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This book is dedicated with best wishes to my brother Eric and his bride-to-be, Marcella. May you enjoy many happy years together, and may your love grow ever stronger. (Yay, I get to be an aunt!)



And many thanks are due to Jess Bimberg, editor extraordinaire, for flexibility, patience, and support above and beyond the call of duty. Words cannot express my appreciation and thanks, but these two come close—you rock!





 

Chapter One



“You can’t just say no.”



Alexa raised an eyebrow and gripped her glass until her knuckles ached. “You’re right,” she said, hoping her face wasn’t flaming. The heat pouring from her cheeks didn’t reassure her. “I’ll rephrase it. Hell, no.”



From the laughter of her friends, Alexa knew she wasn’t getting off that easily. Grace grinned from beneath the condom-bedecked veil the others had forced on her and waved her sword-shaped swizzle stick threateningly, sending the olive sliding to a precarious halt right at the tip. “Don’t disobey the bride at a bachelorette party, missy. No one made you pick ‘dare’. I love you like a sister, but shut up, get up, and pay up.”



Alexa winced. “Come on, Grace,” she tried again, sending her most pitiful look toward the woman she’d thought was her friend. “I’m nowhere near drunk enough to do that!”



They all laughed again. “And you won’t ever get that drunk, if I know you,” Heather said. 



“Yeah, girl, you really need to loosen up,” Kim joined in. “When’s the last time you actually touched a male?”



“And not to take a temp or change a dressing?” Grace added. 



“Guys, you’d cry if she told you. It’s measured in years,” Kim said, shaking her head sadly as her eyes twinkled with mischief.



She glared at all of them. “Traitor,” she muttered at Kim. Then she sighed. It was clear she wasn’t getting out of this. What devil had possessed her when she’d picked dare? These were the very same girls who’d been trying—unsuccessfully—to get her laid ever since she’d been transferred to the ICU. After six months of getting copies of every single study listing the health benefits of regular sex, every article showing the links between frequent intercourse and reduced depression, cervical cancer, and suicide, and every possible translation of the Kama Sutra, Alexa should’ve known what to expect. They said they had her best interests at heart, but she’d been unable to persuade any of them that her best interests didn’t reside below her waist.



Most people thought nurses were angels of mercy. She knew firsthand they could be absolutely ruthless when the mood took them.



“Fine,” she said, putting down her soda and standing up. She glanced around the bar, searching for the most non-threatening man she could find and praying he’d be in the darkest possible corner. 



“No, you don’t,” Grace said as though reading her mind. She scanned the bar for a moment before her eyes lit up and she grinned again. “Oh my God, someone remind me quick that I love John. Check that guy out! Over there, talking to Luc at the bar.” 



Everyone but Alexa turned and every last one of them looked back at her with matching evil grins. Grace winked at her. “Go say hello to your new friend, Alexa.”



Alexa turned to look with a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. Her jaw dropped when she caught a glimpse of the man chatting with Grace’s bartender friend. Tall, blond, and dressed in leather from head to toe, he was the epitome of everything Alexa had been avoiding for the last two years. He laughed and half-turned, denying her the sight of his impossibly tight butt lovingly cupped in black leather only to gift her with a glimpse of a face that would make Michelangelo’s David green with envy. 



He reached for his glass and his jacket parted, revealing nothing beneath but golden skin and enough rippling muscle to wipe every coherent thought from her head. On anyone else, such an outfit might’ve made her question his orientation, but not on this guy. He radiated danger and masculinity, and sweet, hot seduction.



Adonis in black leather. He looked like the kind of bad news every girl secretly dreamed of finding.



Every girl but her, that was. Adonis laughed and Alexa groaned. She couldn’t believe Grace was actually making her do this, but further protests would only delay the inevitable. Taking a deep breath for courage, she turned her back on her friends and started across the crowded bar as though walking to her doom, pretending she didn’t hear their ribald shouts of “encouragement”.



She stopped behind Adonis and took another breath to steady her nerves. She instantly wished she hadn’t as his subtle aftershave swept over her—not too much, not too strong, and sexy as hell. Why it surprised her, she couldn’t say. Every inch of this guy was pure sex, and at well over six feet tall, that was a lot of sexy inches.



Don’t go there, Alexa. Stop that thought right there.



Before she could chicken out—a thought that was all too tempting—she reached out and tapped him on the shoulder. “Excuse me,” she said through a throat that felt much too tight. “Can I ask a favor?”



Adonis turned and her heart leapt into her throat. Up close he was even more devastating than he’d been from across the bar. Eyes the color of warm gunmetal met hers as he smiled at her. 



“Hello,” he said, his deep voice caressing nerves she’d spent the last two years convincing herself she didn’t even have. He caught her hand and lifted it to his lips, his mouth skimming her knuckles in a gesture as gallant as it was unexpected. Her heart kicked against her ribs. “For you, anything,” he added, not releasing her hand.



For a moment Alexa couldn’t even speak. For Adonis to have the voice of a sex god and the manners of a knight was just too, too unfair. The urge to flee almost overtook her and she blurted the words before she could give in and run. “It’s a dare. I mean Truth or Dare. I mean...  Oh, hell, I have to do a body shot with you.”



One golden eyebrow raised and for a second that was all. Then Adonis smiled. Not grinned, smiled.
Kindly. “Nervous?” he asked as his thumb traced a feather-soft caress over her inner wrist.



That caress tingled all the way up her arm and down her spine before settling low in her belly as a curl of liquid heat. If she hadn’t tied her hair back she was sure it would be standing on end. 



“You don’t have to if you don’t want to,” she said, her cheeks so hot it felt like she could fry an egg on them. She didn’t want to imagine the torture that would follow if he told her no. It was too horrible to contemplate.



He leaned close and murmured in her ear, “I wouldn’t miss it for the world, sweetheart, but I want nothing you don’t wish to give. Do you want to do this, or do you want me to help you get out of it?”



Alexa closed her eyes for just a moment, unable to stop herself from savoring the sensation of his breath on the sensitive skin of her ear and the warmth of his hard body inches from hers. This man was not the arrogant jerk she’d first assumed. He was quickly moving into too-good-to-be-true territory with that offer to rescue her from her pushy friends. There was nothing he could’ve done that would have surprised her more, and her reaction to it was downright shocking. 



“Let’s do it.”



He chuckled in her ear and she shivered from head to toe. “Words no man can ever resist,” he teased before pulling back. He released her hands and spread his arms. “I’m all yours, sweetheart. Do with me what you will.”



She laughed. “Has that line actually worked for you?” 



He smiled, but his eyes were serious. “More importantly, is it working now?”



Alexa chose to ignore that—she could handle a little light teasing, but serious flirting with Adonis was out of the question. She turned to the bartender to order a tequila shot and found one already waiting for her, a shaker of salt and a lime on a napkin beside it. The bartender, Luc, was leaning against the bar, his eyes twinkling. “Give him hell, girl.”



“More like heaven, if you ask me,” the guy on the next barstool commented.



Luc laughed and opened his mouth to say something else but Adonis cut him off. “Leave the lady alone,” he commanded. There was no other word for it. His voice shimmered with authority though his eyes never left Alexa. “Where do you want me?”



Now that was a loaded question if she’d ever heard one. She cleared her throat and summoned a smile of her own as she lifted the shot, salt, and lime. If she really had to do this, she’d make it something even a man like him would remember. 



“On the bar,” she said. That golden eyebrow rose again and her grin widened. “On your back.”



Luc laughed and the other guy gave a low whistle as the people around them lifted their drinks, but Adonis said nothing. He braced his hands on the bar and lifted himself up with one smooth ripple of muscle before turning and lying back in the vacated space, knees bent. One big boot rested on the bar and the other on his barstool. Alexa could all but feel her friends’ disbelief radiating across the crowded bar but refused to turn around and glance at them. The slide of his jacket across that golden skin as he laced his fingers behind his head, silently giving her free run of his body, had her full attention.



And what a body it was. She gave herself a moment to stare, wishing she could take an hour to give this man the attention he was due. His jacket fell completely open, exposing a palm-sized tattoo of a spider on his left side. She touched it with a fingertip, wincing at the thought of needles in such a sensitive area. “That must’ve hurt.”



He winked at her. “Other things have hurt more.”



It was a perfect opening and she absolutely wasn’t going there. Her fingertip left his side and traced a circle around his navel. “If I put the glass here, will it spill?”



A quiver ran through his muscles and a wave of purely feminine satisfaction made her bite her lip. He watched the movement like a hawk. 



“’Fraid so,” Adonis said, still gazing at her mouth. “I’m only human.”



Luc laughed again and Adonis shot him a glare. Alexa ignored it. 



“I guess I’ll have to get creative, then.” She set the shot aside and lifted the lime and salt. “Ready?”



His eyes smoldered when he answered. “I’ve been ready all my life, sweetheart.”



She lifted the lime to his lips. He opened his mouth willingly, his gaze never leaving her face as she positioned the lime between his teeth. His warm breath tickled her fingers and she could almost believe it had quickened in anticipation. When she had the lime just how she wanted it, she lifted the salt and glanced down his body, her own breath coming a little faster at the thought of where to sprinkle it.



Her attention kept returning to the strong column of his throat. She could see his pulse throbbing temptingly just above the collarbone. As she stared, the throbbing sped up. Before she could talk herself out of it, Alexa bent and ran her tongue over the spot.



His low hiss of pleasure thrilled her. She licked his skin again, closing her eyes to better savor the warmth of his skin beneath her lips, the slight saltiness on her tongue. She couldn’t resist one final swirl before she pulled away and sprinkled salt over the spot, not quite daring to look up into his eyes and see if he was as affected as she was.



Ignoring the shot glass by his hip, Alexa dropped the salt shaker onto the bar and returned to his throat. This time he groaned aloud as she painstakingly licked every bit of the salt away, taking her time and making a very thorough job of it. Obeying an instinct she didn’t even know she had, she nipped at his skin right over his pulse and was rewarded with what sounded like a low oath muffled by the lime as he shivered. She couldn’t resist doing it again. She knew she should stop this before she marked him, but his obvious pleasure at what she was doing made it hard for her to think rationally.



Only then did she lift the shot glass and meet his eyes. The desire in his gaze was enough to send molten heat through her veins. She winked at him before bending to his navel and filling it with tequila. He groaned again in anticipation and Alexa quickly bent and sucked the liquor from his body. A tiny rivulet escaped and she chased it down with her tongue as it rolled down his side. His body arched like a bow when she flicked her tongue into his navel to make sure she’d gotten every last drop. 



Finally she made herself pull away and quickly bit the lime, keeping her eyes closed so she didn’t have to look at his expression. His breath definitely came faster, just like hers. He angled his head to give her greater access as she sucked the tart juice from the fruit. His lips were firm and warm against hers and Alexa pulled back from that temptation almost at once. She was already far too close to getting seriously carried away here.



When she pulled away she realized half the bar was cheering and knew she should be mortified, but when Adonis swung his legs off the bar and caught her in his arms, everything else faded to the background. She saw his intention in his burning eyes a moment before his mouth descended and got her fingers between them just in time. “Not on a first date, Adonis,” she murmured, his lips kept from hers by nothing more than the width of her finger.



“Gareth,” he corrected, still holding her against his bare chest and making no move to pull away. His lips moving against her finger sent shivers through her entire body. “Gareth Ambrocio.”



“Pleased to meet you, Gareth,” Alexa said, taking an experimental step back to see if he would try to hold her. He didn’t, and she didn’t know if she was relieved or disappointed. “Thanks for the favor.”



He caught her hand as she pulled it away from those too-tempting lips. “Tell me your name,” he said. Demanded. “I need it.”



Alexa shook her head, taking another step back. This guy was light-years out of her league. There was no reason to even hope he’d call her even if she did give her name and number, so why leave herself open for the disappointment? 



“Goodnight, Gareth,” she murmured, then pulled her hand from his and fled.



 



“Holy Creator, Gareth, I can’t believe you just let her walk away!”



“Shut up, Sin.” 



“No, for once I have to agree with Sin,” Luc put in from across the bar. “You’ve lost it, Gar.”



“You can shut up, too.”



Sin started to say something else but Gareth wasn’t listening. He was staring after the woman who’d just shown up from nowhere and set him afire. She slipped through the crowd effortlessly, all long legs and sexiness hidden beneath plain-Jane jeans and a button-down shirt. Her dark ponytail, so incongruous after the passion she’d just showed, swayed with every step she took. His hands burned to dive into that rich softness as he claimed the kiss he literally ached for.



Maybe Sin and Luc were right. He must’ve been crazy to let her walk away that easily. Sweet heaven, right now he’d give just about anything he owned to take back that moment when he’d let her stop him from kissing her. The thought of those soft lips against his again was enough to heat his already boiling body another few degrees.



“... know the whole Ambassador gig involves improving vampire-human relations, but damn, I didn’t realize it meant that kind of relations!”



Luc laughed at Sin and Gareth rolled his eyes. The Cobra Clan Patriarch was only five hundred or so, a mere babe compared to Gareth, and at times Sin seemed as immature as a teenager. It was a good thing Gareth’s own twelve centuries had taught him patience. Otherwise the continual stream of wisecracks would have really pissed him off.



As it was, they were only damn annoying.



Sin finished off his wine—a rich merlot whose deep burgundy hue disguised the fact that it was mixed with something much richer—and set his glass back down with a decisive thunk, his eyes still on the dark-haired woman. He slapped Gareth on the shoulder and started to stand. 



“Your wine is excellent, Luc, but I’ve got a hunger for a different vintage. If you’ll excuse me,” he said with a grin, “I think I’ve just got to have a taste of that.”



Luc frowned—he allowed no hunting in his bar, Clan Patriarch or not—but Gareth’s attention snapped fully back to the present and he spoke before Luc could so much as take a breath. 



“First Right,” Gareth said, the words out almost before he knew what he was saying.



Sin froze in the middle of rising from his barstool. It took him a moment to find his voice. “I know I heard that wrong.”



“Think, Gar,” Luc murmured, and Gareth didn’t need to glance at him to know the bartender was staring at him like he’d grown a second head.



He didn’t care. It was too late to take it back, and even so Gareth wasn’t certain he would have. His mystery woman was a lucky find indeed. He couldn’t believe the others hadn’t sensed it, but then again, neither of them had been born dhampyr as he had. 



“First Right,” he repeated in a low growl. “I claim her. Don’t even think about it, Sin.”



If Sin was serious in his own pursuit, he could make a challenge of his own right now. Luc watched them both warily as tension vibrated in the air between them. Sin’s Clan was large and strong—the Cobras were not to be taken lightly—and every one of them would fight if their Patriarch required it.



But Gareth’s Clan was almost equal in size, and Gareth’s own personal power couldn’t be discounted.



Sin sat back down without issuing a challenge, however, and finally managed to close his mouth with an audible snap. “You ever hear of the term overreaction, Gareth?” he asked, a ghost of his teasing grin returning as he tried to ease things back to a calmer tone. “If you didn’t want me to sample your human all you had to do was ask, not claim courtship rights.”



Gareth’s muscles relaxed minutely. “Luc’s bar is off-limits for hunting,” he replied, his tone so low that no mortals could overhear him. 



“This was to stop me from breaking Luc’s house rules?” He shook his head and laughed. “Again I say, overreaction, but I wish you luck and the Creator’s blessing. Now, if we’ve concluded our business here, might I suggest finding a snack elsewhere?”



“You go ahead,” Gareth declined. He needed to feed but there was no way he was leaving the bar just yet. He could just glimpse the brunette across the bar as she shook her head apologetically at a man who’d clearly just asked her to dance. “I have a little unfinished business here. The hospitality of my House is at your disposal after you see to your needs.”



Sin inclined his head and smiled. “I leave you to your own hunt, then,” he said. With a nod in Luc’s direction, he turned and left.



Luc refilled Gareth’s glass without being asked. “Are you really going to court her?” he asked as he retrieved Sin’s abandoned goblet. “You didn’t have to do that just to keep him from breaking my rules, you know. I could have taken care of it.”



“I didn’t,” Gareth said, and he meant it. That woman was special, a rare breed indeed, and he’d known it at the first sound of her voice. He blessed his own mixed heritage for alerting him to it before Sin or Luc noticed that the brunette who had so utterly rocked his world was a dhampyr.



The half-vampires were rare and highly prized. Their blood was intoxicating, their powers were unique, and the females were the only vampires capable of conceiving. If Sin had recognized her for what she was, Gareth was certain a challenge would have been issued. Wars were fought for less. For an unmated Patriarch without an heir, finding a dhampyr was too good of an opportunity to miss.



The fact that she was gorgeous and had a mouth that could set him ablaze was just an added bonus.



He tossed off his glass of bloodwine in one go and stood. He might have claimed the right to be the first to court her, but she wasn’t his until he won her. Once the others figured out her heritage, he’d have plenty of competition. He didn’t dare waste any time. 



“Play a slow song for me, will you?” he said as he turned toward her table and pretended not to see Luc roll his eyes.



The crowd was thick and it took him a few minutes to make his way to the woman’s table. His gaze caressed her back as he approached, admiring the fine line of her slender shoulders and straight spine. One by one her friends noticed him and fell silent. He smiled and paused behind the brunette’s chair. 



“Excuse me,” he said, and he saw her jump. “I wondered if I might have this dance.”



She turned in her chair and froze when she saw him. Her cocoa eyes widened, looking for all the world like a deer caught in headlights. “I—I don’t think—no,” she stammered. 



“What?” one of her friends gasped.




“Yes, she wants to dance,” the woman in the hideous veil said sternly. “Alexa, get up right this second and dance with the man!”



Alexa. At last he had a name for her. Gareth smiled at the bride-to-be before meeting Alexa’s gaze again. “No,” he said, holding up a hand as she started to rise with clear reluctance. She was skittish, distrustful, and he knew he wouldn’t accomplish anything by pressuring her. “Nothing you don’t wish to give,” he murmured, stepping back. “Remember?” 



 



Alexa stared at him, stunned as he turned and walked away. She’d sent away two other men tonight and neither had taken it nearly this well, and to be brutally honest, neither of them could hold a candle to Gareth. It was unbelievable that he’d followed her to the table in the first place and even more so that he’d backed off so easily. 



“What the hell were you thinking?” Kim demanded, gaping at her. “The man is a walking god and he was looking at you like he’d like to cover you in chocolate and lick you clean. Are you stupid, girl? Have you taken a vow of celibacy or something?”



