain.”

			“I need another drink.” Bernard signaled to the bartender. “Would you join me?”

			“I will. Jo?”

			She sheathed her sword and lowered her crossbow. “I don’t suppose you have any beer, do you?”

			“A full selection. The younger ones enjoy it laced with blood. It’s not to my taste but I provide it.”

			“I’ll take mine without the blood. Whatever you have in a bottle or can will be fine.”

			“As you wish.” He nodded at the bartender again. “Please join me.”

			Asher placed his hand on Jo’s back to keep her in front of him as they went to the booth. She scooted in but kept her distance from their host. The angle and position would serve her well if she needed to fight or if they were attacked. His hunter was always thinking.

			Strategically the booth was the best vantage point in the room. The most comfortable, as well. Not that he was expecting much trouble from the others. They were all young, confused, and afraid. They also respected their sire and would follow his lead.

			Bernard seemed to have a rein on his people. Which begged the question, “What happened?”

			The bartender arrived, placed their drinks in front of them, and quickly withdrew. Not that there was really any privacy since they all had preternatural hearing, except for Jo. It was more the illusion of privacy.

			“I don’t know,” he admitted. “I know my children. Or thought I did. Some of them sometimes do things on a lark, you understand. Any breaking of the rules is met with swift punishment. The Council is quick to intervene otherwise. In the early days, I lost some of my loved ones to bloodlust. It took many years before I dared to add to my family. This is the worst episode in two hundred years.”

			He looked to Jo. “There was no misunderstanding? They weren’t simply trying to scare you?”

			“I’m sorry.” The note of compassion in her voice surprised him. “You really care about them.” She twisted the cap off her beer but didn’t drink.

			“They are my children.”

			William hurried back into the room with the laptop and placed it on the table. “Sire.” He hovered next to his maker until Bernard motioned him away.

			“Here. You may as well look. I admit this is one area where I have fallen short. I have people that handle these things.”

			“Stanley,” Jo guessed. She rolled the bottle clasped between her hands back and forth.

			“Yes, he is quite accomplished with the things and actually enjoys them.” He shook his head as though he thought the young man crazy.

			Asher booted up the machine. Getting beyond the security was the work of a moment. Most people used simple passwords.

			Since the most obvious place was Harrison’s email, he checked that first. There was nothing more than the expected chatter between the friends. There was one email that caught his attention.

			“Anything of interest?” Bernard asked.

			“An email between Harrison and Nevin Spears. Is Spears one of yours?”

			“No, he is not.” He looked out over the lounge. “Do any of you know of this man?”

			It was William, the one he’d had almost strangled, who raised his hand. It struck him how young they all were. While physically he was in his mid-twenties, maybe a year or two younger than Jo, she seemed far older and much wiser.

			“Come here.” Bernard motioned the man over. If he’d been nervous before, now he was petrified. He was shaking so hard, Asher was surprised he could walk.

			“What do you know?” his maker demanded.

			William licked his lips and glanced to the side. “Nevin was Harrison’s best friend growing up.”

			“He turned him, didn’t he?” Jo took a long swig of beer. “Christ, what a mess.”

			Bernard hissed, displaying the first bit of temper. “And you did not think to tell me?” While his voice was calm, the fury bubbling beneath it was anything but.

			The young man fell to his knees, his hands clasped together as though in prayer. “I didn’t know. Harrison missed him, talked about him all the time. But I had no idea he’d actually turned him. You told us not to.”

			Bernard threw back his head and roared. The younger ones all fell to their knees. Stanley suddenly appeared in the doorway, his face pale. He, too, knelt and lowered his head.

			“You are not old enough to make another. Not if you wish to stay sane. I have told you this many times. Now, it has been proven. This is my fault. I take full responsibility. Obviously, Harrison was not as stable as I’d thought. To do such a thing…” With a deep sigh, he inclined his head. “I will accept whatever punishment is deemed fit. If that requires my death, all I ask is that you spare my children and see them settled somewhere safe. They are too young to be left on their own.”

			Some of Bernard’s children protested. Others cried but tried to hide it. Stanley wept openly. All of them were afraid, except for Bernard. He was more resigned.

			“Oh, for fuck’s sake, stop it,” Jo ordered. “You’re giving me a headache. No one is going to take the fall for someone else. There’s no justice in that.”

			The corners of Asher’s mouth twitched as they all stared at his hunter with varying degrees of disbelief. She did have a way of cutting to the core of a matter.

			“This hunter speaks for you?” Bernard seemed more curious than outraged, as might have been expected from one of his age.

			“In this case, yes. The innocent are safe. However, hide something from me and I will deem you an accessory to a crime.” He peered out over the group. “Anyone have the urge to confess anything? Now is the time. There will be no second chances.”

			Expectation and fear mingled. William raised his head. “I told you all I know. If I’d known Harrison was going to do something this crazy, I would have told the sire.”

			“Hear me and hear me well.” Bernard’s cultured tones rang throughout the room. “It takes time to grow into vampirism. You must learn to control yourself. A task not as easy as it sounds. The newly made must be monitored constantly to ensure they are stable. A making is not always successful. There are some reborn who become mindless creatures lost to bloodlust. They can be cunning, hiding behind a mask of sanity. You must be strong enough to see it and control it. If necessary, you must be able to destroy one of your own. If you do not, the Council will come for you.”

			The air was thick with trepidation, but this was a very good lesson for them all. It might keep some of them alive. “I’d suggest you ease up on making more until you’re sure those you have are stable,” he suggested.

			“I believe you are correct.”

			“Anything else on the computer?” Jo asked. She might be the only human in the room, but she was the one he’d want at his back in a fight. Asher reached beneath the table and gave her thigh a squeeze, very aware of the fact her crossbow was trained on Bernard.

			He went back to the laptop, combing through the browser history. “Interesting.”

			“What?” When she leaned closer, he tilted the screen in her direction.

			“That is not a coincidence.”

			He agreed with her. “No, it is not.” Asher addressed the room at large. “What do you know of the Forgotten Brotherhood?” When Bernard went to speak, he held up his hand, commanding silence.

			Several of the men looked at one another. “Is that like a video game or something?” one of them asked.

			“It’s a secret society of assassins that slays paranormal monsters. Not us, but the ones that break the rules and get out of hand.” Stanley, the resident tech geek, slowly pushed to his feet. “I spend a lot of my time online hunting for information.”

			Bernard cursed under his breath but remained silent.

			“Come here,” Asher commanded.

			Fear rolled off him in waves, but he did not hesitate. There was bravery there, along with intellect. A deadly combination. While the others in the room had obviously relegated Stanley to the role of geek, his sire had seen something different, hence his position as assistant.

			Such a post was not given lightly.

			Asher had been as guilty. There were layers to this young man. He would need to be monitored as he matured.

			“How much do you know about the Brotherhood?” And how had he gotten through the layers of security to their private pages? It was how they communicated with one another and prospective clients. No one. No one should have been able to do so. Fury radiated through him.

			“All of it,” he blurted. “I didn’t mean to, but I couldn’t stop myself. I know about the job postings. I know who most of you are.”

			The lights dimmed, and the walls undulated. Jo gasped but stayed steady. The others glanced anxiously around the room. Asher took a breath, leashing his anger. “You are more than good with computers. You have a rare gift. Who is the leader of the Brotherhood? And do not lie to me.”

			“Ah, that would be Maccus. He seems totally badass. Not that you’re not or anything.”

			“Stake me out in the sun now,” Bernard muttered. He knocked back his drink and raised his hand to the bartender. “Bring the bottle.”

			“I appreciate the vote of confidence.” Asher’s tone was as dry as the Sahara Desert in midsummer. “It would be best if the rest of them left the premises. This is a conversation we must have in private.” The less people knew about the Brotherhood the better.

			“You’re right, of course.” He turned to the rest of his children. “Pack your things and move to the Long Island estate. Go straight there and stay inside. Do not contact anyone.”

			“Be smart and listen to your sire. Because I am the boogeyman. Daylight won’t stop me. Nothing will. I can always find you. If you remember something that might be pertinent, contact Bernard and he will relay the information to me.” They feared him now. Good. It would keep them alive.

			There was a flurry of movement and in less than two minutes the apartment was empty except for the four of them. Jo was more relaxed now that the vampire population had shrunk considerably, but she still had her crossbow poised to fire.

			Bernard reeked of sadness and introspection. He’d created too many children and been unable to properly monitor them. Several of them had paid for that mistake.

			As for Stanley, there was no way such a young man, no matter his skills, should have been able to hack the site. But since he had…

			“Have you found any anomalies? Anyone else snooping around?”

			… 

			Her life had taken some unexpected twists over the years, but the past few days had turned everything so topsy-turvy that she didn’t know which way was up or down.

			She actually liked Bernard. How insane was that?

			While Gregori was slick and sophisticated, Bernard was more family oriented—a disillusioned parent who’d discovered his child, or in this case children, had done something horribly wrong. Now he was suffering a whole pile of guilt over the entire affair.

			And the fact he taught—no, demanded his children adhere to the rules was admirable. Didn’t discount the fact he had way too many of them and had lost control.

			Stanley seemed more…conscientious than the others. Not quite sure that was the word she was searching for, but if he was Bernard’s assistant, he had a leg up on the rest in terms of maturity, in spite of his little display of aggression when they’d met. Hell, if she’d have been in his shoes, she’d have shot first and asked questions later. That he hadn’t spoke well of him.

			While he wasn’t showy, he didn’t lack courage.

			“I did see something that seemed out of place, my lord.”

			“Call me Asher. I am not your sire or your lord.”

			“Yes, my lo— I mean, Asher.” He motioned to the laptop. “If I may?”

			Jo had one eye on Bernard, but he seemed just as fascinated as she was. When he saw her watching him, he simply poured another glass of blood-laced wine and raised his glass to her. She raised her bottle in return and took a small sip of the warming brew.

			Meanwhile Stanley’s fingers were flying over the keyboard, making it impossible to follow what he was doing. Odd symbols and codes, numbers and letters raced over the screen.

			“Yes,” Asher muttered. “I see what you mean.”

			Good thing someone did, because she was totally lost. And how was this even relevant? “How will this help? I mean, I know Harrison shouldn’t have known about the Brotherhood, but the contract on me is not going to be on the website.”

			“No, but if someone is intent on fucking with the Brotherhood, they’d want to monitor the situation. It also has a forum where we can communicate with one another, share information, or leave messages.”

			“Makes sense.” She should have figured that out on her own. While the vamps could go seemingly nonstop and fuel up on blood, she needed actual food. Her stomach chose that moment to growl in agreement.

			Asher frowned and looked her way. “I’m good,” she assured him. He needed to keep his head in the game.

			“Here it is.” Stanley pointed to something. While Asher seemed to understand what it meant, the symbols were a foreign language to her.

			“A tiny backdoor. How is that possible? I built the site myself, and that was not in my coding.” Taking the laptop back from the younger man, he hunched over the machine and went to work.

			Stanley’s eyes widened with awe and filled with what might be called hero worship the longer he watched. Bernard seemed as bemused as she.

			“How did you two come together?”

			Since neither of the computer geeks was paying them any attention, she decided to engage the older vampire. “On a hunt. We both received an anonymous email. I was there to kill a vampire who called himself Vlad the Impaler.”

			Asher muttered, “I ended that bastard years ago.” Proving he was paying attention to them.

			“You’ve said that. Many times,” she teased. He shot her a glare and went back to work on the laptop. “Anyway, this fake Vlad had gathered a couple dozen followers with promises to turn them. Frankly, from what I witnessed, he was going to murder them all for fun and sport. So I killed him.”

			“We killed him,” he corrected.

			“Who’s telling this story? You keep your fingers moving and your mind on what you’re doing.”

			Bernard leaned back and a smile touched his lips. “Fascinating.”

			A low growl permeated the room. The table shook and the bottles behind the bar rattled. Shit, was that coming from Asher?

			Bernard held up his hands in a sign of peace. “No need for that. I find your hunter fascinating in a purely intellectual way.”

			“Keep it that way.”

			Wow, was Asher jealous? The glare he gave her would suggest he was angry, but there was no denying he’d gone all territorial. Was it wrong of her to be turned on by that? She tried to rein that in because…well…vampires. She didn’t want either of the other men catching a whiff of that.

			Replaying her bloodiest battles helped throttle back her wayward emotions. Keep your head in the game.

			To lose focus was to die. That was her mantra.

			Asher’s fingers finally stopped moving. “Well?” she asked.

			“I shut the backdoor to the site, but I couldn’t trace the source. I should have been able to.”

			“He totally should have,” Stanley agreed. “You have mad skills.”

			“As do you, my young friend.” At his praise, Stanley actually blushed, his cheeks turning a pale reddish shade.

			“What does that mean?” While the mutual admiration society was adorable, she wanted cold hard facts.

			“It means that someone has been monitoring what we’ve been doing. I don’t think it’s been going on for long. I do a complete system check once a year. That didn’t exist the last time I checked six months ago. I’ll have to be more diligent. And you need to stay out of it,” he warned the young man. “I’ll be watching for you.”

			From the crestfallen expression on his face, Stanley was disappointed, but he nodded. “I get it. I won’t. Maybe I’ll hack the Pentagon instead.”

			Bernard groaned and hit his head on the back of the seat. “No hacking that will bring government officials to our door.”

			Good luck with that. But it wasn’t her problem. She had more pressing ones. Namely who wanted her dead badly enough to pay.

			“Anything else?” She was itching to get out of here. “Why don’t we take the laptop and head out?”

			“Excellent idea.” Asher tucked the computer under his arm. “As pleasant as this visit has been, I hope I do not have to return.”

			Bernard stood and placed his hand on Stanley’s shoulder. It was a bit of a shock to realize how much bigger the younger vampire was in comparison. “While I hope you have no reason to come back here for work, you are welcome anytime. You and your hunter.”

			Asher gave him a curt nod. “Stanley, keep your nose clean and your skills sharp. Discipline your mind and body. I’ll be in touch.”

			The younger vamp almost swooned on the spot. Bernard was not as pleased. “Poaching my children?”

			“No. Not yet, at any rate. But he’s strong. More than either of you realizes. Watch him. Take good care of him.” There was a wealth of warning in that last statement.

			Bernard gave a quick nod. “I will do that.”

			She was more than ready to leave the apartment behind. It was only when they hit the street that she finally took a breath and let the cool air wash over her. Asher slung his free arm around her, the weight of his arm making the leather of her coat creak. “You were amazing up there.”

			“I was scared shitless,” she corrected. “Let’s not do that again.” That much fear-induced adrenaline and sweat couldn’t be good for a body.

			“But you never wavered. That, my sweet, is courage.” He dropped a quick kiss on her lips that shot up her core temperature. “You’re hungry. Let’s get something to eat.”

		


		
			Chapter Sixteen

			“Why are we here and not at your place?” Not that she was complaining. Not when she was tucking into scrambled eggs and crispy bacon. She could eat breakfast for every meal of the day and often did. It was easy and quick to prepare. And hello? Bacon.

			“Three reasons.” He held up one finger. “Not enough fresh food at home.” Asher raised a second finger. “Second, if I take you home, we’re going to end up in bed.”

			“Presuming a lot, aren’t you?” she asked, even as every molecule of her body sat up and cheered at the prospect.

			“No. You want me.” Said with complete confidence. He wasn’t wrong, and he’d catch all the little signs most men would miss—the dilated pupils, flushed skin, and the scent of her arousal whenever they were alone.

			“And I want you.” The heat in his brown eyes was enough to set the diner on fire.

			She cleared her throat and took a sip of freshly squeezed orange juice, but her voice was still husky when she asked, “And the third?”

			He raised one more finger to bring the total to three. “I’m not waiting to get back into this laptop. I want to see if I can backtrack and find whoever compromised the website, but I’m not working with Stanley watching. That kid is already light-years ahead of about ninety-nine percent of the population.”

			“He’s that good?”

			“Mmm.” He chomped down on a piece of bacon and chewed. It was still weird to see a vampire actually eat. “If Bernard hadn’t changed him, he’d have invented something revolutionary and be a multimillionaire by now.”

			“That’s sad.” And unfair.

			“Maybe. We don’t know his story, what his life was like before. He might be dead if Bernard hadn’t come across him.”

			There was that. Her life, which had been black and white, was suddenly all shades of gray.

			“There’s actually a fourth reason,” he continued.

			“What’s that?” She sipped the hot coffee, feeling sharper now with food and caffeine in her. They’d had a very busy night and it wasn’t over yet.

			“Someone’s been watching us. I want the chance to confront them.” His tone was pleasant enough, but the corners of his mouth tightened, his nostrils flared, and his eyes narrowed, as though he was already stalking his prey.

			“You want to flush them out.” While she agreed with him in theory, whoever it was gave off a nasty vibe.

			“I’d rather have my opponent in front of me than skulking in the shadows.”

			“I get it. I do.” She spun her mug on the table, careful not to spill any of the liquid. “Do you think it’s related to the email and all the rest?”

			“It should be.” He shook his head. “It feels different. I don’t know how else to explain it.”

			“Instinct.” She gave a nod of understanding. “It’s kept me alive more than once. I hate waiting for the other shoe to drop, you know? If there’s a target, I can track and destroy it. So much of this is hidden.”

			“We’ll get to the bottom of it.” He reached across the table and took her hand in his. His grip was firm, using just enough pressure to reassure but not hurt. He always tempered his strength with her.

			“I know.” She only hoped she was still alive at the end. “So back to the computer and the bounty. What have you learned?”

			Seated in the far corner of an almost empty restaurant, they had a full view of the place. There were only a couple other tables with people, none of whom were paying them the least attention. The crowd would pick up as the sun rose, but for now it was quiet.

			“That’s where it gets interesting.” He shoved his plate aside and opened the laptop. “The information was sent by email only to Harrison. The others were recruited by him. The email is—”

			She held up her hand. “Let me guess. Anonymous sender.”

			“Yes.” His fingers flew over the keyboard. “Even worse, the email Harrison received was routed through the Brotherhood website. I was able to track the message back that far before I ran into a dead end shortly after. Whoever is behind this is basically giving me the finger. It’s pissing me off.”

			“Whatever is going on has more twists and turns than any labyrinth. None of it makes any sense.” She knocked back what was left of her coffee. “Why Harrison?”

			“He was unstable due to turning his friend.”

			“Who would know that?”

			“None at the house knew he’d turned another. They were not lying.”

			“That’s a dead end, then.” The only ones who might have been able to tell them more had perished during the fight.

			“For now,” he conceded.

			“What we know for sure is someone wants us to be together.” She held up one finger, mimicking what he’d done moments before. “A bounty has been put out on me.” A second finger joined the first. “The contract was offered via anonymous email, just like the ones we’ve both received.” A third finger joined the others.

			“Yes.”

			“That’s not a whole lot to go on.” She propped her elbows on the table, physically and mentally exhausted. Asher looked as fresh as he had when they’d left his home hours before. Even more, he seemed energized by the work he was doing. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

			He fingers froze in midair, and the soft clattering of the keyboard stopped. “Not like you mean. This all gets me closer to figuring out who is behind this. That, I am looking forward to.” He brushed his fingers over her cheek. “They made a mistake when they targeted you.”

			He could have walked away at any time. Left her to fend for herself while he investigated. Would have been easier for him. “Thank you.”

			“For what?” When he rubbed his thumb over her bottom lip, she barely swallowed back a moan. Her nipples were pressed against the cups of her bra. She fought the urge to squirm. Not appropriate for the setting or the topic under discussion.

			“Wanting to keep me safe.” No one had. Not since her parents had died.

			“Make no mistake.” Before her eyes, he became the feared member of the Forgotten. “I will protect you.”

			“I’ve got your back,” she promised. “You’re the real target here. Or Maccus is.”

			“Possibly the entire Brotherhood,” Asher whispered. He went back to the computer, working quickly.

			Who would take them on? Someone crazy. Or very powerful. Neither of which was reassuring. “What are you doing? I thought you had all the information you needed.”

			“Setting up a trap of my own. If someone else tries to access the website, I’ll get an alert.”

			“You’re not just another pretty face,” she quipped.

			The grin he flashed her was filled with sensual promise. “I’ve told you before—”

			“You’re special. Right.” She couldn’t help laughing. Her life had turned upside down over the past few days.

			Asher had changed her worldview. Since the death of her parents, vengeance had been her driving force. But in all that time, she’d barely scratched the surface of vampires, had no idea they had a society with rules and a governing body to police them.

			Was it possible to give up hunting and have a normal life?

			“I can practically hear your thoughts humming.”

			“Sorry if I’m keeping you from working.” She moved the last of her eggs around with her fork, her appetite gone.

			He lowered the lid of the laptop. “What’s on your mind?”

			She shrugged and set her fork down on the side of her plate. “I thought I knew all there was to know about vamps. They killed innocent people. I hunted them. End of story.” When she realized she was shredding her napkin, she tossed it aside.

			“Is that such a bad thing to learn you were mistaken?” His tone was low and gentle, as though he understood just how difficult this was for her. And he, more than anyone, would. After all, he’d lost his entire family in the same way she had. She wasn’t a woman who looked to a man for comfort, but right now she wanted to crawl over the table and curl up in his lap.

			God, I’m tired.

			“Yes. No. I don’t know. We should get going.” Until the threat to her was neutralized, none of this mattered.

			Without a word, Asher rose and placed another of those fifty-dollar bills on the table, gathered up the laptop under one arm, and waved at her to lead the way.

			“Don’t worry. You’ll figure things out. My money is on you.”

			She wasn’t so sure.

			… 

			Three days and nights passed, and nothing happened. Jo spent much of her time pacing the apartment like a caged tiger waiting for the door to open so she could attack. Only three things made her stop: TV, sleep, and sex. 

			He was used to waiting, had cultivated patience over the course of his life. Any hunter had to if they hoped to be successful. But it was a different story when you were the prey.

			“I don’t get it.” Curled up next to him on the couch with her bare feet tucked under her, she helped herself to a handful of buttered popcorn from the bowl nestled between them and used her free hand to point at the screen.

			“Don’t get what?” On the screen, two stylishly dressed women—one blond, the other brunette—sat at a table in a swanky restaurant yelling at each other. “Wait for it,” he told Jo.

			The blond stood, gripped the edge of the table, and tipped it in dramatic fashion.

			“Yes!” He helped himself to more popcorn. He wasn’t a huge fan of the snack food, but she liked it. Personally, if he was going to eat, he wanted more than empty air covered in salt and butter. Now potato chips were something he could sink his teeth into.

			“Really? You like watching this stuff?”

			“What’s not to love? It’s got drama and sex and…” He ground to a halt.

			“And what? Women with hot bodies doing their best to showcase that while they have a cat fight?”

			“There’s love and passion.” And hot women.

			“Passion?” She moved the bowl onto the coffee table before swinging one leg over him so she straddled his lap. “You want passion?”

			“Gods yes.” Having her with him, having this time together, was the best thing that had ever happened to him. He ran his hands up her spine and leaned forward, biting at her bottom lip. When she moaned, he delved inside and tasted the sweetness of Jo, the richness and saltiness of the butter.

			Popcorn was his new favorite food.