That got her temper going and she embraced the welcome distraction. “Look, people, just because all of you happen to be in relationships and happily boinking away every night doesn’t mean you get to pick on me because I’m not!” Alexa pushed her chair back and stood. “I’m getting more than a little tired of all of you trying to push everything in pants my way. I’ve already done your stupid little dare and that’s enough for one night. Now drop it!”



There was a moment of stunned silence before Grace also stood. “All right, Alexa,” she said. “All right. We’ll lay off. We didn’t mean to push so hard, did we, girls?” There was a chorus of agreement. “It’s just that you seem so lonely sometimes, we just wanted to help.”



“I don’t need any help,” Alexa said, starting to feel embarrassed about her outburst. After all, this was Grace’s party. The bride-to-be should be enjoying center stage, not Alexa. “Let’s just forget the whole thing, okay? Next round’s on me.”



She waved to their server and tried not to notice Gareth chatting with a stunning blonde on the dance floor, but it was like asking a magnet not to attract iron. Good Lord, the man was hot! Her gaze was drawn back to him time and again as the evening wore on. Every time he laughed, she could’ve sworn she felt it down her spine. Every time he danced with another woman, she couldn’t repress the regret that it wasn’t her. Every time he started to glance her way, she pretended to be blithely having the time of her life, totally unaware of him.



She wondered if she was really fooling him. Somehow, she didn’t think so.



She couldn’t even explain to herself why she’d refused to dance with him. Something about him was very disconcerting... disconcerting and yet familiar. The way he walked, the glint of humor in those gunmetal eyes, the tilt of his blond head as he glanced her way from the corner of his eye—it was like déjà vu to the power of ten. 



When Kim yawned two hours later, Alexa could’ve wept with relief. After her little tantrum she hadn’t wanted to be the first to leave, but she’d been ready to go home an hour ago. The little party broke up at last with hugs and laughter, and ribald teasing when they refused to let Grace take off her veil to walk to her car.



“Come on, guys, this isn’t Mardi Gras!” she complained. 



“Honey, it’s still Bourbon Street,” Heather told her. “Anything goes, and it took us hours to figure out how to hot-glue those things on there. Do you have any idea how hard it is to get latex to stick to netting?”



They reached the car a few minutes later and Heather, Kim and Grace climbed in. “Sure you don’t want a ride?” Heather asked. “It’s pretty late. You should’ve brought your ride.”



“It wasn’t worth trying to start the Vespa for just a couple of blocks,” Alexa said, shaking her head. “And the Quarter is pretty heavily patrolled on the weekends. I’ll be fine.” 



When the car pulled away, Alexa turned and started walking toward her apartment. Despite the expense, she loved her little flat overlooking Bourbon Street. It was tiny, but it was hers and it was home. Besides, it had a great view of the floats during Mardi Gras and there was room in the garden to park her little Vespa. 



The night was cool and humid. Alexa breathed deep and let it out slowly, savoring the evening air. She loved the nights, when the fumes from cars and tour buses were at their lowest and the stars winked down at her as if trying to share secrets. 



“Bit late for an evening stroll, isn’t it?”



She gasped and spun, her hand diving into her purse for her pepper spray even as the shiver coursing down her spine identified the speaker. “Are you following me?” she demanded as Gareth stepped into view.



He shrugged. “It’s not safe for a woman to walk the streets alone at this hour,” he said, not denying her accusation. “Why didn’t you let your friends give you a ride?”



He stepped closer and Alexa backed up. He stopped at once and held up his hands. “I won’t hurt you,” he said softly. “I just want to see you home safe, nothing more. All right?”



The sixth sense she tried to pretend she didn’t have told her he spoke the truth. He wasn’t following her for some nefarious purpose. Still, she didn’t make a habit of letting strange men know where she lived. 



“It’s just a few blocks,” she said. “I’ll be fine. I have my pepper spray and my cell phone if I run into any trouble, so you don’t have to worry about me. Okay?”



He shook his head. “I’ll worry anyway.” That smile flashed again, at once sexy and a bit predatory. “We could stand here arguing about it until the dawn or you could just give in and let me walk you home. I’m very stubborn.”



Alexa drew in a breath to refuse but let it out on a sigh. He wasn’t lying about that, either. “Oh, all right,” she said, giving in. “You can walk with me for a little way, but you have to go away when I tell you to. All right?”



He stepped fully out of the shadows and offered his arm. “Lead the way, my lady,” he said with another heart-stopping smile.



It didn’t occur to her until later that he never agreed to her condition.





 

Chapter Two



Alexa swatted the buzzing alarm clock, wishing it was a fly so she could kill it. Why did the snooze button seem to dodge her efforts to hit it?



Finally she made contact and the insufferable noise stopped. She flopped back onto her pillow and pulled the covers over her head. Why, exactly, had she agreed to switch to the night shift? Sleeping all day and working all night just wasn’t natural, as her body reminded her every evening when it was time to get up. Even now she had the start of another migraine tensing up behind her eyes, and she’d never had so much as the tiniest headache until a month ago.



The alarm buzzed again and Alexa flung her pillow at it. It tumbled to the floor but didn’t stop its noise. She sighed and swung her legs out of bed before smacking the “off” switch with far more force than necessary. 



Served the damn thing right for making that horrible sound, anyway.



Thirty minutes and two cups of coffee later, she felt much closer to human. Alexa tucked her long braid down the collar of her jacket, slid her helmet and gloves on, and went down to the garden. Her little blue Vespa started on the first try—definitely a plus these days—and moments later, she was driving down the cobbled streets.



The fresh air cleared the last of the sleep from her mind, but it didn’t stay fresh for long. She got caught first behind a bus and then behind a dump truck, and traffic was too heavy for her to pass for several minutes. At last she reached the hospital and pulled into the parking garage with relief. 



Her arrival on the floor normally didn’t attract attention, even if she was a few minutes late this time, but not tonight. As soon as she stepped out of the elevator and into the ICU, Heather squealed her name. 



“Ooh, she’s here! Finally, girl! We’ve been dying of curiosity. Come tell us who they’re from!”



Alexa frowned blankly at her. “Who are what from?”



“Oh, you’re just going to die. Come on, come look!”



Heather grabbed her arm and dragged her into the tiny combination break room/locker room. There in the center of the rickety old table was the most exquisite bouquet of flowers she’d ever seen. Alexa gaped at them. There had to be two dozen roses in there, not to mention exotic lilies, orchids, and flowers for which she had no name. 



“You’ve got to be joking,” she whispered, dropping her helmet on one of the chairs and circling the enormous floral arrangement. “There’s no way those are for me. Someone made a mistake.”



“No, your name is on the card,” Heather said, pointing.



Alexa reached for the little card with a feeling of complete disbelief. “Alexa,” it said in a bold cursive scrawl. She closed her eyes, suddenly knowing where they’d come from. There was only one person in the world who’d shown any sort of interest in her in the last two years.



Even the masculine, self-assured handwriting practically screamed Gareth.



“Aren’t you going to open it?” 



Heather was practically bouncing with excitement. Alexa sighed and tore open the card. “My lady,” it said, “a small token of thanks for the midnight stroll.” It wasn’t signed.



Darn him, he was so confident he could send a hundred dollar bouquet and not even sign his name to the card?



“Omigosh! It’s him, isn’t it? It’s the guy from the club!” 



She’d forgotten Heather was standing there, reading over her shoulder. “I think it is,” she admitted. “He walked me home after you guys left.”



“How romantic,” Heather gushed. “Alexa, if you don’t snatch this guy up then I will. Can you believe he went to all this trouble?”



Alexa slid the card back into its envelope and stuffed it in her pocket. “The guy’s probably a stalker,” she said, turning her back on the flowers. “How did he know where I work? I certainly never told him. And we’d better be extra careful to keep this door closed until I can get these things out of here.” No flowers or plants were allowed near the fragile ICU patients. “I can’t believe y’all even accepted the delivery! What if someone’s allergic to pollen?”



Heather rolled her eyes. “Here you have a gorgeous guy sending you gorgeous flowers and all you can think of is pollen. You’re hopeless, girl.” She turned and pulled open the door. “Come on, it’s time for report.”



Alexa slipped into a seat and took notes as the evening nurses reported on the patients and their conditions, but her mind kept returning to those flowers. How had he found out where she worked, anyway? She chewed on the end of her pen, trying to keep her mind on her work. She’d been so certain he was telling the truth when he’d promised he wouldn’t hurt her. Had she been wrong to let him walk her home?



When report was finally over, Alexa followed the other nurses out. She grabbed her clipboard and went in to check on her patients for the evening—an elderly man recovering from a major heart attack, who slept through her check, and a young woman with complications from a C-section. A photograph of her tiny newborn was taped to her bedrail and she traced the wrinkled little face with a fingertip. 



“How are you feeling tonight?” Alexa asked, smiling as she entered the small, glass-walled room. “Any better?”



A tear slipped down the woman’s cheek. “I just want to hold him,” she whispered. “Just for a minute. Why can’t I hold him?”



The woman’s pain was sharp and piercing. Alexa took a slow breath as it washed through her, released the air and let the pain slip away. “You’ve got a pretty bad infection, Mrs. Fielding,” she explained gently. “I know you don’t want to expose your son to that.”



“It’s Lily,” the woman said, her hand trembling and finally dropping down from the picture. Her weakness alarmed Alexa. Lily hadn’t been this bad when she’d cared for her two nights ago. “What if I die without ever holding my baby?”



Alexa put down the clipboard and took the woman’s hand. “You won’t die,” she said softly. She knew that anyone who overheard her would think she was breaking the age-old rule of the medical profession—never promise what can’t be guaranteed. Lily’s condition wasn’t good. She’d bled badly during the C-section, the infection in her womb had spread to her blood, and she had a blood clot in her leg from her forced immobility. She was allergic to the most effective antibiotic for her infection. Everything that could go wrong seemed to be doing so. The physicians gave her a fifty-fifty shot at pulling through even with all the state-of-the-art medical treatment she was receiving. No one could promise a full recovery.



But Alexa could at least promise life. 



“You won’t die,” she repeated, stroking Lily’s hair back from her face and smiling down at her. “Rest now. I’ll be back in a little while to check up on you, and we’ll talk a little more before my shift ends. All right?”




Lily dried her eyes with the corner of the sheet and nodded. 



“All right.
Rest and dream of your little boy. You’ll see him soon.”



Back at the desk, Alexa concentrated on her charting. It was a quiet night in the ICU, a rare occurrence but a welcome one. They had one new admission from the ER, one patient who couldn’t sleep, and nothing else. The nurses chatted quietly, mindful of the patients sleeping fitfully just feet away, and watched the monitors for any changes. Every so often a nurse would slip away to administer a medication or take vital signs. It was as close to peaceful as the ICU ever was.



For Alexa, it was a mixed blessing. She pulled down Lily’s chart and pretended to read it as she steeled herself for what was to come. It had been a long time since she’d attempted this with someone so very ill. The quiet gave her time to collect her thoughts, but it also meant that the other nurses were more likely to catch her when she returned to Lily’s cubicle. She just wished her head would stop pounding before she tried it.



There was no help for it. An hour before her shift was to end, Alexa took her stethoscope and blood pressure cuff into Lily’s enclosure. The woman was sleeping deeply thanks to the morphine drip the doctor had ordered for the pain. That, too, would help. It was much harder for Alexa to do this if they were awake and watching her with questions in their eyes.



She pulled the bedside chair closer and wrapped the cuff around Lily’s arm but did not inflate it. Instead, she covered both of the woman’s fever-hot hands with her own and closed her own eyes. She matched her breathing to Lily’s and, when the rhythm of her lungs and heart was just right, merged with her.



The infection was a living thing, vicious and tenacious. It was everywhere. Alexa didn’t panic or hesitate. She envisioned searing heat attacking every microbe, an army of tiny fireballs hunting them down throughout the young mother’s body. Careful not to raise her body temperature too high, she worked slowly, following the heat with waves of soothing cool to envelop and soothe every damaged organ. It was a delicate balance. Too much heat and Lily’s fever would rage out of control and result in brain damage or death, but too much of a reprieve between attacks would give the infection time to renew its hold on her body.



The blood clot was a different kind of challenge. She could break it easily but she had to do so carefully. She didn’t want to dislodge it as she worked and send it rushing through the woman’s veins, a fatal bomb just searching for a place to explode. She chipped slowly away at the exposed edges during the cool reprieves from her battle with the infection, loosening it a cell at a time without disturbing the portion caught on the vessel wall. Finally it dissolved completely.



At last Alexa drove the last particles of infection out and withdrew back into her own body, breathless and shaking. The incision on Lily’s belly would leave a scar but Alexa was far too tired to deal with that now. It would heal, that was the important thing. 



“You’ll hold that baby boy soon, Lily,” she whispered, releasing the woman’s hands and removing the blood pressure cuff. 



“Alexa? You okay?”



She turned and smiled at Heather’s voice. “Fine,” she replied softly. “I was just praying with her a little, but I think she fell asleep.” It was an excuse that had always worked in the past.



“You’re a sweetheart,” Heather said, smiling. “There’s a fresh pot of coffee ready and you look like you could use some.”



Alexa managed to make it to the break room without stumbling from exhaustion, but it was a struggle. Her headache was back with a vengeance. The coffee revived her a little and she sat for a moment, eyes closed, the mingled aromas of coffee and flowers filling her senses. She finished her shift on autopilot, too sick from fatigue and pain to do much else. Still, when the morning shift came on and the doctors made their rounds, their astonishment at seeing Lily sitting up in bed, her color back and her eyes bright, brought a smile to Alexa’s lips. 



Maybe it wasn’t nursing as she’d been taught to do it in school, but the look on Lily’s face when the doctor told her she could be moved down to a regular unit—a unit that allowed children to visit—made everything worthwhile.



When she gathered up her helmet and gloves at the end of the shift, Alexa couldn’t help but glance at the flowers again. She really had to get them out of here, but how was she supposed to transport twenty pounds of flowers on the back of a Vespa? The scent of diesel exhaust on her gloves made her sigh. There was just no way to get them home without ruining them in the process.



It was a real shame. Whatever she might think of the sender, the flowers were absolutely gorgeous and she’d never received anything like them before. 



And she wasn’t sure just what she thought of the sender. Why was a man like Gareth Ambrocio so interested in her?



Heather interrupted her train of thought by bursting into the room, grinning and waving a roll of cling-film. “You wouldn’t believe the begging I had to do to get this from the cafeteria,” she said, stepping around Alexa to the flowers. “You’d think this stuff was solid gold, the way they hoard it.” Her last words were punctuated with another wave of the film before she started unrolling it.



“May I ask what you’re up to?” 



“Helping you get your flowers home, of course,” she said as though it was completely obvious. “Here, help me wrap them up.”



Bemused, Alexa did as she was asked. Minutes later the flowers were encased in cellophane. “All right, I can see how this will keep them from being shredded by the wind, but there’s still another problem. Any bright ideas on how to strap this onto my scooter, oh wise one?”



Heather beamed and held up an Ace wrap and a roll of tape. “Come on, let’s go exercise those bandaging skills.”



Alexa laughed. There was nothing like a nurse’s ingenuity. She pulled on her jacket and lifted the flowers, and Heather followed with her helmet and the supplies. It took some doing, but eventually they secured the huge arrangement to the tiny rack behind the Vespa’s seat. It looked hideous but it would work. “Thanks, Heather,” she said, hugging her friend. “I’ll see you tomorrow night.”



“Wouldn’t miss it.”



The drive home, in morning traffic when she was already exhausted, was no picnic. When Alexa finally arrived back in her garden, she was so tired it was all she could do to get herself and the flowers up the stairs. Her head was pounding in earnest now, bright flashes of pain that made every movement agony.



It seemed too much trouble to unwrap the flowers so she just cut the cellophane, tape and elastic bandage off, deciding to risk damaging a few petals in the cause of expediency. The arrangement was a little worse for the wear but still beautiful. She refilled it with water and dragged herself to bed, not even bothering to undress before she collapsed, asleep before her head touched the pillow.



 



* * *



 



Fog rolled around her like a shroud.



Alexa lifted her head from the pavement, wondering how she’d come to be outside when she was positive she’d made it home to her bed. The asphalt was cold beneath her hands as she pushed herself up, the tiny rocks digging into her knees as she slowly got to her feet. She could see nothing but the tiny spot of pavement beneath her feet and the enveloping fog. Where was she?



Voices teased her through the mist, shouts and whispers too vague to be understood. She only caught scattered words, bits of sentences she couldn’t figure out. 



“... protecting your Chosen... ” 



“Always protect yourself first!”



“... wasn’t killed... ”



“... Dios, no, not the baby... ”



Alexa turned, trying to find the source of the voices. 



“Hello?” she called hesitantly, then instantly wished she hadn’t when everything fell silent but the echoes of her own voice. 



A new sound emerged, louder than the rest—a woman’s voice chanting something she couldn’t understand. The fog swirled but she could feel no breeze. She rubbed her arms against the intensifying cold. She didn’t know where this place was or what was going on, but she wanted to get the hell out of here now.



Suddenly the fog and the voice evaporated, vanishing in the space of a heartbeat. Alexa stood on a silent and deserted street, the sun shining on her left and the moon glowing above her to the right. She gaped at the unnaturally divided sky.



A cry caught her attention and she spun to the sunlight side. A woman was there, moaning on a hospital bed in the center of a green meadow—was it Lily? No, this woman’s belly was rounded with pregnancy. Kim held her hand. Her friend’s eyes were blank when they met Alexa’s. 



“You can’t help her if you come this way,” Kim said, her words dull and lifeless.



A shifting footstep behind her made her spin back to the right. Gareth stood there, a thousand shadowed figures behind him and flowers strewn under his feet. He smiled and his teeth were fangs. 



“You won’t miss the light, sweetheart,” he said, his voice half-charm, half-snarl. “I don’t.”



She stumbled back and collided with someone. Whirling, she found herself face to face with the most intimidating man she’d ever seen. Impossibly tall with white hair and black eyes, he also stood on the border between day and night. His eyes swirled like a vortex of stars, drawing her gaze irresistibly. As she stared, unable to look away, her headache rose to an unbearable agony as if her mind was trying to split in two. 



“Choose soon,” the man said in a voice like icy death. “Choose or die.”



 



* * *



 



Alexa bolted straight out of bed with her scream still echoing in her ears. She stumbled into the wall, moving too fast to catch herself in time, and slid down it to the floor. The relief at seeing her familiar little apartment was overwhelming.



Where the hell had that come from?



It took several long minutes for her pulse to return to normal. When it did, she picked herself up off the carpet and checked her watch. It was only five in the afternoon. She still had plenty of sleep time left before her shift started at eleven.



She shuddered as the memory of the whispering fog returned to her. Sleep really didn’t seem appealing right now. Maybe she’d just have a little snack first and let that dream fade a bit before going back to bed.



Bourbon Street was already bustling. Her apartment wasn’t near the busy center of the famous street, but even as far out as Esplanade she could hear the tourists and early revelers outside. The noise rarely bothered her and right now was very welcome. She didn’t want to think about the eerie silence of her dream. Living where she did, silence wasn’t something she was used to.



She only managed to grab a little catnap before it was time to shower and go back to the hospital. Her Vespa wasn’t quite so cooperative this time, needing several tries to start and stalling once on the way, and she reminded herself again to look up a good mechanic. She’d really been putting it off too long.



This time there were no flowers in the break room when Alexa paused to stash her helmet and jacket. Everything was reassuringly normal, even down to the strong, mingled scents of disinfectant and coffee that were synonymous with hospitals. Both Grace and Heather were on with her tonight, which was nice. The elderly man she’d cared for last night had passed away during the day shift and she had two new patients, both with post-op complications. She checked their vital signs and incisions, re-bandaged the wounds and started her charting. 



It was well past midnight when an instantly recognizable and totally unwelcome shiver went down her spine. She turned and wasn’t even surprised to see Gareth pushing through the heavy doors that separated the waiting area from the ICU proper. What on Earth was he doing here? Those doors were locked at this hour and anyone passing through had to be buzzed in by a nurse—



Her puzzlement lasted only a moment as Gareth smiled at Grace and everything made sense. Grace was the one who’d pushed her toward Gareth. Grace was also a friend of Luc, the Ivory Tower’s bartender and owner. Alexa had seen Gareth talking and laughing with Luc before she’d approached him for that crazy dare that still made her blush to think of it.



Gareth knew where she worked because her friend had ratted her out, and after she promised to back off, too. She glared at the back of Grace’s head for a second before slipping back into her sleeping patient’s cubicle, her cheeks flaming.



Would they never stop trying to set her up?



When she thought she had herself under control, she squared her shoulders and stepped out. It wasn’t really fair to take out her aggression on Gareth, especially if his friends were pushing him as hard as hers were. She’d just have to kill Grace later in private. 



He wore a shirt this time, a tight black T-shirt beneath a charcoal wool jacket, and normal blue jeans had replaced the leather pants. If not for the black boots she could almost have mistaken him for someone else, so complete was the change from the biker punk to respectable citizen. Damn, but he made both look good. 



Unlike Heather, who was openly staring, Alexa could keep her drooling to herself. She didn’t rush as she carried her clipboard back to the nurses’ station and waited until she was seated before meeting Gareth’s eyes. “Thanks for the flowers,” she said, and calmly opened the chart in front of her.



 



Gareth watched her and tried to suppress a grin. She was so cool and nonchalant, so blatantly unaffected by him. He reached down, pulled the chart from beneath her hand and turned it around before handing it back. “Unless you prefer to read upside-down, you might find that easier,” he murmured.



Her blush delighted him. “Thanks,” she muttered, not looking up.



“Gareth was just telling us he wanted to take you to dinner,” Grace piped up, not bothering to hide her own grin. The other nurse was almost panting as she stared at him but he didn’t care. He only had eyes for one woman.



Grace suddenly winced and scooted away from Alexa, rubbing her shin. It was all he could do not to laugh out loud. 



“I can’t take a dinner break right now,” Alexa said to the chart. “One of my patients just started a fever.”



“I’ll keep an eye on him for you,” the other nurse said before Gareth could even plant the idea in her mind. He was really starting to like these friends of hers. “You go ahead.”



“I’m not hungry,” Alexa said, glaring.



“Coffee, then,” Gareth suggested. “Surely no one who works all night can resist a cup of java.” She started to open her mouth, another refusal on her lips, he was certain. He bent closer before she could speak it. “Help me out here,” he whispered to her. “My ego can’t take another no. You’re going to ruin my reputation if you’re not careful.”



She rolled her eyes but finally looked at him again. He put on the best hangdog expression he could muster and her lips twitched. 



“Oh, all right,” she finally sighed. “Let me report off to Heather first.”



Five minutes later, Gareth held the door for her as they left the ICU. She wouldn’t leave the hospital to go to the Starbucks at the corner, but luckily the coffee in the cafeteria wasn’t too bad. Gareth poured a cup for himself as he watched Alexa add cream and sugar to hers. She glanced hungrily at the biscotti for a moment before moving toward the register and reaching into her pocket.



He beat her to it. “How about if you find us a table?” he said, reaching across her to hand a bill to the checker. She looked like she was about to protest but thought better of it at the last moment.



He joined her at the little table she’d chosen a moment later—far back in a corner and almost hidden behind the cafeteria’s Christmas tree. His little dhampyr didn’t want to be seen with him. She might have wanted to hide them from view, but the privacy worked well for his goals, too. He shook his head and slid into the seat across from her, tossing a couple of chocolate almond biscotti on the table.



“Don’t bother saying no,” he said, holding up a hand to forestall her refusal of the treats. “I can’t eat them and if you don’t, they’ll just go to waste.”



She picked one up and unwrapped it. “Allergic to almonds?”



“Very.” And to every other kind of solid food, actually. He watched her swirl the cookie in her coffee and smiled at her. It was a smile that usually worked for him, especially if he was trying hard to be charming. 



Right now he was trying very hard. “So, how do you do this awkward small-talk thing?”



She raised an eyebrow at him. “I think there has to be considerably less flirting to qualify as awkward. Shall I demonstrate?”



He laughed. Oh, she was good. “No, please don’t, you’re destroying me as it is.” He watched the biscotti travel to her lips and pass between them. Such a simple movement, but it held him spellbound as he imagined tasting those lips, savoring the flavor of coffee and cookie and beautiful woman.



Alexa put the biscotti down and swallowed her bite with a sip of coffee. “All right, that’s enough.”



He blinked, the sensual spell broken. “Excuse me?”



“I don’t know who put you up to this, but it’s really enough now.”



“No one put me up to anything, sweetheart.”



She glared. “Look, I’m not stupid. I don’t want to feed your ego—heaven knows Heather fed it enough upstairs—but you’re obviously out of my league. It makes absolutely no sense for you to be sending me flowers, coming to my work, and staring at me like that. Can’t you tell Luc or Grace or whoever that I’m just not interested and go away?”



Gareth just stared at her for a moment, totally taken aback. “You think Luc or Grace told me to come pay attention to you?”



She was blushing now. The rush of hot blood to her cheeks awoke a thirst in him that coffee couldn’t quench. “Well, yeah,” she said. “Why else would you be here?”



He laughed. He couldn’t help it. She glared at him again and he tried to stop. 



“I’m sorry,” he said, rubbing a hand over his face as if that could wipe his humor away. “Really, I am. I’m not laughing at you, I promise.”



“Then what’s so funny?”



“You are, Lexi.” He leaned forward and took her hand. “Thinking that I would only be here because someone told me to come. No one tells me who to talk to or flirt with, sweetheart. I’m here because I want to be. I sent you flowers because I wanted you to think of me. That’s all.”



She seemed too surprised to pull her hand away. “My name isn’t Lexi,” she said after a long moment.



He sighed. “Are you going to pick on me for giving you a nickname now, too? Come on, give me a chance. I’m not a bad guy and if I’m out of your league, just tell me what I need to do to get into it.”



“You’re absolutely nuts, you know that?” she asked. “You do know that what I did at the bar was a dare, right? That’s not who I really am. I don’t do things like that. I think it’s fairly safe to say I’m not your type.”



“Sweetheart, you are exactly my type,” Gareth said, his smile fading as he looked into her chocolate eyes. “I’m also more than the leather-bound punk you met at the bar, you know. Everyone has different layers to their personality. Can we get to know each other before you decide I’m so wrong for being attracted to you?”



After an endless moment, she finally nodded. He relaxed at last and didn’t protest when she pulled her hand away to sip her coffee again. “So tell me,” she said, retrieving the biscotti. “Why a spider tattoo?”



“There’s a really, really long story behind that,” he replied. “I’ll tell it to you one of these days. What about you? Any ink?”



She shook her head. “I’m a firm believer in the saying ‘tis better to give than to receive, especially when it comes to needles.” She shuddered theatrically. “And on your side, no less. I don’t even want to imagine.”



He laughed. “Well, it wasn’t the most comfortable process in the world, but I survived.”



“What do you do for a living?”



Gareth chose his words carefully. She was asking questions that were harder to answer than she knew. This wouldn’t be as simple to redirect as the question about his Clan mark. “I’m on the board of governors of a private organization,” he said at last, sticking to the barest version of the truth. Then he winked. “And I also lead vampire tours around the French Quarter for fun.”



For some reason, Alexa paused at that. She recovered quickly, though, and finished the first biscotti. “Do you dress up and everything?” she asked, trying to smile. It looked a little strained.



A little curl of tension knotted in his stomach. If the mere mention of vampires provoked this reaction, he was in for tough times ahead. “The whole nine yards, just like in the bar,” he said, pretending he hadn’t noticed her hesitation. “In fact, I’m doing a tour tomorrow night. Are you off?”



 



Alexa stared into her coffee and bit her lip. The swirling cream reminded her of the fog in her nightmare, but that was just silliness. There were a thousand reasons she could’ve dreamed of Gareth as a vampire. Maybe she’d seen a poster advertising his tours somewhere. Maybe someone had mentioned it and she just hadn’t consciously remembered. It was just a dream, she told herself firmly. “Yes, I’m off tomorrow.”



His smile, already far too charming, broadened. The fluorescent lights glinted off his straight, white teeth—his perfectly normal, non-fanged teeth. 



“Dare I ask if you’d accompany me on a tour, then?” He covered his face with his hands, flinching back as if hiding from her refusal.



She shook her head at him but couldn’t help laughing. “I don’t know,” she said, resting her elbows on the table. “Do you?”



He uncovered his face and also leaned closer. “I dare.”



He’s going to kiss me, Alexa thought suddenly. An instant later, his gaze dropped to her lips and she knew she was right. She sat back quickly. “Then I accept,” she said, hiding her hands in her lap in case he tried to hold her hand again. “I think I have a weakness for dares.”



“Oh, I very much hope so,” Gareth murmured, and Alexa knew right then that she was in deep trouble.





 

Chapter Three



What did someone wear to a vampire tour, anyway?



Alexa glared at her closet as though it was hiding the perfect outfit from her just to be spiteful. All over her bed were discarded choices. Long black dress?
Too obvious.
Jeans and a sweater?
Too plain.
Denim skirt and cute little blouse?
Too cold. She growled and banged her head against the closet door. What in the world was wrong with her?



“He is just a guy,” she told herself firmly. “Stop obsessing! Guys never notice clothes anyway, isn’t that what they always say?”



Still, she wanted to look nice. Not too dressy, not too casual, not too... boring. She sighed and stared at her clothes again—scrubs, scrubs, jeans, T-shirts, and more scrubs. Unfortunately, everything she owned was pretty much casual and boring. That cute little silk blouse was the only thing she had that could be classified as flirty, and she’d freeze her tatas off if she tried to wear that tonight.



Finally she grabbed a pair of black slacks and a soft lavender sweater with a deep V neckline that clung flatteringly to her figure. It wasn’t perfect, but it would do. She braided her hair and slid in some earrings before turning to the shoe rack at the bottom of her now-destroyed closet.



Oh, great. Boots or sneakers?
Flats or heels?



Sometimes being a woman was far more trouble than it was worth. She was certain Gareth wasn’t going through this nonsense right now.



Her doorbell rang just then and she jumped, staring at her watch. How had an hour gone by? Thank goodness she already had her makeup on! Alexa grabbed the boots, jammed her feet into them—if they didn’t perfectly match the outfit, at least they were warm—and snatched up her coat as she ran to open the door.



Gareth filled her doorway, once again clad in black leather from head to toe. He was wearing a shirt this time, sort of—a black fishnet thing with several rips in it. His chest and hard abs were clearly visible through it. Sunglasses hid his eyes despite the moonless night and his thick wavy hair looked like he’d simply finger-combed it when he rolled out of bed. She let her gaze slide over him again, taking in every inch of his sexy body, all the way to his silver-toed boots.



It was all she could do not to turn into Heather and drool unashamedly. 



He held out his arms and turned in a slow circle before her. “What do you think of the vampire Gareth?” he asked, and she heard the smile in his voice.



“I think wow,” she said, staring at his gorgeous butt as he turned for her. Those tight leather pants were in serious contention for her favorite invention ever. She quickly returned her gaze to his face as he completed his spin and started to say something else, but her words disappeared in a squeak.



His grin exposed fangs that would have made a saber-tooth proud. He’d removed his sunglasses as he turned and she stumbled back at the sight of his eyes.



His pupils were elongated like a cat’s, the gunmetal gray irises extending almost to the corners of his eyes. It was the most unnatural thing she’d ever seen, and she’d seen it once before.



In that weird, disturbing dream.



His hand shot out to steady her before she knocked over the coat tree. “Hey, easy,” he said, and his voice was still smooth and even. There wasn’t a trace of the snarl she’d heard in the dream. “I promise I won’t bite tonight. Not even a nibble.”



She took a deep breath and tried to regain her composure. “You weren’t joking when you said you did the whole nine yards with the vampire thing,” she said, hoping he didn’t hear the shaky note to her voice. “That looks freaky as hell, in case you didn’t know. Where did you get those contacts? They look so real!”



He smiled reassuringly as he freed the coat from her death-grip and held it for her to slip on. “Borrowed ’em from a cat,” he teased as he pulled the coat around her shoulders. “He owed me a favor. Are you ready to go scare the tourists?”



She nodded and locked the door behind them. He caught her hand before she could pull on her gloves and wouldn’t relinquish it. 



“You look beautiful, by the way,” he said. 



The streetlights glinted off his fangs as he spoke. Alexa suppressed a shiver at the sight. 



“Are you going to hold me to my promise not to nibble on you?”



“Absolutely,” she replied with conviction. She didn’t want those fangs anywhere near her. 



“Pity,” he sighed. He paused while she locked the garden gate behind her—on Bourbon Street, too many people tended to regard private gardens as public outhouses. When she stuffed her hands in her pockets before he could catch one, he just smiled and linked his arm though hers. 



She shook her head at his persistence but didn’t pull away. It was actually kind of nice, walking down the street arm-in-arm with him. She saw he’d put his sunglasses back on and made a mental note to keep a special watch out for cracks in the uneven sidewalk so she could warn him. It wouldn’t do much for his ultra-tough vampire persona to trip and land sprawling in the street.



“Look out,” Gareth said, pulling her to the side just in time to avoid a sticky wad of chewing gum on the sidewalk. 



Her jaw dropped. The grayish gum had been almost invisible against the concrete even though she’d been looking. “How can you see with those things on?”



He shrugged. “I’ve got excellent night vision,” he said simply. “It’s bright lights that give me trouble.”



She digested that in silence until they turned down St. Anne’s Street toward Jackson Square. “How long have you been doing vampire tours?” she asked, shivering a little in the chilly air. 



He shifted and put his arm around her shoulders, bringing her closer to the warmth of his body. There was nowhere for her arm to go but around his waist. Keep telling yourself that, Alexa, she thought disgustedly, but she didn’t protest when he guided her hand into his jacket pocket and slid his own hand over it. 



“Oh, I haven’t really kept track,” he said. “It’s an off and on thing I just do when I have the time. Several years, I suppose. Are you too cold?”



She shook her head. This close proximity to Gareth’s hard body was warming her up nicely. “Aren’t you freezing, though?” she asked, reaching out with her free hand and touching the mesh shirt. “The outfit screams vampire, don’t get me wrong, but surely even vampires bundle up when it’s cold.”



He laughed. “Vampires don’t feel the cold, Lexi,” he said. “Or the heat, for that matter.”



“And I suppose they don’t get wet in the rain, either?”



“No, the rain soaks everyone equally,” he said, laughing again. “But really talented vampires can use a little spell to dry off more quickly.”



“Of course they can.” 



“You doubt me?”



She shook her head at his offended tone. “Let’s just say that I’ll start believing in vampires when I meet one,” she said as Jackson Square came into view.



For some reason this made him grin again, but he didn’t reply. He led her up the steps and into the park at the center of the Square. 



“Is this where everyone meets?” Alexa asked, glancing around to see if anyone was already waiting. 



He nodded. “We gather up around Andrew Jackson,” he said, nodding at the large statue in the center of the park. “The tour, of course, goes all over the French Quarter.”



“Give me a preview,” she said. She knew the dream had made her jumpy where vampire tales were concerned and the fewer surprises she had tonight, the happier she’d be.



He shook his head. “Not a chance,” he said, grinning. “I’m hoping you’ll get so terrified you’ll jump into my arms.”



“Not with you showing those fangs to me, I won’t,” she retorted.



Before he could reply, a pair of young men paused beside them. Identical twins dressed from head to toe in black, they had long black hair streaked white at the temple, pale skin and dark eyes. 



All they need are matching capes to complete the look, Alexa thought in amusement. Gareth’s vampire costume was really much better. 



“Are you the vampire guide?” one asked.



“The one and only,” Gareth replied. He took their tickets and shoved them in his pocket. 



The twins were soon joined by several couples and a reassuringly normal-looking middle-aged woman, though her daughter was as heavily goth as the twins. Gareth chatted with them as they waited for the clock to strike ten, still holding Alexa to his side. When about a dozen people stood around them, Gareth glanced down at her. 



“Ready to walk with the vampires, Lexi?” he asked, grinning again.



Good heavens, those fangs looked realistic. “It’s Alexa, and I’m as ready as I’ll ever be,” she said, stepping back a little when he jumped up on a bench and started to address the group.



“Yo, mortals, listen up!” he shouted to the assembled crowd. Alexa had to cover her mouth to hold back a laugh. “We’re going to be leaving this safe little haven in a minute and there are a few ground rules for those who want to keep their necks intact. Rule one, don’t stray from the group. I don’t have time to go hunting for you tonight and you’ll just be on your own if you get lost. Rule two, if you see a vampire, don’t meet his eyes unless you’d like to be his dinner.” 



At this he whipped his sunglasses off and sent a glare around the group before shaking his head disgustedly. “I can see you all need to work on that one. Rule three, only consensual biting between legal adults is allowed on this tour. Got it?” There were nods and laughs. “All right, then. Follow me!”



He jumped down and took her hand. “Laying it on a little thick, aren’t you?” she whispered to him.