			Her tongue tangled with his, giving and taking, challenging him. He clasped her head in his hands, loving the way she scooted forward until her breasts were plastered against his chest. Her mound pressed against his erection, making his eyes roll back in his head. No matter how many times he had her, it would never be enough.

			Arousal bloomed, perfuming the air.

			The program was still playing on the television, but Jo’s breathy moans and sighs blocked out all other sound. He tilted her head to one side to get a better angle. Tongues dueled. Teeth clinked as desperation seized them both.

			Needing to be closer, he shoved his hands under her shirt, letting the heat from her skin sink into his palms. She was his miracle. The centuries of being alone—set apart because of his job—of doing everything he could to stay sane and survive, had all been worth it since they’d brought him to this moment with this special woman.

			Someone wanted her dead.

			They’ll have to kill me first.

			Everything he was, every skill he possessed, he’d use to protect her.

			Not that she thought she needed it. Even with passion swamping him, he smiled. Jo was tough on the outside, skilled and courageous, but there was a sweet center at her core. Even after everything she’d been through, she had a heart.

			She’d temporarily moved in with him. He hoped to make it permanent when this was all over. They’d gone by her apartment long enough for her to pack a bag with clothes, weapons, and some of her more personal belongings—a journal she’d kept of her hunts, a couple of rare books, and the picture of her parents.

			Not much when it came down to it.

			He envied her the picture. It had been centuries since he could bring the image of his brothers and father to mind. Strangely enough, his mother was vivid in his memory. But they’d been closer. She’d been the only one to truly love him.

			And I couldn’t save her.

			He wouldn’t fail this time.

			He wanted to give Jo the world. Not like he couldn’t afford it. But what she needed money couldn’t buy. She wouldn’t be free until he could figure out who was behind the contract on her life.

			There wasn’t much they could do until that person made the next move, but he could think of plenty of ways to pass the time.

			Her top was in his way, so he whipped it over her head.

			She laughed and batted her thick eyelashes at him. “In a hurry?” His hunter had a playful side. It didn’t come out often and was all the more precious for it.

			“You have no idea.” Leaning forward, he flicked one of her nipples through her thin cotton bra. It was erect and straining against the material.

			She threaded her fingers through his hair, her moan of pleasure making his balls constrict. “Oh, I think I do.” She rocked her hips, rubbing herself against him.

			The woman was torturing him.

			Two could play that game.

			He undid the hooks of her bra and pulled it away, leaving her bare from the waist up. With her short pixie haircut and bicolored eyes, she was the personification of a sexy fairy. But at heart, she was a warrior queen. Her facial features were strong—high cheekbones, straight nose, and firm jaw. Her body was long and lean, able to fight fiercely.

			She made love in the same way, holding nothing back, at least not physically.

			A part of herself she kept from him. He understood but wanted to break through the walls that surrounded her heart.

			Bending down, he took one pert nipple in his mouth and sucked.

			“I love your mouth on me.” She grabbed handfuls of the fabric of his shirt and gave a hard jerk. Buttons went flying and material ripped. “Is that enough like your real housewives?”

			He laughed and slanted his mouth over hers. Her lips were sweeter than blood, more necessary to him for survival. Her nails raked his chest. When he finally pulled back, they were both breathless. Her skin was flushed a pretty pink, and the veins in her neck pulsed.

			A low growl rose up inside him.

			No! That was one hunger he couldn’t sate, but he could satisfy another.

			He flipped her onto the couch and removed her jeans and underwear. Fully dressed, she was a formidable woman. Naked, she was a goddess.

			He stripped in a heartbeat and sprawled over her, supporting his weight on his forearms.

			“Perfectly good bed down the hall,” she reminded him.

			“Too far.” No way would he make it, even with his preternatural speed. He couldn’t stop touching her.

			He left a trail of kisses along her jaw before working down her neck. Her shoulders hunched slightly. They both tensed but said nothing, pretending it didn’t happen. As much as she wanted to trust him, there were moments like this, small reminders that it wasn’t always the case.

			His chest ached, but he didn’t blame her. He was the antithesis of every belief she’d held for so long—that his kind were monsters to be killed, not lovers. That she was here at all, letting him touch her, was a precious gift.

			He dragged his tongue over her collarbone, tasting the saltiness of her skin before nuzzling her breasts. They were plump and firm, ripe for the picking. Taking his time, he licked and suckled, doing his best to forget the way she’d flinched.

			She dragged her nails over his scalp in a sensual caress, hitting a particularly sensitive spot.

			Goose bumps rose on his skin and he groaned.

			He kissed a path down her slender torso and over her stomach, stopping long enough to nibble on her hipbones before finally settling between her legs. “I love the way you taste.”

			Her cheeks flushed a pale pink that never failed to fascinate him. Jo was brash most of the time, self-assured, but every now and then a vulnerable side would be exposed.

			He ran his hands up the insides of her silken thighs, widening them as he went. The hot, musky scent of her arousal made his head spin. The silken folds were wet and swollen.

			He licked his lips in anticipation.

			“The waiting is killing me.” She tilted her hips upward.

			“We can’t have that, can we?” He leaned forward and dragged his tongue over the slick folds, lapping up her essence. Her moan vibrated deep in his bones. Her taste soothed the darkness inside him.

			“Yes. Don’t stop.”

			“Never.” The only way he’d stop was if she commanded it. Did she understand she owned him heart and soul? It should worry him, but he was beyond caring.

			She cried out when he sucked on her clit. Arched up when he teased her with his fingers before pushing them inside.

			“Asher.”

			Was there any sound sweeter than his name falling from her lips while she was on the edge of orgasm?

			“Come for me.” He wanted to be inside her but needed this first. To prove to both of them that he was capable of giving, of putting her needs before his own.

			She threw her head back and her mouth opened on a silent scream. Her inner walls rippled around his fingers and moisture coated his hand. Satisfied, he laid his head on her thigh.

			… 

			A huge lump pressed on Jo’s chest. She’d done it again. Flinched when his lips brushed her neck. She hadn’t meant to. It was an involuntary reaction. It was burned into her DNA to pull away from any vamp getting that close to the vulnerable area. Didn’t make any sense considering they were lovers, but then some things never did.

			Take them. They made no sense at all—an immortal vampire assassin and a human vampire slayer. Yet somehow, they seemed to fit.

			She’d hurt him, and still he’d given her an amazing orgasm. Asher was a generous lover, always seeing to her pleasure first. Even now, he was seemingly content to use her thigh as a pillow and not press her for more.

			Wasn’t it time she stopped holding back?

			What was she waiting for? Life was short. Hers was even more precarious.

			And really, what did suppressing her emotions really do? Her heart would still ache if something happened to him. She’d grieve for him for the rest of her life if he was lost to her.

			Her heart already belonged to him.

			And wouldn’t it be harder on him? He’d be here long after her body was dust. They both knew it.

			Loving someone and the memories of that were what sustained people through the hard times. Didn’t he deserve some of those memories if he was willing to accept the pain?

			When she pushed up onto her elbows, he stirred and smiled. His blond hair fell around his face, and his olive-toned skin glowed. A sleepy, satisfied look was reflected in his eyes.

			“Thank you.”

			His smile widened. “My pleasure.” When he licked his lips, she shivered. He certainly knew how to use his mouth.

			“It will be.” It was time for her to give back. Not because she had to, but because she wanted to.

			She ran her index finger down the center of his chest. The sleek, hard muscles of his torso bunched and flexed beneath her touch. It was like stroking a big jungle cat. At any second, he could explode into action and take down prey, but he welcomed and invited her touch. She paused just above his erection. “That looks uncomfortable.”

			“It is, terribly.” The brown of his eyes was so dark, they were almost black. His nostrils flared, and his breathing deepened.

			She smiled at the hint of humor in his voice. “What can I do to help?”

			He sat upright and leaned back against the couch. “You could sit right on up here and ride me,” he suggested.

			“I could. Or I could do this.” She slid off the sofa and knelt on the floor in front of him. His erection was long and thick and flexed toward her. She placed her hands on his shins and stroked up his legs and inside his thighs, pushing them open.

			“Jo.” He cupped her face in his palm. “You don’t have to do this.”

			“Don’t you want me to?” Didn’t all men want their women to go down on them?

			“Gods, yes. I’m not crazy. I never want you to feel as though you have to do anything.” Her heart fluttered, and warmth spread outward from her core. 

			“You should know by now I never do anything I don’t want to.” Her voice was husky with desire. She wrapped her hand around the base of his shaft. Heat radiated from his skin, the thick blue vein running the length of him pulsing beneath her hand. She bent her head and drew her tongue over the broad head, lapping the moisture that seeped from the tip. It tasted salty and musky and male.

			Asher groaned and gripped the edge of the cushions, the muscles in his arms straining.

			Enjoying herself, Jo dragged her tongue around the head. Being in control was fun.

			“Fuck, Jo. Don’t tease. I’m too on edge.”

			“Hmm.” She took him into her mouth and made the humming sound again. His shaft flexed and pushed deeper.

			Warning bells went off in the back of her head, but she silenced them. It was too late to put the genie back in the lamp. For better or worse, she cared deeply about Asher. She refused to think about the “L” word. That was too big to consider with everything else going on.

			But they were in a relationship. Being with him was different, more than sexual. She loved to see him smile and laugh, enjoyed talking with him—he was clever and far better informed than anyone she’d ever met, his Real Housewives obsession aside. She also loved fighting alongside him, making love with him.

			Because that’s what it was.

			Keeping one hand around the base to allow her control over the depth of the thrusts, she sucked and licked his shaft, taking as much of him as she could before easing back. Then she did it again and again.

			“Like that. God, yes. Perfect,” he praised. Her nipples were hard, aching nubs. She wanted to climb onto his lap and put his cock inside her.

			But this time was about him. He gave of himself without restraint, asking for nothing she wasn’t freely willing to give in return.

			She cupped his balls in her free hand and gently rolled them.

			“You need to stop now. I’m going to come.” In total contradiction, he clutched her hair, holding her steady. She hollowed her cheeks, sucking hard as she took him deep.

			He roared her name as he came. She kept sucking and swallowed until he was done. Only then did she ease back and smile at him.

			“Jo.” He said her name, only that. His eyes were tinged red around the brown of his iris, but it didn’t frighten her. Not this time.

			He bolted from the couch like he’d been fired from a cannon, lifted her into his arms, and carried her to bed.

			“I’m not done with you,” he told her.

			“I certainly hope not.”

		


		
			Chapter Seventeen

			The lull came crashing to an end the next morning. He was working at his desk. After an early morning workout and shower, Jo was now curled up in a chair reading a book. It was homey and normal, something he’d never had until she’d come into his life. The ping caught him by surprise.

			“What’s that?” She immediately set the book aside and jumped to her feet.

			“The alert I set up on the Brotherhood website. Someone is hacking into it.” Blocking out everything else, he went to work. He ignored the message coming through. Time enough to deal with that later. Whoever was behind this mess was on their computer now. All he had to do was find them.

			The challenge was on, and the stakes had never been higher.

			He sensed her coming over to stand beside him, felt her hand on his shoulder, but his concentration never wavered. His fingers flew over the keyboard.

			“Son of a bitch.”

			“What?” She leaned closer.

			“They’re good, trying to throw me off the scent.” Not happening. He lost all track of time, as he often did when he was deep into computer work. He chased the signal all over the world. Then he did it again.

			“You’re toying with me, you fucker,” he muttered. “Why?” Whoever had sent the message should be long gone instead of leading him on some wild goose chase. “Oh shit.”

			“Asher?” Jo was perched on the edge of the desk, a cup of coffee in her hand. When had she gotten that?

			“The message.” He’d ignored it in favor of the chase. Now he dove deep into the Brotherhood message board, needing to know what had been posted.

			His fingers stopped moving. His blood ran cold.

			“What is it?” She set her cup down and peered at the screen.

			“How long have I been at this?”

			“Six hours.”

			“I played right into the fucker’s hands.” He scrubbed his hands over his face. “I’m sorry.” A roar built in his throat, almost choking him when he swallowed it back.

			Control. You need to stay in control.

			“I don’t understand.” When she started to scan the messages, he pressed a button, closing it out. “Now you’re just pissing me off.” She pointed at the blank screen. “Bring that back up.”

			He turned in his chair and took her hands in his. They were cold and clammy.

			“You’re scaring me.” Her lower lip trembled before she caught it with her teeth.

			“I’ll protect you.” It was a vow he would not break.

			“Asher.” She pulled her hands away and pressed them against his face. “You have to tell me. I need to know. I deserve to know.”

			The pit in his stomach grew and a weight pressed down on him. “Whoever is behind all this knew I wouldn’t be able to resist the challenge of finding them.”

			She frowned and leaned against the edge of the desk. “I don’t understand. Wasn’t that the point of the alert?”

			“Yes, but I didn’t stop. I disregarded the message and wasted valuable time in the chase.”

			“What was the message? And don’t you dare lie.”

			Outwardly, Jo appeared calm, but her pulse beat wildly in her neck and the acrid smell of her fear burned his nostrils.

			“I’ll protect you.”

			“You already said that. You’re starting to freak me out. Just tell me.”

			“Whoever is behind this posted a job on the website.”

			All the color drained from her face. “Oh fuck. For me.” The words were barely a whisper.

			“Yes.”

			“But I haven’t done anything wrong.” She straightened and backed away from him. “I thought you were the good guys.” It sounded more like an accusation than a plea for reassurance.

			“We are.” He stood slowly so he didn’t frighten her any more than she already was.

			“Take it down.” She pointed at his laptop, her voice rising with each word she spoke. “Get rid of it. Make it go away. You can do that, right?”

			“I can.” He took a step toward her, frustration beating at him. “I could have,” he corrected. “But I waited too long.” Now it was too late.

			Her frown deepened, and her shoulders slumped when realization hit her. “That’s why whoever is doing this kept you chasing them.”

			The last time he’d tasted fear this bitter, he’d been a young man and the world had been bathed in blood and madness. He also hadn’t been this pissed off since he’d been reborn, changed by a goddess into what he’d become.

			Darkness welled inside him. The beast that resided within him yanked at the mental restraints. Whoever was behind this was playing a dangerous game. One they would lose.

			“Your eyes are red,” she whispered.

			His incisors slowly grew, and his blood burned. “You are the one person on the planet who is safe from me.” He longed to touch her but feared she’d reject him.

			Some emotion flared in her spectacular eyes, but it was gone before he could read it. “What else aren’t you telling me? Finish it.”

			“The contract has already been accepted.”

			“That fast?”

			“Yes, and it shouldn’t have been, but whoever is behind this knew exactly what to say.” Unable to keep distant from her any longer, he dragged her into his arms, careful not to hold her too tight. If he caged her, she’d fight.

			She remained stiff in his embrace for an extended moment before finally leaning against him. Her face was pale, her breathing rapid. He pressed his lips to her forehead and ran his hands up and down her back, trying to infuse her with his strength.

			“What did they say? You have to tell me everything.”

			“I know.” He breathed in her unique scent, letting it settle him. Keeping anything secret would put her at an even greater risk.

			“A very, very long time ago, Bjorn Knutson’s family was murdered. He went mad with grief. Odin heard his screams of pain, his pleas for vengeance.”

			“Odin? The Viking god? I know we talked about it, but it’s hard to wrap my head around all this god stuff.”

			“Yes. He changed Bjorn forever. He became the first Norse werewolf, a berserker of such fury he was feared throughout all the lands. The first thing he did was hunt down those responsible for the death of his wife and children.” Those had been dark days. The land had run red with blood.

			“Oh my God. I need to sit down.”

			Asher scooped her into his arms and sat in the armchair she’d occupied earlier.

			“That’s tragic, but what does it have to do with the contract on me?”

			“Do you remember what I told you about the gods? They lose interest in us quickly.”

			“And that happened with Bjorn?” Her expression was pinched, but her eyes were steady.

			“Yes. Here was this man who could shift into a wolf to hunt and slay his enemies simply left roaming around the world. That couldn’t be allowed to continue unchecked.”

			… 

			“You went to him.” Her voice sounded steady, but her heart raced, and her stomach twisted. This was very, very bad.

			Stay calm.

			Panicking wouldn’t help the situation. She had to deal with it in a calm and rational manner. Not easy when all she wanted to do was run screaming. Only there was nowhere to hide, and she was already in the safest place she knew.

			“Maccus and I both went. Bjorn was out of control, the world littered with the bodies of those he’d slain for vengeance.” He released a sigh. “Maybe we should have put him down. These days, we probably would. But life was more brutal in those days. What was deemed acceptable was held to a different standard. We were all more feral, less bothered by the blood we spilled.”

			She swallowed heavily, trying not to imagine the carnage the werewolf had left in his wake. Problem was, she’d seen too many episodes of Vikings on television. It was a very brutal time. People would have expected Bjorn to enact such violent retribution.

			“It took several decades before he gained mastery over himself and his abilities. By then, some of those he’d bitten, but who hadn’t died, had also changed. But only Bjorn is immortal. The others live and die in a fairly normal lifespan. They can live up to one hundred and fifty. Or that’s the oldest I’m aware of. Many die long before that because of the innate violence among their kind. They fight one another for power and position in the packs they form. Often to the death.”

			She tried to swallow but her mouth was too dry. “Let me get this straight. Bjorn is the father of werewolves, and he’s taken the contract on me?”

			“Yes.” The weight of that one word pressed down on her, threatening to suffocate her. The concern etched on Asher’s face proved just how dangerous this man, or werewolf, was.

			“But why? I haven’t done anything to any werewolf. I’m a vampire slayer.”

			“The anonymous sender gave him proof that you’re a descendant of one of the people who murdered his family. His one vow, the one promise Odin gave him, was that he could wipe their line from existence.”

			Her breath wedged in her throat, making her gasp. “Is that true?” Not exactly a family tree to make a person proud.

			“No. I researched it years ago. Everyone involved, their families and kin died out centuries ago.”

			“So much bloodshed. How many innocents died? People who weren’t involved in the attack?” Her chest ached. She pressed her hand against it, but the pain continued to grow and expand. “Even if I was a descendant of those horrible men, I had nothing to do with it.”

			Asher sighed and pressed his forehead against hers. “I know. I know it’s difficult for you to understand. Bjorn would have been expected to get vengeance for his family. Anything less would have been unacceptable.”

			He lifted his head, his face a study in compassion. “And you do understand. Haven’t you gone after all vampires for what was done to your parents?”

			“That’s different.” It had to be different or she wouldn’t be able to live with herself. When Asher simply continued to stare at her, she flinched. “I’ve only taken out those who deserve it.”

			He brushed his fingers gently over her cheek. “And who decided they deserved it? You did. Bjorn did the same. After we found him, and he became a part of the Brotherhood, he changed and became a tool for justice, for the greater good. But the need to slay his family’s killers is nonnegotiable. What would you do if you found out that the one who took your parents hadn’t acted alone?”

			“I’d kill them. Or I’d at least try.” There was no hesitation. She was sick to her soul. “I am a killer.” No better than those she hunted.

			“No.” He took her face between his hands, his touch gentle as he stroked his thumbs over her cheeks. “You seek justice.”

			“So Bjorn thinks he’s in the right to come after me?” She tried to smile but failed miserably. “Just when I thought things couldn’t get any worse, the king of the werewolves is after me.”

			“Normally a job wouldn’t be taken this quickly.”

			“But because of the lie, there was no question Bjorn would accept.” It was rather clever. Diabolical really.

			“Exactly. I need to talk to him. Maccus as well. This kind of thing could cause total chaos in the Brotherhood. If Bjorn follows through, we’ll have to put him down.”

			“That’s what whoever is behind this wants.” Events were spiraling out of control. “This isn’t about me at all. It’s about destroying you and the Brotherhood you belong to.”

			Was this how a worm on the end of a hook felt? Or maybe it was more like a goat staked out in the woods to attract a wolf. Icy dread snaked over her skin.

			Asher pulled out his phone and placed the call, putting the phone on speaker. She expected it to go to voicemail and was shocked when it was answered.

			“I’m really going to kill you.” The dark promise in Maccus’s voice made her tremble.

			“Get in line. But first, get on the Brotherhood website. We’ve been hacked.”

			He didn’t ask questions, but she could hear some background noise that suggested he was doing just that. “What the fuck is this?”

			“Short version, I discovered someone had been in our site, so I set up an alert in case it happened again. It did, and I chased the bastard through cyberspace for six hours before I wised up and realized it was a distraction. By the time I went back to the website, the job had been posted and accepted.”

			“Bjorn is a hardass at the best of times.” Maccus’s assessment of the guy wasn’t reassuring. “The post is a lie?”

			“Of course it’s a lie. I need to talk to him before he does something that can’t be undone.” Asher brushed his lips over hers. “If the worst happens, you need to put him down.”

			“I’ll take care of it.” With that, the line went dead.

			“What does that mean, exactly?” Asher shook his head, but she wasn’t having it. “You mean if you get your stupid ass killed, then Maccus will step in and kill this guy. Then we’ll all be dead.” She jumped off his lap and paced. “That’s just fucking great. Works out so well for all of us.”

			There has to be another way to handle this. One where we don’t all die.

			When she turned to start another lap across the room, he stepped in front of her. “I’ll keep you safe.”

			The declaration was fierce, his eyes blazing with determination. His lips were pressed together in a severe line and his chin tilted up. No sign of the teasing man from the past few days. There were so many sides to him.

			That he wanted to shelter her from this meant everything to her, but she wasn’t the type to hide. Those days were long behind her. If this werewolf wanted a fight, she’d give it to him.

			“I can’t let you take that kind of risk.” He might be the toughest vamp in the world, but he could still die. He’d said himself that anything or anyone could be killed.

			“You can’t stop me.” The reply was short and cool.

			She resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Men. They were all alike, and Asher had a very healthy ego.

			“Listen, buddy.” She pressed her forefinger against his chest. “Weren’t you the one to tell Harrison Rucker that there was always someone bigger and badder out there?”

			His face became an expressionless mask.

			“Oh no you don’t. You don’t get to do that macho male thing with me.” She wasn’t having it. Her fear morphed into anger. “I know you’re strong and fast and have tricks I don’t even know about, but you said it yourself, this Bjorn guy has made a vow, and we both understand how that can drive a person to lose all perspective. I don’t know anything about werewolves. For all I know, you can take him out with one hand behind your back. I don’t care. I just don’t want anything to happen to you.” She was breathing hard by the time she finished.

			The corners of his mouth twitched. “You done?”

			Was he finding this funny? She dragged her hands through her hair to keep from wrapping them around his neck and shaking some sense into him. “Yes. No. Maybe. Shit, I don’t know.”

			“I’ll try to talk to him first.”

			She fisted her hands by her sides. “What if that doesn’t work?”

			“Why don’t we find out?”

			… 

			With her feet spread apart, her hands fisted, and her beautiful face filled with emotion, Jo put him in mind of an avenging angel who wanted to smite someone. Maybe even him.

			While it angered him that she didn’t seem to think he could handle a werewolf, it did warm his heart—as well as other regions of his body—that she was worried about him.

			She was also scared to death. Her words and actions were brave, but he could scent her fear, see the sweat beading on her brow. Not that he blamed her. She hadn’t asked for any of this. Still, he couldn’t be sad she’d come into his life.

			That was the only good thing in all of this. And maybe the fact he and Maccus were communicating more.

			“You’re going to call him? Now?”

			“Waiting won’t change anything. Better to get out in front of this.” He had the entire Brotherhood in his contacts, along with his favorite takeout places.

			“Besides,” he continued as the phone rang, “seeing as he’s the best tracker in the world, Bjorn is likely on his way here.” He put it on speaker so she could hear.

			“Of course he is. He couldn’t be the worst, could he?” she muttered.

			“I know she’s with you.” The deep voice vibrated with fury.

			“And who would that be?” he shot back.

			“Jo Radcliffe.”

			She crossed her arms over her chest and glared at his phone. His hunter looked supremely pissed off. Her lush lips were pulled into a thin line and her eyes narrowed. Whoever had chosen her to be a part of their private war had made a huge mistake. This was not a woman who’d run from trouble when it came looking for her. No, she’d face it head-on and do her best to defeat it or go down trying.

			He loved her.

			The realization slammed into him with the force of a sword thrust to the heart. He staggered from the blow. Not even being changed by the Sekhmet had rocked him this hard.

			Jo, with her indomitable spirit, had captured his heart. If he spent the next thousand years by her side, she’d still fascinate him. She made him smile, challenged his intellect, and matched his passion.

			She was it for him. Now and forever.

			That admission brought him a surge of unexpected strength.

			“She’s not a part of this, Bjorn,” he warned. “You come after her, you face me.”

			“I’m not afraid of you, bloodsucker. The contract was clear.”

			“And it wasn’t posted through the normal channels. Someone hacked the website.”

			“Thought you said that couldn’t happen. Guess you’re not as good as you think you are.” Through the phone line, he could hear traffic. Bjorn was on the move.

			He ignored the taunt and kept to the facts when all he wanted to do was smack the big wolf silly. “It can’t be. Not by any normal person. Someone is playing dangerous games with the Brotherhood. And this is not the first time.”

			“So you say.”

			“So I know.”

			“Maccus never said anything,” Bjorn shot back.

			“He never says anything.” And that was part of the problem. “He knows what you’re planning to do. If you come after Jo, you forfeit your life.”

			“Jo, is it? Just how friendly are you with this chick? If she’s of the bloodline that slew my family, she has to die. Odin promised.”

			“She didn’t have any part of that.”

			“After I accepted the job, I was sent documentation, including a family tree, tracing bloodlines back generations.”

			“Fabricated.” Of that, he was certain. “I did the research myself. You know I did.”

			“I also know you’re sleeping with the woman. That little tidbit was also included with the information.”

			“And do you know how we met? We both got anonymous emails sending us to the same location.” He had to find a way to get through the male’s thick skull. Right now, he was working on primal rage and not rational thought. “I bet the email you received came from an anonymous sender and you couldn’t trace the address.” It was the first thing any of them did, to make sure everything was legit. And if any member couldn’t trace it, he did it for them.

			They were assassins of the highest caliber. They didn’t react out of hand. They researched long and hard and planned. The complete opposite of what Bjorn was doing.

			“Whoever sent you that information knows your weakness.”

			“I don’t have a weakness.”

			God save him from arrogant asses. He glanced at Jo to see how she was taking it all. She rolled her eyes, making him smile.

			“Your hot button, then.” The best thing he could do was to get him thinking rationally. “Anyone who knows you knows full well this is the one thing that would set you off. They’re using you. Just as they used me and Jo.”

			The traffic sounds faded. Wherever Bjorn was, he’d left the street. The ping from an elevator sounded.

			“Son of a bitch. You’re here.”

			“Stay out of my way, and I might let you live.”

		


		
			Chapter Eighteen

			He’s here!

			Instinct kicked in and Jo raced for the bedroom where she’d stored her weapons. “What takes down a werewolf? Silver?” Shit, all her blades were steel.

			“Where is she?” a deep male voice boomed.

			Crossbow at the ready and sword in hand, she hurried to the living room. A huge man, about a foot taller than Asher, stood in front of the elevator door. He had long, shaggy blond hair with braids in the front. Half of his face was filled with tattoos that disappeared into the neckline of his shirt. He wore a black T-shirt and faded blue jeans with biker boots.

			Dress him in fur and give him an axe and he’d fit right in on a Hollywood set of a Viking TV show. He’d be right at home slaughtering his enemies in the afternoon and feasting in the evening.

			She’d say this about the person behind all this—they’d gone for the best this time. No more second-rate assassins for her.

			Asher looked almost small next to Bjorn, but that was deceiving. He was a force to be reckoned with. Didn’t mean she was going to cower in a corner and let him fight her battle.

			“I’m right here.” Heart pounding, she stepped out of the hallway. “You know, I’m getting tired of people wanting to kill me.”

			With their superior senses, they had to know she was afraid.

			Bjorn’s sharp blue eyes tracked over her, taking in the crossbow in one hand and the sword in the other. “Hunter,” he sneered.

			She inclined her head. “Werewolf. I’ve never met any of your kind. I stick to vampires.”

			Her calm demeanor seemed to give him pause, but only momentarily. He stalked toward her, only to come up short as Asher shoved him back. Bjorn flew through the air and slammed into the wall. Plaster cracked, and several paintings crashed to the floor, their glass frames shattering.

			“You do not come into my home and threaten my woman.” Asher’s voice rang with authority, not to mention possessiveness. “Think, man. You’re more than brawn. This is too easy. It’s a bloody trap.”

			Her fingers tightened on her crossbow and the handle of her sword. They gave her a sense of security. A false one, but it was better than nothing.

			The Viking shook himself, white dust falling from his long hair. “She must pay for what her ancestors did.” He yanked his shirt up and over his head. The muscles in his arms rippled as he flexed his fingers.

			“My ancestors didn’t do anything to yours.” Maybe she could reason with him.

			“Liar!”

			Or maybe not. She crouched slightly, back to the wall, to put herself in a better defensive position.

			“The lies came from whoever hacked the website.” Asher seemed far too relaxed for her liking. She hoped his confidence wasn’t misplaced. Bjorn was huge and filled with rage.

			“Out of the way, bloodsucker.” He kicked off his boots and removed his jeans. Fully dressed he was intimidating. Naked, he was downright scary.

			She tried not to look. Really, she did. But she couldn’t resist. The guy was huge everywhere. Swallowing became impossible. She’d rather fight a whole horde of vamps than face this guy.

			His skin shimmered. Before her very eyes, his shape changed. Fur shoved out from beneath his skin. His bones snapped and reformed. His jaw elongated, and his forehead flattened. Within seconds, a massive wolf crouched, ready to pounce.

			Don’t move. This was a predator of the highest order. If she ran, he’d be on her before she could make it to the bedroom. There was nowhere she could hide where he wouldn’t be able to get to her.

			A low growl shook the room. God, his teeth were huge and so very sharp. All the better to tear the skin from your bones, my dear.

			There had to be a way out of this.

			“Honestly, I had nothing to do with what happened to your family. If you do this, you’re no better than those killers were.” Maybe she could appeal to whatever sense of honor drove him.

			He sprang so fast he was a blur. One second he was across the room. The next he was almost on her.

			Reflex made her fire the crossbow. The steel bolt slammed into his right flank. It didn’t even jolt him.

			Before she could bring her sword up, the massive wolf came to a screeching halt in midair, as though stopped by an invisible force field.

			Asher’s arms were banded around the huge creature, holding him back. It was an impressive show of strength since Bjorn was so much bigger. He raised the wolf in the air and slammed him to the ground. Huge cracks radiated across the floor. The whole apartment shook.

			She wanted to help but would only be in the way. This was like something out of a movie, a clash of the Titans, or rather a clash of the vampire and werewolf. And lucky girl that she was, she had a front row seat.

			The wolf growled, heavy jaws snapping together, fangs flashing. Asher was strangely quiet as he fought. His reddish eyes reflected anger. His teeth and claws were much smaller than Bjorn’s but no less deadly. They slashed and tore at each other. She winced even though the wounds healed almost instantly.

			Asher tossed his opponent back. Two chairs splintered into toothpicks when Bjorn crashed into them. The wolf’s growl made all the fine hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. He leaped forward, slashing out with razor-sharp claws and caught Asher on the arm. She slapped her hand over her mouth to keep from crying out and distracting him at a crucial moment.

			The injury healed almost as fast as it had happened, but the scent of blood mingled with male sweat and determination. Bjorn tried to lure him away from her, but he never wavered in his concentration.

			They moved at an astonishing speed. She had to look away several times when her stomach got sick from trying to follow them. But always, she turned back.

			Then it happened.

			Bjorn feigned right and then went left. Saliva dripped from his powerful jaws as he sprang forward, going low rather than high. He was on her before she knew what was happening. Massive teeth scored her arm. She tossed her sword, caught it in her uninjured hand, and drove it deep.

			A loud canine yelp was followed by a roar that made her ears ring.

			A surge of unadulterated power swept over the room like a wave slamming into rocks on the shoreline. Once again, she was frozen in place, unable to move. Oh, they were so going to have a serious chat about him pulling this stunt again. Although she couldn’t really complain as Bjorn seemed to be as trapped as she. It probably had something to do with their proximity.

			A silent predator, Asher prowled forward. He lifted her out of the way and leaned down to drag his tongue over her bleeding arm. She wanted to be grossed out, but arousal flickered through her.

			God, not now. But there was something so compelling about him. Danger radiated from every pore of his body. He looked worse for wear, his shirt in tatters and blood speckled all over him, but he was as handsome as ever.

			Whatever was in his saliva stopped the blood from flowing and healed the gashes in her arm. “I’m sorry.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “This should never have happened.”

			Bjorn was a few feet away, anger burning in his eyes and a low growl emanating from his chest.

			Asher sighed and turned back to the wolf.

			… 

			The weight of the years and the responsibilities pressed down on him. But nothing he’d endured had ever equaled this. Jo had been attacked in his home by a man he called friend.

			The hot blood pumping through his veins demanded vengeance, retribution for what had been done.

			But wasn’t that what had gotten them into this situation in the first place?

			This was just one more thing in the shitstorm that had descended on them—vampire assassins, a bounty, someone meddling with the Brotherhood, not to mention whoever was following them. Was it all related, or was there more than one enemy in play?

			He shook himself and sighed. Jo was going to be pissed with him. Again. She’d understand why he’d frozen her in place and forgive him. Or at least he hoped she would. Bjorn, on the other hand, was running on pure emotion. Rational thought was not a priority right now.

			They were all products of their pasts. Everything they’d ever done or experienced had converged to bring them all to this place and time.

			“Bjorn, you know me. Have I ever lied to you?” Asher reached out to the man, trying to get past the primal urges threatening to destroy him.

			The wolf glared, and the growl deepened.

			He shook his head and rubbed his hand over his face. He was tired—physically and emotionally. “I’m sorry I had to do this.” And not only because it drained his energy reserves. He was going to need blood and lots of it once they were done here.

			He had no idea how long he could retain control. Sweat beaded on his brow as he fought a mental battle just as deadly as their physical one.

			If the wolf broke free before they’d come to an accord, he wasn’t sure he’d survive the next battle as depleted as he was.

			“Jo Radcliffe is a pawn in a game she never asked to play.” He had to get through to him. He gritted his teeth as Bjorn struggled against the thrall. One of them was going to break, and soon.

			“Someone is trying to destroy us, the Brotherhood. Or maybe they’re after Maccus. We’re all part of a greater plan.” Since touch was calming, he rubbed the top of the wolf’s head, sifting his fingers through the thick fur. “Sorry, but this is going to hurt,” he muttered. With that warning, he yanked out the crossbow bolt and tossed it toward Jo.

			The wolf gave a low growl of pain and displeasure.

			I’m not getting through to him.

			If he didn’t, someone was going to die.

			“I don’t want to kill you, my friend, but I can’t let you do this. You took everything you were given at face value. Think! Who would know enough about you to know it would set you off? Some members of the Brotherhood and Odin. The Brotherhood would never betray you in that way. And quite frankly, Odin doesn’t give a shit.”

			The growling ceased, and the wolf’s sharp blue eyes narrowed as if in consideration of what he’d been told. It gave him a glimpse of hope.

			“This isn’t humans or even regular paranormals meddling in our affairs. It has to be someone with a great deal of influence and authority. They’ve sent anonymous emails I can’t trace, hacked our website. They know what buttons to push with each of us, and they’re doing just that. I don’t know about you, but it’s pissing me off. I’d rather have you on my side trying to figure this out instead of fighting you.

			“What do you say?” This could go either way, but he had to release Bjorn. Blood seeped from the corners of Asher’s eyes. His head was about ready to explode, the pressure unbearable.

			The wolf was going to break free any second. When that happened, he would lose the edge he currently had.

			“Jo, when I release you both, run to the bedroom. There’s a panic room that can be accessed through the closet. It was there when I bought the building and moved in.”

			There was so much he wanted to say to her. He wanted to kiss her one more time, to feel her lips against his. But he couldn’t let her see him like this. She’d never leave if she saw the tracks of blood rolling down his cheeks.

			Bjorn was at full strength while his was waning. He would likely die here tonight. All he could do was pray the panic room would hold the wolf off until Maccus arrived.

			Because if Bjorn enacted his vengeance, his life would be forfeit.

			God, he was so tired of all the blood and death, of never having peace.

			Being with Jo had given him a taste of what life could be—the laughter, intimacy in and out of bed, having someone to talk to and share with who knew exactly what he was. It was a precious gift.

			It had also given him an understanding of the anger driving Bjorn. Loving her as he did, there were no lengths he wouldn’t go to in order to keep her safe. If someone took her from him, he’d go mad with grief.

			He’d done all he could.

			Dropping down into a defensive position, he released the thrall and prayed Jo would heed his instructions. He didn’t have enough left in him to force her to safety.

			The air shimmered and the wolf became a man once more. Blood was smeared across his arms and torso, but the wounds had healed.

			“You’re more powerful than you let on, bloodsucker.”

			“What can I say? I’m special.” Was she moving into the bedroom? He couldn’t hear any movement. Blood had seeped from his ears, affecting his ability to hear.

			“You’d die for her?”

			“Yes.”

			“Why?” He tilted his head to one side, and one of his braids fell over his shoulder. Tattoos of runes and wolves and magic darkened his skin, covering about half of his body.

			Keep him talking. “Ten thousand years I’ve walked this earth. For the first time, I don’t feel alone.” He’d formed short attachments, but never lasting bonds. “I feel your sorrow for your family,” he continued.

			“They slaughtered my wife, my two sons and daughter. Olga had only seen three summers. Three.” Sorrow engulfed Bjorn. A tear rolled unashamedly down his cheek. “Do you know what it is like to find the bodies of your children? To not recognize your own wife because she’d been beaten so severely in her defense of them?”

			“No. And no man should ever have to face that.” His heart bled for his friend. “But killing an innocent woman won’t bring them back. What would your wife say if she knew you did that?”

			Bjorn threw back his head and howled. The mournful sound ripped into Asher’s heart. He shed a tear of blood for his friend and the family he’d lost.

			Not knowing what else to do, he dragged Bjorn into his arms. “I’m here. Let me help you.”

			Huge hands rested on Asher’s shoulders. The second his guard was down, Bjorn pounced.

			… 

			Bawling like a baby wouldn’t help the situation, but it was hard not to break down. His story was too reminiscent of her own. She sniffed back tears and rubbed her hand under her nose.

			Shit, I am crying.

			To lose his wife and children. That was a torture designed to break any man.

			Asher was not going to be happy she hadn’t run for the panic room, but there was no point. There wasn’t a panic room built that could hold off this werewolf. And Asher was injured. She’d actually turned to leave when she’d glimpsed blood on his neck. Was he still bleeding? Why wasn’t he healing?

			Moving with stealth, she slipped along the wall until she could see his face.

			Blood seeped from his eyes and ears. His normally healthy-looking olive-toned skin was pale. It had cost him to hold Bjorn in a thrall. Two apex predators, their fight had simply moved from the physical to the mental plane. Not to mention the blood he’d lost during the fight.

			The two men hugged. Asher’s compassion moved her deeply.

			She pressed her hand against her chest and sniffed again.

			The wolf raised his head and pinned her with an icy glare. He shoved Asher aside and raced toward her. Death was coming for her, breathing his chilly breath down her neck.

			She could fight, but she would lose. And how could she injure a man who’d already been through so much? So she did the only thing she could. She dropped her weapons and lowered her head.

			Eyes shut, she waited for pain that didn’t come. She finally opened one eye and then the other. They were practically nose to nose.

			“Fight me.”

			She shook her head. “No. I know what it does to you to lose your family. A vamp slaughtered my parents when I was a teenager. I’ve dedicated my life to eradicating them.”

			“Asher is a vamp.” His voice was low, almost guttural. “You planning on killing him?”

			A nervous laugh escaped her, coming out almost like a hiccup. “I tried. Twice.”

			“You still haven’t tried a flamethrower.” Asher zipped over to her side and circled his arm around her. She leaned into him and touched her hand to his face.

			“You’re a mess.” His poor eyes were bloodshot, and blood still trickled from his ears. Shouldn’t that have stopped by now? 

			His confession that he didn’t feel alone when she was with him warmed her. He’d done the same for her. Even though she’d fought it, hadn’t wanted it, he’d wormed his way into her heart.

			He shrugged as though it was no big deal. “Couldn’t be avoided.”

			“How can you be with him?” Bjorn demanded.

			“I destroyed the one who took my parents from me. I’ve tracked down those who have preyed on innocent people. Asher and I met on a hunt.”

			“Good times,” he quipped.

			She rolled her eyes and tried to act relaxed even though her stomach was roiling. She rubbed her damp palms over her thighs.

			“What I’ve come to learn is that not all vampires are evil. I met some recently who are simply living their lives with the family of their making. There will always be killers, those that need to be put down, but not all of them do. And the decent ones? They’re not responsible for the others.”

			She sucked in a breath and rubbed the side of her nose. “My life has taken some strange turns these past days. But if I harm the innocent, then I’m no better than the murdering monster that killed my parents simply because he wanted my mother. She was beautiful and kind. Everyone loved her.”

			“Anja was like that.” Bjorn’s eyes bore into her, reflecting rage and pain and uncertainty. “She sang often, even during the long, hard winters.”

			“She loved you and your children. My mother had the voice of an angel.” The memory soothed her. “It’s easier to let the rage take over your life. It gives you a purpose, but you lose the good. I want to remember my parents laughing and dancing around our small home. It was taken from me, but I avenged them as you have your family. Your wife wouldn’t want this for you.”

			“How the fuck would you know what Anja would want?” His angry growl made her legs tremble, but she held her ground.

			“Because I’m a woman. If she loved you, she’d want what was best for you. And this isn’t it. But if it will ease your pain, then kill me. I won’t stop you.”

			“I will.” Asher pressed a kiss to her forehead and eased her behind him, leaving her staring at his back. She placed her hand on it. Whatever happened, they were in it together. “What’s it going to be?”

			The elevator door slid open, and pure menace poured into the room. It was a calling card she’d never forget.

			Maccus stepped into the room. “Well, Bjorn, answer him. What’s it going to be?”

		


		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Son of a bitch. Things had deteriorated fast. His sympathy for Bjorn had almost had catastrophic results. Asher wouldn’t let his guard down again. Jo was his priority.

			“The great and scary leader of the Brotherhood is making an appearance. Should I feel honored?” Still naked as the day he was born, Bjorn crossed his arms over his chest and glared.

			Ouch! The sarcasm was as sharp as a blade. Any hope the new arrival would prevent another fight, not cause one, vanished.

			Maccus’s scowl reached epic proportions, his brows lowering, his jaw tightening. A muscle ticked in his face. “You’re fucking right you should feel honored.” He stalked forward, his gaze sweeping the room, seeing the destruction. Several chairs were smashed, and the sofa would never be the same again. “Redecorating, Asher?”

			“Figured it was time for a change. Where’s Morrigan?” He couldn’t believe she’d stay behind, at least not willingly.

			The elevator doors pinged open again. “I’m here.” She gave a little wave. “Wow, you guys don’t fool around, do you?” She strode forward as though she didn’t have a concern in the world. “I’m Morrigan.” She held her hand out to Bjorn. “Pleased to meet you.”

			Maccus growled in frustration. Bjorn seemed bemused but proved how smart he was by waiting for a nod from the angel before accepting her hand.

			“My, you’re a big one, aren’t you?” She looked him over from head to toe. Maccus wrapped his arm around her waist and lifted her away from the wolf. “I haven’t met a werewolf yet. Angels, demons, vampires, and assorted others, but not a werewolf.”

			Jo gave a snort of laughter, catching Morrigan’s attention. “Hey. Glad you’re still alive.”

			“Me, too. I was hoping we’d meet again, but I had coffee or drinks in mind.”

			Morrigan tilted her head toward Bjorn. “What do you think?”

			“Impressive.”

			“For fuck’s sake, women, stop talking about me as though I can’t hear you.” He stalked across the room, grabbed his jeans, and pulled them on.

			“Why not?” Jo asked. “Men do it all the time.”

			Was Bjorn blushing? Asher thought he might be. Morrigan had a gift for diffusing tense situations. “Shall we retire to the kitchen since the living room is…” He tried to come up with something tactful to say about the state of his home.

			“Wrecked,” Jo added, a smile teasing the corners of her lips.

			“Yes, wrecked.”

			“I should go.” Bjorn pulled on his boots.

			“No, you should stay. We need to get to the bottom of this.” He turned to Maccus. “We need to communicate better as a group. The only reason this happened is because we keep to ourselves too much.”

			“So, you want what? A corporate retreat?” he mocked.

			“That’s a brilliant idea.” Morrigan beamed.

			Asher ran his tongue over his teeth, wondering if he was about to get them knocked down his throat. “I wouldn’t go quite that far,” he added quickly. “But regular emails and alerts wouldn’t hurt. The message board rarely gets used.”

			“While all this kumbaya shit is fine and good, we still have a big fucking problem.” Maccus had manifested a blade from his body and was currently flipping it end on end. Asher hoped he didn’t decide to use it on one of them.

			“Someone is using me to get to the Brotherhood.” Hands on her hips, Jo glared at the rest of them. “And I for one am getting tired of it. And Bjorn, I’m sorry whoever is behind this used your grief for your family.”

			He gave a curt nod, tension thrumming through him.

			They were all on edge. They were three of the most powerful men in the world. It was only natural they’d all want to prove their dominance to the others, especially Bjorn. Part wolf, he knew the male struggled with issues he and Maccus didn’t have to deal with.

			“Okay, we’ve asked the question several times before, but it bears repeating.” Jo pointed a finger at herself. “Why me? There must be something about me or my past that plays into this. If we can figure it out, maybe we can track whoever is behind this.” She looked to Bjorn. “Asher says you’re the best tracker in the world.”

			“He said that?” Bjorn shook himself. “He’s right, I am.” His voice was gruff, but there was a note of pleasure.

			“I don’t know what your talents are,” she told Maccus. “But I assume you have some. And Asher has proven time and again he’s not just another pretty face.”