His eyes twinkled as he winked at her. “Just wait. That’s nothing to what’s coming, sweetheart.” 



She laughed and he led the group around the back of St. Louis Cathedral. He waited for them to gather up before starting to speak. 



“Who knows the origin of the vampire myth?” he asked. The derision in his voice when he said “myth” made her smile again. 



“Dracula?” someone ventured.



“Chupacabra,” a Hispanic-accented voice suggested.



“Atlantis?” another voice called.



Gareth leaned against the wall, totally at ease. “No, no, and maybe,” he said. “Every culture has their vampire legends. Someone said Chupacabra. That’s a common and fairly modern tale from places like Mexico, Puerto Rico, and the American Southwest, describing a strange half-lizard, half-alien thing with quills like a porcupine that attacks livestock. Hence the name, which literally means the goat sucker.” He reached out and ran a fingertip down Alexa’s throat before she could react. She shivered at the heat in his strange eyes. “Personally, I can think of more pleasant things to suck on, but that’s just me.



“Now Dracula, who despite all the legends, wasn’t a vampire. He was born Vlad Tepes Dracul in the early 1400s to Vlad Dracul, a member of the Order of the Dragons. Dracula is a diminutive, like a nickname, meaning son of the dragon.” He looked around the group as if making sure no one was losing interest. Alexa herself was fascinated. “He was cruel and certainly met every definition of the word evil, but he was never considered a vampire until Bram Stoker published his famous book in 1897.



“Long before Dracula, there were vampire legends. The word nosferatu is actually derived from the Greek word nosophoros, meaning plague carrier. Some people believe vampirism is caused by a virus, spread by blood-to-blood contact. This explains the theory that someone bitten by a vampire will become a vampire, undergoing a physical transformation that leaves them unable to bear things like sunlight, garlic, or silver. Others think it’s a genetic mutation, unable to be passed by biting.



“Now, Atlantis.” Gareth propped his boot on the wall and shrugged. “It’s easy to lay everything mysterious on those strange shores, isn’t it? The Bermuda Triangle, the Egyptian pyramids, etc. Vampires might have originated there. It’s as good a guess as any.” He smiled. “The truth is, only the vampires know for sure, and they’re not telling. Now, if there are no other questions?”



A hand went up at the back of the group. “How do you kill a vampire?” 



Gareth raised an eyebrow at the young woman. “Very carefully, little girl,” he said, his voice dropping to a dangerous growl. “They don’t go down easily and they’re many times as fast and as strong as you are. The legends say you must surprise the vampire in his coffin, cut off his head, stuff his mouth with garlic, drive a rowan stake through his heart, burn the body and throw the ashes in a swift river. You can bet I’d fight like hell if someone tried to do that to me, and if you miss any step the vampire will rise again. And if he does, you can bet you’ll be seeing him soon.” 



Then the dangerous look on his face vanished and he shrugged. “That’s the legend, but no one’s really sure how to kill a real vampire. Why? Not many who try it actually live to give instructions to everyone else.” He straightened and took Alexa’s hand again. “And, just for the record, I’m keeping my eye on you, young lady,” he added, shaking a warning finger in her direction.



Everyone laughed and Gareth led them on. “I’m impressed,” Alexa said, lengthening her strides to match his much longer ones. He seemed to notice and slowed down. “You know your history.”



“You could say it’s a subject that interests me,” he replied, smiling at her. “And I like to give them their money’s worth.”



Alexa actually enjoyed herself for the rest of the tour. Gareth was a natural guide—informative, entertaining and funny. After a while she got used to the eyes and fangs, though they still looked eerily realistic to her. He answered the tourists’ questions with ease and kept them moving at a quick pace that kept anyone from getting too cold. They visited a building that had been in a vampire movie, heard a legend about an old nunnery’s attic, and were heading to a different area when two men, also in vampire costume, stepped out from a bar and started toward them. Her stomach clenched at the sight of them, though she couldn’t say why.



Gareth’s hand tightened on hers for a bare instant before he dropped it. “Stay here with the group,” he murmured to her. “Understand?”



Before she could question him, he strode ahead to meet the others. 



“Wait here, everyone,” Alexa said, turning and holding up her hands. They obeyed her and gathered at the corner. She turned to see what Gareth was doing and noticed that two of the tallest men in the group had moved closer to her. She glanced briefly at them—they were the twins who had arrived first in the park—before looking back at Gareth.



“What’s going on?” asked the girl who had wanted to know how to kill a vampire.



“I don’t know,” Alexa said honestly. Then she remembered Gareth’s showmanship and smiled. “Maybe we’ll get to see a vamp fight.”



 



Gareth groaned at Alexa’s words and dropped the friendly tour-guide persona as he approached the other two. Alexa didn’t know how close she was to the truth. These men were no more in costume than he was. The only difference between them was that Gareth was a Slayer, a guardian of mortals.



These two were Outcasts, and they’d kill without hesitation. With pleasure, in fact. They thrived on fear and death. 



“You know better than to show your faces here,” Gareth growled, baring his fangs at them. “You must have a death wish.”



“What are you going to do in front of your precious mortals, Gareth?” one taunted. “You’re not going to get medieval on us in front of your girlfriend, are you? Whatever would she think?”



“She looks tasty,” the other said, licking his lips. “Come on, Slayer, let’s have a dance. Two on one, winner takes all.”



“You really must be as stupid as you look.” Gareth didn’t bother responding to their threats to Alexa. She was in no danger from these two, not while he was still standing, and it would take more than anything they could dish out to knock him down. “Check those ‘mortals’ again, fools. It’ll be more like two on six, and I wouldn’t be so confident if I were you.”



The first Outcast stepped back, the light of battle wavering in his eyes as he belatedly recognized the other vampires in Gareth’s band. “What, afraid to take us on alone?” He laughed to cover his retreat.



“I’m not leading a buffet.” Gareth shrugged. “This one time I give you the option of walking away from me. Better hurry, this is a limited time offer.”



They snarled but left. Gareth hadn’t doubted they would. Outcasts weren’t known for their bravery and would rarely fight when outnumbered. He turned back to his group and made a subtle gesture to two of the vampires. They nodded minutely and eased back from the others.



There would be two fewer Outcasts in New Orleans tonight.



He smiled as he returned to Alexa’s side, nodding at three vampires who’d flanked her. His Clanmates had done their jobs well. The twins stepped back but the woman, the elder of the mother-daughter pair, stayed close and winked to let him know Alexa hadn’t spotted her. 



“A little known fact is that tour guides are just as territorial as vampires,” Gareth told the group, smiling. “Forgive me for running off the interlopers. They all want to copy my spiel.” 



Gareth concluded the tour shortly thereafter, ending up at one of New Orleans’ more famous vampire bars. 



“Great tour,” Alexa said, smiling up at him as he held the door for her to enter. “I’m just glad you didn’t point out my apartment as a site of some half-forgotten vampire massacre.”



“Well, I didn’t think you really wanted to know about it,” he teased. “I could tell you, though, if you’re curious. In the late 1800s—”



She laughed and punched his shoulder. “Stop that! I’ll have nightmares for a week now, thank you very much.”



He slid an arm around her waist as he guided her to an empty barstool. “Would I get punched again if I offered to stay over and keep the nightmares away?” he murmured in her ear.



“You most definitely would,” Alexa said, laughing again as she sat. “Besides, I think you’re likely to be in most of them.”



He heard something in her tone that sobered him. Even though he had decided to embrace the vampire side of his nature twelve hundred years ago, Gareth still retained the dhampyr’s gift of truth-telling. 



“Have you had a nightmare about me, Lexi?” he asked, dead serious. Apart from the ability to detect lies, the powers of dhampyrs varied greatly between individuals. Clairvoyance wasn’t unheard of. “Tell me if you have.”



She bit her lip, clearly surprised at his seriousness. “It’s nothing,” she said, shrugging it off as she turned to try to get the bartender’s attention. “I was kidding.”



He spun the stool so she was facing him and braced his hands on the bar behind her. “You weren’t kidding. Tell me.”



Alexa raised an eyebrow. “Anyone ever tell you you’re pushy?”



“All the time. It’s a hazard of my position. Tell me about your dream.”



For a moment, Gareth thought she was going to refuse again, but finally she sighed and spoke. 



“You’ll be disappointed. It doesn’t make any sense. I was lying on the ground at night. There was fog—it wasn’t natural. It felt like I was buried in it. I could hear voices but I couldn’t understand what they were talking about.” She paused, frowning, then shook her head. “No, I can’t remember what they were saying.



“Then the fog vanished and the sky went strange—night on one side, day on the other. I was standing in the middle. My friend Heather and one of my patients, at least I think it was one of my patients, were in the sunlight. I remember Heather said I couldn’t help if I went that way.” She glanced at him and bit her lip before going on. “You were on the night side. You looked just like you do now, vampire stuff and all. I can’t remember what you said. 



“I tried to run away but collided with this strange man. He was terrifying, huge and with these weird eyes and—I just can’t describe him. He was scary as hell. He said, ‘Choose soon or die’.” She shivered at the memory. “And then I woke up.” She smiled, though it looked a little forced. “See, I told you it didn’t make any sense.”



Gareth closed his eyes, trying to fight off the chill that gripped him. Oh, yes, this dhampyr was certainly clairvoyant. That dream might not make sense to her, but it was crystal clear to him.



At some point in their adult lives, all dhampyrs had to make a choice between the daylight life of a mortal and the immortal night of the vampire. For some the time of choice, the Divergence, came sooner than with others. Gareth had been in his thirties when it had happened to him and he well remembered how it had felt. He had almost died before Eli had arrived and explained what it meant. He opened his eyes and gazed deep into hers. “Tell me, sweetheart, do you get headaches?” 



She looked startled at the question. “Well, yes,” she said slowly. “I had one the day I had that dream. Why? Doesn’t everyone get headaches from time to time?”



Damn. She was close. Gareth ran a hand over his face and leaned back, releasing her from the cage of his arms. “Come on, I’ve got a craving for some good coffee,” he said, taking her hand and pulling her from the barstool he’d guided her to only moments before. “Let’s go to Café du Monde and have a late night snack.”



She raised an eyebrow but followed him out of the bar. “That was an abrupt subject change if I’ve ever heard one,” she muttered under her breath as they emerged into the night.



He heard her anyway. “Some things are best discussed in less crowded places,” he said, putting his arm around her and guiding her hand to his pocket again. “Once we get something hot in you, we’ll talk about it more.”



She shook her head at him. “Why should we?” she asked. “It was just a dream. I’d rather hear about where you found all your vampire information than rehash my nightmare, personally.”



“Oh, I plan on telling you a good bit more about vampires,” he said, keeping a sharp eye out for any more Outcasts now that they were alone on the street. “This legend, though, is not for public consumption. You see, unlike the other things I’ve told you tonight, this one is true.”





 

Chapter Four



Alexa stared at him, unable to find her voice. Surely she’d heard that wrong. “You’re telling me you believe in vampires?” she finally managed.



“I told you there were many sides to me,” Gareth said, leading her under the bright awning of the Café du Monde’s seating area. 



Oh, this was just perfect. She didn’t even want to contemplate what that strange reply meant. Alexa sat at the table he chose, grateful he’d picked a spot near one of the big outdoor heaters, and tried to think of a way to get out of this. She tried to bury her crushing disappointment deep inside.



She had finally managed to find a great guy—handsome, charming, gainfully employed—and he was some psycho vampire-groupie. She felt like crying. It just wasn’t fair.



Gareth was watching her closely and she pulled herself together. A waitress was already making her way over—of course a man who looked like Gareth would get instant service. He ordered a black coffee and looked expectantly at her. 



“Café au lait, please,” she said. “And an order of beignets.” Forget watching her calories.



Right now, she needed the hit of sugar more than she needed to fit in her jeans.



Gareth waited until the waitress returned with two steaming mugs and the plate of hot sugary pastries before starting to speak. 



“I want to tell you the legend of the dhampyrs,” he said, holding his mug between his large hands and making no move to drink. “Will you listen to it?”



She stirred sugar into her café au lait before taking a sip. “I always like to hear a story,” she said, wishing he wouldn’t look at her quite so intensely. 



He watched her bite into a beignet, his gaze following the flick of her tongue as she licked the powdered sugar off her lip. Heat shivered through her veins. Okay, he might be weird and possibly crazy, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t still unbelievably sexy. 



She had to get him talking before her thoughts ran away with her. “What’s a dam-fear?” she asked.



“Dhampyr,” he corrected, and spelled it for her. “They are the half-mortal children of vampires. They’re very rare, obviously, because the Change that creates a vampire is so violent to the body that most who survive it are left infertile from it.”



“Obviously,” she echoed, glad of the mug and pastries to keep her hands busy. “And do these dhampyrs get to be big, bad vampires when they grow up?”



Gareth sighed and ran a hand over his face and she thought she heard him mutter something that sounded like, “I’m not doing this well.” 



He met her eyes again, his gaze direct and serious. “Dhampyrs are not mortal and they’re not immortal. They’re caught between worlds. The legends say they have all of a vampire’s strengths and none of their weaknesses, but that’s not quite right. Dhampyrs have some vampiric powers, it’s true—the most common, almost universal gift is lie-detection. You can’t lie to a dhampyr. They’ll catch it every time. Other powers are less common, things like telepathy, clairvoyance, telekinesis, healing abilities.”



She fought not to shiver. Grace could have told him about her uncanny ability to pick up lies—in fact, she’d been the judge of the Truth or Dare game at the party. Still, there was no way anyone could know what she’d done for Lily Fielding. 



“Okay,” she said, holding on to her composure. “Go on. What about their weaknesses?”



“At first they don’t have a vampire’s weaknesses, it’s true,” Gareth said. “They can live in the sun, eat food, even have normal results on blood tests. In exchange for this, they have a mortal’s weaknesses—sickness, aging, and so on.



“A dhampyr will age normally until adulthood. Then, no one knows when or why, they must make a choice between their mortal side or their vampire side—to be a mortal which means probably losing their dhampyric powers, or to become a vampire and develop to their full potential. It’s called the Divergence. They start having physical symptoms with no known cause. Commonly they have worsening headaches, find they sunburn more easily, tire more quickly, or develop food allergies. These symptoms will get worse until death, unless they make a choice.” He took a deep breath and leaned closer. “That’s what your dream means, Lexi. That’s why I asked about the headaches.”



He thought she was one of these dhampyr things? Okay, that went right over the line and straight out of her comfort zone. Alexa put down her cup and pushed slowly back from the table. 



“You know, Gareth,” she said, “I was really having a good time tonight. You seem like a fun guy, but now you’re starting to freak me out. Thanks for the tour and the coffee, but I really have to be going now.”



Disappointment clouded his eyes. He stood with her. “I’ll walk you home.”



“No, I’d really rather you didn’t,” she told him firmly. “In fact, I’m going to insist you don’t. Goodbye, Gareth.”



 



Well, damn.



Gareth swore viciously to himself as he watched Alexa walk out of the café. He’d done that all wrong. Instead of helping her, being the guide she so desperately needed at this critical time, he’d frightened her and convinced her that he was ready for the loony bin. Now he’d be lucky if she so much as looked at him again without running the other way. 



“Life needs a replay button,” he grumbled, running both hands through his hair.



“A thought I’ve had on more than one occasion myself.”



Gareth whirled to find Eli standing behind him, his black eyes on Alexa as she hurried away. Mysterious and ancient, Eli was famous for showing up in the most unlikely of places at the strangest times. His long, moonlight-pale hair was tied back tonight, emphasizing his otherworldly eyes and the chiseled lines of his predator’s face, and the long trench-coat he wore made it hard to tell if he was carrying his swords or not. Knowing Eli, he probably was.



Alexa had described him to a tee when she’d related her dream. The former Head of the League’s Governing Council looked the same as ever—tall, intimidating and, to use her words, scary as hell. His appearance here couldn’t be a coincidence. 



“You sent her that dream, didn’t you?” Gareth demanded. “You scared her half to death with that little stunt. What were you thinking?”



Eli raised one pale eyebrow. “Good to see you again, too, Gareth. How’s the Clan? Have you had much trouble repairing your House after Katrina?”



“Damn it, Eli, this isn’t the time for small talk!”



Eli’s lips twitched in a ghost of a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Yes, I sent your dhampyr a dream, but only the bare bones of one. It was meant to guide her. Her own fears turned it into a nightmare. It wasn’t my intention to frighten her.”



Gareth snorted. “Yeah, right. You get off on scaring people and always have.”



“Not as much as you might think.” He glanced up the street. “Aren’t you going to follow her home?”



“Damien and Sebastien are following her,” Gareth said, sinking back into his chair with a sigh. He’d assigned the twins to guard duty the night he’d claimed First Right. “I’m afraid if she caught sight of me right now she might try out some of the outlandish slaying methods I described tonight on me.” Then something occurred to Gareth and he sat up, glancing around. “Hey, I heard you were bonded. Where’s your mate?”



Eli took Alexa’s vacated chair. “Shopping, of course,” he said. He lifted a beignet, sniffed it, then wrinkled his nose and put it back. “She’ll be along when she’s exhausted my credit, I’m confident.”



That was the last answer he’d expected. “You know this town is a magnet for Outcasts,” Gareth said, leaning forward and lowering his voice. “Slayers, too. Your mate will attract both. Are you sure you want her out there alone?”



Eli’s eyes flashed once, a clear warning. It was obvious he didn’t appreciate anyone mentioning his mate’s Outcast heritage, no matter how good their intentions. “Renee can take care of herself,” he said, a hint of a growl in his voice. “And she’s not so far away that I can’t reach her in the space of a heartbeat. Now, your Chosen, on the other hand—”



“She’s not my anything,” Gareth interrupted. 



He really didn’t want to hear what Eli had to say on the subject of Alexa. He well remembered how he’d meddled in Diego Leonides’ love life and had no wish to be subjected to the same treatment. Diego had ended up with Eli’s Council seat at the end of it, but he was still resentful of how they’d tricked him into bonding with his mate and Gareth couldn’t blame him for it.



“What brings you to New Orleans?”



“Oh, so now it’s time for small talk?”



“Give me a break, Eli.”



This time the smile that curved his lips was genuine. “Haven’t you heard of a honeymoon?” he asked, leaning back in the chair. “Renee’s always wanted to visit New Orleans. Since I could tell your dhampyr was nearing her Divergence, I thought I’d kill two birds with one stone.”