			He grinned at the other two men. “She thinks I’m pretty.” He batted his eyelashes, knowing it would make Maccus crazy. Maybe he was nuts, but it was his life mission to get the guy to loosen up.

			“Maybe too pretty.” Maccus fisted his hand and raised it.

			Jo stepped in front of him. “I’d like to keep him that way. If you don’t mind?”

			“He is pretty, isn’t he?” Morrigan look at him in a way that made him uncomfortable, especially given the promise of mayhem and murder on Maccus’s face. “I much prefer the rugged type myself.” She patted the big guy’s chest. “But Asher is pretty.”

			“I have a brain,” he felt the need to remind them. “When did we lose control of the conversation?” he asked the other men.

			“We never had it.” Bjorn’s face softened in a way he’d never seen before. “My Anja was like that. She had a way about her.” His expression hardened again. “Someone tried to taint her memory by goading me to act dishonorably. I tender my resignation to the Brotherhood. I am not worthy to be one of you.”

			“Oh, shut the fuck up,” Maccus retorted. “Not accepted. You’re one of us. Get your furry tail out of its knot and start working with us rather than against us.”

			“My furry tail? I’m not sure if I should hug you or punch you.” He might tease, but Asher could see the pure relief in his Brother’s eyes.

			“Why don’t we go out and find somewhere to have a meal?” he suggested.

			“Isn’t that dangerous?” Jo asked. “All things considered.”

			“No, he’s right.” Maccus slung his arm around Morrigan. “It’s a show of unity. Whoever is behind this will be watching or have a minion keeping tabs. Seeing us all together, not trying to kill one another, will send a strong signal.”

			“Yeah, like ‘you failed, try again.’” Jo picked up the bolt she’d dropped on the floor and shoved it back into the holder strapped to her waist. “Sorry about that,” she said to Bjorn.

			He shrugged. “Barely felt it.”

			She heaved a sigh. “Great. By all means, let’s all go out together. All the paranormal people and the lone human.”

			“I’ll keep you safe,” Asher promised. He wanted to pull her into his arms and kiss her senseless. The adrenaline from the battle still thrummed through his veins. Bloodlust was riding him hard. The fluttering pulse in her neck was a beacon that drew him.

			“We’ll keep you safe.” Bjorn nodded at them. “I offer my services as reparation for what I did.”

			That was a huge deal, and he was grateful. It was also the Viking custom and would go a long way to making the wolf feel as though he still had a place in the Brotherhood. He raised an eyebrow at Maccus.

			“What? The two of you aren’t enough?”

			“We’ll help where we can,” Morrigan assured him.

			There was an itch between his shoulders, something nagging at his brain that warned this was far from over. He needed to be at his best. “Excuse me a moment.” He hated leaving Jo, but this couldn’t wait.

			He zipped into the pantry off the kitchen and consumed two bags of blood as fast as possible. He had to be at full strength from here on.

			He was back in the living room in less than thirty seconds. “Let’s go.”

			Jo blinked at him. “Ah, you might want to change first.”

			He glanced down at his ripped shirt and bloody torso. “Give me a second.” He hurried to the bedroom, stripped off the dirty shirt, washed, pulled on a fresh one, and was back in the living room in no time.

			“Wow, that was fast.”

			He winked at her. “I’m slow when it counts.”

			… 

			Jo rolled her eyes. After everything that had happened, Asher was still teasing and making jokes. She was on to him, though. It was his way of dealing with the situation.

			But there wasn’t enough levity in the universe to get her to relax. Not when they were leaving the relative safety of his home and venturing out into the world where their enemies lurked.

			The ride down to the lobby was made in silence. She tried not to fidget but couldn’t help shifting from foot to foot. Bjorn was standing right next to her in the enclosed space. The guy had wanted to kill her less than an hour ago. Now he was some sort of self-appointed bodyguard.

			Men were weird. He and Asher were suddenly best buds again, even though they’d been fighting to the death earlier.

			She released a sigh and rubbed the back of her neck. “You okay?” Asher asked, not even trying to keep his voice down. Even if he whispered, the others would hear him.

			“Not really, but I’ll deal.” Her choices were limited.

			The elevator doors opened, and they made their way to the street. “Anyone have a preference for where we might eat?” Morrigan asked. Maccus had his arm around her, keeping her body to the inside where she was more secure.

			“Pizza.” She could die. If that happened, Jo wanted her last meal to be pizza.

			“Pizza it is,” Asher agreed before anyone else could object. “There’s a place a couple of blocks over.”

			“We should pick a place farther away. See if anyone follows.” Bjorn was already scanning the streets. “I’m not going with her.” The wolf raised his voice and pointed at her. The abrupt change from calm to angry shocked her.

			Asher moved in front of her. “No one asked you to.”

			Bjorn pointed a finger at her as he backed away. “You can’t protect her forever.” The werewolf melted into the crowd.

			Adrenaline coursed through her body. Jo took several deep breaths, not liking the small tremors in her hands. “What was that? I thought—” Asher’s mouth crashed down on hers before she could finish.

			Heat blasted through her, driving away the chill of fear. His tongue slipped between her lips, tasting, teasing. She groaned, her toes curling in her boots. A warning pinged in the back of her brain. This is stupid. If she died it would be her own fault. They were on the middle of a crowded sidewalk, for God’s sake.

			She pressed her hands against his chest and shoved, but he banded an arm around her and left a trail of hot kisses along her jaw all the way to her ear.

			“There could be someone watching. Bjorn is going to circle around and see if he can track anyone.” The words were barely audible. When she stiffened, he licked her neck, dragging the tip of one of his teeth over her skin. Even as she jolted, her nipples turned to hard nubs and heat pooled in her lower belly.

			“We need to move.” Maccus’s deep voice brought reality crashing back with a hard thud.

			Asher circled his arm around her waist and tucked her to the inside, just as Maccus did for Morrigan. For a split second, she could almost believe they were simply two couples out for an evening on the town.

			“So where are we going?” Rather than answer her, Maccus walked to the nearest subway station. I guess we’re taking the train.

			It really didn’t matter where they went. The mission was to try to discover who, if anyone, was watching. Jo surreptitiously scrutinized the people around her.

			Asher paid the fare for both of them, while Maccus did the same for him and Morrigan. Jo laughed. “What?” he asked.

			She shook her head. “It’s just odd to see two such powerful men pay the subway fare.”

			“Too many cameras and people everywhere.”

			He was right about that. And most of them were watching their group, specifically the men. And why wouldn’t they? The two of them were a sight to behold. Asher looked as though he’d dominate any Fortune 500 boardroom, while Maccus would be more at home leading a biker gang. They were tough and exuded a confidence that was both compelling and sexy. And Morrigan was no slouch, either. She walked with purpose and total fearlessness. Being a former bounty hunter for Hell, there probably wasn’t a lot that scared her.

			Jo might not belong with this group, but she was still badass. “My weapons,” she managed to get out. How had she forgotten about them? Security was tight everywhere these days. Getting stopped would mess with their plans. She hadn’t realized they’d be taking the train. When she was armed, she walked or drove or took the bus.

			“Now that I can cover,” Asher assured her. “No one will question you about them.”

			Taking him at his word, she strode alongside him to the platform to wait. The four of them automatically put their backs to the wall, giving them a better vantage point.

			A bearded man in ragged jeans played a guitar not too far from them. His voice was mellow, the song a classic. Several people dropped some change in the open guitar case as they passed.

			A woman in a power suit talked on her phone, while a younger woman stood five feet away with a crying toddler on her hip.

			There were several roving packs of teenagers. One of them girls, who all looked to be around sixteen or so, another was a mixture of boys and girls, and the other one was a group of young men. They could be a potential problem.

			In their late teens and a mix of races, they hooted and hollered as they shoved their way across the platform. People got out of their way or found themselves involuntarily moved.

			She despised bullies. There had been too many of them in her life growing up. It was common knowledge that the more young men there were in a group, the lower the IQ. They were all raging hormones and anger. Never a good combination.

			A security guard headed in their direction. He was a big white male with a buzz cut. While he could easily hold his own against one or two, a group was a different dynamic.

			Beside her, Asher tensed. The clash was inevitable. The guard radioed someone. Probably backup. There was something about this group, some instinct that warned this was not going to end well.

			“Keep out of it,” Maccus warned.

			It wasn’t their fight. She got that. They had a much bigger enemy to worry about.

			Still, she couldn’t pull her eyes away from the impending disaster. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. “Asher.” The sense of dread she’d experienced several times before was back. Their unknown watcher had returned.

			“I feel it, too,” he murmured.

			There was something else at play here, but what?

			“You gentlemen need to wait quietly for the train or move along,” the guard warned. He was sweating slightly, his hand resting on his gun. “You don’t want any trouble tonight. And I don’t need the paperwork or the headache.”

			She gave the guy credit for trying to diffuse the situation. Too bad the young men were itching for a fight.

			“We ain’t doing nothing,” one of the young men told him. “Just making our way to the platform. Why you got to be hassling us? This here is police discrimination or profiling or some shit.” He nodded to the guys behind him, and they all muttered their agreement.

			“Since you’re as white as I am,” the guard told the man, “I don’t see how this is racial profiling. Idiots come in all races and creeds. I’m equal opportunity.”

			Jo gave a snort of laughter. Unfortunately, the young man heard it. His face turned red. His eyes filled with fury.

			“Oh shit,” she muttered. No way could he back down now and save face. And at that age, it was all about looking tough in front of his buddies.

			“You want us to wait for the train? We’ll wait.” He turned and made a straight line toward the edge of the platform. Right toward the woman and toddler.

			Instinct had her moving hard and fast. Just as the male went to push the woman and child over the edge, she shoved them aside, taking the brunt of the push.

			A woman screamed. A child cried out. People yelled. A spate of profanity followed. The tracks rushed up to meet her. The roar of the train was deafening.

			In that split second of terror, her life flashed before her eyes. Always thought I’d go down fighting, not squashed like a bug.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty

			His senses heightened, Asher scanned the station, searching for the watcher. Distracted, he reacted a split second too late. Jo bolted from his side. The woman’s scream pierced his awareness. The train screeched.

			Jo!

			Her name echoed in his brain as she disappeared over the edge.

			Bulleting across the platform, he dove, catching her in midair. He twisted in flight, taking the brunt of the fall. Still in motion, he rolled them off the track and up against the wall just as the train whizzed into the station. The wind whipped around them, tearing at their hair and clothing. The brakes squealed.

			When the train finally came to a stop, he rolled onto his back and breathed a sigh of relief. An alarm sounded. People were screaming.

			“Are you okay?” He ran his hands over her arms and back, checking for injury.

			“Yeah, I’m still in one piece. You saved me, yet again. It’s becoming a habit.” She was lying flush on top of him, her bicolored eyes twinkling. How could she be so calm?

			He shoved her hand against his chest. “Do you feel that? My heart is racing. You’re giving me a heart attack.”

			Her eyes widened. “I didn’t know your heart rate increased.”

			“Neither did I. Not until I met you.” He dropped his head back to the ground. “Let’s not do this again.”

			“Stop fooling around. We have a train to catch.” Maccus was standing on the platform glaring down at them.

			“We’re fine. Thanks for asking,” he muttered as he sat upright with Jo still in his arms. Several people were leaning over the edge. Not to help but to film them.

			Then the guard appeared. “Hang on. Help is coming.”

			Maccus, the bastard, was right. They needed to get out of here. “Ready?” he asked her.

			She managed to rub her stomach against his erection when she sat upright. “Really? You’re turned on? Now?”

			Shrugging, he held out his hand to steady her as she stood, before jumping to his feet. “What can I say? You were lying right on top of me.”

			“You shouldn’t move,” the guard warned. “You could have neck or spinal injuries.”

			Ignoring him, Asher put his hands around Jo’s waist and lifted. Maccus reached down and grabbed her hands, pulling her to safety. He jumped, grabbed the edge, and flipped himself onto the platform.

			Jo was busy making sure her coat was zipped so none of her weapons showed. Asher could only grin. She was one hell of a woman.

			Then she was rushed by the woman with the child. “You saved my baby. Thank you.”

			Jo patted the woman on the back. “No problem. Glad you’re both safe.”

			His love for her expanded in his chest, crushing his lungs until he couldn’t breathe. She was so fragile and easily broken, yet incredibly tough and fearless.

			“Is the train leaving?” Asher asked the security guard.

			He shook his head. “We need to investigate before we resume service.”

			He hated to do this, but there was no choice. After getting a nod from Maccus, he walked to the center of the platform. Let’s do this. “Everyone, look at me.” The command in his voice was so compelling even the people on the train did as he asked.

			“All of you who took video, erase it. If it’s posted to your social media, remove it now.” He waited a beat, all the while not looking at Jo. “Nothing happened here. No reason for any delays.” He walked to the guard. “Am I right?”

			“No need for delay. Just some punks messing around.”

			“That’s right.” He walked over to Jo and eased her away from the woman with the child before dropping the thrall.

			The entire platform was quiet for several seconds. As though a switch had been flicked, everyone began to talk and walk. The doors to the train slid open. He knew that was Maccus’s doing. They all stepped on and waited. Within seconds, the door slid shut and the train left the station.

			“What the hell was that?” Jo’s voice was a furious whisper.

			“We couldn’t allow that video to get out.”

			She took several calming breaths. “Okay. I get it. I wish you’d stop doing that to me.” Her eyes darted to the floor and the other passengers. Everywhere but at him.

			“I wouldn’t have if it hadn’t been absolutely necessary.” A cold pit in the bottom of his stomach grew. Would she hold this against him, or could she get past it?

			“And who decides it’s necessary?” When she finally looked at him, her eyes were troubled. She raked her fingers through her hair.

			“I do.”

			While she had no physical injuries, the event had shaken her. Her heart was still running too fast, her breathing labored. She was pale, too, in spite of her anger.

			Being trapped in a thrall might have frightened her more than the fall in front of the train. Every time he made some headway with her, he did something to fuck things up.

			But he wasn’t apologizing for who he was or what he did to protect himself and the Brotherhood.

			“Next time—stay out of it,” Maccus ordered.

			Jo slowly turned to face him. “You may be able to stand by and do nothing, but I can’t. That was a woman and child.”

			“You risked exposing us all.” He towered over her, his scowl making him even more menacing. Asher wrapped his arm around her from behind and glared at his friend.

			“Then go back to wherever you came from and hide. I’ll deal with the situation,” Jo shot back.

			Shit, provoking Maccus wasn’t smart, but she wasn’t backing down. And there was a high probability Maccus wouldn’t kill them with Morrigan watching. Right?

			The clash of wills was intense. Tension grew until the air crackled with it. The other people on the train got restless, moving as far as possible from their small group.

			He ran several exit strategies through his head, his priority Jo’s safety. Worst-case scenario, Maccus attacked. Best case, he walked away, leaving them to deal with whatever was going on by themselves.

			The way things had gone lately, he wasn’t banking on the latter.

			The train clattered over the tracks before stopping. When the doors opened, people fled. No one else entered.

			The doors shut, and the train continued.

			Finally, the corners of Maccus’s lips twitched. “Next stop is ours.”

			Asher didn’t know whether to drag Jo over his knee and spank her for challenging Maccus or give her a high five for her audacity. She’d probably given him his first gray hair.

			Demons and angels fled in the face of Maccus’s fury, but one gutsy woman had stood up to him.

			“You moved so fast.” Morrigan sidled over next to them. “I didn’t even realize what the guy was going to do, but you did.”

			Jo shrugged. “I’ve always had a sixth sense about those sorts of things. Helps when I fight.”

			“I thought maybe you had some sort of paranormal abilities when we first met,” Asher admitted. She’d been exceptional in the battle with Vlad. Almost too good. “You sure you don’t have something in your background that’s unusual?”

			“You think that’s significant?” she asked.

			“Maybe. At this point, we can’t discount anything.”

			She shrugged. “I have good instincts. I can read an opponent enough to know what they’re going to do a split-second before it happens. It’s not much, but it comes in handy.”

			The train rumbled into the station and they disembarked. People got out of Maccus’s way as he cleared a path to the exit and up to the street.

			Humanity continued on its endless rush toward death, never knowing who or what walked alongside them. Technology had changed greatly since his time, but human nature never did. Kindness marched alongside cruelty, fear alongside courage, and generosity alongside greed.

			Jo embodied the best of those traits.

			They followed Maccus a couple of blocks to a family-owned pizzeria. “Table for four?” The young waitress swallowed heavily and clasped her tray to her chest.

			“That would be great.” Morrigan took the lead. “Somewhere in the back where it’s quiet, if that’s possible.”

			“Let me check.” The girl all but ran.

			“Stop scaring the waitress,” Morrigan told Maccus.

			“I didn’t do anything.”

			Asher rubbed his mouth to hide his smile.

			She released a sigh. “No, you didn’t. You can’t help it if you’re a total badass just standing there.” She grabbed his arm and wrapped it around her shoulder. “Look adoringly at me.”

			Beside him, Jo snickered. Maccus glared at her. She held out her hands in mock apology. “I’m sorry, but that’s impossible. No way you can’t look like a badass.”

			Maccus grunted, but once again, Asher saw a ghost of a smile. Or maybe it was indigestion.

			“This way.” The waitress kept her distance as she led them to a booth in the back. Maccus all but shoved Morrigan in first and sat beside her, taking the bench that put his back to the wall.

			Sighing, Asher waved Jo in and then joined her. The waitress started to hand out menus, but Maccus stopped her. “I know what I want.” He ordered three large pizzas with everything.

			“You order,” Asher told Jo. “I’ll eat anything.” After a quick study of the menu, she chose a large classic with cheese and pepperoni. He approved.

			When the waitress left them, Maccus relaxed back in his seat. “I think it’s the women.”

			“I’m not following.” He leaned forward, resting his hands on the table. Jo placed her hand on his thigh and squeezed, her tension palpable.

			“Someone tried to take out a contract on Morrigan. She was a bounty hunter for Lucifer at the time. The same happened with Alexei up in Alaska with Cassandra. Now you and your hunter.” Maccus turned the full brunt of his icy stare on Jo. “What is so special about you?”

			… 

			What is so special about you?

			The question reverberated in her brain. And who the heck were Alexei and Cassandra? “Nothing. I was a normal girl living a normal life until my parents were murdered.” Ordinary was all she’d ever been until her life had been upended.

			“What about this Cassandra?” The more information she had the better.

			“That is her story to tell.” Maccus spread his arms and rested them on the back of the bench seat, totally relaxed. “She’s not human.”

			Asher was a large, reassuring presence beside her. If not for him, she’d have been flattened by the train. Not a pleasant way to die. Her legs were still shaking, and her stomach was none too settled. 

			“So, I’m the only one. Lucky me.” It wasn’t easy to project an image of calmness. The rest of them hadn’t been fazed by the event. Okay, maybe Asher, but only momentarily.

			“Is there anything from your childhood that was unusual?” Morrigan asked. “I thought I was human when I entered into a contract with Lucifer. Turned out, things weren’t exactly what they seemed.”

			A low growl rumbled up from deep inside Maccus. Morrigan simply patted the big guy’s chest. “Think, Jo. It could be important.”

			She leaned back and rested her head against the seat. “I’ve tried.”

			“Were you extra good at something you tried?” Asher asked. “Have a particular skill?”

			“Yeah, I can kill vampires.” That wasn’t what he meant, but it was all that came to mind.

			I’m nobody special.

			The waitress showed up with the first of their pizzas. They refrained from talking until all four were on the table. Then they dug in.

			“Let’s talk more about that sixth sense you mentioned.” Asher took a bite of pizza and a long string of cheese hung out of his mouth before he licked his lips. She wouldn’t mind licking the cheese from his lips.

			More than the spices in the sauce were making her mouth water.

			“It’s not really a thing.” She wiped her fingers on a napkin before taking a long swallow of her drink. “I mean, it’s not like I know the lottery numbers or anything.” That would be useful.

			“I still think it has something to do with the women,” Maccus insisted. “Why have the three of us run into women we’ve become attached to after all these years?”

			“Where would someone get that kind of information?” Morrigan asked.

			“Fates. Those bitches know everything. Sometimes they fuck with people’s lives because they can,” Asher speculated.

			“They’re real?” It made her slightly ill to think that some paranormal force was in charge of her destiny.

			“Yeah, they’re not supposed to meddle, but sometimes shit happens,” Maccus told her.

			“Only the gods would go to the Fates.” Asher pushed his plate away after not eating near as much as the rest of them. Then again, he didn’t need much. Blood would be more necessary. Had he gotten some at the apartment before they’d left? Her appetite fled, and she set her slice of pizza down.

			“Who has it out for you guys?” she asked, because all roads led back to them. Morrigan and Maccus shared a look that wasn’t the least reassuring. “Who?”

			“Lucifer isn’t happy with me,” Maccus admitted.

			“Me, either,” Morrigan added.

			The fact that the devil was real was really messing with her. Treat it like any other hunt and work with what you know. “If Lucifer is pissed at you two, why put out a bounty on my head?”

			“He won’t come for me directly. He’s too cowardly to face me after I kicked his ass the last time.” The big guy scowled at the remaining pizza before grabbing another slice.

			He talked about kicking Lucifer’s ass as though it was no big deal.

			I’m so out of my league. Her head was spinning, and the pizza she’d eaten churned in her stomach. “Let me out.”

			When Asher didn’t move, she gave him a shove. “I’m about ten seconds from puking all over you.”

			It was laughable how fast he moved. She bolted toward the short hallway and the ladies’ room. Thankfully it was empty when she stumbled inside. She made her way to a stall, gulping in air.

			With one hand pressed against the metal wall, she bent her head forward and focused on breathing. When the nausea passed, she gave a short prayer of thanks. She washed her hands and splashed some water on her face.

			While she patted her skin dry with a paper towel, she stared at the image reflected back at her. Her skin was pale, but there was no other outward sign of the turmoil roiling around inside her.

			The door opened, and a striking woman strode in. She was tall, about five ten and wearing four-inch red leather boots. Her blond hair was perfectly styled, and her dress clung to every voluptuous curve. Talk about feeling dumpy in comparison in her black jeans and scarred boots.

			She paused when she saw Jo. The long leather duster was probably off-putting, so Jo smiled. The woman smiled back and walked inside.

			“You okay, honey?” the woman asked.

			“I’m good.” No need to get anyone else involved in her problems.

			The woman’s smile grew, exposing sharp fangs. “Oh honey, not for long.”

			Shit, how had a vamp found her here? It wasn’t a coincidence. Not with everything else going on.

			Jo pulled a knife from her pocket as she whirled around. She’d done up her coat before they’d entered the restaurant to hide her crossbow. Big mistake. “What do you want?”

			“You’re worth a lot of money dead. And there’s an apartment in Paris I’ve been dying to own.”

			“Financing a vampire’s international house hunt—just what I wanted to do tonight.” She put her back to the wall to be safe. There wasn’t much room to maneuver.

			“You really are a hunter.” The woman turned her blond head to one side, openly studying her. “I thought it was all talk, but you’re not even scared.”

			“I’ve faced tougher.” This woman was a walking, talking Barbie. No, that was an insult to Barbie, who would more likely be a hunter. That iconic doll had gotten a makeover in recent history and was getting all kinds of cool jobs nowadays.

			“Oh, honey,” she cooed. This bitch was really getting on her last nerve with the fake endearment. “You’ve never met anyone like me.”

			In her mind, she saw her opponent spring a millisecond before she did. Jo dropped and rolled, slashing upward with her knife. Fabric ripped and quickly stained with blood.

			The female swore. “Look what you’ve done. I just bought this dress. It set me back three hundred dollars.” She plucked at the garment, a frown on her face.

			“Sorry. Not sorry,” Jo shot back. She balanced on the balls of her feet and reached behind her to turn the door handle. No vamp would act in public. All she had to do was get through the short hallway and back to the main restaurant.

			She pulled, but the door wouldn’t budge.

			“Now, you know I can’t let you leave.” Great, this was no newly turned vamp if she could use mental prowess to keep the door blocked. “We’re not finished talking yet. Well, I’m not finished. All you have to do is die.”

			Jo ripped her coat open, buttons pinging off the walls. She brought the crossbow up and fired as the woman leaped at her. Once again, her instincts didn’t let her down. The bolt slammed into her attacker’s heart.

			She staggered backward and crashed into the wall, a look of pure disbelief on her face.

			Someone knocked on the door. “Hey, I gotta go to the bathroom. What are you doing in there?”

			When the door started to open, Jo slammed it shut and leaned against it. Great, now that she didn’t want it open, it was functional once again. I can’t catch a break.

			Her attacker slid to the floor, her head lolling to one side. “Come on. Come on, turn to ash,” she muttered, pulling on the handle as it was tugged again by whoever was in the hallway.

			All she could do was pray the vampire would disintegrate quickly. She didn’t know how much longer she could keep people out.

			And explaining a dead body with a crossbow in the heart to management? Wouldn’t that be fun? Not to mention the cops. Where was Asher with his mind meld trick when she needed him?

			“Hey. Let me in.” Whoever was out there was persistent, she’d give them that.

			“In a minute,” she called back. If she was lucky, it would be a minute. The body finally started to break down. The clock ticked.

			“I’m getting management,” the person on the other side of the door finally threatened.

			“You do that,” she whispered. The body finished turning to ash. Jo lunged for the woman’s clothing and riffled through the pockets but found nothing.

			She’d just dumped the clothes into the garbage and tucked the woman’s purse and the crossbow bolt under her coat when a loud knock came on the door. “What’s going on in there?”

			There was nothing she could do about the small pile of ash on the floor. That was someone else’s problem. Thankfully, they’d have no idea what they were sweeping up. With a shrug and a silent apology to whoever ended up with that task, she yanked the door open. “Nothing is going on. I wanted some privacy.” Both the manager and a strange woman stared at her in disbelief as she made her way back to the seating area.

			Asher met her at the end of the hallway. “What took you so long? I was getting worried.”

			“Would have helped if you’d gotten worried a little sooner.” She kept her arms crossed over her stomach to keep her coat closed and weapons hidden. Not to mention to conceal the purse she’d just taken from the dead woman. “Just had a female vamp try to collect on the bounty.”

			“Are you shitting me?” He started toward the hallway.

			“It’s handled,” she informed him. “I have her purse under my coat. Didn’t have time to check for a phone or identification. I ditched her clothes in the garbage, but we should probably move.”

			“Maccus and Morrigan are outside.” He put his hand on her back and ushered her out the door.

			“We paid, right?”

			“Don’t worry.” He pressed a kiss to her temple. “I left a few of those fifties I carry with me.”

			“You’re a handy man to have around.”

			“Not really. That should never have happened.”

			“It did, and I dealt with it.” It felt good to fight back, even if it was only a hired assassin.

			Maccus took one look at her and demanded, “What happened?”

			“We’ll explain on the way,” Asher told him. “We need to check in with our friend and see what he knows.”

			Shit, she’d forgotten all about Bjorn. Was he on their side or had he betrayed their location?

			She reached under her coat and settled her crossbow.

			If it happens, I’m ready. 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			Asher was still kicking his own ass when they got back to his place. He should never have let Jo go to the bathroom on her own, not when there was a bounty on her head. He hadn’t believed anyone would be dumb enough to attack in such a public venue.

			Whoever was behind this was getting desperate.

			“The woman didn’t say how much the job was worth, did she?” Bjorn had been suspiciously absent. They had no idea if he’d simply decided to leave them to their own devices or if something had happened to him.

			“No, but enough to cover an apartment in Paris. Maybe there’s something in her purse.” She let her coat fall open and handed him the small clutch.

			He rummaged around and pulled out a wallet. “Valentina DuBois. That doesn’t sound made-up. Not at all.” He dug deeper and pulled out a phone. “Gotcha.”

			He pulled up her contacts list and scrolled down. “Our would-be assassin has a rich social life. This is going to take some time.”

			“Great. We both know it’s going to be another anonymous email.” She removed her coat and tossed it over the back of the sofa before placing her crossbow and short sword beside it.

			If she hadn’t been armed…

			Thankfully, she never seemed to let her guard down, and that was the very thing that had kept her alive.

			She was going nowhere without him—not even the bathroom—until they got to the bottom of this.

			“Asher?”

			He shook himself from his dark thoughts and concentrated on the phone. While she’d dealt with the latest threat on her own, this was something he could do.

			“Let’s see what’s in her email.” He scrolled down, very aware of the other three waiting. He paused, his thumb coming to a stop on a familiar email. He opened it and quickly scanned.

			“Anonymous sender. The same as our boy Harrison.”

			“Told you. She was targeted like he was.” Jo crossed her arms over her chest and leaned against the wall. They were still all standing around the foyer. Maccus and Morrigan would leave as soon as they’d gleaned all the details.

			“And the sender even provided our location. How convenient.” Asher wanted to rip the head off whoever was orchestrating events.

			“We were being watched. I didn’t see anyone.”

			“None of us did,” he assured her. “Whoever is behind this seems to be contacting younger local vampires.” And that was smart. “I have a reputation among the older ones. The youngsters tend to think they’re invincible, above the rules. That’s more of a problem this past century.”

			“Guess you’re not that scary after all.”

			He lowered the phone and stared at Maccus. “Was that a joke?” He looked at Morrigan for confirmation. “Did he just make a joke?”

			The fallen angel’s hands curled into fists. He lowered his head and scowled. “I have a sense of humor.”

			“No. No, you really don’t.” As serious as the situation was, he couldn’t help teasing the man he’d known longer than any other person still living. Not counting the gods, that was.

			Jo shook her head at him. “Death wish,” she mouthed.

			Morrigan patted Maccus’s hand. “It’s dark, but it’s there.”

			“Back to the problem at hand,” Jo interjected. “Valentina was older than Harrison and his buddies. Took her less time to turn to ash, and she had some simple mind control tricks. Nothing like you, but she kept the door locked down.”

			“Contact Bjorn,” Maccus ordered. Since he’d planned to do just that anyway, Asher tucked away the phone to examine later, pulled out his, and made the call, putting it on speaker so Jo could hear.

			It rang several times before it was answered. “No one tracked you to the restaurant. A vampire showed up not long after.”

			“It would have been nice to be informed.” Asher’s voice was hard and curt. “She was an assassin.”

			The wolf swore under his breath. “I didn’t think she was a threat since she hadn’t tailed you. I figured with you and Maccus there, she wouldn’t be a problem.”

			Bjorn was right. It shouldn’t have been a problem. “We were followed,” Asher told him.

			Dead silence and then the wolf swore. “How is that possible? I jumped on the subway a few cars behind you and circled you the rest of the way there. Didn’t catch sight or scent of anything paranormal. And trust me, doesn’t matter if it’s vamps, shifters, or assorted others, everyone leaves a scent.”

			“Well, someone got around you,” he shot back, knowing it would piss Bjorn off. It also wasn’t fair. “Thanks for trying.”

			Bjorn grunted acknowledgement. “I’m heading out of town. Whoever is behind this may send someone after me to see what I know. If they do, I’ll capture and interrogate before disposal and contact you with any information. In the meantime, I’ll be hunting. No one fucks with the Brotherhood.”

			“Call if you need backup,” Maccus ordered.

			“Will do.” Then Bjorn was gone.

			“You guys don’t mess around, do you?” Jo seemed more impressed than appalled.

			“We have few rules,” Asher told her. “Kill only those that deserve it and let their gods sort them out. Kill them before they kill you. Never, ever, betray a fellow assassin.”

			Jo tilted her head to one side and shook her head. “No room for error there.”

			“None. And whoever contacted Bjorn broke rule number one. That puts them at the top of our most-needed-to-be-killed list.”

			“You have a list?” It was Morrigan who asked, but Jo seemed just as interested.

			“Right now, it’s a list of one,” Asher told them. “We’ve never needed an actual physical list. Those that go on it tend to have a very short lifespan.” He turned to Maccus. “I need to send out a mass email to the rest of the Brotherhood. Tell them to vet all jobs through you until further notice.”

			Without waiting for a reply, he composed the email, his fingers flying. “This kind of situation can’t happen again.” He pressed send and tucked his phone back into his pocket.

			“Keep me informed.” Maccus was already moving toward the elevator, gently pushing Morrigan ahead of him.

			There was nothing more either of them could do. Truthfully, he was surprised they’d stuck around this long.

			“As soon as I know something, you will,” he promised.

			Maccus gave a curt nod as the doors closed. Morrigan shot out her hand, stopping it. “When all this is over, we’ll go for coffee and talk,” she said to Jo.

			“I’d like that.”

			Maccus groaned as the doors finally slid shut.

			Jo rubbed her hands over her arms. “I’m going to take a shower and then get some shut-eye. Been a long night.” She headed down the hallway to his room, disappearing inside.

			I could have lost her.

			One wrong move during the altercation in the ladies’ room and he’d have found her dead body. And he didn’t want to think about the episode at the train station.

			With this most recent assassin dead, there was no one to take the brunt of his fury. It swirled around him like a whirlwind, threatening to blow him apart. He sucked in a deep breath and tried to release it.

			Losing Jo would be worse than death.

			He wanted to take her to bed and love her until she screamed his name. But she needed comfort now, not hot, unbridled sex. It was up to him to calm down enough to be able to give it to her.

			By the time he’d shoved his fury into the darkest hole in his mind and pulled himself together, the shower had come on.

			After locking the apartment down, Asher headed down the hall.

			… 

			Jo pressed her hands against the tile and leaned under the hot spray. You’ve been alone before after you’ve dispatched a vamp. That was the norm. How she’d lived and worked for years.

			Only this time, it wasn’t what she wanted.

			Asher was off doing whatever it was he was doing. Hadn’t she proven she was capable of taking care of herself? Yeah, she’d handled the situation tonight.

			She tilted her head back, letting the water spill over her face to cover the two or three tears that leaked from the corners of her eyes.

			God, she was tired of it all. The killing never seemed to end. The aloneness threatened to consume her until there was nothing left.

			Her exhaustion wasn’t just of the body but of the spirit.

			Being a pawn in a supernatural game could only end one way—her death.

			Maybe not today or tomorrow, but eventually they would make some mistake, like the one tonight. Or maybe whoever was behind this would hire more competent assassins.

			Money made even normally sane people do crazy things.

			Out of the billions of people on the planet, she was one lone woman. Why should her life matter?

			A slight but cool breeze brushed over her skin. If she ignored him, maybe he’d go away. She needed some time to herself to process everything. Life had been much more straightforward before she’d met Asher, her priorities clear—hunt and kill vampires. He’d changed all of that. Messed with her worldview. Worse, he’d broken through the ice around her heart and made her start caring again.

			“You always shower with a weapon?” Still fully dressed, he leaned against the wall, just outside the shower. He tilted his head toward the knife resting on the ledge beside the soap.

			“Call it an occupational precaution.” She rubbed the soap between her hands to build a lather. That was better than throwing herself at him.

			He was as handsome as ever with his model-worthy face and shoulder-length blond hair. But his expression was unreadable. There was a coldness, a distance about him that made her shiver. Asher was a man of many moods—deadly one moment and playful lover the next. It was hard to get a read on him.

			“I think it’s time for me to leave.” It wouldn’t take her long to toss her belongings in her bag. She faced the spray, letting it wash away her doubts and fears.

			It was stupid to leave the safety of his home, but she was sick and tired of being used to hurt him. Caring about someone meant making the hard decisions. There would be more attacks, more assassins coming for her.

			Hard fingers gripped her arm and spun her around. “What the fuck are you talking about?” Anger flashed in his eyes, giving them a reddish glow. His lips were peeled back to expose sharp incisors.

			Her mind flashed back to the attack at the pizza place. She saw the fangs and reacted. The knife was in her hand and she slashed.

			He jumped out of the way and manacled her wrist in his hand. “What the hell?” They were both panting hard. He stared at her in disbelief. “Did you just try to gut me?”

			God, she was losing it. What is wrong with me? She shrugged, trying to act nonchalant. Not easy when she was naked and vulnerable in the shower and her knees were trembling.

			“Reflex when a vamp flashes his fangs at me.”

			“You can’t honestly think—” His fingers opened one at a time and he released her.

			“It was a reaction, all right?” Shame ate at her. She hated the lump in the pit of her stomach. She tossed the knife back onto the shelf and wiped her hand over her mouth, but the bad taste of guilt lingered. “I won’t apologize.” Those instincts had been honed to a fine edge from years of hunts. They’d kept her alive.

			“Fine.” He ripped his shirt open and tossed the shredded material onto the floor. “If it will make you feel better, go for it.” Shackling her wrist once more, he placed the blade in her hand and raised it. She resisted, but it was futile. He kept moving the tip forward until it was pressed against his heart.

			She fought with all her strength. While his grip never tightened, there was no getting free.

			Then he leaned in until the knife pierced his flesh. A trickle of blood rolled down his chest.

			“Stop it!”

			“This is what you wanted, isn’t it?”

			“No. It was reflex.”

			“Are you sure?” Like something from her nightmares, he loomed over her. A muscle under his eye twitched and his jaw was taut. The knife sank deeper. The flow of blood quickened.

			Yelling in frustration, she brought her knee up fast and hard. Asher jumped back rather than get nailed in the balls. She yanked her arm out of his iron grip.

			The wound healed before her eyes, bloodstains on his flesh and pants the only sign of their altercation.

			Damn him for doing that. She threw the knife to the floor and backed away from him. “Why?”

			“Jo.”

			“No.” She didn’t want any explanation, excuses, or lies or whatever else he had to say. Her hands shook, and she was sick to her stomach, her insides churning with upset and fear.

			“I’m sorry. I know all of this has been difficult for you.”

			She blinked water out of her eyes. “You’re sorry? I am, too. Sorry you were ever dragged into my life. Sorry I was ever dragged into this mess.” She didn’t regret meeting him but kept that to herself. It was time to put some distance between them.

			When had everything gone so wrong? A profound sadness echoed inside her.

			“You’re not leaving.” He folded his arms over his chest, practically daring her to disagree.

			“I can’t stay.” It was too dangerous to her heart. The fragile organ had decided he was it for her. Complicated, maddening, sexy, and dangerous—Asher was hers.

			A low growl rose from deep in his chest. “I won’t let you leave.”

			“You’re not responsible for me,” she shot back. “I’ve been on my own a long time. Hell, I took care of myself this evening.” Before she could stop herself, she added, “I don’t need you.”

			He threw back his head and roared—his features contorted in pain. The glass in the mirror over the sink cracked, splitting from end to end. Panting hard, his face a mask of pain, he lowered his chin. “I failed you tonight.”

			Was that what his remoteness was all about? “That wasn’t your fault. You had no idea someone would come after me in the bathroom.”

			“You’re mine.”

			Her heart gave a little jump at the hard, possessive tone. “Asher?”

			She wasn’t sure who moved first, but she was in his arms. His mouth slammed down on hers, their lips melding until all the air was sucked from her lungs.

			“You could have died.” Water poured down from the showerhead, soaking his pants. Hands clasping the sides of her face, he placed frantic kisses along her jaw and down her neck.

			“I didn’t.” She dug her nails into his back, gasping for air when he dragged his teeth over her shoulder.

			“You can’t. Not ever.”

			“Asher.” That was impossible and they both knew it.

			“No. I’m done talking.” He lifted her into his arms with her back against the tiled wall. His lips slanted across hers. He nibbled on the bottom one and then plunged deep, exploring, tasting, claiming.

			This was all she needed. His hands on her. His mouth on hers. Tomorrow would come, but until then, they were together.

			Need flooded through her. She was overheated, as though running a fever. Even the cooling water was welcome. Her skin was hot, sensitive to each touch. Every stroke of his fingers magnified a hundred-fold.

			This was no gentle lover but a man demanding a response from his mate. She responded to the primitive call.

			Was this what she’d hoped for when she’d picked a fight?

			The wildness inside her broke free. She dragged her nails over his back and down to his butt, managing to shove her hands beneath the waistband of his pants. Groaning, he lifted her higher and took her nipple into his mouth, sucking hard.

			“Take them off.” She dragged at his pants, trying to get to him. He snarled and ripped the offending clothing away, never losing contact with her. Lifting her higher, he flicked his tongue over the tip of her breast.

			Her breath caught in her throat, and she tightened her legs around him.

			“Now,” she demanded. Fury and fear had morphed into something more basic and primal. She was empty inside, needed something other than fear and loneliness to fill her.

			I need him.

			It was both terrifying and exhilarating. He made her weak. But they seemed to share the same problem, putting them on equal footing.

			He held her easily with one arm and positioned the head of his shaft against her slick opening. “Look at me,” he ordered. “See me.”

			She threaded her fingers through his hair. It looked darker when wet. “I do. I see you.” Was blind to all else in this moment.

			He drove home.

			“Yes.” He filled her, leaving no room for monsters to hide. “More.” His erection stretched her sheath as he pushed even deeper. “So good.” She ran her hands over his chest and biceps, loving the play of his muscles.

			“Hold on.” His voice was raspy and low.

			She clung to him as he powered in and out, hitting all the right spots, knowing just how hard and fast to push to make her crazy. The man paid attention when they made love.

			Her inner muscles clamped down hard. There was no slow build-up, no warning. Her orgasm slammed into her, shooting her into the heavens. Her thighs tightened around his, and she buried her face in his neck. Stars exploded. Or maybe she did. She feared the pieces of herself were scattered, never to be reassembled again, at least not as they once were.

			A guttural moan was pulled from the very depths of him, a sound of both acute pleasure and pain.

			“Let me taste you.”

			“What?” Still in an orgasmic haze, she didn’t understand what he was asking.

			“Just a tiny sip.” When she tensed, he pressed his lips to her temple. “It won’t change you,” he promised.

			The thought terrified her, even as her entire body shuddered with desire. Did she really want this? Could she even do it?

			“Then you’ll drink from me,” he continued. “Just a sip. The echo of my blood in you will call to me. I’ll always be able to find you.” He pushed her hair out of her face, his expression one of hope and resignation. “Please.”

			This powerful man, this immortal vampire could take whatever he wanted, but he was asking—no, begging her.

			“Why is it so important?” The glow from their lovemaking was fading, the cold water from the shower chilling. When she shivered, he slowly released her, reached behind him, and turned off the taps.

			The silence was deafening.

			Without a word, he got a towel and dried her before using his super speed to do the same to himself. Leaving their clothing on the floor and the knife still in the corner of the shower, he lifted her into his arms and took her to bed.

			The silence extended even when they were tucked under the covers. Should she say something? Shrouded in uncertainty, she held her tongue.

			“I love you.” His voice was hoarse, as though the words were ripped from his soul.

			“What?” She tried to bolt upright but was unable to with his arm cradling her against his chest. He couldn’t love her, could he? She was no one special. Panic warred with hope.

			“There is no other for me,” he continued as though she hadn’t spoken. “I will protect you to my last breath. I couldn’t save my family. I will not lose you.”

			As a vow, it was huge.

			She swallowed heavily. “Asher, I—”

			He pressed two fingers against her lips. “You do not have to say anything in return. I know you don’t always trust me or what I am.”

			His smile was forced, the distress beneath it very real. He’d opened himself up to her. Could she do the same?

			He’s braver than I am.

			That didn’t sit well with her. But she didn’t respond right away. This was too important not to give it the consideration it deserved. When she tried to sit up this time, he let her.

			For better or worse, this was her man. Her mind might have doubts, but her heart was all in.

			She tilted her head to one side, offering her neck. “Do it.”

			… 

			He’d battled creatures of darkness and nightmare for thousands upon thousands of years. Done it without fear.

			Now his heart quivered as he laid himself bare.

			As much as he longed to hear her return his vow of love, he wouldn’t let her speak, worried she’d feel pressured to return the sentiment without truly meaning it. Beneath the tough exterior of a seasoned hunter lurked a kind and tender heart.

			Worse would be if she didn’t love him back and tried to let him down gently.

			Pulling on years of experience, he had himself under control when she started to sit up. Her bicolored eyes were solemn. Her lips were slightly swollen from his kisses. He’d been rough, but she hadn’t objected. Had met him as an equal. As a lover.

			When she tilted her head to one side, he was drawn to the blood pulsing just beneath her milky white skin. Her hair was so short there was nothing to cover the slope of her shoulder.

			He swallowed heavily and kept his mouth shut, not wanting her to see his fangs. His mouth salivated for just one sip, one drop of her blood. He bit back a moan.

			“Do it.”

			“What?” It was impossible to comprehend anything over the craving clawing at him. Was she saying what he thought, or was it nothing more than wishful thinking?

			“Take my blood. Just a sip,” she added. She nibbled on her bottom lip, unsure but trying to be brave. The love in his heart expanded until it occupied his entire being.

			“You don’t have to do this.” That he’d even ask it of her after everything she’d been through shamed him. As much as he coveted a taste of her, he had to offer her an out.

			She’d been ready to run. He’d seen the panic in her eyes, the bleak acceptance of her fate. Jo was the strongest woman he’d ever known, but today’s events had pushed her to the breaking point. Now he was asking even more from her. Her courage humbled him.

			If he was a better man, he’d walk away. But the creature he’d become would sell his soul to make her his in every way.

			He rubbed his thumb over her bottom lip. The scent of her fear burned his nostrils. That she was offering, even while afraid, meant everything. “Jo,” he began.

			I have to leave.

			“I trust you.” Those three simple words sealed her fate. They were as good as “I love you.” Maybe better. Because her trust was not something she gave lightly.

			“Jo.” He had no words. Was this some kind of sacrifice to prove herself?

			She shifted on the bed, fisting the covers in her hands so hard her knuckles were white. “Just do it.”

			Waiting would only increase her nervousness. As gently as he could, he sank his sharp teeth into her flesh. Her blood, sweet and pure, flowed into his mouth.

			The richest honey, even the ambrosia of the gods, could not compare to the taste of his Jo. The urge to gorge, to drown himself in her essence, was strong. But overriding even bloodlust was the necessity to not betray her trust.

			He carefully eased away and licked the puncture wounds. The small amount of blood should have done nothing for him, but it soaked into every cell of his body until there wasn’t a part of him that didn’t contain some part of her.