Yeah, right. The look in Eli’s strange eyes when he spoke his mate’s name changed his whole face. Gareth had never seen anything like it. He’d known the ancient vampire since his last mortal days when he’d been caught in the grip of his own Divergence. Eli had seemed far more frightening than death at first, but over the years he’d been a friend and mentor above and beyond the call of duty. Never, in all the centuries he’d known him, had Gareth seen him smile like that.



Alexa had nothing to do with this visit. If Renee had wanted to fly to the moon, he was sure Eli would have found a way to take her there.



“Something on my face?” Eli asked, drumming his fingers on the table.



“Yeah, there’s something all over it,” Gareth said, grinning. “You might as well tattoo In Love on your forehead.”



He rolled his eyes and pushed up his sleeve, exposing the dark bondmark around his left forearm. “Did it on my arm, actually,” he said dryly. “So glad I’m amusing you, Gareth. It’s what I live for.”



Gareth laughed but his heart wasn’t in it. He closed his eyes and reached out to Damien. Is she home safe?



We’re a block away, Damien replied at once. And just so you know, she’s been mumbling all sorts of nasty things about you along the way. What’d you do to her, anyway?



Gareth ground his teeth. Just get her home and mind your own damn business.



Eli was watching him when he opened his eyes. “I could’ve told you she was fine.”



“Yes, but then I wouldn’t have had the joy of having my underlings laugh at me. Where are you staying?”



Eli opened his mouth to reply when a pair of hands appeared out of nowhere and covered his eyes. “Guess who!” a woman’s voice sang.



“Oh, that’s a really hard one,” Eli said, deadpan, scratching his chin as he pretended to consider it. “Hmm, there’s just so many people who are foolish enough to try to sneak up on me. How could I possibly pick from among them all?”



The woman rose from behind his chair at that, her hands still over his eyes. “Spoilsport,” she teased. Then she smiled at Gareth. “Hi,” she said. “I’m Renee.”



“It’s an honor to meet you,” he replied, returning the smile.



Eli pulled her hands away from his eyes and she wrapped her arms around him from behind. 



“That’s Gareth,” he said, leaning back against her. “More importantly, what did I buy you?”



She laughed. “Nothing.”



Eli turned in his chair, incredulous. “Nothing? Nothing in Marie Laveau’s House of Voodoo? Nothing in any of the souvenir shops? Nothing in any of the antique stores on Royal?” She shook her head. “By Luna, what kind of a woman are you?”



“I already have the only antique I want,” she teased, planting a kiss on the tip of his nose before releasing him to pull out a chair of her own. 



He caught her around the waist and pulled her onto his lap instead. “I’ll show you antique,” he growled.



She laughed and wiggled free to sit on the other chair. Eli countered by draping his arm across the back and tangling his fingers in her hair. 



“Besides, it’s always better to browse first, then buy later. Cuts down on the impulse buying.”



Eli met Gareth’s amused gaze. “You see how much trouble a bondmate is? Mine won’t even let me spoil her properly. I don’t see why on Earth you want one.”



“Yes, I can see how you’re suffering,” Gareth agreed, tongue firmly in cheek.



Renee turned to him, her topaz eyes shining with sparks of gold. “It’s wonderful here,” she said. “What’s Mardi Gras like?”



“Loud and smelly,” Gareth said. This exuberant young vampire was hardly what he would have expected for Eli’s mate. Petite but with a woman’s lush curves, Renee was youth and life from her head to her toes. As stern and strange as Eli was, Gareth had been picturing someone along the lines of Morticia Addams.



He couldn’t wait to get to know the woman who’d ensnared the untouchable Eli. 



“Will you do my Clan the honor of staying at Arachnid House?”



“In a few nights,” Eli said, winking at Renee. “We haven’t used the jacuzzi in our suite yet.”



Gareth laughed as she blushed. “My House is open to you whenever you wish to come. Perhaps you’d rather simply visit?”



“Undoubtedly we will. But first,” Eli stood and pulled Renee to his side, “we’re going back to the stores. I told you I’m buying you a gift tonight and that’s final, little one.” He looked over his mate’s head at Gareth. “We’ll see you later, Gar. And don’t give up on your dhampyr. She’s not unfamiliar with vampires, she only thinks she is. You haven’t seen the last of her.”



Gareth just nodded as the couple walked away. He really hated Eli’s vague pronouncements. Why couldn’t the man just say what was on his mind for once? 



As if hearing his thought, Eli’s voice murmured in his head. Stick close, Gareth. The night’s not over yet.



 



* * *



 



“I have definitely seen the last of that man,” Alexa muttered, throwing her boots back into the closet. “How can any sane and rational person actually believe in vampires?”



The slacks followed her boots and her sweater brought up the rear. Why did all the single men in New Orleans have to be lunatics? At least most of them were out in the open about it. It was the ones who hid their insanity perfectly until it came blossoming out in all its glory that really depressed her.



The sad part was, Gareth really did believe all that stuff. She hadn’t heard one lie from him the entire time they’d been at Café du Monde. Still, just because he believed he wasn’t lying didn’t make his words true. All it meant was that he was truly deluded.



“Maybe it’s me,” she told her reflection as she crossed to her dresser to grab some pajamas. “Maybe most men in New Orleans are perfectly nice and sane, and I just have the bad fortune to attract the weirdos.” That would be just her luck. This was exactly why she’d sworn off men two years ago.



Well, maybe not exactly. The vampire thing was certainly a new twist.



Alexa pulled on the baggy pjs and flopped back onto her bed with a sigh. Her clock read just past two a.m. but she was wide awake. Too many night shifts were catching up with her. If she tried to sleep now she’d just toss and turn.



Instead she went to her computer and flipped it on. There was nothing new in her email inbox—ever since she’d told her friends off about trying to set her up, the constant stream of sex-related emails that made up most of her incoming mail had stopped. She never thought she’d miss them until now. The search bar at the top of her internet window caught her eye and she stared at it for a moment, thinking.



“What the hell,” she muttered, and typed dhampyr into the box.



The search engine responded with links to a lot of junk. Alexa scrolled down with a sigh. “Dhampyr, the Legacy,” which looked like some kind of online multiplayer game. “Dhampyr, Chylde of the Living and the Dead, Half-damned Demon.” Those links led to Dungeons and Dragons type websites. The rest of the links were no better.



She read through a couple of them anyway before shaking her head. This was all about special attacks and magic weapons and weird abilities like having no bones if you rolled a certain combination of dice. Wherever Gareth had gotten his wild dhampyr legend, it hadn’t been from these.



Maybe the spelling was wrong. She typed dhampir, just to see what would happen. More games, a book of the same name, and nothing else. She played around with the search engine a little while longer, trying both spellings and adding words like legend or powers, just to see what she could find.



Finally she tried vampire types and stumbled across a website dedicated to historical vampire myths. Finally, here was something that sounded like what Gareth had told her. “A dhampyr is the child of a male vampire and a female Gypsy,” the website told her. “No other human female can birth a dhampyr. In most cases, the unnatural child would be born boneless and die. Rarely, however, it would be born with a normal appearance and survive... if its mother did not kill it herself.



“Always the dhampyr had special powers that enabled it to become a skilled vampire hunter. It could identify a vampire by sight alone. It could destroy the undead with a secret word. Immune to a vampire’s enthrallment, no lie uttered by the undead would sway the dhampyr from its task.



“During the Inquisition, men claiming to be dhampyr worked as vampire slayers. Historical records note that these men would enter a village, claim to feel a disturbance invisible to anyone else, and offer to either kill the vampire for a fee or summon the Catholic Church to purify the village. As no wise village desired the notice of the Church in that violent time, this ‘dhampyr’ was quite often paid. He would slay the invisible vampire with great theatrics, collect his reward, and ride on to the next village.”



It wasn’t the same, but it was close. Alexa turned the computer off with a sigh and went back to bed. It was nonsense. She wasn’t positive, but it was a good bet that her conservative and staid mother hadn’t been a gypsy, and she was certain she’d seen her father in the sunlight pretty much every day until he died. Yeah, the chances of her being a “half-damned chylde of the living and the dead” had to be just about nil.



Her head was starting to ache again from all this drama.



Dhampyric powers, she thought derisively, rolling over and burrowing deeper beneath the blankets. Shame the handsome guys are all insane.



She was almost asleep when a crash of shattering glass in the living room sent her bolting out of bed. The jolt of adrenaline had her shaking, every sense heightened as she strained to hear any movement in her living area. Grabbing the handle of the baseball bat she kept under the bed, she crept as soundlessly as she could to the bedroom door and peeked around the corner.



The street-side curtains billowed softly with the chilly night breeze but nothing else in the little room moved. Alexa cautiously stepped out of her bedroom, bat held at the ready just in case, and moved toward the broken window.



A brick lay in a pool of broken glass on her throw rug. She could just glimpse dark letters scrawled on its side. She started at it incredulously for a moment—she’d never heard of such a thing actually happening, despite its frequency in movies and books. She took a second to step into her house shoes before going to pick it up.



A sudden premonition stopped her just before her fingers touched the brick and she whirled, staring past the jagged shards of glass at the dark street outside. A man stood there staring back at her, his long, blood red hair blowing in the cold wind. He inclined his head and stepped back out of the range of the streetlight.



At the same moment that Alexa realized she should really be calling 911, an enraged shout echoed down the street. The red-haired man whirled. She watched in disbelief as another figure sprinted toward him with two shadowy followers right on his heels. The brick-thrower turned to run just as the others reached the pool of lamplight.



Her jaw dropped.



What in the— “I am not seeing this,” she whispered, unable to believe her eyes.



Gareth Ambrocio and the dark-haired twins from the tour were chasing down the man who’d broken her window in the middle of the night.



Only when they passed out of sight did she finally pick up the brick and read the word written on its rough surface. 



CHOSEN.



And it was written in blood.





 

Chapter Five



The police arrived within moments when Alexa finally regained her composure enough to make the call. The brick was wrapped in plastic and removed, a description of the red-haired man taken, her living room extensively photographed, and the street outside blocked off and examined. After all the evidence was gathered, an officer helped her clean up the broken glass while they went over her statement.



All in all, their efficiency and thoroughness were highly reassuring. They even brought her a thick piece of cardboard to affix over the open window to keep the chill out. By the time the last officer had left just before five, she was wondering if she’d overreacted to the whole thing.



She was just pouring hot water over a chamomile tea bag to help calm her nerves when someone pounded on her door, making her jump so badly she splashed boiling water all over the back of her hand. 



“Ouch, dammit! Who is it?” she shouted, running to the sink to run cold water over the burn. It was probably one of the police officers again, but tonight she wasn’t in any hurry to run to the door without checking first.



“Lexi, open up. I have to talk to you.”



She closed her eyes and groaned as she recognized that voice. Gareth was the last person she wanted to see right now.



Well, except for perhaps the red-haired guy who’d smashed her window.



“Gareth, you have to go away,” she called, wrapping her hand in a towel and walking to the door to look through the peephole. “I’m really not in the mood to—”



Her words died on a gasp as she caught sight of him. He was leaning against her doorframe, his leather jacket torn and blood staining his face from a gash on his temple. “Good heavens, Gareth!” she cried, throwing off the chain and deadbolt and opening the door. “You need a doctor!”



He looked up and smiled at her. It looked a little crooked on his pale face. “A nurse will do,” he said. “That is, if I haven’t scared you so badly at the café that you’re going to slam the door in my face.”



She really should, Alexa thought distractedly as she stood aside for him to enter. “The police said they’d stick close for a few days, I’m sure there’s one nearby,” she said, half reassurance and half warning, as she reached for the phone again. “They can get you to the hospital and—”



Somehow the cordless phone that had been lying right beside her on the hall table was in his hand before she could reach it. “No hospitals, sweetheart,” Gareth said, closing the door behind him with a wince. “It’s not that bad.”



A shiver of foreboding went down her spine as he straightened and looked down at her. She was alone in her apartment with a man she’d just decided was a lunatic, and he was between her and the exit. 



“The police want to talk to you and I’m not your sweetheart,” Alexa said, lifting her chin and fighting back her intimidation. “I told them you chased that guy away. Did he do this?”



“Not by himself, but yes.” He braced a hand against the wall wearily. “I’ll give a statement to the cops, I promise. I know the chief personally. Can I sit down somewhere if you’re not going to kick me out right away?”



Belatedly she realized that his jacket was also bloody. She stepped back and really looked at him this time, seeing numerous cuts and injuries. “Oh, God, I’m sorry—come sit in the kitchen,” she said, appalled at her own suspicions. Gareth hadn’t thrown that brick. He’d fought the man who had and he’d done it for her. 



Lunatic or not, she owed him something for that. She took the towel from around her burned hand and pressed it to an oozing cut on his shoulder. “I’ll try to stop the worst of the bleeding while we wait for the ambulance—why didn’t you tell me you were hurt this badly?”



He sat in one of the wooden chairs with a groan but didn’t let her have the phone back. “I told you, no hospital,” he said, fixing her with his intense gaze. Then he leaned forward and slid off his jacket, exposing a six-inch gash between his shoulder blades that was bleeding heavily. “Luc said he’s seen you help injured animals from time to time. If you can just patch this up long enough for me to get home, I’ll be eternally in your debt.”



Alexa gaped at the wound. Long, straight and deep, she’d bet her favorite purse that it went through to the muscle beneath. 



Okay, so she’d just decided she owed him, she had a first aid kit to rival an ambulance and she’d stitched up more stray dogs and cats than she could count. None of that meant she could do what amounted to minor surgery on a human being in her kitchen! 



“I can’t do that,” she said, covering the wound with the bloodied hand towel and pressing hard. The towel was soaked in moments. “There’s no way I—”



“You can,” he interrupted, leaning forward and putting his head on the table.



“Gareth, you’re not an animal!”



She could hear the smile in his voice. “What makes you think that?”



“This is no time for jokes!” she cried, starting to feel hysterical. It was a new emotion for her, one she didn’t like much. “You’re covered in blood. You probably need a transfusion, not stitches.”



He raised his head to meet her eyes and his face was dead serious. “I need you, Lexi. There is no one else.”



Alexa trembled, torn between her natural need to heal and the nursing training that told her she was in no way qualified to do this. His last words pushed her over the edge. 



Damn him for knowing the only thing she couldn’t refuse. 



“This is a stupid idea,” she snapped, throwing down the soaked towel and stomping to the sink to scrub her hands. “I’m practicing medicine by doing this and I’m no doctor. Do you even care that I could lose my license for pulling this kind of stunt?”



“You won’t.” He groaned just before something hit the floor softly—probably the remains of his already torn mesh shirt. “I won’t tell a soul.”



She pulled down a fresh towel to dry her hands before lugging her huge first aid box from atop her refrigerator to the table. “If you do I’ll hunt you down and stuff your mouth with garlic, vampire boy,” she growled, hardly aware of what she was saying as she pulled on a pair of gloves.



He actually laughed, the rotten, arrogant, insufferable, obnoxious... man! She couldn’t think of enough insults to describe him. Not trusting herself to speak just yet, she grabbed a stack of gauze in each hand and returned to his back, pressing hard to try to slow the bleeding. 



After a moment, she realized she needed to keep him talking since he’d clearly already lost a lot of blood. “Get that blood pressure cuff out of the box and put it on your wrist,” she said. “You could go into shock.”



“I won’t.”



“Humor me,” she snapped, resisting the urge to kick him. 



He obeyed, retrieving the battery-powered cuff and putting it on. She waited anxiously for the reading and breathed a sigh of relief when it finished. His pressure was a little low, his pulse a little fast, but it wasn’t as bad as she’d feared it would be. 



“I should really move you to the couch so you can lie down,” she mumbled half to herself. She didn’t want to deal with trying to move him if he passed out during this.



“I feel fine, Lexi,” he reassured her again. “I’m not going to keel over on you.”



“You do know that I don’t have any anesthetic, right?” she asked, the thought just occurring to her. “When Luc was advertising me as the Bourbon Street Public Vet and FirstAidCenter, did he also mention that I knock the animals out with a little sedative in some tuna? There’s no way it would work on a person. You’re just too big.”



He sounded completely unconcerned by this. “It wouldn’t work on me anyway,” he said. “The sedative or the anesthetic. My system doesn’t handle medications well.” Then he half-turned and gave her that too-charming smile again. “Besides, I don’t like tuna.”



“Do you have to make everything a joke?”



He reached back and patted her knee. Alexa tried to pretend the sudden flush of goose bumps over her body had nothing to do with his hand and everything to do with nerves. 



“Relax, sweetheart,” he murmured. “You’ll do just fine.”



She closed her eyes and tried to calm her own rapid heartbeat. He just wasn’t going to let her get out of it. She lifted the edge of the gauze to check the wound and saw with that the bleeding had slowed, but not enough. He needed stitches. 



If only he wasn’t so damn stubborn he could get them from someone qualified, but she knew better than to ask him again. 



Her soft heart warred with her common sense and won. She wouldn’t leave him open to bleed. Her stained gloves went in the trash and she pressed her hands to her cheeks, trying to find some small bit of strength to get her through this. 



If she had to do it, she might as well get it over with. “All right, it’s show time,” she whispered.



Gareth didn’t move while she dug out a disposable staple kit, a package of sterile gauze, iodine swabs and sterile gloves. She tucked her hair under the collar of her robe before setting everything out the way she wanted it and donning the new gloves. It took only moments to brush away the old gauze and clean his skin with iodine, and all too soon she lifted the little skin stapler in her hand.



“So tell me what happened when you chased that guy off,” she said, trying to pinch the wound edges together with a hand that trembled. She wasn’t sure which one of them she was trying to distract by talking. All she knew was that she couldn’t handle the silence. “And why were the twins from the tour with you?” 



He didn’t even flinch when the first staple went in at the top of the wound. Alexa did it for him. 



“I ran into them on my way over here,” he said. “I was worried about you making it home all right and they came with me to be sure you arrived without trouble.”



She blotted the wound with gauze before pinching the edges together again for the next staple, thinking. Suspicious as she was of him now, Alexa was using her sixth sense to check every word he said for lies. She didn’t hear any now, but she had the strong suspicion that he wasn’t being totally honest. “And when you ran after my brick thrower? Did you catch him?” 



He started to shrug and she kicked his ankle. “Don’t move, you idiot.” She aimed and pressed again. The staples were going in more smoothly than she’d dared to hope. “What happened?” she prompted when he didn’t seem like he was going to reply.



“My back looks like filet of Gareth and you’re asking me what happened?”



She made a face at his back. “Let me try this again. Did you figure out why that guy broke my window or did you just stand there getting your butt kicked?”