			Her eyes were wide, the green and brown colors richer, deeper. Her bottom lip seemed almost swollen. Had she bitten it? “That it?”

			“Almost.” He dragged an elongated fingernail over his flesh just above his heart. “Drink from me. Just a sip,” he encouraged when she hesitated.

			Squaring her shoulders as though going into battle, she dragged her tongue over the blood that had pooled from the small cut. As soon as she swallowed, the connection snapped into place with the force of a titanium shackle closing around them.

			She gasped, her fingers clutching her throat. “What’s happening?” There was no accusation in her tone, only a question.

			“That is the bond.” He ran his hand over her hair before cupping the back of her head and drawing her to him. “I will always be able to find you now.”

			She placed her hand against her chest. “I can feel you here. Is it always like this?”

			Asher shrugged. “I have no idea. I have never given my blood to another.”

			“Never?”

			He’d surprised and pleased her. “I never wanted to before. Never will again.” He brushed his mouth against hers, tasting his blood on her lips.

			Only she carried a part of him inside her.

			An echo of dark foreboding swept through him, threatening to steal his joy. A forewarning? It disappeared as fast as it had come, leaving him uneasy. Fate wasn’t through with them yet.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			“This is a mistake.” Asher’s scowl deepened. They’d spent the past fifteen minutes arguing about the text message he’d received from Bernard.

			“He says he has information. It’s been two days since the last vamp attack. We need some kind of break. Bernard has a lot of children.” It was still weird to think of it that way. “Maybe one of them stumbled across something. Or maybe they were contacted by whoever is behind all this. You have to admit, it’s possible.” And they needed something to break this impasse.

			“Why doesn’t he answer his damn phone?”

			Jo threw her hands in the air. “I don’t know. He said it was something he wanted to discuss in person. If you’re so worried, I’ll go with you.” She was halfway to the closet to retrieve her coat when Asher was suddenly in front of her.

			She jolted back a step. “I wish you wouldn’t pull that zippy speed shit.” Heart thudding, she shoved him aside and reached for the door handle.

			“It could be a trap.” He cupped her face in his hands and rubbed his thumbs over her cheeks. “I’m not willing to risk you.”

			Warmth filled her chest even as icy fear clutched her gut. “But you’re willing to risk yourself. If it’s a trap, we should go together.”

			Something had changed between them after they’d shared blood. Their connection had solidified and deepened. Never in her life would she have believed she’d actually agree to such a thing, let alone embrace it. No lie, she’d trembled with fear, second-guessed herself, wondered if she was making a huge mistake, right up until he’d bitten her. But either the trust was there, or it wasn’t. His blood had tasted sweet, not metallic or nasty. The experience intimate in a way she’d never thought possible.

			She’d always been aware of his presence, but it had amplified. Sometimes she knew what he was thinking. Whether it was because of their new connection or simply because she was coming to know him well, who could say?

			They hadn’t talked about his confession of love. It was still too new, too precious. A superstitious part of her was afraid to say anything for fear of losing it and him.

			The growl he emitted was more rabid dog than man or vampire. “It’s safer for you here.”

			“Fine. You do that speed walking thing you do. You can get to Bernard’s, find out what he knows, and get back in no time.” When he hesitated, she added, “Am I right? Wait, is he still in Long Island? Isn’t that where he sent his family?”

			“The text says he’s back in Manhattan.” He rubbed his thumb over her bottom lip. As a distraction, it almost worked. Asher had been insatiable since she’d taken his blood. Come to think of it, so had she.

			“See, he’s not that far away. We can’t go on like this.” She was going stir-crazy being shut inside. “We haven’t heard anything from Bjorn or Maccus. There’ve been no more attempts on my life.”

			“You haven’t been outside,” he reminded her.

			“Exactly. I’ll stay here, even though it’s not fair I can’t go with you.” She caught his hand in hers and pressed her lips against his palm. “I’ll be safe. I promise. I have my phone, and the place has an alarm system.”

			He pulled out his phone and punched in Bernard’s number. It rang and rang and rang. Then he tried another number.

			“Who are you calling now?” She tried to get a good look at the screen but couldn’t quite see.

			“Stanley, Bernard’s young hacker.” He cut the connection and shoved the phone into his pocket. “He should answer.”

			“Not if he’s hacking. You know what you’re like when you get in the zone. And the text originated from Bernard, right? You checked that.”

			“I did.” He dragged his fingers through his hair. The muscles in his jaw flexed and rippled. “It’s too convenient that no one is answering.”

			“You think it’s a way to separate us, to get you outside?” As plans went, it was a good one—tempt them with information they wouldn’t be able to ignore.

			“Yes.”

			“But if the text originated from Bernard’s phone…”

			“He and his family could be in grave danger.”

			“I’m going with you.” Who’d have thought she’d ever volunteer to protect a vamp? “If he’s in danger because of me—”

			“If something happened, it’s not your fault. That lies solely on whoever is behind this.” His lips flattened, and  small lines extended from the corners of his eyes as they narrowed. He was as concerned as she was.

			“You need to go.” And as much as she hated to admit it, having her with him would be a distraction. “I’ll stay here.”

			“Promise me.” He wrapped his arms around her and hugged her tight.

			It would be the first time they’d been apart since he’d taken her blood. For a woman who’d spent the past decade alone, she’d gotten used to being with him faster than she could have imagined.

			But as he continually reminded her, he was special.

			“I won’t leave the apartment.”

			“I’ll be back as fast as I can. Keep your phone on.”

			“I will.”

			He swooped down and captured her mouth with his. Fear knotted her stomach, but she ignored it. This had to be done. Asher was as old as dirt, a badass, a member of the Forgotten Brotherhood. He had this. They were both breathing heavily when they parted.

			“Stay safe,” he told her. “You are my heart.”

			Warmth filled her chest, even as worry ate at her. This is a mistake. They needed to stick together. Her hand shook as she patted his arm. “You stay safe, too.”

			He waited a heartbeat longer before heading to the elevator. She missed him as soon as the doors shut behind him.

			“Damn it.” She leaned against the wall and gently rapped her forehead against it a couple of times. “You are such a coward.” He’d told her he loved her, but she kept holding back.

			She prowled through the living room and dining area, stopping long enough to stare out the window. The sun was setting over the city. Asher would lose his advantage over any other vampires as night closed in. “He’s got this.”

			Hunting was what she did. It was in her blood, who she was. It sucked to be left behind. But with Asher gone, it was the perfect time to do some research on the Egyptian gods. She hadn’t wanted to ask him about his past because of the bad memories associated with it. But he’d come from that time, so she wanted to know everything.

			Before she got down to business, she needed to check in on her own life.

			Digging her phone out of her pocket, she brought up her email. Junk mail, an alert for a sale from her favorite store, pizza coupons. A local bail bondsman she worked for wanted her to do a job. The money would be great but going on a fugitive retrieval was out of the question. She deleted them all. Her bank account could absorb the hit, just not for too long. She couldn’t keep paying bills on an apartment she wasn’t living in.

			Her phone rang, and she answered without checking the number. “Asher?”

			“No, it’s Morrigan.”

			Surprised, but glad for the distraction, she perched on one of the barstools that ran along the kitchen counter. “Any news on your end?”

			“Sorry. Nothing.”

			She slumped against the counter and stared up at the ceiling. “I figured. We’ve heard nothing new, but Asher is checking out a lead.”

			“He left you there alone?” Her shock made Jo defensive.

			“I can take care of myself.”

			“I never meant to imply otherwise. I just know how possessive Maccus is.”

			Was that some sort of insult toward Asher? It wasn’t what she’d expect from Morrigan.

			Or was she being overly sensitive because she was at the end of her rope? Before she could decide if she needed to take offense on his behalf, Morrigan continued.

			“I figured you’d be getting restless right about now.”

			“That’s an understatement.” Jo was to the point where a root canal would be a welcome outing.

			“Want to grab a coffee?” The offer surprised her.

			“I promised Asher I’d stay here while he was gone.” He’d been quite explicit about her staying inside.

			“How about I come over? Maccus is with me, so you don’t have to worry about the bad guys.”

			Right. Because the baddest guy I know is with her. 

			“Why don’t you come on up and we can wait? He won’t be long.”

			“You got it.”

			Jo hurried toward the elevator. At the last second, she retrieved some knives and slid her sword on, pulling a hoodie on to cover it. Morrigan might be safe around Maccus, but the big guy made her nervous.

			She could almost see Asher rolling his eyes. The image made her grin.

			The elevator dinged. It had a security system, but Maccus had bypassed it before. They’d gotten here faster than she’d expected. The door slid open. The greeting on her lips died.

			It wasn’t Morrigan or Maccus.

			Oh fuck.

			… 

			He’d barely left and couldn’t wait to get back to Jo. It was the right call for her to stay home. She was safer there, and he could move much quicker without her.

			He’d never had anything to lose before.

			It wasn’t easy to zip through the city streets at top speed. There was always the concern of running into a bus or mowing down a person if he wasn’t vigilant. He’d had to take the back streets for most of the trip and slow down once he’d reached Bernard’s building.

			He sped up the fire escape stairwell to the penthouse, unwilling to wait for the elevator. An eerie silence greeted him when he shoved the double doors to the apartment open.

			A quick search confirmed the place was empty.

			It was a trap. Not for him but for Jo.

			Racing down the stairs at blinding speed, he was already on the phone. “Pick up. Pick up.”

			He burst out onto the sidewalk, leaped over a bus, and wove in and out of people so fast an icy breeze licked their skin. Desperate, he called Maccus, not surprised when Morrigan answered. “Hey, Asher.”

			“Get to my place. Now. I got lured out and Jo isn’t answering.”

			“We’re on our way.”

			He practically flew up the stairs of the secret fire escape that was accessed from his bedroom, shoved the door open, and burst into the walk-in closet. She has to be okay. She was his heart, his reward for ten thousand years of loneliness.

			Fear gripped his throat, almost choking him. The silence threatened to crush him. There was no heartbeat.

			Please be alive.

			It wasn’t her dead body on the floor, but her crossbow. A lone metal bolt was a few feet away.

			He threw back his head and screamed, “Jo!” Artwork tumbled to the floor, and glass shattered.

			The beast rose inside him, turning his vision red. Bloodlust roared through him. 

			I’ll kill them all. 

			His breath was coming in heaving gasps. Thinking was impossible. When the elevator bell dinged, he snarled and sprang.

			A woman screamed. Asher was tossed aside and slammed into a wall. He rolled to his feet and attacked again.

			A bright light blinded him. He brought his arm up to protect his eyes.

			“Stop it,” a woman ordered, her voice firm but tinged with panic.

			He shook his head, trying to clear it. “Jo?” Was it her? Was she safe?

			“No, it’s Morrigan. Put that down,” she ordered. But he wasn’t holding anything. When the blinding light receded, he lowered his arm. The brilliance was emanating from a sword Maccus held at his side.

			Fuck, he’d attacked them. It was a miracle he was still alive, that Maccus hadn’t ended his existence.

			“I’m sorry.” He bent forward, head lowered, and hands pressed against his thighs. “Jo’s gone. Taken. She promised me she’d stay here while I checked out a lead from someone we met. His text said he had information but wanted to talk in person.”

			“And you didn’t think that was a trap?” Maccus slid the sword into a scabbard on his back. Guess that meant he’d live another day.

			“Of course I did. But Bernard wasn’t answering his phone. We worried someone had gotten to him and his family. Jo wanted me to go. Hell, she wanted to go, but I thought it was safer here. She was supposed to be safe. I was only gone ten minutes, maybe twelve. How did you get here so fast? I just called you.” He slammed his mouth shut to stop babbling.

			“Asher,” Morrigan’s voice was gentle. “That was fifteen minutes ago. We got here as fast as we could. I’d talked to Jo earlier, and we were already on our way here.”

			He’d lost all that time while locked in the fury of bloodlust. Unacceptable.

			“Someone took her.” Maccus inhaled deeply. He glanced at Morrigan. “What do you think?”

			“Faint hint of what might be sulphur. Hard to tell, for sure.”

			“A demon?” The rage bled from Asher’s pores, leaving only ice behind. “Lucifer is behind this?”

			“Maybe. Rogue demons have no problems kidnapping or killing if the price is right.” She softened her tone, but nothing could dull the edge of the words she spoke.

			“Jo is not dead.” He put his hand to his heart and focused. “I can feel her.” A light in his soul. It was faint but there.

			“You drank from her?” Maccus’s frown was fierce.

			“Just a sip and she did the same. I needed to be able to track her.”

			“That’s good, right?” Morrigan looked from one to the other.

			“He’s never allowed anyone to drink from him before,” Maccus told her.

			“Never?”

			Asher shook his head and walked toward the elevator. “I can follow the sense of her.” It might be faster to use the stairs, but there was still a faint odor of sulphur. He could track that. “Wish Bjorn was around. That bastard has a nose better than a bloodhound.”

			Maccus shook his head as the elevator doors closed. “Bjorn is halfway across the country. No help there.”

			Asher inhaled sharply. Beneath the odor of demon was the lightest fragrance of the soap Jo had used in the shower.

			Images bombarded him. Jo fiercely fighting, enjoying pancakes and bacon at a diner, frowning at him, smiling at him, naked and beneath him. Always Jo. Only Jo.

			“We’ll get her back,” Morrigan promised. Maccus said nothing because he was more practical. Asher knew as well as his friend did that whoever took Jo might just leave her lifeless body somewhere to send a message.

			When they reached the sidewalk, he turned in both directions. “This way.” He went left, going as fast as he could without losing the faint trail and the pulse of his blood in her.

			She would not die. Not his hunter. She’d fight. 

			I have to find her. 

			… 

			Jo’s head throbbed, but she instinctively swallowed back a moan. What the hell had happened? She’d been waiting for Morrigan and Maccus to arrive, but someone else had showed up.

			No, make that something else.

			A creature with leathery skin, very sharp teeth, and huge claws. She had managed to get off a shot from her crossbow before the thing had taken her down.

			Too bad she hadn’t done any lasting damage. The metal bolt had bounced right off his thick hide.

			She opened her eyes the tiniest sliver and peered through the slits. It was dark, wherever she was. A cool breeze brushed her face. 

			Where the hell am I?

			She silently moved her arms and legs, relieved that she wasn’t tied up or injured. Pressing her hands against the ground, she levered herself up to a seated position.

			Her stomach lurched. The pain in her head increased.

			Got it, no sudden movements.

			“You sure the email said this is where to find her?”

			“This is the place.”

			The male voices were getting nearer. Ignoring her sick stomach and pounding head, she scooted back against a wall. She blinked several times to try to bring the world back into focus.

			Why had the leathery guy dumped her here? She was behind some building but had no idea what part of the city she was in or even if she was still in New York.

			“A million each if we kill this chick, right?” One of the men sounded really excited.

			“We could buy our own place with that much money. Impress the ladies.”

			“We don’t need to impress them, remember? We can just put them in our thrall and they’re ours for the taking.”

			She’d heard more than enough. Using the wall to support her, she pushed to her feet. A quick check assured her she still had all her knives and the sword was still strapped to her back, hidden by her hoodie.

			So I was kidnapped by idiots. Even better.

			While Asher was the real target, she was the bait.

			“I can hear you breathing,” one of the men said. “Why don’t you come on out? We’ll make this quick and painless.”

			“That supposed to be an enticement?” She took a single step forward but kept her back to the wall. “Hello, boys.”

			They didn’t look more than twenty, but that didn’t mean anything. They were both wearing dark jeans and leather jackets.

			“We’re not boys.” The pouty expression on his face had her rolling her eyes and reassessing. They likely were as young as they seemed. “We’re vampires.” He flashed his fangs.

			When she continued to just stand there, he frowned. “Why isn’t she screaming?” he asked his buddy.

			“For God’s sake. I’ve seen it all before. You’ve been sent to your death.”

			The guy doing all the talking shook his head. “No, you’re the one who’s going to die.”

			“I know, for two million dollars, which you won’t live long enough to spend.” The longer she kept them talking, the more her head cleared and the better chance there was of Asher actually finding her.

			Because he’d tear the city apart looking for her.

			“We’re still in New York, right?” Might as well ask.

			“You high or something? Of course we’re in New York. Maybe that’s why she didn’t scream. She’s high.” The talker glanced at his buddy, who stayed silent.

			“I’m not high. Some demon creature kidnapped me and brought me here.”

			“Doesn’t matter how you got here. We get the money as long as you die. All we need to do is take a picture and send proof.” He waved his phone in the air.

			If she could get his phone, maybe Asher could trace where the picture was supposed to be sent. It was a faint hope, at best, but better than nothing. And speaking of her lover, “You ever heard the name Asher?” If he was the boogeyman, she might as well use the connection.

			The talker shook his head but the silent one straightened from his slouch. “I heard the name.”

			Maybe at least one of them had some sense.

			“Fuck this Asher guy. I don’t care about him. And what kind of name is that anyway?” the talker added.

			“You should.” She rolled her shoulders and slightly bent her knees, ready in case one or both attacked. “He got the name because he ashes vampires. He’s the oldest of your kind.”

			“He’s a myth,” the quiet one said.

			“He’s very real. He’s the one your Council calls when they can’t handle a rogue.”

			“Well, he’s not here, is he?” The talker licked his lips and smiled. “And I want that money.”

			The quieter one shook his head. “It’s not worth it.”

			“You’re a bloody coward. We’re stronger than she is. She’s only human.”

			Jo drew two knives and held them easily in front of her. “What I am is a hunter.”

			“Then why hasn’t that Asher guy killed you? See, she’s lying,” he told his buddy.

			“I’m not lying. And if you want to keep on living, you need to walk away.”

			“I ain’t walking away from that much money.” The talker launched himself at her.

			Jo flung her knives at their target.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			The yell of pain that split the night had his heart racing and his knees weak. He rounded the end of the building and came to a dead stop. A male lay on the ground with two knives sticking from his chest. Jo stood like an angel of death, back to the wall, sword at the ready.

			No, not an angel. A hunter.

			He breathed out a breath he didn’t know he’d been holding. 

			Her throw was a little off center once again. They’d have to work on that.

			“You’re pulling to the left.”

			“He was a moving target,” she shot back. Her words were cocky, but there was relief in her voice.

			Another male had his hands out in front of him and was slowly backing away. Knowing Maccus would handle him, Asher stalked toward her. His fangs had dropped, and his eyes were burning red. He was the monster from her nightmare, but she lowered her weapon.

			“You’re alive.” The hoarse whisper was torn from his soul. He placed his hand on the side of her face. She covered his hand with hers.

			He swallowed heavily. The last time he’d experienced such terror was the night he’d died. Something evil whispered in the breeze and sent an icy shiver of dread through him.

			That was the last time he’d had something, or someone, to lose.

			He took her mouth, tasting her sweet lips, breathing in the sheer presence of her. She went up on her toes and clung to him, twining her tongue with his.

			She’s alive. She’s alive. It was a chant in his blood, the very beat of his heart.

			“You scared the hell out of me,” he admitted her when he finally released her.

			“I’m fine.” She patted his chest. Her skin was pale, her hair mussed, but she was as steady as always. “These vamps weren’t much of a challenge and that one”—she pointed at the guy being held by Maccus—“had already decided to walk away.” The one on the ground with knives sticking out of his chest groaned. “This one wasn’t as smart.”

			Asher snarled and started toward him, but she grabbed his arm and held on. “Wait a minute. They were supposed to send proof of death to an email address on that one’s phone.” She indicated the guy on the ground.

			“I understand.” He dropped a quick kiss on her forehead, set her aside, and went to deal with the latest threat toward his woman. “Do you know who I am?” he asked the male, who was busy trying to yank the blades from his chest.

			“No, man.” His eyes darted all around, not lingering on Asher. “She knifed me.” He sounded bewildered and so very young.

			Asher crouched beside him and yanked out the first blade. He screamed, his back bowing off the ground. Vampires might heal quickly, but they still felt pain acutely. The younger they were, the less experience they had dealing with it.

			“What did you expect would happen?” He twirled the blade in his hand and waited for an answer.

			“You know.” He licked his lips and started to shrug but winced instead. The knife wound in his chest was closing.

			“No, tell me.” Asher placed his hand on top of the remaining knife and drove it deeper.

			The scream echoed off the surrounding buildings. He was panting heavily, searching for help that wasn’t coming. “Easy money, man. A million dollars. Or two, since my buddy was a fucking coward.”

			He shook his head at the sheer stupidity and waste of it all. “Not all humans are easy pickings.” Hand on the blade, he twisted it.

			“Asher.” Jo came up behind him and hovered there.

			“No, he was going to kill you. For money. Just because you fought back and won doesn’t mean he won’t do it again.”

			“I won’t. I swear I won’t. I promise.” The words tumbled out of the male’s mouth.

			He’d heard it before, but his kind never changed. They enjoyed the thrill of the forbidden, of being stronger and more dangerous than those around them. This one was beyond redemption. He took a deep breath, knowing what he had to do.

			“You will.” So much potential that would go unrealized, because he had an inflated sense of entitlement. “Have you harmed innocents before?” The question was a compulsion, one that had to be answered.

			He shook his head, even as the opposite spilled past his lips. “Three times. No four. Okay, five. But it was bloodlust. I got carried away.”

			“The truth,” Asher demanded as he yanked the remaining blade out.

			His yell turned to a whimper. “I liked it. All my life, women turned me away, but I could make them want me.”

			“No, you couldn’t, because you didn’t change, didn’t learn and grow. All women are to be respected. You don’t take what they don’t offer.” It was the worst kind of abuse, in his opinion.

			“I have to eat,” he complained. “And they wanted it. They said they didn’t, but they did. I know they did. Why shouldn’t I just take what I want?”

			“You could have easily fed without doing them harm.” He knew Jo would argue that taking their blood without their knowledge was harming them, but the reality of the situation dictated that vampires needed blood.

			“I’ll change. I promise.”

			He couldn’t be impartial because it was Jo’s life that had been at stake. This was not a decision he could make alone. He looked to Maccus, who nodded.

			So be it.

			Asher brought the knife down hard, driving it into the male’s chest. It was the work of seconds to shove his hand into the cavity he’d created and yank out the heart. “So young,” he muttered.

			The death weighed heavy on him, but there was nothing else he could have done. The rules had been broken, innocent women harmed, and some killed with no remorse. If left alive, he would have continued to do the same and even escalated.

			“Where is the Vampire Council?” His job was to handle dangerous rogues they couldn’t, not punks like this.

			He stood to face the other vampire.

			“I didn’t hurt anyone,” he protested.

			“Yet you came here to do just that.” He gripped the man’s chin between his thumb and forefinger. “Tell me the truth.”

			“I honestly thought it was a lark. I mean, it was an anonymous email offering two million dollars. I figured I’d tag along to keep him out of trouble.”

			Every year that he’d lived pressed down on him, the sheer weight almost too much to bear. Why were so many of the young so foolish? “That didn’t work out so well.”

			“No, it didn’t. I only met him a few weeks ago.”

			“Who was his maker?” Jo asked. She stood beside him, her hand on his back, grounding him.

			“Some guy named Damian. He got himself ashed a while back somewhere in Alaska, of all places.”