He chuckled. “Cold, Lexi. Very cold. Aren’t you supposed to be nice to your patients when you’re driving bits of metal into their flesh?”



“My patients are usually knocked out when I do this.” She blotted, pinched, stapled. Halfway there. “And I think I’d have more luck getting an answer out of an unconscious dog than you. Are you incapable of giving a straight answer to a simple question?”



“If it puts you in danger, yes.”



She paused, the stapler an inch from his skin and a third of the wound still gaping. Now he decided to tell the truth. 



“If you’re involved in something illegal, I want you out of here this second, injured or not.” Was this the real reason he refused to go to the hospital? Grace really needed to vet the men she tried to set Alexa up with a lot more carefully. “I won’t be a party to it, do you understand me?”



He reached down and squeezed her knee again. She yanked it out of his reach as fast as she could without jarring his wound. 



“It’s not illegal,” he said soothingly. “It’s just something I can’t talk to you about. Not yet, anyway.” When she didn’t speak, he sighed. “Look, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you and I don’t want to freak you out again, all right? You should know I’m not lying when I tell you I’m trying to keep you as far from any trouble as I possibly can.”



“There’s a difference between not lying and telling the truth,” Alexa said, making no move to resume her stapling. “And throwing you out on your ear is sounding better by the second. You do realize that I have no real reason to trust or help you, right?”



He sighed and ran a hand over his face. For a long moment, neither of them spoke or moved. She tried to ignore the instinctive imperative that demanded she keep on with her first aid. Sometimes her calling as a healer just sucked. 



No, she told her instincts firmly. He can’t even answer a simple question, and I don’t know him from Adam. He dresses like a drug dealer, lets strange women do wild things to him in bars, and refuses to go to a hospital like a normal person. So what if she’d been the one to initiate the body shot? She was on a roll. I don’t care if he bleeds to death as long as he does it somewhere else.



Yeah, right. Her internal lie detector was blaring right now and it had nothing to do with Gareth. She cared so little that she was still putting pressure on the wound to stop his bleeding even though she wasn’t stapling.



Gareth broke the tense moment by sighing. “You’re right,” he said, totally stunning her. “You don’t have a reason, do you? I don’t blame you for not trusting me. I hate it, but I can’t blame you.”



Alexa just stood there, staring at the back of his head. When he didn’t speak, she frowned again. “Aren’t you going to try to persuade me?”



“Not tonight.” He rested his head on the table again. “But I will make you a deal. If you’ll just finish what you started, I promise I’ll do whatever it takes to convince you that I am a perfectly sane, totally respectable member of society. Okay?”



Yeah, good luck with that, Dracula, she thought, but something inside made her pause. He wasn’t lying. She let her head drop back with a sigh and threw her better judgment to the winds. Either he’d come back with proof or go away forever. “Deal,” she sighed, and went back to her stapling.



Twenty minutes later, she stripped off her gloves with relief and rolled her neck to relieve the tension there. The white bandage she’d taped over the cut showed no traces of renewed bleeding. No doubt he’d have a scar to rival Frankenstein, but at least he wouldn’t bleed to death. 



“All done,” she said, throwing the gloves on top of the used gauze in the trash. “Time to turn into a bat and fly back to your coffin, Count Chocula.”



Gareth laughed and stood. “Mind if I wash up just a little first?”



“Be my guest. First door on the left.”



 



Gareth felt her gaze on his back as he walked toward her little bathroom, watching him like a hawk. He made sure every step was rock-steady so she wouldn’t try to come help him. He needed a little distance to get himself under control. The slash between his shoulder blades burned like fire and between the pain and the smell of his own blood, he was hanging by a thread.



Hungry and injured vampires weren’t known for their self-control, and he needed every ounce of his around her. Alexa had been right when she’d said he needed a blood transfusion. His fangs throbbed with the effort of keeping them hidden and his veins screamed with bloodlust. He fully intended to get a transfusion, all right, but not the kind she envisioned for him.



And he ached to get it from her. Every cell demanded a taste of her. It took all his willpower to resist the need to pull her close and take what called to him so strongly. Now wasn’t the time. She was still frightened of him.



Gareth pulled down a hand towel and turned on the sink, wishing he could strip off his ruined pants and have a real shower. Alexa would probably attack him with that baseball bat if he tried to remove a single stitch of clothing, though. He wiped away as much of the blood as he could, grateful she’d washed his back after she’d finished with the staples. The leather pants were beyond saving, but he scrubbed them anyway. He had to get the smell of blood under control before he did something he knew they’d both regret. 



When he emerged from the little bathroom ten minutes later, Alexa was perched on the arm of the couch. His heart skipped a little at the sight of her there, her dark hair tumbling over her slumped shoulders and chocolate eyes rimmed with purple smudges. His poor little dhampyr was exhausted. 



His feet carried him to her side before he could think better of it. “You should get some sleep,” he said, skimming his knuckles lightly across her cheek. “You’re dead on your feet, Lexi.”



She shrugged. “I could say the same for you.”



Gareth smiled and drew in a breath to reply when he caught the scent of blood again. Whatever he’d been about to say was forgotten and his brows drew together. “Are you injured?”



Alexa blinked at him. “No, I don’t think so,” she said. She looked at her hands as if checking for cuts. “Why do you ask?”



He closed his eyes and inhaled again. No, he wasn’t mistaken. “I smell blood in here,” he said without stopping to think how that would sound to her.



Luckily she seemed too tired to really think about how strange that statement was. “Gee, I wonder why that is,” she said, apparently not too tired to be sarcastic. “Could it be because you were covered in it when you got here?”



“This isn’t mine.” He breathed deep, tracking the scent to the throw rug in front of her couch. Stepping closer, he knelt and touched the thick pile. “Here,” he said, seeing the tiny, rust-colored stain. “What happened here?”



Her eyes narrowed as she shook off her fatigue. “It’s probably from the brick, then,” she said, but her sharp gaze belied her even tone. “How’d you know?”



A band tightened around his chest as worry gripped him. An Outcast throwing a brick at her was bad enough—an insult, a taunt. To spill blood was much, much worse. Blood was a challenge. 



“I told you, I smelled it,” he said, keeping his own tone mild. “What do you mean it was from the brick?”



She stood and crossed her arms over her chest, fully on her guard again. “The brick had a word written on it in blood,” she told him, still watching him closely. “It said ‘Chosen’. That mean anything to you?”



Gareth’s heart sank and he closed his eyes. No wonder he and the twins had run into so many Outcasts when they’d chased the one who’d thrown the brick—this hadn’t been a random act of vandalism. They’d discovered his claim on her and tonight’s message could only be interpreted in one way. 



No vampire threatened another’s mate unless they were prepared for war.



Deep inside he cursed in every language he knew, but out loud he said only, “Yes, sweetheart. It means something to me.” 



When he didn’t elaborate, she glared. “Care to enlighten me?”



He stood and turned to her, meeting her gaze without trying to hide the concern in his own. “I can’t now,” he said. “It’s too much to explain quickly and I’ve already stayed later than I should. Let me buy you dinner tonight and I’ll tell you about it, all right?”



She rolled her eyes as she scooped up his jacket and shirt and tossed them to him. “Remember at Café du Monde when I told you I wouldn’t be seeing you again?” 



“This is different,” Gareth persisted, stepping closer and cupping her cheek in his palm, wanting to impart his urgency. “This is important, Alexa. It’s not a date. This is about your safety.”



She raised an eyebrow and looked at him like he was a used car salesman who’d just shown her the biggest lemon on the lot. “I think I’ll leave my safety in the hands of the police, thanks.” She brushed past him and went to the door. “Now if you don’t mind, I’d really like to try to get some sleep. Goodnight and goodbye, Gareth. It’s been really, really interesting.”



He had no choice but to follow her to the door as she reached for the doorknob. There was no way he was giving up this easily, though, no matter what she said. His claim had put her in this position and he’d get her out of it, one way or another. His honor demanded no less.



The fact that her chocolate eyes and soft lips were the sweetest things he’d ever seen was just an added bonus.



He had to have a taste. Before she could push him out the door, Gareth reached out and wrapped an arm around her waist, pulling her around and up against him. 



“What do you think you’re doing?” she demanded, catching his shoulders to steady herself.



He smiled as he leaned closer. “Thanking you for your help,” he said, and kissed her before she could regain her balance enough to tell him no.



Her lips were warm and soft beneath his, full and irresistibly inviting. She didn’t open them to let him in so he simply sucked her lower lip between his, teasing it with the tip of his tongue before doing the same to the top one. Her little gasp delighted him and he did it again, longing to part those delicious lips and taste her fully. Sweet, hot desire mingled with the bloodlust in his veins and it was all he could do to keep his fangs from surging out. Still he kept his kiss soft, persuasive, his lips coaxing as his tongue caressed. When she shivered, he nipped her lower lip, trying to urge her to let him in and give him more.



Her surprise didn’t last nearly long enough. Alexa pushed at his shoulders, breaking the kiss with a gasp, and Gareth released her despite the throbbing of his rebellious body. She retreated until her back hit the wall, all the while staring at him with wide eyes. 



“How dare you? What the hell were you thinking?” she demanded, her voice breathless and outraged.



It was sexy as hell. 



“I dare a lot, and I’m thinking that could have been really incredible if you’d opened your mouth for me,” he said, fighting every instinct that insisted he pull her back for another try. He pulled open the door instead. “I’m also thinking I could spend hours kissing you, and I’m wishing I didn’t have to go now. I’ll see you tonight, Lexi.”



“Don’t bother!” she shouted as he closed the door behind him.



“Lock up tight,” he called back, ignoring the coming dawn and standing there until he heard the lock and deadbolt click into place. As her footsteps moved away inside, he chanted softly, placing the best spell he could around her home to make it safe.



Only then did he take to the air and hurry to his home in the Garden District. The sky was just starting to lighten in the east when he landed in front of an enormous two-story mansion mostly hidden by trees and deliberately overgrown gardens. He ignored its beauty as he strode to the front door, frowning as he tried to formulate a plan to keep Alexa safe during the day that wouldn’t make her feel like he was stalking her.



But he was stalking her. That was the problem.



The door opened before he could reach for it and Jen stood there, her kohl-rimmed eyes concerned. “We were getting worried, Gareth.” She pulled him inside and closed the door behind him. “The twins arrived hours ago.”



“Have they gone up to bed yet?”



The young Steward nodded. The newest addition to Clan Arachnid’s special group of human servants and keepers, she’d been the “daughter” on tonight’s tour, the one who’d asked how to kill a vampire. Alexa hadn’t known it, but there had been very few people on that tour that Gareth hadn’t put there. He hadn’t wanted to take any chances on Outcasts ruining their first date. 



It seemed like a silly precaution after all that had happened in the hours since then. It felt like it’d been days. 



“After I tended their wounds, they went to sleep it off,” she replied, nodding up the stairs toward the many bedrooms. “Beat up as they were, we were wondering what happened to you.”



“I sought my first aid elsewhere.” He ran a hand through his hair, thinking for a moment before glancing back at her. “Do something for me, Jen. Find a Steward who’s qualified to work in an ICU, preferably a nurse. Someone who can fight. I need one yesterday. The rest of the House Stewards are to meet me in the study now. I have a job for all of you.”



She nodded, his tone leaving no doubt about the urgency of his request. “Yes, Patriarch. I’ll send them and find what you need.”



Gareth went into the study and poured himself a glass of rich bloodwine, wishing he’d had time to feed before coming home. He could feel the approaching dawn and steeled himself against the weariness that tried to overcome him. There were arrangements to be made and strings to be pulled before he could seek the relief of his own bed.



The bloodwine took the edge off his pain and partially sated his hunger. It didn’t do a damn thing for his worry. He was just pouring a second glass when a tap on the doorframe announced the presence of the Stewards he’d summoned. 



Unlike most vampires who worked with one Steward to be their representative during the daylight hours, Gareth employed several at House Arachnid. He never knew when he’d be inundated with Clan members who might require someone trustworthy to aid them, and the enormous House required extensive care to maintain. Off-limits for feeding or any other kind of liaisons, his Stewards were well paid for the secrets they kept and well protected from the dangers to which their knowledge of vampires could expose them.



Now he needed them for something far different. 



“Thank you for coming.” He looked over the group with a critical eye. All save Jen had answered his summons, and he wouldn’t consider her for this task in any case. He leaned against the desk, wineglass in hand, and took a breath. 



“As some of you may know, I am courting a mortal woman,” he said, keeping her dhampyr nature to himself. The fewer who knew of it, the better. “Tonight the Outcasts threatened her and I have every reason to believe they intend to do so again. I’ll see to increasing the police presence around her, but I don’t think the mortal authorities will be enough. I hate to ask it of you, but I need daylight guards around her, ones who know the real score.”



There was a moment of stunned silence. This was so utterly opposite to anything he’d ever asked them to do before that Gareth couldn’t blame them. Outcasts used the life they drained from their prey to walk in daylight. Their vampiric powers were restricted during the day, but they still posed a very real danger to Alexa, one the mortal police might not recognize in time to save her.



Unfortunately, that meant they also posed a real danger to his Stewards, and while the sun was up, he couldn’t come to their aid should they need it.



“I don’t want you to hunt and I don’t want you to fight unless there’s no other choice,” he said, filling the silence that followed his request. “All I want is someone who knows what to look for, someone who can alert my Chosen in time to help her escape to safety.”



Parker was the first to speak. “I’ll do it,” he said. 



Gareth breathed a silent sigh of relief. He should’ve known Parker would volunteer without a second thought. The stocky forty year old trained nightly with Gareth or the twins, honing his body and reflexes almost to vampire speed. Gareth had saved him from Outcasts when he’d been just a teenager and he knew Parker had been waiting for a chance to repay him for it in the years since. 



“Thank you,” he said, meeting the Steward’s eyes and seeing his steely determination there. Oh, yes, he’d rest better knowing Parker was around Alexa during the day.



“So will I,” another Steward said, and was echoed a moment later by two others. 



“I owe you all.” Between the four of them, they should be able to keep a constant watch on her. He gave them Alexa’s address and was gratified when Parker left at once, taking the first watch without waiting to be asked. “Thank you. The rest of you, exercise extra caution until further notice,” Gareth said to the others. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have some calls to make.”



When the door slid closed behind them Gareth reached for the phone. The first call was obvious. “I need Chief Aubert,” he said when the phone was answered by a sleepy-sounding woman. “It’s Gareth Ambrocio. He’ll take the call.”



Sometimes there were definite advantages to his position and the connections that went with it. Right now he intended to use every one of them.



Moments later the police chief came on the line. “Problem, Ambassador?”



“A potential one,” Gareth said. “Forgive me for waking you at this hour, Chief. I need a favor. A friend of mine was threatened tonight and I need a strong police presence around her until I can take care of the problem myself.”



Guy Aubert had known Gareth since his promotion to Chief three years ago. In that time he’d learned more than most mortals about the true vampire presence in his city and had also come to know Gareth as a man who did not overreact. 



“Give me the details,” he said, the sleepiness leaving his voice in an instant. He didn’t question how Gareth planned to handle the problem. In the last three years, he’d also learned that there were some things he didn’t want to know.



When Gareth hung up ten minutes later, he made another, much briefer call. It rang only once before a surly voice snapped, “What now?”



“Come home, Ronin,” Gareth said, ignoring the other vampire’s chronic lack of respect. He didn’t have the time or energy to debate it now. “I have a job for you here.”



“Are you asking or telling?”



Gareth took a deep breath and closed his eyes. “Does it matter? There’s plenty of Outcast ass for you to kick here and a mortal woman in danger. That should push all your buttons. When can I expect you?”



There was a long silence. “This woman yours?” Ronin finally asked, his voice low and serious, as dangerous as Gareth had ever heard it.



“She is my Chosen, yes.” He’d known how Ronin would react to this summons. Much as he hated manipulating Ronin, the very pain that made him such a ruthless Slayer would make him doubly determined to protect Alexa. He paused before saying the one thing sure to trigger every protective instinct Ronin possessed. “She’s a dhampyr, a strong one, and it seems the Outcasts have recognized it.”



Gareth heard a snarl just before the line went dead. 



“Well, I guess that means he’s on his way,” he murmured. He finished off his bloodwine and dialed again, closing his eyes and trying to ignore the onset of the day-sickness as he called home the scattered Arachnid Clan warriors he needed. The Outcasts wouldn’t have challenged him this blatantly unless they had the strength to back it up.



But where had it come from?



They’d been trying to assassinate him and take over the city for years. Never had they even come close. Gareth’s Clan outnumbered them, and though the margin was small, the skill of his Slayers kept it significant. He’d know if a new group of Outcasts had entered the city. None had.



He rubbed his eyes and dialed again, trying to push aside his foreboding. Something had changed and he had to find out what it was before Alexa paid the price.



Jen interrupted him an hour later to tell him she’d had no luck finding a Steward that matched his needs. He sighed and rubbed his temples. “It was too much to hope for, I suppose,” he said. “Thanks for searching.”



She didn’t leave. “Um, Gareth? I had another idea.”



At this point he’d try anything. He leaned back in his chair and gave her his full attention. “What is it?”



“I checked out the address you gave for your girlfriend,” she said. “The unit right next door just happens to be available.” She smiled sweetly. “I can move in today.”



“You?”



She grinned and tossed her red hair out of her eyes. The black streaks glistened in the low light of the office and her multiple earrings glittered. 



“I think I’m perfect,” she said, smoothing a hand over the filmy, multi-hued skirt she wore over her black leggings and combat boots. Her short, purple fingernails matched her net blouse and the satin corset half-covering it. “Don’t I look like the kind of person you’d expect to find living on Bourbon Street?”



Well, she certainly had a point there. Gareth stood and walked around the desk. Putting someone near Alexa was a good idea, but Jen...  



“You’d blend, no doubt,” he said. “But that isn’t the main issue.” He rubbed the back of his neck, searching for a way to let her down gently. 



She beat him to it. “I’m not as defenseless as I look.”



“You’ve never faced an Outcast, Jen.”



When she met his eyes, he paused. Something old and bitter flared in those blue depths for a moment, transforming her face in a way he couldn’t define. It vanished before he was certain he’d even seen it. 



She crossed her arms over her chest. “I can handle myself,” she said softly. “Maybe better than you think. Just consider it for a second and you’ll see it’s perfect. Your girl won’t think twice if I move in next door, or if I have a slew of different guys coming in and out of my place at all hours.” She tilted her head to the side and cocked a hip in the classic come-on pose. 