			Maccus released his captive. “That’s curious, indeed. And certainly a reason why a young vampire would run amok.”

			There was a story there, but it would have to wait until he’d dealt with this. “And you?” Asher asked. “Who are you, and who made you?”

			“I’m Frank. Frank Boggs, originally from Iowa. Etienne Macron in France was my maker. I was over there on holiday when it happened. I wanted to come home. I’m on a six-month trial stay here.”

			Asher got his information and released him with the warning he’d be contacting his maker and the Council. “Tread lightly, Frank. The next time you see me will be your last.”

			The young man nodded and then, surprisingly, turned to Jo. “I’m real sorry.”

			“You tried to talk him out of it.”

			His eyes strayed to the pile of clothes that was all that remained of his buddy. Then Frank turned and ran like the wind.

			“You recognized that name, didn’t you? Damian?” He’d seen the slight flicker of recognition in Maccus’s eyes.

			“Another questionable contract a few months back.”

			“Alexei?”

			“Alexei? You’ve mentioned him before. Some sort of bear, right?” Jo asked.

			Asher dragged her into his arms and pressed his lips against the top of her head. Having her in his arms helped quell the fury and fear pulsing through him with every beat of his heart. “Russian polar bear vampire. A dangerous hybrid. What happened with him?” he asked. “We need to know.”

			Maccus walked over to the discarded pile of clothes and dug through them until he found the wallet and phone. He tossed both at Asher, who had to release Jo to catch them.

			“Check the phone first,” he ordered.

			Asher swallowed his impatience. Pushing wouldn’t get him answers any faster. He turned on the phone and scrolled through messages. “Same sender who’s been behind all of this.” He read one message in particular and then smiled at Jo. “Want to play dead?”

			The air stirred and thickened with fury. The malevolence he’d sensed recently was back, and it was close. “Stay behind me,” he warned Jo.

			“What is it?” she asked. “I’ve felt this before.”

			Maccus backed Morrigan into a corner, putting her out of harm’s way.

			Whoever this was, they were no youngster. There was power behind the hatred that he could taste. It was old and strangely familiar.

			“How about she plays dead for real?” A shadow detached from the wall. Asher blinked several times, unable to believe his eyes. It couldn’t be.

			“Mosi?”

			… 

			Who or what was Mosi?

			The newcomer was slightly taller than Asher but exuded a confidence that was similar. His hair was dark, his skin a light brown, but she couldn’t tell his eye color in the dim light.

			“I go by Eric now. Such a common name but fitting in is the key to staying alive. And I do so enjoy my life.”

			“Asher?” Why had his face lost all color? All he was doing was staring at the newcomer. This is so not good.

			She glanced at Maccus, but all his attention was on the latest threat.

			Great, someone else who wanted to kill her. The demon had made her knees weak and scared her spitless. This guy sent a chill right to the very core of her being. He was not only dangerous to her but to Asher.

			Her blood was like ice, and her stomach threatened to rebel. She locked her knees and dug deep for courage.

			“This is my brother.” She barely heard his whisper. When the words sank in, her heart skipped a beat.

			“I thought they all died.” That’s what he’d told her. But he hadn’t found all the bodies.

			Eric laughed. “No thanks to him. Did he tell you that he hid inside with our mother? His one job was to protect her, and he failed.”

			She swallowed back her protest, not wanting to antagonize Eric. He was as old as Asher. Was he as powerful?

			“Why?” The anguish in Asher’s voice brought tears to her eyes. “All these years. Why didn’t you ever let me know you were alive? I thought you died that night. I looked for your body.”

			“Tell the great vampire slayer I was alive?” Bitterness coated his laugh. “You’d already allowed our mother to die. I wasn’t going to give you the chance to murder me.”

			Asher took the accusation like a blow, flinching from it. This guy was really starting to piss her off. He knew right where to hit his brother for the biggest impact. And Asher was reeling.

			While she had firsthand experience with survivor’s guilt, understood it all too well, it was time to fight back.

			“He couldn’t have done anything more than he did. He was anemic.” If he wouldn’t defend himself, she would.

			“Is that what he told you?” Eric’s smile was nasty and cruel. “Weak and lazy. That’s all that was wrong with him. And then Sekhmet blessed him. Him!” The roar shook the surrounding buildings. Several pigeons took off from the roof, flapping madly as they flew away.

			So much pent-up anger.

			“Why now?” she echoed Asher’s earlier question. “You’ve been around for thousands of years.” She pressed a hand against her stomach, afraid she already knew the answer.

			“Why you, my dear.” His studied her from head to toe. It was like having thousands of spiders crawling over her skin. Swimming in a pool of eels would have left her feeling less slimy. There wasn’t enough hot water and soap in the world to rid her of the taint.

			“It was fun to watch my brother from afar when he was alone and nothing more than an instrument of the goddess. I could enjoy the misery he experienced every time he had to put down a vampire. Weak,” he spat. “We are superior to humans. They live to serve our whims.”

			“We could have been a family, real brothers instead of only being related by blood.” Asher’s voice was stronger, but he was still too unsteady for her peace of mind. “I would have welcomed you, helped you.”

			God, this had to be tearing Asher apart.

			“You would have murdered me,” Eric roared. “Or tried to. Bad enough I’ve had to keep my actions secret. Killing you would be a pleasure, but it might bring Sekhmet, and I enjoy living too much.

			“Now you’ve given me my perfect revenge. I take the woman he loves from him, leaving him broken and in anguish, while I go back to my perfect life.”

			“Not so perfect if you’ve spent all these years obsessing about him,” she shot back. Why wasn’t Maccus saying anything? He was as still as a statue, hiding Morrigan from sight.

			“I should have killed you that night,” Eric continued, seeming lost in his own thoughts.

			Asher stirred. “What do you mean?”

			“You were always worthless.”

			“Worthless,” Asher repeated. He shook himself as though coming out of a daze. “The vampire who attacked and killed our mother, the one who started to drain me, said that. He struck so fast it was impossible to see him. It was so dark that night, the shadows swallowing everything and everyone.”

			Shit, this wasn’t good. She drew the sword from the sheath at her back and held it down by her side. Her fingers flexed around the handle. Any paranormal creature would die without their head. All she needed was an opening.

			Eric’s smile was twisted and evil. “She was weak, always protecting you. You were her favorite. I was the oldest. I worked harder than any of the rest of you. If she’d been kinder to me, I might have let her live.”

			“Tell me you didn’t kill her. She was our mother.” Anguish bled from every word.

			“I thought I’d die when I was bitten. So many did. But I survived when thousands perished. I was stronger, invincible.” He licked his lips, flashing his fangs. “I couldn’t stomach your blood. If I had known how things would turn out, I would have cut your head off that night instead of leaving you for dead. I’ve killed thousands. Now I’ll do the same to your woman.”

			Asher’s roar of fury shook the ground as he launched himself at his brother. The two of them slammed together with a force that should have killed them. It had to have shattered bones.

			“What’s happening?” They were moving too fast for her to see. There was no mistaking the sound of flesh pounding flesh. Blood sprayed around them. “Do something,” she demanded of Maccus.

			He shook his head. “This is a family matter. He wouldn’t thank me to step in.”

			Fucking useless. Maccus might not want to get involved, but she had no such reservations.

			Eric smashed against the wall nearest her and rolled to his feet. Deep gouges on his arms and neck healed before her very eyes. He licked the blood from the corner of his mouth and smiled. “Still a weakling.”

			“Don’t make me do this.” Asher was breathing heavily, his hair mussed, his clothing bloodstained. The anguish in his eyes was worse than any physical injury he’d sustained.

			… 

			Mosi was alive. All these years.

			He killed our mother.

			Had he done it due to the bloodlust of being newly turned or had it been out of jealousy? He might have been able to forgive that if his brother had come to him years ago and expressed remorse.

			Whatever he’d been, his brother was now a monster. One of the gifts the goddess had given him was the ability to see into a person’s heart, to know if their words were true or false. Eric had killed, often and with great relish. He was the kind of creature Asher was duty bound to put down.

			He’d threatened Jo.

			There’s no coming back from that.

			“Our father should have smothered you at birth to preserve the bloodline,” he taunted. “Even now, with your superior strength and abilities, you don’t enjoy them. You always thought you were better than the rest of us.”

			“No.” It was the opposite.

			They’d drawn blood, ripping and tearing at each other like animals. Both had suffered broken bones, but they were so old they healed almost immediately.

			Was he strong enough to kill Eric?

			“You’ve been hiding from me.” Over the centuries, he’d caught the occasional blast of hatred directed toward him, but he’d dismissed it. Not like he was a favorite among his own kind. Now he knew why it had seemed almost familiar at times.

			“No, brother, I’ve simply been savoring your guilt and self-loathing. It tastes positively divine with a good 1890 blood. I keep a stock on tap. So many good vintages at home in my cellar.”

			His brother had drained people and bottled their blood, something strictly forbidden. “I could have saved you.” That would haunt him for the rest of his days. If only he’d found Mosi before he’d gone down this dark path.

			His brother sneered. 

			Or not. His brother was evil. He’d seen it in his heart. 

			“Save me?” He laughed again, but there was no joy in the sound, only malice. “You can’t even save the woman you love.” He leaped toward Jo.

			“No!” Asher lunged forward with his arm extended. Eric ran into it and flew into the air before slamming down onto his back. He quickly rolled to his feet but was rubbing his neck. He wasn’t laughing any longer.

			“That’s it. Give me a decent fight.”

			Ignoring his brother’s goad, he positioned himself in front of Jo. He drew his experience around him like a cloak, cutting off all emotion. The hot blood in his veins cooled, the fury pounding in his veins became an icy calm.

			Focus.

			He could not afford to make a mistake.

			Jo’s life was at stake.

			“What are you waiting for? Coward.”

			He shut everything else out. Drawing a deep breath, he curled his fingers inward. “Come and get me.”

			Eric flew at him, talons extended, teeth flashing. Swerving out of the way would give him a clear path to Jo.

			Asher took the hit. Claws ripped the skin from his chest as Eric desperately dug for his heart. Pain speared outward, radiating throughout his torso. He accepted it, used it to strengthen his resolve.

			He slashed at his opponent’s unprotected neck, striking hard and deep. Blood sprayed from the wound, forcing his brother to retreat. “You can’t win.” Psychology was as much a part of fighting as physical skills were, and Asher had honed both.

			“You should have saved me.” A bloodred tear rolled down Eric’s face. For one brief moment, Asher flashed back to the morning after the massacre, the faces of his dead family staring up at him in silent accusation.

			Remorse and guilt smashed through the layer of ice around his heart, shattering his detachment. “Mosi.” Blood rolled down Asher’s forehead from an earlier cut to his head, his body ignoring the minor cut as it worked furiously to heal the huge gouge in his chest.

			Sweat stung his eyes. Killing his brother would destroy something in him, but there was no other choice. “I’ll make it quick,” he promised.

			“So will I.” Eric leaped up and over him rather than trying to go around.

			Jo! He whirled around and slammed his fist through his brother’s back, gripping his heart.

			Jo yelled, but not in fear. No, this was the cry of a warrior. Her blade sliced through the air and into Eric’s neck. Asher yanked out the heart just as his brother’s head fell to the ground.

			It was over.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			I helped kill his brother.

			She bit her lip. Not exactly a great way to further a relationship.

			I should have trusted Asher.

			He hadn’t hesitated to rip out the heart and toss it aside. It was the one time she should have some regret, because he was someone Asher had cared about. But he was determined to kill her, and Asher, and she wasn’t going to let that happen.

			Gut churning, her breath caught in her lungs. He’s never going to forgive me for this.

			At least Asher was safe. For now.

			Her hand shaking, she pointed the tip of the sword toward the ground and lightly leaned on it for support. Wouldn’t do much for her rep as a hunter to collapse in a heap.

			Asher crouched and gently picked up his brother’s head. “He killed her.”

			The lump in her throat threatened to choke her. “I know. I’m sorry.”

			He set the head near the body, which was already crumbling into dust. “So much time and life wasted because of anger. I never really had a brother, not then. I do now.” He stood and turned toward Maccus.

			The big guy was frowning. “You did the right thing.” Maccus was still alert, still scanning the area for any threat.

			“Doesn’t make it any easier.” Asher raked his fingers through his light hair and closed his eyes.

			She longed to wrap her arms around him and promise that everything would be okay. The vibrancy, the energy she associated with him, was missing. He seemed tired, worn down.

			“It’s never easy,” Maccus continued, “but you always do the right thing.” His voice was gruff, but it was clear he understood what Asher was going through.

			That was why he hadn’t interfered. She rubbed her free hand over her face. What a mess.

			“I’m not sure he was behind the emails and the contract on Jo’s life. Your relationship with her brought him out of the shadows. I think someone else put you two together.” Maccus’s face was grim. “That comes back to someone wanting to mess with the Brotherhood.”

			Couldn’t be easy, could it? But his logic made sense.

			Asher nodded and finally faced her. He was expressionless, his brown eyes lacking their usual sparkle. She may as well have been a stranger and not his lover.

			“I’m not sorry,” she blurted. Lines appeared between his brows and he frowned. “I mean, I am sorry you had to kill him. But not that I interfered. I had your back and until the last minute—well, he was your brother. I had no idea you’d be able—I mean—never mind.”

			He cupped one side of her face, thankfully with the hand not covered in blood. She swallowed heavily but stood her ground. “You shouldn’t have put yourself in danger.”

			She gave a snort. “I’m a hunter. Every day is dangerous for me.” Now if only she was half as confident as she was pretending. Her insides were quaking. He’d said he loved her. Would he still?

			A smile played at the corners of his lips before vanishing. He brushed his thumb across her bottom lip. She leaned inward, wanting more of his touch.

			“There’s no one I’d rather have guarding my back.” The turmoil roiling around inside her settled. The relief brought tears to her eyes.

			“Asher.” She threw her arms around him. His warmth and strength seeped into her. They were both still alive.

			“I know.” He held her so tight she knew she’d have bruises but didn’t care. “I’m sorry he tried to kill you.”

			“I hate to break this up, but Maccus is right. This isn’t over.” Morrigan stood a few feet away, a sympathetic expression in her eyes.

			Jo sniffed and straightened. “She’s right.” There wasn’t time to get emotional or deal with this now. And she would not break down in front of Asher’s badass friends.

			Refusing to consider what might have happened, she turned her attention to the problem at hand. She took a shaky breath. “So, what do we do? You still want to send a picture of me to whoever is behind this?”

			“Want to? No, but it may draw out whoever is behind this. I want this done.” Maybe it was due to their blood connection, but beneath his calm exterior she sensed a bubbling cauldron of sadness and anger.

			She wanted the threat over so they could figure out where they stood. Everything was spiraling so fast, there was no time to think. Which reminded her. “What happened at Bernard’s?”

			Please don’t let there be any more deaths.

			“No sign of anyone.” Before she could breathe a sigh of relief, he motioned for her to lie on the ground.

			“It’s nasty down there.” Stupid, considering she was sweaty and speckled with blood.

			He frowned.

			Suck it up. She lowered herself, ignoring the less than pleasant aroma around her. “We’ll need to check on Bernard and his family.”

			“Later.” Asher walked around her.

			“How do you want me?”

			His eyes blazed with lust and the corners of his mouth twitched. “That’s a loaded question.”

			This was the Asher she knew and loved. The tightness eased from her chest, and she flashed him a quick smile.

			“For fuck’s sake just take the picture.” Hands on his hips, Maccus glowered at them. “This isn’t the time or place for what you’re thinking.”

			“I don’t know about that,” Morrigan interjected. “I have a fond memory or two of an alley.” Then she frowned. “Bad ones, too.”

			“Turn your head toward me,” Asher told her. “Needs more blood.” He slit his own wrist, and when it welled up, he sprinkled some on her face and chest.

			“Gross.” It wasn’t. A part of her wanted to lick the drop that landed on her bottom lip.

			“Authentic,” he corrected. He made her move her arms and legs several times before he was satisfied.

			“Hurry up. It’s cold, not to mention disgusting, down here. I’m gonna need to stand in a hot shower for at least thirty minutes to decontaminate,” she muttered.

			“Try not to look so animated.” His dry tone made her smile. But then he had a way about him. She forced her body to go limp and held her breath. “Perfect,” he praised as he snapped several pictures.

			As soon as he was done, she surged to her feet and swiped at her clothes, but the blood had soaked into the material. Not to mention the dirt and whatever else might be on the ground. “I look like I just left a slaughterhouse,” she muttered. It was dark enough that the blood wasn’t readily visible, but it was still disgusting. She shoved her bloodstained fingers into the pockets.

			Asher finished texting the picture before sliding the phone into his pocket. “Now we wait. See if anyone shows. And while we do, I think it’s time Maccus came clean about what happened with Alexei. Whatever is going on with the Brotherhood, I—no, we—deserve the truth. Things might have unfolded differently if I’d been aware of the situation.” There was a note of command in Asher’s voice that gave Jo pause. She didn’t think many people dared tell Maccus what to do. It was tantamount to suicide to push him.

			Yet Asher didn’t back down. Her man might look more GQ than Tattoo Monthly, but he was just as tough and badass as Maccus.

			There was also respect between the two men.

			She really was rocking with the big boys now. At least, temporarily.

			Asher wrapped his arm around her waist and kissed her temple. He ran his hand up and down her arm, as if reassuring himself that she was still there. She could only imagine what he’d gone through when he’d discovered her missing.

			“Alexei went to Alaska to research a contract,” Maccus began. “It proved to be less than legitimate. The ones behind it were dealt with, but they weren’t the sort who would reach out to the Brotherhood.”

			“Who were they?” Jo asked.

			He only shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. They were nudged in that direction by someone else.”

			“But this is different. We can’t figure out who is emailing me and Asher or who put the contract out on my life.” And that left them spinning their wheels and waiting for the next disaster to strike.

			“You have an idea of who it is, don’t you?” Asher pointed his finger. “I want a name.”

			Maccus’s face went stone-cold. “No.”

			Jo threw her arms around Asher’s waist to hold him back. The last thing they needed was to fight amongst themselves. “Whoever is behind this, you’re giving them exactly what they want—dissention in the Brotherhood.”

			“She’s right.” Morrigan wrapped her arm around her man’s rather large bicep. “You know she’s right.”

			“You can’t kill him,” Maccus insisted. Even Jo heard the emphasis on the word “can’t.”

			That gave Asher pause. “Fuck me, it’s a bloody god, isn’t it?” He dragged his fingers through his hair and paced.

			“In his mind he’s a god, but I have no proof.”

			A cold sensation crept over Jo’s skin. A shiver skated down her spine. A huge pressure built in her head.

			Could be delayed shock or a normal tension headache. God knows, she’d dealt with more than her fair share of that these past few days.

			Her sword was in her hand, and her fingers gripped the hilt. The blade was matte, so it didn’t gleam in the meager light of the alley. Good hunters made sure they weren’t detected. Shiny blades were for fools and collectors.

			She’d held it so many times, both in practice and during a kill, that it was an extension of her hand. She knew exactly how to swing it to decapitate.

			That was her job, her mission.

			Kill the demon and avenge us. Her father’s voice was barely more than a whisper.

			Jo shook her head. A sharp pain seared into her brain. Her father was dead. Why was he talking to her?

			He must die. Her mother’s voice was a sigh on the wind.

			No! Asher wasn’t like the one who’d taken her parents. He was kind and intelligent and sexy.

			Breathing was almost impossible. Her lungs ached, starved for air. Someone called her name from far away. Her mother’s screams echoed in her ears, blocking out all else.

			Kill him.

			She shook her head, but the voices only got louder, more insistent. The sense of invasion, of wrongness, was overwhelming. Her sweet mother would never put her in harm’s way. Never tell her to hurt another.

			Too late. The voice was alien and filled with gleeful malice. Tension spread down her arm, the muscles twitching and flexing.

			“Jo, what’s wrong?”

			She raised her head and looked at Asher, but her vision was foggy, as though there was something, or someone, between them.

			What was happening?

			She gritted her teeth, trying to take back control of her body. Sweat popped out of all her pores. The more she fought, the greater the pain in her skull. Something trickled from her nose. Her eyes burned. Her ears popped. The pressure grew until she feared her skull would burst.

			Asher came toward her. The sword started to swing, aiming not at his heart, but his neck.

			Even an immortal could die.

			“Get away.” She managed to push the words past her lips.

			“Baby, what’s wrong?” He kept coming, concern filling his beautiful brown eyes.

			Too close. He was too close.

			Her arm rose of its own volition. He wouldn’t defend himself, not against her. Oh God. She was going to kill the man she loved.

			I love him.

			She fought back, the tendons flexing in her neck, the muscles in her arm screaming. Giving a primal yell, she threw herself to the ground.

			“Jo.” He was by her side, reaching for her. “What’s wrong?”

			The sword swung. Horrified, she tried to shove him away. The blade cut through the air.

			Thick fingers manacled her wrist. Jo heaved a sigh of relief, even as her body fought Maccus’s hold.

			“She’s trying to kill you.” Maccus sounded more intrigued than angry.

			“No, she’s not. Someone is trying to use her.” Asher wiped at the blood dripping from her nose. “Fight it,” he ordered. “You’re a hunter, not a victim.”

			His faith in her hardened her resolve. I can do this.

			In her mind, she built an image of another sword, this one bright and golden, shining with power. It was the complete opposite of the one she used for hunting.

			Turning, she faced her unseen foe. She raised the weapon high and slashed, moving forward. A yell of frustration echoed in her head. Was it her, or whoever possessed her?

			As quickly as it had begun, the presence, the pain, the pressure disappeared like the popping of a balloon.

			Her fingers ached, the hilt of the sword digging into her skin. It took an effort to get her fingers to open. The blade clattered against the pitted asphalt.

			When Maccus released her, Asher dropped to his knees beside her and yanked her into his arms.

			“What the hell was that?” Heart racing, lungs pumping, she gripped the front of his shirt and dragged him closer. “Someone tried to use me to decapitate you.”

			His eyes darkened. “I’m so sorry.”

			She’d tried to kill him, and he was sorry?

			“Get me up.” She put her hands on the ground and pushed. It was harder than it should be. If she’d run a triathlon in record time, she wouldn’t be any more exhausted than she was now.

			He put his hand on her back and helped ease her to a seated position. “Can you tell us what happened?”

			She nodded, ignoring the sweat and dirt coating her skin. It would take more than a shower to rid her of the horror of this night. After a couple deep gulps of air, she settled.

			“Pressure in my head. Cold. It was so cold. There was a fog, a filter between me and everything. I was aware of my sword in my hand. It was familiar. Then I heard my father’s voice. Then my mother.” Horror filled her as she stared at Asher. “They told me to kill you.”

			He was the calm in the midst of the hurricane swirling through her. Unlike her, he appeared completely unruffled.

			She licked her dry lips and swallowed. “When I resisted, the pain got worse.” She brushed her fingers over her upper lip, wiping away the last trickle of blood from her nose. “I thought my head would explode.”

			“Someone or something possessed you.” He lifted her into his arms and stood. The urge to rest her head on his shoulder and let him handle everything was so very tempting.

			Morrigan was nearby with a worried expression on her face. Maccus held her sword in his hand, looking pissed. Since that was his normal expression, Jo wasn’t sure if he was concerned about her attempt on Asher’s life or if there was something else on his mind.

			To know someone could break into her mind and use her as an instrument of vengeance was terrifying. “I can’t be with you. I won’t let someone use me against you.” She struggled in his arms until he put her down. Even then he didn’t release her but kept one strong arm around her waist to support her.

			“I thought I was strong, but I’m not.” The fact that some unknown entity could use her like that left her in a cold sweat. What else could they make her do?

			“Are you fucking kidding me?”

			Okay, not quite the reaction she’d thought she’d get from him. “You can’t deny what happened.” The reality of the situation was settling over her. He would never be safe around her. What if she woke some night to find she’d decapitated him while he slept?

			A shudder of dread wracked her body.

			“Listen to me.” He took her face in his hands. “You fought off the compulsion.”

			She shook her head. “If Maccus hadn’t stopped me—” It was too horrifying to continue.

			“Jo—”

			“No!” She cut him off before he could say anything that might sway her. Her course was set. “I can’t be with you.” Regardless of their audience, she knew she had to give him the truth. She owed him that. “Don’t you see? I can’t allow myself to be used against you. I love you.” The words were torn from her shattered soul. “There’s been so much pain and bloodshed in my life. If I hurt you, I couldn’t live with myself.”

			Fighting the compulsion had taken everything in her. Leaving Asher was a thousand times worse. Her heart was shattered.

			She offered Maccus and Morrigan a wan smile and a half wave before starting the long trek around to the front of the building. Her feet weighed a ton, as though they were encased in cement boots. A bitter chill ran down her arms and sank into her very bones. She stumbled forward, not really caring where she was going as long as it was away from Asher.

			Three steps. That’s how far she made it before strong arms wrapped around her waist from behind, stopping her. She lowered her head, utterly defeated.

			His voice broke as he whispered, “I’ll die if you leave me.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			He was utterly gutted, his stomach in knots. Being unable to stop whoever was hurting her shredded his soul. He clenched his jaw to keep from swearing at the gods.

			That she thought herself weak, viewed what had happened as a defeat, hurt his heart. Jo was pure courage and determination, had fought the compulsion with grit, not relenting even when the pain had caused her nose to bleed. The internal battle had been as fierce as any physical one. She hadn’t collapsed, hadn’t given in. She’d fought and won.

			Then she’d walked away. Her priority? Not her own health or safety, but his.

			She loves me.

			He was almost afraid to believe, but those words had sealed her fate. No way could he let her go now. Even dirty and disheveled, she exuded goodness and light. A strength of will that was indomitable. Maccus might have come from Heaven and been spit out of Hell, but Jo was the real angel.

			He savored the weight of her against him, the perfect way she fit in his arms. Then she whirled around and drilled her finger into his chest. “You can’t die. You’re too important to the world.”

			“She’s right,” Maccus said as he and Morrigan joined them.

			“It doesn’t matter. I won’t live without Jo.” He’d spent far too many years fighting alone. In all that time, he’d never questioned his fate, never asked for anything for himself.

			“I’d rather you kill me in my sleep than lose you.” That was the honest truth. He was at the end of his rope. Being attacked by his brother and having to slay him was the final straw. If he didn’t have Jo, he had nothing left to live for. Duty was no longer enough.

			A lone tear trickled from the corner of Jo’s green eye. The brown one was liquid with unshed tears. “What am I going to do with you?”

			He stroked his fingers over her petal soft cheek, brushing aside a fleck of blood and a streak of dirt. “Live with me, fight with me, and watch my back.” He pressed his lips to hers. “Love me,” he whispered. “Just don’t leave me.”

			His entire existence depended on her decision.

			“I’m human.”

			“I don’t care. I’ll stay with you for as long as you live. When you finally pass, I’ll follow.” He tucked one loose strand of hair behind the curved shell of her ear. “Then I’ll search the afterlife until I find you.”

			A sniffing sound came from beside them. Morrigan was crying. “What? It’s so romantic. Say you’ll stay,” she implored.

			“We all want you to stay,” he told the woman in his arms.

			Jo tilted her head toward Maccus and frowned. “Not everyone. You think I should leave, don’t you?”

			He tensed, ready to drop his friend if he dared to agree.

			The angel shrugged. “You’re okay.”

			A snort of laughter escaped her. “You’re going to turn my head with such high praise.”

			Morrigan laughed. “Coming from him, that is high praise.”

			“Stay with me.” He pulled her in until her front was plastered against his. “Together, we can fight anything.”

			Something stirred in a dark corner. “Maccus,” he warned.

			“I feel it.”

			“Show yourself,” he ordered. With his preternatural vision, he should have been able to see whoever was there. A blast of energy rippled over his skin. The power was enormous. It was also familiar.

			Light illuminated the darkness. Jo sucked in a breath. Morrigan muttered, “Oh my God.” Maccus grunted.

			Asher went down on one knee and bowed his head before the goddess who had lifted him from the gates of death and made him what he was. “Sekhmet.”

			Her head was that of a lion with tawny hair and golden eyes. A fierce warrior, she was clad in brown leather pants and boots with a vest covering her torso. “Rise, my son.”

			He slowly stood and faced the goddess. He didn’t dare glance at the others. Sekhmet might take it as a slight and destroy them all. The gods and goddesses were capricious. You never knew what might set them off.

			She gave a sigh and turned toward Jo. “This is the woman you would sacrifice yourself for, give up your immortality and your sacred duty.”

			He slid in front of Jo. Not that it was much of a shield considering who they were facing.

			Amusement flickered over Sekhmet’s face. “I will not harm your little human.” She waved him aside, her golden eyes narrowing when he didn’t immediately obey. “Do not test my patience.”

			Jo shook. Not that he blamed her. Wasn’t every day a woman faced down an ancient goddess. He kept one hand pressed against her back when he stepped to the side.

			Sekhmet took Jo’s chin in her hands and studied her face. “Your eyes are unusual. A blessing from the gods. You have a minor gift of foresight. That second or two gives you an advantage when you fight.”

			“Is that what it is? I never knew.” Jo’s voice was shaky, but she stood straight and met Sekhmet’s golden gaze.

			“You love him?”

			Jo nodded. “Yes.”

			“You were willing to die for my Asher, to do what was best for him, even if it meant leaving.”

			“Yes.”

			“Hmm.” The goddess took a quick look at Maccus and Morrigan and dismissed them. Asher assumed since they weren’t a part of her pantheon, she really didn’t care about them. She’d see them as belonging to Heaven and Hell.

			What is she thinking? What does she want? There was no way to know the mind of a goddess.

			“Is there something I may do for you, my goddess?” He put all the deference in his voice he could muster but feared he hadn’t been successful when she turned her glare on him.

			“You could cease this nonsense about giving up my gift to you simply because your human will die in a few years.”

			“I have lived and served you for ten thousand years. Not once, in all that time, have I shirked my duty.”

			“So long?” Sekhmet frowned, her brows lowering. “It seems but a heartbeat since I made you.”

			Even though he might be signing not only his own but also Jo’s death warrant, he continued. “I’m tired.” Those two simple words held the weight of those years. “I’ve never questioned why you chose me or what I had to do. I have served faithfully and well, but I cannot go on like this. Not alone. There’s been too much blood and death.”

			Being forced to carry out judgment and justice on his brother tonight might have broken him if it weren’t for Jo. Her understanding, support, and love gave him hope.

			He took her hand in his and brought it to his lips, brushing a kiss over her knuckles. “I would much rather follow my Jo into death than to live alone.”

			“So be it.” The goddess raised her hands and a supernova of light exploded. A blast wave followed, knocking them off their feet. Wind, dry and hot, washed over them.

			He grabbed Jo, cradling her in his arms. If this was the end, they’d be together.

			His skin burned, but there was no fire. The spicy scent of cinnamon and myrrh filled his head. The desert sands caressed his skin. Then it dissipated, leaving only silence in its wake.

			I’m alive.

			“Jo?” He rolled her over so she was lying flat on the ground. She blinked up at him, her eyes surprisingly clear and alert. Come to think of it, he was energized, his exhaustion gone.

			“What happened? And why am I lying on the filthy ground again?”

			“What you are, child, is immortal.” Sekhmet stood over them, a frown on her face. Asher rolled over and stood, pulling Jo with him. Had he heard the goddess correctly?

			“I’m sorry.” Jo shook her head. “I’m what?”

			A smile crossed her leonine face. “Asher is needed. Without the threat of him, vampires would overrun the world.”

			“You changed Jo. Made her like me.” Then he frowned. “Will she need blood?” Yeah, she wouldn’t be thrilled about that. None of this had been done with her consent.

			But the gods never asked. They simply did as they chose and let the unfortunates in their path deal with the fallout.

			“Unlike you, she was never bitten by a vampire, so no. She is simply immortal. The gifts of self-healing, enhanced vision, increased speed, and preternatural hearing have been bestowed upon her. You will teach her. She will fight by your side for eternity. Like you, she can die only by beheading.” Then she tapped a fingernail painted a shimmering gold against her lips. “Or possibly you’ll die if beheaded. I’m not sure, but it’s best not to test it. This is my will. It is done.”

			In a blink of an eye, Sekhmet was gone, leaving them in the darkened area behind a building in the middle of New York.

			“What just happened?” Jo’s raised voice made him wince.

			“Surprise, you’re immortal.” He’d hoped to add some levity to the situation but failed miserably.

			She bent forward, holding her head in her hands. “I’m immortal. What does that even mean?” Her breathing was quickening. He feared she might hyperventilate.

			Asher grabbed her by the shoulders and raised her upright. “Breathe,” he ordered. “It means you will live forever unless you’re decapitated. Sekhmet expects you to hunt the deadliest of vampires. Kind of a job promotion.”

			When Jo simply stared, he tilted his head back and heaved a breath. “Okay, not a job promotion. On the plus side, you probably don’t need to worry about anyone possessing you anymore. You should have a natural immunity. But to be on the safe side, I’ll teach you to build a mental shield.”

			He didn’t address their relationship. How would she react to the idea of eternity at his side instead of a couple of decades? Talk about a major commitment.

			“Whatever you want. Whatever you need. I’m here for you.” Throwing pride to the wind, he stood before her. “I love you. I want to be with you for however long you’ll have me.”

			… 

			Jo was having one hell of a time concentrating. Every cell in her body buzzed, as if she’d downed a half dozen energy drinks. She was still the same, only more. All her aches and pains had disappeared. Even the blinding headache had vanished.

			And holy goddess, she’d just met a real one. Sekhmet had come because of Asher’s willingness to die—for her.

			As a declaration of love, it didn’t get any bigger.

			Her hearing kept going in and out. One second everything was normal, the next she could hear a conversation several blocks over. Then multiple conversations. She shook her head to try to clear it.

			And her vision. Wow, the night was a whole lot brighter and everything was sharper. “Is this how you see the world?”

			“What?” Asher’s lips turned down and his shoulders slumped. He looked sad. Why was he sad?

			“I can hear everything.” It was freaking her out. Some guy was begging his girlfriend to come back to him a few streets over. An ant’s legs clicked as the insect raced up the nearby brick wall.

			“Listen to my voice.”

			She could do that. It was so deep and touched her soul, not to mention it made her body heat up, causing a delicious pulsing between her legs.

			“Focus.” His tone was sharp.

			“Right. Focusing.” She stared into his dark brown eyes. Everything else faded from her sight and hearing but him. “You’re so pretty. Did I say that out loud?” Shocked, she slapped her fingers over her mouth for a second before dropping them. “I feel drunk. Why am I drunk? Did I have alcohol?”

			Asher sighed. “It’s the power surging through your veins. I’d forgotten what it was like to first experience it. You’ll get used to it.”

			She rubbed her hands over his chest. “You’re stuck with me, aren’t you?” she wailed and was immediately shocked by her actions. “What is wrong with me?” she muttered.

			“Ah, Jo. All you have to do is simply be, and you make everything better.”

			She straightened and tried to be serious when all she wanted to do was smile and laugh like a loon. “I can do that.”

			He leaned forward and brushed his nose against hers. “My love.”

			His love. She liked that.

			“As touching as this is,” Maccus interrupted, “we still have a problem to deal with.”

			Jo waved at Maccus and Morrigan. “Hi.”

			Morrigan waved back and smiled. “How are you feeling?”

			“I’m amazing.” She would have twirled around to prove it, but Asher’s arm kept her in place. Not that she minded. She kissed his chin.

			“For fuck’s sake, focus.” Maccus growled.

			“He’s such a grumpy bear.” She tried to whisper but didn’t think she’d been that successful when his glower sent power through the alley. “Your tattoos vibrate when you’re mad. That’s. So. Cool. 

			“I should get a tattoo. Like a knife. I loooove my knives.” She reached down and patted the ones hidden at her ankles. “A girl can never have too many blades,” she announced.

			Asher was laughing outright. Morrigan giggled. Even Maccus rolled his eyes. Did his lips twitch?

			“I love you,” Asher told her.

			“I love you, too. We should go home.” And get naked, as soon as possible. She slid her hand down his front, aiming for the prize in his pants, but he grabbed her hand and pulled it away.

			“Not here, my sweet.”

			Yeah, he was right. She was sick of dirty back alleys.

			She sniffed. Ugh. “I need a shower.”

			“No one is leaving until we deal with the possible threat.” Scary dude crossed his arms.

			Jo heaved a sigh, but Maccus was right. “I’m immortal now, right? Isn’t the threat gone? Problem solved. You’re welcome.” She started to bow and would have gone head over heels if Asher hadn’t caught her and dragged her upright. “Oopsy.”

			“How did you get to the alley?” Maccus asked. “Who brought you here?”

			Some of her euphoria faded. “A big leathery dude with sharp teeth. Nasty smell. He must have dumped me here.”

			Asher swore under his breath, even as Maccus bellowed. “Lucifer.”

			That had a sobering effect. “Why is he calling the god of the underworld?” She’d met enough gods and goddesses for one day. Scratch that, for a lifetime.

			Well, I’d make an exception for Thor. Man, he’s hot in those movies.

			But was Lucifer really a god or was he simply a fallen angel? And why did it matter? Her thoughts were bouncing around like corn in a popper.

			“If a demon took you, Lucifer might be involved,” Asher told her. “He could easily manipulate email and order a demon to do his bidding.”

			Asher tucked her under his arm, his tension leeching into her and sobering her up. Fast on the heels of sobriety came mortification for everything she’d said and done. Had she really called Maccus a grumpy bear? And lived?

			“Lucifer, don’t make me come looking for you, because I will.” Maccus’s voice was bone shattering.

			Thank God, I’m immortal.

			A stench of sulphur emanated from a dark corner. A tall, dark-haired man sporting a designer suit materialized out of the shadows. “You bellowed.”

			Not what she’d expected. Horns and hooves and a pitchfork maybe. But he resembled a slick lawyer or Wall Street dude.

			Whatever his appearance, he seemed more amused than upset by the summons. He zoned in on Morrigan. “Don’t tell me you missed me and wanted to come back to work.”

			Right. Morrigan had been a bounty hunter for Hell, and the devil had been her boss. Jo shuddered and sidled a bit closer to Asher. She might be immortal now but figured it was best not to push her luck.

			Lucifer sniffed the air. “One of the Egyptian bastards has been here.”

			“Sekhmet graced us with her presence,” Asher told him.

			Lucifer studied Jo with his dark eyes. She wanted to look away but didn’t. It was no different than facing a cobra or a rabid dog. Even though her first instinct was to run far and fast, she couldn’t show any fear.

			As compelling and handsome as Lucifer appeared, there was something sinister and malicious beneath the surface. She really wished she still had her sword in her hand, even if it wouldn’t be of much use, but it was currently lying on the ground several feet away.

			“That’s not all the goddess did. Congratulations on your immortality. Want to test it?”

			Asher thrust her behind him. “Stay away from her. Or, god or not, I’ll kill you.”

			Lucifer laughed. “My dear boy, you can’t. The balance between Heaven and Hell must be kept or all the worlds fall into darkness.”

			… 

			Can’t. The word echoed in Asher’s mind. That’s what Maccus had said before. He couldn’t kill who he suspected might be behind this. They were all royally screwed. Not even Sekhmet could or would intervene. Not against the Lord of Hell.

			“He can’t kill you.” Maccus withdrew a sword from his back. Dark fire, glinting with blue and purple, exploded from the blade. “But I can wreak havoc in your realm. If you’re busy there, you have no time to interfere here.”

			“Put that thing away.” Lucifer tugged on the cuffs of his shirt to straighten them. “You’re taking this whole Guardian thing too seriously. I cannot interfere directly in the affairs of man. Or woman,” he tacked on as he gave Jo, who’d moved up to stand beside Asher, a cocky smile.

			She gave a slight shudder but didn’t flinch.

			What was Lucifer talking about? Why had he called Maccus a Guardian?

			“You can send demons to do your bidding.” A demon had taken his Jo from their home. “You can also manipulate the internet and arrange for contracts to be taken out on people.”

			The devil raised his hands in a mocking show of innocence. “While I am incredibly talented, why would I bother? Quite frankly, you’re just not that interesting.” But there was a twinkle in his eyes that belied his protestation of innocence.

			“You’re behind the contracts on Jo’s life.” In the same way he knew when a vampire was lying, he sensed it in Lucifer. The urge to attack, to beat the king of the underworld to a blood pulp, was almost more than he could contain. Only the potential destruction of the world kept him in check.

			“You have no proof, son of Sekhmet. I’m simply living my life and having fun. You should try it.” He turned to Maccus. “Are we done? I left a musician ready to sign his soul away so he can be a star, plus I have three naked women waiting for me at a luxury suite in Vegas. I’m busy.”

			Maccus lowered the sword. “You’re on notice. If anything else odd occurs, I’ll be paying you a personal visit.”

			“I’ll break out the flowers and champagne,” Lucifer quipped, but his arrogant facade had slipped. “It will be like old times. And I’m not your only enemy. When you became Guardian, you pissed off Gabriel as well, and who knows who else. Sure you don’t want to come along?” he asked Morrigan.

			“No.”

			“Then I’m out of here. And please don’t bellow anytime soon. I have business to attend to.” Then he was gone, leaving behind a stench of sulphur.

			“I hate that smell,” Morrigan muttered. Maccus sheathed his sword and put his arms around her. Asher had never seen such a tender look on his friend’s face.

			“You really think he’s behind this?” Jo asked. She rubbed her hands over her arms, still watching the spot where Lucifer had been standing.

			“I do. But he’s on notice now. You’ll be safe from him going forward.”

			“Not sure I understand why he’s so afraid of Maccus, but I trust you.” Asher’s chest expanded with pride as he slipped his arm around her. “And what’s with the Guardian thing? I don’t understand what that means.”

			“I don’t, either.” Asher looked at his friend, but Maccus’s face was hard as stone, his lips pressed together in a frown. Nothing could make him talk if he chose not to.

			“Fallen from Heaven, expelled by Hell,” Morrigan spoke, her voice a monotone, her eyes fixed on a point beyond them. “The Guardian will keep the balance of the realms. Balance must be kept, or all will be destroyed. The Brotherhood will be tested.”

			Morrigan shook herself. “Sorry about that.”

			“What just happened?” Jo glanced at him, and he shrugged. He had no idea.

			“Surprise, I’m an oracle.” She pointed a finger at Maccus. “He’s the Guardian. We were sort of appointed.”

			“By who?” Asher let Jo asked the questions, figuring Morrigan might be more inclined to answer them.

			Morrigan shrugged. “God, I guess.”

			“God? The big G?” Jo held her hands out in front of her. “I can’t deal with anything else tonight. I just can’t. We’ll go for coffee soon,” she promised. “You can tell me everything then.”

			“Deal,” Morrigan agreed. “We need to be friends since we’re both going to be around for a long time.”

			“Do you agree that Lucifer was behind the threats?” Asher asked Maccus. He didn’t want any more surprises.

			“Probably, but he is right. I made enemies in Heaven, too.”

			“Angels and demons,” Jo muttered. “Dan Brown would be shocked.”

			Asher laughed and hugged her. “It’s a bit different.”

			“We stay alert,” Maccus assured him. “I don’t think you’ll have any more trouble. Lucifer knows we suspect him.”

			“It’s not over.” He knew it in his gut.

			“It’s not, but I need some peace and quiet.” Arm around Morrigan, he started to walk away.

			She laughed and called over her shoulder. “I’ll call you.”

			“Not if I can help it,” Maccus muttered.

			Asher figured the big guy couldn’t handle much more socializing. Morrigan really had changed him. Or maybe it was becoming this Guardian. He shook his head. No, it was Morrigan. A good woman changed a man.

			He should know. Asher wrapped his arm around Jo. “Ready to go home?”

			“I’m more than ready.” Asher walked out of the alley. With Jo by his side, eternity was something to be thankful for. There would never be enough years to uncover all the layers to the woman who’d claimed his heart.

		


		
			Epilogue

			“I’m meeting Morrigan for coffee later today.” Pleasantly sated from this latest round of lovemaking, Jo nibbled on Asher’s firm jaw.

			“You know what that means, don’t you?” he complained. “I have to go because Maccus will follow her, sit at a nearby table, and glare at all the other customers. Then the cops will be called, and mayhem will ensue.”

			She laughed, because he was right. It had happened before. Morrigan still talked about it.

			“You know you love these outings,” she teased. “Gives you and Maccus time to bond.”

			Asher swatted her behind, making her jump. “Ouch. Just for that, you’re not getting the present I have for you.”

			He rubbed his hand over her bottom. “Let me kiss it and make it better.”

			“You’d like that.” So would she.

			“So would you,” he parroted her thoughts. “What’s my present?”

			Jo tracked kisses over his hard pecs and washboard abs, working her way down to his groin. His cock was hard and ready, the tip already wet.

			“Hmm, this is an exceptional present. It’s one of my favorites.”

			Her life had changed so much these past few weeks. She’d let her apartment go and moved into Asher’s penthouse. It was a lot to get used to, but she was up for the challenge.

			She licked his shaft from base to tip, drawing a deep groan. She loved the way he responded to her. “Don’t forget, you have to call Bernard.” The vampire and his family were all fine. They knew nothing about the message that had been sent. The whole thing had been yet another manipulation.

			“Later,” Asher muttered. “I’m busy here.”

			“You’re busy.” She swirled her tongue around the flared head. “I’m the one doing all the work.”

			“I promise I’ll give you a present later.” He tried to look innocent but came off as cocky, sexy, and all hers.

			“I love you.” That was the biggest change of all. Every day was a revelation.

			“I love you.” Asher pulled her up his body and rolled her under him. “Whoever was behind everything, I owe them because they brought you into my life.”

			He wasn’t wrong. The danger would never truly be over for them, but they’d face it together. They’d love each other and hunt the occasional rogue vampire. Life couldn’t get any better.

			“Relax,” she told him. “You’re very tense,” she teased.

			“I wonder why.”

			“Trust me. I got this.” She levered herself up and took him in.

			His fingers tangled in her hair, his love for her reflected in his eyes. “I never doubted it for a second.”

			[image: ] 
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