He ran a hand through his hair and tried to think. “You’d be camouflage for the Slayers,” he said, finally understanding. Damn this day-fatigue and the lethargy it forced on his mind. He needed all his faculties clear now.



“Exactly.” She relaxed her pose. “And during the day, I’d be there, keeping an eye on things. You can trust me with this, Gar, I swear you can.”



“You realize you’re volunteering for what will probably be the front line of an all-out war, don’t you?” She nodded silently. He sighed. “I think it’s the best we have for now, then. Move in.”



“You won’t regret it, Patriarch.”



He held up a hand to stop her gratitude. “But,” he added pointedly, “you must swear to me that you’ll call for help should anything happen. I mean it, Jen. You are not to make a single move on your own. If you see something suspicious, call here. Call 911. Call Parker or someone else. I don’t care who you call, just get backup. You are not to attempt to engage the Outcasts under any circumstances. Understood?”



“Understood,” Jen agreed. She hugged him and was gone before he could get out another word.





 

Chapter Six



Sunset painted the sky in fire and blood.



The blazing sky did nothing to alleviate the chill that pierced her cheap vinyl jacket like so many icy needles. She hugged it tighter around her and breathed on her hands to try to thaw them. Soon night would fall and the chill would intensify, and with it her longing for a pair of gloves or even a cup of coffee to heat her fingers.



Customers didn’t much appreciate cold hands in her line of work.



A noise behind her caught her attention and she turned, a warm, enticing smile on her lips in contrast to the frigid, inhospitable wind that chilled the full length of her legs exposed by the short miniskirt. Making money was more important than being comfortable, and exposing as much of her assets as she could without getting arrested for indecent exposure was the only way to make it.



The wind ruffled the fur-lined edge of the man’s thick coat. Black leather with deep burgundy fur at the throat, wrists, and hem, she wished she could rip it right off him and burrow into the warmth it promised. The hood was solid fur, blood red instead of burgundy. The contrast was disturbing, though she couldn’t say exactly why.



“Hi, handsome,” she heard herself say, but she didn’t recognize the husky voice as her own. Strange thing to say when she couldn’t make out his face. The fur hood blew in the wind, the strands teasing his features, revealing a mouth one moment, one eye the next, but never everything. Never enough to really see who she spoke to.



Not that she cared. Much as she despised what she did to survive, she knew the body in that coat would be warm. The thought of banishing the chill from her bones, even for a little while, was almost enough to tempt her to offer him a freebie.



“Want company, sweets?” the man asked, and she heard rather than saw his smile.



That smile was horrible even to the sound. Oh, God, she couldn’t go with him. No warmth was worth it; no money was enough to endure that smile. She wanted to recoil but couldn’t move. She screamed but made no sound, tried to run and stood her ground. 



Her body wasn’t her own. 



Her face returned the smile, her hand took his, her mouth named a price as those silent screams echoed in her mind. Her body followed him to a car and climbed in the back seat. Her hands, cold, so cold, found the opening of his coat, sliding over his chest as her tongue licked chilled lips and tasted the oily taint of her own cheap lipstick.



And inside that coat there was no warmth to be found, no reprieve, however brief, from her freezing cold. Touching his chest was like touching ice. 



Now her body tried to recoil. Too late. He laughed at her fear. She struggled, only now feeling the vice-like grip around her wrists. Even inside the car, the icy wind blew that red hood over his face, only it wasn’t a hood, it was long hair, and it wasn’t the color of blood, it was covered in blood.



Her blood, and when had he cut her? 



“Look here, Chosen,” he said, holding her arms up before her eyes, showing her the twin punctures on each inner wrist. “Just an appetizer, you understand. The first of many. Tell him that.”



His hair parted and his crimson mouth leered at her, fangs gleaming obscenely in the last orange glow of the sunset. She screamed in silence as he bent closer, fought with all the strength in her too-thin body until a searing pain pierced her throat and stole her breath.



Blackness bled over her vision as the day died and night surged to replace it.



 



* * * 



 



The buzz of the alarm clock shrieked in Alexa’s ear, and she’d never heard a more welcome sound in her life.



After the nightmares she’d suffered, she wasn’t surprised to wake up with a pounding headache. She shut of the alarm and glanced out the window, seeing the first vibrant shades of sunset beginning to tint the thin clouds, promising a spectacular show.



She shuddered and looked away. The thought of watching the sunset had definitely lost its appeal.



Alexa stumbled into the bathroom, each step sending a new throb through her head. The forty-watt bulb over the sink hurt her eyes and she flicked the light off less than a second after flipping it on. She left the door open and showered by the faint glow of the streetlights that shone through her remaining living room window. The hot water pounded on the back of her neck as she leaned against the wall, trying to convince herself that she’d be better in a minute, that there was no reason to call in sick for tonight’s shift.



Heaven knew she had enough reasons not to. She had a window to replace, rent to pay, groceries to buy, a Vespa that had been on its last gasp for weeks now, and she really wanted a real Christmas tree this year instead of reusing her ancient artificial one. She simply couldn’t afford the luxury of a sick day. A couple of aspirin and a gallon or so of hot coffee would set her straight in no time, she was sure of it.



By the time she arrived at the hospital, her eyes felt like they’d been rolled in ground glass. The fluorescent lights were brutal on her tender vision. Alexa punched her code on the keypad beside the ICU door and pushed it open, praying for a quiet shift.



Instead she ran smack into a white-coated physician, knocking the charts out of her hands and sending them flying. 



“Oh, I’m sorry!” Alexa said, stumbling back and catching her balance against the wall. 



“Damn, Alexa, you look like death warmed over.”



“Hi to you too, Dr. Moy,” she said, trying to summon up a smile. It made her face hurt and she gave it up. Dr. Moy, a frequent sight in the ICU, was one of the most dedicated physicians Alexa had ever met. “Here, let me help you—”



She waved Alexa away and scooped up the charts herself. “What’s wrong with you tonight?” she asked, straightening and pinning her with an assessing glance. “I know you’re not coming in here sick. Tell me you wouldn’t really do that.”



“Oh, no, of course not,” Alexa replied quickly. “It’s just a headache, nothing contagious. I’m fine.”



Dr. Moy snorted. “You’re squinting. You’re having light sensitivity?” Alexa nodded, then winced at the movement. “Nausea?”



Her stomach churned at the mere word. “Oh, yes.”



“You get migraines often?”



“Never in my life until recently,” she said. She saw the doctor’s eyes narrow and quickly went on. “And no, I haven’t taken anything that’ll affect my ability to care for my patients tonight, just a couple of aspirin.”



“I wasn’t going to ask about that.” Dr. Moy frowned at her. “How recently did these start?”



Alexa hesitated, thinking. “Maybe two months ago?” 



“And I’m sure you’ve seen your doctor, because I know you’re aware that severe headaches showing up out of the blue are nothing to blow off.” Dr. Moy knew her well enough to be sure she’d done no such thing, and it showed in her dry tone. 



“Ah, well, I haven’t made an appointment yet,” Alexa admitted.



The physician rolled her eyes. “Go home,” she said bluntly. “Aspirin isn’t going to be enough for this. You’re in no condition to care for the critically ill tonight.” She glared Alexa into silence when she tried to protest and shifted the charts to one side to pull her prescription pad out of her pocket. “What do you have for pain at home?”



“Nothing.” She’d never had any need for painkillers. In fact, she’d hardly ever been sick in her entire life. “Aspirin. Maybe some ibuprofen somewhere.”



Dr. Moy nodded and started to scribble. “Here. Darvocet for pain, Phenergan for nausea,” she said. “Fill it at the downstairs pharmacy and take it the instant you get home. See me at my clinic tomorrow morning. I don’t know what my schedule looks like, but if you get there at eight o’clock sharp I’ll make you my first patient of the day. Got it?”



Alexa took the proffered prescription out of reflex even as she shook her head. “But my shift—”



“Forget your shift,” the doctor interrupted. “Trying to work when you’re hurting is just like working under the influence. Pain makes your brain slow and stupid, Alexa. You know better. Get your butt home to bed, and don’t stand me up tomorrow.”



Sometimes the only thing to do was bow to pressure. Alexa nodded and turned around, hardly conscious of her feet carrying her toward the elevators. Luckily the pharmacy was nearly deserted at this hour and she didn’t have to wait long for them to fill the prescription. The waiting room’s fluorescent lights were hell on her eyes. 



The dim parking garage would’ve been a relief if not for the exhaust fumes that added to her nausea. To add insult to injury, her Vespa refused to start no matter how she pleaded with it. She kicked the tire, fighting back frustrated tears. “Come on, you worthless piece of—”



“Need a ride, Lexi?”



She whirled at the familiar voice and had to grab the Vespa’s handlebar as a wave of dizziness swept over her. Gareth stood not ten feet away, wearing an expression of concern she distrusted immediately. 



“Not you again.” She groaned, closing her eyes and rubbing a hand over her face. “I’m too tired for this, Gareth. Go away before I puke on you.”



She heard his footsteps as he crossed the small space between them. “You’re sick,” he said, his arm sliding around her waist. 



She hated that leaning against him was so much more appealing than leaning on the Vespa. Something about his touch was incredibly soothing. Her headache retreated to a dull roar. “Genius like that will take you far,” she muttered. “I hope you’re here to be seen for that cut on your back, instead of following me. There are laws against that.”



“Let me take you home, sweetheart,” he said, ignoring that. “You’re in no condition to drive even if you could start that thing.”



Alexa fought a brief battle between common sense and fatigue. On the one hand, she hardly knew Gareth, and what she did know of him was strange and not very reassuring. On the other hand, she really didn’t relish the thought of driving herself home, bouncing on the Vespa’s worn-out shocks and gagging on exhaust. 



Well, if he’d wanted to hurt her, he’d had plenty of chances last night. Besides, he owed her. “Fine,” she sighed, giving in. “But you have to leave when we get there.”



Gareth didn’t give her a chance to change her mind. Instead of leading her away, he swept her into his arms and was striding across the parking garage before she realized what he intended. 



“Hey, put me down! I’m fine.”



He snorted. “You haven’t looked in a mirror lately, have you?”



She let her head drop down and rest on his shoulder. Knowing she looked like hell was one thing. Having a gorgeous man point it out to her was another. “Gee, thanks.”



He laughed at her sulky tone and brushed a kiss over her forehead. A moment later, he halted and let her stand again but kept an arm around her waist. Alexa looked down as he reached into his pocket for his keys, her gaze drawn as the movement drew his jeans tight.



Oh, my.



She glanced away at once, her cheeks flaming, and stared at Gareth’s car instead. Her jaw dropped. He drove a brand new Jaguar XK, black as midnight, its chrome trim gleaming even in the dim garage light. Every sleek line screamed speed, power, sex. Even the vanity license plate added to the total package—VAMPRE. 



She fought the urge to roll her eyes. The car was practically a penis on wheels.



“Compensating for something?” she asked, hoping he hadn’t noticed where her gaze had rested moments before.



His deep chuckle sent a shudder through her. “Wanna find out?” he murmured against her ear, and her knees nearly gave out.



He reached past her to open the door and she collapsed gratefully onto the butter-soft leather. 



“Not tonight, honey, I have a headache.”



This time his laugh was full and deep. She closed her eyes and wondered why she was sparring with him when she felt so awful. Gareth gently shut the door as she buckled her seatbelt, fighting a renewed wave of pain and nausea. Oh, God, not on the leather, she thought frantically, pressing a hand to her mouth as he crossed to open his own door. It was a sin to mess up a car this beautiful.



“This isn’t a good idea,” she managed, fumbling at her belt and reaching for the handle as the car shifted with his weight. “Your car—”



Gareth caught her hand and laced his fingers through hers. “You’re not going to throw up,” he said, his voice absolutely sure. “And I wouldn’t care if you did. It’s just a car. Sit back and try to relax, sweetheart.”



Incredibly, her stomach settled at the touch of his hand, but she still couldn’t let that slide. “I’m not your sweetheart.” 



“Not for lack of trying on my part.” He managed to start the car without releasing her, then pressed a bottle of water into her other hand as the engine purred like the big cat the car was named for. “You have medicine. Take it.”



 



Gareth kept his hand on her knee, aching for her as she opened her eyes and pulled a couple of bottles out of her purse. His poor dhampyr was really suffering. The medicine would help a little, but his touch would help more. Soothing energy flowed from his hand into her, fighting the headache, forcing her stomach not to rebel, and also feeding him information. 



He swore softly at her condition. Her vampire side was strongly awake and fighting for supremacy over the mortal half. The magic was tearing her apart. She hadn’t just entered her Divergence, she was far into it. “Why didn’t you tell me it was this bad?”



“It hasn’t been,” she replied, letting her head drop back with a sigh after dropping the pills back into her purse. “Never like this. I’m getting checked out tomorrow.”



He fought the urge to swear again. No mortal doctor could do anything for this. He reclaimed her hand and used his powers to shift the car into reverse, refusing to let her go and give the pain a chance to regain its hold over her. “I’ll send someone to drive you,” he said, wishing he could take her himself. 



She shook her head, eyes still closed. “Don’t bother. I’ll get there.”



Traffic was light and he took advantage of it, zipping down the freeway with all the speed the Jag could muster, only slowing when he reached Bourbon Street. Alexa’s hand was cold and clammy in his as he pulled to the curb outside her building. The medicine was working, making her sleepy, and she didn’t move when the car stopped. 



He killed the engine and unbuckled her seatbelt. “We’re here, sweetheart. You still with me?”



She made a little sound that turned into a moan when he reluctantly released her hand. A second later, he was at her door, moving with the inhuman speed of his kind and uncaring of who might see it. He scooped Alexa from the seat and cradled her against him as he had in the garage, her purse in her lap, and kicked the door closed behind her.



“You can’t park there,” she murmured against his shoulder. “You’ll get towed.”



He brushed a kiss over her forehead and unlocked her gate with his mind. “They won’t tow me.” He had exempt plates, as befitted a diplomat, and sometimes they came in damn handy. 



The stairs were narrow and he held her closer as he carried her up. She reached for her purse, her fingers clumsy on the zipper. “My keys—”



“Don’t need ’em.” Her door opened to his command as easily as the gate had.



At the sound, the next door swung open and Jen poked her head out. Gareth silenced her with a look. His Chosen was pretty out-of-it right now, but the last thing he wanted was for her to realize that he knew her new neighbor. If she was suspicious of him now, it’d be nothing to her reaction to that.



Jen nodded and retreated, worry written in her blue eyes. 



Alexa’s television babbled at the empty living room as he carried her straight back to her bed and swept the quilt away before laying her gently down. Ignoring the noise, he pulled her shoes off before stretching out beside her and pulling her back into his arms.



“Hey,” she protested, her voice fuzzy as she tried to roll away. “None of that.”



“Shh.” He pulled her back, tucking her head beneath his chin. “I’m not trying to take advantage of you, sweetheart. This is for comfort.”



“You’re not comfortable,” she murmured, then made a liar of herself by sinking into his embrace with a sigh.



Now that he could devote all his attention to the task, Gareth closed his eyes and started to work on her in earnest. The battle between her mortal and vampire halves was tearing her mind apart; her magic, surprisingly strong, warring with her equally stubborn humanity. 



His magic was far stronger. He entered her body as light and power, seeping into her mind and forcefully shutting down the battle. Neither side retreated willingly, but within minutes he’d forced them into submission. He didn’t fool himself into believing this was anything more than a temporary reprieve, though. Once the Divergence began, nothing could stop it but completion or death.



He wasn’t sure how much time had elapsed before he withdrew from her mind. She still snuggled against him, her breaths slow and easy with sleep. He sighed and rested his cheek on her hair, giving himself to the moment and the perfection of her in his arms.



The television suddenly blared, the anchorman’s voice shattering the peace. 



“... at the news conference with Chief Aubert about the slaying. Ken?” The voice changed. “Thanks, Steve. The city is still reeling from the discovery of a woman’s mutilated body on Bourbon Street. At tonight’s brief press conference, Police Chief Guy Aubert read a statement and did not answer questions. He refused to release details, saying only that the New Orleans PD homicide division is working on the case, and that any information regarding the slaying should be reported immediately.”



Chief Aubert’s voice replaced the reporter’s, but the television clicked off before he said more than a few words. Ice trickled down Gareth’s spine as he felt the surge of power that had cut the television off.



Only a vampire wielded that kind of power.



Alexa stirred in his arms and opened her eyes. “Enjoying the news, Patriarch?”



Dread morphed into alarm. Alexa knew nothing about his position or his Clan. There was no way she could’ve known to call him that. Gareth searched her eyes, seeing no sign of Alexa in their chocolate depths.



Power suddenly surged and crackled through the quiet apartment. She smiled at him, an evil expression that had no place on her face. 



“We’ve enjoyed watching you play nursemaid, Patriarch.” This time the words dripped with venom. Her eyes were alive now, filled with hate so intense they smoldered with it.



Gareth snarled, his fangs emerging as he let his own powers loose, trying to force the intruder out. “Who are you?” he demanded, sickened by the evil in her beautiful eyes, the hate in her voice. 



“Ah, now that would be telling something, wouldn’t it?” She cackled, her possessor clearly reveling in his rage. “Your precious Chosen fucked up the message. Maybe you should ask her about it, hmm?”



Gareth bared his fangs, sending a psychic attack whipping into the night, lashing out at the Outcast speaking through her mouth. “Get out,” he snarled.



Alexa winced and he knew he’d hit his mark. He pushed harder, forcing the other vampire back, blocking the mental bolts sent his way.



Harder to ignore were the effects on Alexa as the battle was fought. She laughed, cried out, cursed him through tears. He pressed his forehead to hers, holding her tight even when she thrashed and tried to fight him off, pressing through the layers of power binding her to the other vampire and slicing them one by one.



“You can’t keep her safe,” the Outcast shrieked through her mouth. “Tonight is just the beginning!”



She went limp against him as Gareth finally forced the Outcast away. Again he entered her mind, finding the evil taint of the other vampire and eradicating every trace of it even as he shouted mental commands to his Slayers, starting the hunt. The Outcast had to be close to have such a strong hold on her.



Suddenly she gasped, her body going rigid as her eyes snapped open. Gareth caught her chin and searched her eyes. Her expression was wild, but after a moment she blinked at him. 



“Gareth?”



The confusion in her voice soothed him. There was no hate there, only the soft puzzlement of a woman awakened suddenly. The room was quiet, the only power in the air, his own. He softened his hold on her and caressed her cheek with his thumb. 



“Yes, sweetheart, I’m here.”



She shivered and rested her head on his chest. “God, what a nightmare,” she whispered. “Why would I dream such a thing twice?”



“Tell me.”



His words were a command and she only hesitated a moment before she did. His blood ran cold as she described her dream, recounting a whore’s last hours and brutal murder. She shuddered as she tried to describe her attacker and he held her tighter, needing to comfort her even though every cell in his body ached to join the hunt for her tormentor. She hadn’t seen his face, but she’d seen that blood red hair.



She fell silent and he touched her cheek again. “Did he say anything?” he asked, hating the Outcast for forcing her to witness such horrors, even in dreams. 



Alexa closed her eyes and pressed closer. “Tell him it’s an appetizer,” she whispered. “The first of many. That’s what he said. And he called me Chosen, that word that was on the brick.”



That was enough for Gareth. “You’re not safe here, sweetheart,” he murmured, rubbing soothing strokes down her spine as he fought down his rage. Challenges didn’t come any more blatant than this. “Come home with me. No one can reach you there.” 



The safeguards around House Arachnid had stood firm for two centuries. Gareth had laid them down himself, spilling an unbroken line of his own blood around the perimeter to seal the warding spell. No enemy of the Clan could enter the grounds while he lived. Once she stepped over that invisible line, no one could hurt her. 



“No.”



Her voice was so soft, Gareth was certain he’d heard her wrong. “What?”



She groaned and rolled out of his arms, turning her back to him. “Please, Gareth, I’m too tired for this. I’m not going anywhere until I feel better.”



He followed her across the bed, wrapping his arm around her waist and snuggling her back to his chest. “I just want to keep you safe from this,” he murmured, using the full persuasive power of his voice. “You’re ill, and you were attacked tonight. Let me take care of you.”



She slapped at his arm, but the blow lacked strength. “I’m better,” she said, her words slurring with fatigue. “And I don’t go home with strange men.” 



Her words hung in the still air. Suddenly tension entered her body and when she pushed at him this time, he could tell she meant business. “Hey, what the hell are you doing in my bed?”



He sighed. Her voice wasn’t sleepy anymore. “Taking care of you,” he said, but he loosened his arms just the same. He’d have more chances to hold her later. No point in over-staying his welcome now. “You’re welcome, by the way.”



Alexa dragged the quilt up to her chin and stared at him with wide eyes. He sighed again and rolled away from her. 



“If I wanted to hurt you, sweetheart, I had plenty of chances. Don’t look at me like that.”



Her gaze wavered, the alarm fading a little but not vanishing. He stood and leaned against the doorframe, allowing her the distance she clearly needed. “I’ll go if you ask me to,” he murmured, not trying to hide the concern in his own eyes. “But I’d rather stay in case you need me. Sleep now and call if you need something, all right? Since you don’t want me to hold you, I’ll be in the living room.”



The fight drained out of her and her lashes drooped. “I won’t need you, Gareth,” she said. “I’m sure you’d rather go home.”



“Only if you come with me.”



She didn’t answer. Her fatigue and illness, combined with the medicine, had taken their toll. Sleep claimed her greedily.



Gareth watched her there, the cover rising softly with each deep breath. At least she hadn’t kicked him out. Just then his cell phone rang and he backed out of the bedroom, not wanting to disturb her as he answered it. “Yeah,” he said, bringing it to his ear.



“Guy Aubert here.” The gruff voice sounded worried. “Is there some trouble I should know about, Ambassador?”



Gareth’s heart sank. “What’s happened?”



“Another body on Bourbon Street. I don’t want to jump to any conclusions, but it’s not far from the address you asked us to protect, and—”



“Cause of death?” Gareth interrupted, but he knew before the chief answered.



“Throat torn out,” Aubert said. “Bites to both wrists. The body was carved up after death, but I know what to look for. It’s the second vamp killing in two nights, both dark-haired prostitutes. The media doesn’t know about this one yet, but when they find out they’re gonna have a field day. Would your friend happen to be a brunette?”



“Yes.” 



Damn it to hell. The Outcasts were after Alexa, killing others when they couldn’t reach her, creating a situation Gareth could hardly hope to control. This was exactly the kind of thing he was charged with preventing. 



“Institute a curfew if you can, Chief. We’re working on it, but things might get worse before they get better.”



Aubert cleared his throat. “We need to increase our patrols,” he said carefully. “Manpower’s limited, Ambassador. Without a tangible threat to Ms. London, I can’t keep the extra men around her.”



“The brick isn’t enough threat?”



“Mayor says it could’ve been drunk kids.” He hesitated. “Don’t you have anyone you can put there?”



Gareth clenched his jaw and swore again. “The day is a problem for anyone I send, Chief. Pull your people after dark, but at least give me someone during the day.”



“I’m sorry,” Aubert said, and he truly sounded it. “I really am, but my hands are tied. Both murders happened during the day—one this morning, one this afternoon. We’ve got tourists to keep safe. The mayor’s demanding that all available manpower patrol the streets.”



Mind whirling, Gareth closed his eyes and tried to think of another solution. His Stewards would be nearby during the day, but they weren’t a match for an Outcast. Damn it, he needed the police for this, someone Alexa would trust in a crisis. 



“I’ll do what I can,” he finally growled into the phone. “I’ve called in all my people and they should be arriving tomorrow. Keep me in the loop, Chief. Anything you find out about this killer helps us.”



“Will do.” The chief sounded relieved when he hung up.



Gareth was anything but.





 

Chapter Seven



Surely the needles weren’t that big when Alexa was on the other end of the deal.



Dr. Moy’s nurse, Sharon, smiled and swabbed the crook of Alexa’s arm with alcohol. “Okay, a little stick,” she murmured, that huge needle in her hand coming closer. 



Alexa closed her eyes. To give Sharon credit, she barely felt the needle. Still, she was glad when that tiny pinprick was replaced by the sensation of firm pressure on a cotton ball.



“All done,” Sharon said cheerfully. “We should have the results later today—the doctor ordered everything STAT. I’ll let Dr. Moy know you’re finished so you can get on home and back to bed.”



“Thanks.”



In truth, she was far beyond ready to go home. She’d arrived right at eight, just as instructed, and the last few endless hours of poking and prodding hadn’t done a thing for the lingering headache.



Dr. Moy was nothing if not thorough. Approximately a billion family history questions, an equally in-depth medical history, and an exam that started at her hairline and ended at her toes had yielded nothing. Then came the x-rays, and the wait in the room while Dr. Moy looked them over. After that, referrals for CT scans of her head, and more waiting while Dr. Moy argued with the radiology department until they agreed to scan her today. 



The time spent in that little tube was an adventure in claustrophobia she wasn’t eager to repeat any time soon. And even though she’d known better, she hadn’t been able to stop herself from asking the technician if he’d seen anything unusual on the scan. Of course, he hadn’t told her a thing, but that hadn’t relieved her worry.



Finally, Sharon had arrived to do the blood tests. From the number of tubes she had brought in with her, the doctor must’ve decided to run every test the lab offered. Alexa kept her eyes closed, resting her head back against the wall and wishing the little exam room had a window so she could turn the fluorescent lights off without putting herself totally in the dark.



What little relief she’d felt last night in Gareth’s arms was long gone this morning, just like him. 



She cut that thought off at once. She wasn’t going to think about him. All right, so he was the most gorgeous and intriguing man she’d met in longer than she cared to remember—he was also frustrating and mysterious and quite possibly involved in illegal activities. Gareth Ambrocio was not a man she wanted to daydream about, period.



That line of reasoning lasted almost a full minute before her thoughts returned to him yet again.



Why did her internal voices persist in considering him trustworthy? He really hadn’t given her any reason whatsoever to trust him. True, he’d had her Vespa brought to her apartment, and he hadn’t yet lied to her—she always knew. That didn’t mean that he was on the level. He had the trick of non-answers down to a fine art, almost as if he knew that she could discern lies and had deliberately chosen his words to frustrate that skill. Would a trustworthy man do that?



Yet he’d taken care of her yesterday when she’d been so horribly ill. He’d taken her home and tucked her in, and he hadn’t asked for anything in return. Of course, he owed her for the first aid she’d given him in his own time of need. Still...  She didn’t know many men who would willingly play nursemaid, or risk having a mere acquaintance puke in their fancy sports car.



Alexa’s thoughts spun the same track over and over, just as they had since she’d awakened this morning to find Gareth’s note on her table telling her he’d gone home at dawn, but urging her to call him if she needed anything at all. He’d even set the timer on her coffee maker so she could wake up to fresh, strong, hot coffee that had tasted like heaven. To trust him, or not to trust him? Should she listen to that internal urging, the mysterious sense she’d never been fully able to explain, or should she behave like any rational woman in today’s society and take it slow?



A gentle knock on the exam room door interrupted her musing some time later. Alexa raised her head to watch Dr. Moy enter the room again, a sheaf of papers in her hands. 



“Any luck?” Alexa asked, wishing she could read the results for herself. Unfortunately, the headache was back full-force, strong enough to blur her vision at times, and she couldn’t make out any of the print.



Dr. Moy sighed as she sat. “Nothing definite, but there’s definitely something going on. Your x-rays and MRI came back perfectly normal, as did most of your blood work. There are a few changes in your complete blood count and hormone levels, though, that are a bit puzzling, and frankly, your EEG is downright strange.”



Alexa gripped the chair very hard. “Strange and puzzling, how?”



“Your brainwave activity is off the charts. It’s almost like seizure activity or irritable brain syndrome, but not quite. It’s just... your brain is buzzing nonstop. And although you’re slightly anemic, your hormone levels are all elevated. The melatonin levels—you know, the hormone that controls sleep and dreaming?—I could almost explain by your night shift, since that change is only slight. But your growth hormone level is high, which is very unusual for adults. There are others, especially the pituitary hormones, but basically every hormone your body produces is high.”



It took a moment for all this to sink in. “Irritable brain syndrome—you mean that my brain is overreacting to any stimulus?” 



“No, not exactly.” Dr. Moy frowned, seemingly trying to find a way to clarify. “If this was, you’d be seeing it when we spoke to you, or if you moved your hands or something—any kind of nerve input. In your case, the elevated brain activity is constant, and doesn’t seem related to any stimulus. Yet you’re not having seizures either, and I can’t explain why. It could certainly be the cause of these headaches, though.”



Well, Alexa supposed that made sense. If her brain was “buzzing nonstop”, to use Dr. Moy’s phrase, a few headaches were only to be expected. But what was causing this? “Are the hormones related to the increased activity?”



The doctor frowned again and shuffled her papers, finally pulling out a couple of pages of laboratory results. “I can’t say for sure one way or the other,” she admitted after a moment. “I’d like you to see a neurologist and an endocrinologist. I’ve got Sharon working on setting the appointments now. And until we know more, you are not to work in the ICU if you have the slightest headache.” She gave Alexa a stern look when she started to protest. “No, don’t you dare argue. I don’t know what’s going on, and your health is clearly suffering. I’ve half a mind to put you on medical leave, but I know you have bills like anyone else. So I’m going to wait until I hear from the neurologist before making that decision, but don’t you make me regret it, Alexa. If you’re hurting, you stay away from the ICU. Is that clear?”



Alexa nodded mutely. If the choice was between calling in sick whenever she felt ill or not having a job at all, Dr. Moy’s rules seemed more than fair. The doctor asked if she had any questions, and although it seemed that she had hundreds of them, Alexa couldn’t articulate any and finally just shook her head. Maybe she’d think of them later and could talk with the doctor then. For now, all she wanted was to go back to bed.



Dr. Moy wrote her another prescription for pain medication and Alexa tucked it into her purse without looking at it. She’d get it filled later. A trip to the pharmacy was just too much to face right now. Finally, after Sharon gave her a slip of paper listing her appointment times with the two specialists, Alexa was finally released to go home.



Gareth wasn’t waiting beside her Vespa this time, ready to offer a ride and some sympathy. She sighed, a bit annoyed at herself for hoping, even for a moment, that he would be. Luckily, the persnickety Vespa started on the first try, and after putting on her darkest sunglasses as well as pulling down her tinted visor, she was as ready to face the bright sunlight on the highway as she would ever be.



She just hoped she would be well enough to work her normal shift tomorrow. All this time off wasn’t doing her bank account any favors.



The sunshine hit her like a dagger in both eyes as soon as she left the parking garage. Alexa kept driving through sheer force of will alone. As she signaled and turned onto the side street, she mentally chanted, Only five miles and I’ll be home. Only five miles... 



And as she accelerated to catch the yellow light, she just caught a glimpse of the man from her dream. Standing at the corner, his blood red hair blowing slightly in the wind and concealing his face, he stared straight at her. 



She whipped her head around in a double-take so fast, she cricked her neck painfully. There wasn’t anyone on the corner. She had to have imagined him—after all, he wasn’t even real, just a figment of her dreaming mind.



As her head gave another particularly painful throb, Alexa decided to stay off the highway. The last thing she needed was to lose concentration at sixty-five miles per hour. She made another turn, getting on another street that would take her home. The traffic lights would make it take longer, but she would undoubtedly be safer on this alternate route.



But when she coasted past a shop window filled with mirrors, she saw the red-haired man reflected in every single one, leering as he had in her dream as he’d murdered the prostitute.



A burst of adrenaline made her hand twitch on the accelerator, giving the Vespa an unexpected surge of gas that almost sent her right into the back of a van. She braked sharply, breathing hard, and looked back at the mirrors. 



They were still there, but the man was nowhere to be seen in them.



Trembling slightly now, she surged forward and passed the van as soon as the light turned green. Figment of her imagination or not, this was starting to freak her out. She kept her eyes resolutely forward, just wanting to get home without any more of these hallucinations.



She made it more than a mile without seeing him again, but just when she started to relax, she made the mistake of glancing at the Calvin Klein billboard that always drew her gaze. The gorgeous, mostly naked man modeling Calvin Klein’s briefs had blood red hair and his black, soulless gaze seemed to bore straight into hers.



Swerving a little without meaning to, she almost ran down the policeman directing traffic through the next intersection, its stoplights dark as a city crew worked on them. She slowed and tried to drive more sedately, glad that her visor was down because she was fairly sure her panic showed on her face.



The red-haired policeman waved her through the intersection, smiling cheerily and baring blood-stained fangs.



Alexa whimpered and kept going. Was this some weird symptom of her hyperactive brain activity? The high melatonin levels? Dr. Moy had said that hormone controlled sleep and dreaming. Could an abnormal amount of melatonin cause her to have hallucinations, to see figures from her dreams in her waking life? Maybe Dr. Moy was right after all and she shouldn’t go to work like this—she didn’t want to imagine having to try and ignore these spooky hallucinations while on duty in the ICU.



She changed lanes to avoid a bus as it stopped for passengers. Unable to help herself, she looked at the advertisement on the side of the bus, then sighed in relief to see the cold remedy ad looked the same as ever. Movement above it caught her eye, and when she saw the red-haired man in every window, waving at her, she shook so hard that she almost lost control of her Vespa.



Alexa was a nervous wreck when she finally arrived at her apartment minutes later. Her hands were trembling so badly that it took three tries to unlock the garden gate. Abandoning her Vespa in the little courtyard, she ran up the stairs and locked herself inside her apartment, breathing hard with panic.



The silence soothed her raw nerves. It wasn’t real, she told herself firmly, her back to the door, arms wrapped tight around her body. It was just a... a dream, or something. But the thought that she was having waking dreams wasn’t very comforting, either.



Suddenly her television blared with the opening bars of the midday news. Alexa jumped, dropping her purse at the unexpected noise. Hadn’t she turned the television off this morning? She shook her head sharply, for once welcoming the jolt of pain to clear her mind. If she’d turned it off, it wouldn’t be on now, and was she going to let her own television frighten her now?



She walked resolutely into the living room to turn it off so she could have a nap. The newscaster started speaking. 



“Yet another grisly murder rocks New Orleans,” he said, his hearty voice dispassionately delivering the news as if he was reporting nothing more than an unusually warm day. “Police have released no official statement yet, but sources close to the investigation tell us that no leads have yet been found. We go now to our investigative reporter. Tina?”



The scene changed, but instead of showing the female reporter, the red-haired man’s face suddenly filled the screen. “It’s just an appetizer, Chosen,” he hissed, his gaze cold as ice, utterly inhuman. “Tell him this won’t satisfy us for long. We’re getting hungry, so very hungry. How much is he prepared to lose for you, I wonder?”



“No!” Alexa screamed. She hit the off button so hard it stung her hand, but the leering face remained. Desperate, she grabbed the cord and pulled the plug from the wall, dimly aware that she was still screaming, that he was laughing now as the television stubbornly refused to turn off.



Only when someone pounded on the door did the image disappear, leaving Alexa huddled on the floor, hands over her ears. 



A moment later, her front door opened and a woman called, “Hello? Are you all right? I heard you screaming. Are you hurt?”



Alexa tried to pull herself together. The last thing she wanted was for a stranger to see her like this, or for her landlord to get word that she was losing her marbles. “I’m fine!” she called, but her hoarse, trembling voice made a liar of her. 



“Are you sure?” The voice was closer now, as if the woman had hesitantly entered the apartment. “I don’t want to intrude, but I just moved in next door, and if you need anything... ”



Alexa forced herself to stand just as a young woman peeked around the corner into the living room. “I’m fine,” she repeated, but she failed in her attempt to make her voice sound stronger this time. “I’m sorry I disturbed you. There’s nothing to worry about—it was a spider,” she lied, catching a sudden inspiration. “I hate the things, they scare me to death.”



The young woman still didn’t look convinced. “I’m Jenyssa,” she said. “People call me Jen. Listen, I don’t know anyone here yet and I just made a pot of coffee. Want to come have a cup? Give that spider a chance to scurry off elsewhere?” she added, giving Alexa a little smile.



“Thank you, but no, I just got home from the doctor’s office and I’m really not up for it today,” Alexa said, trying to smile back to take the sting from her rejection, even though it felt like a grimace on her face. “I’m Alexa London, by the way. I’m sure I’ll see you around the complex, and maybe I’ll take you up on that cup of coffee next time.”



“Sure. Consider it a standing invite,” Jen replied easily. “I’m in 204. I’ll see you around.”



Alexa locked the door behind Jen, suddenly unutterably weary. This morning felt like it had taken at least four days to pass. She kicked off her shoes and stumbled to bed, making sure she didn’t look toward the television as she passed.



Just in case.



 



* * *



 



The crimson rays of sunset cast beams of light over her bed when Alexa woke, her headache finally gone. She stretched luxuriously, blessing the relief she felt. Hopefully it would last so she could work tomorrow night. 



The phone rang as she swung her feet out of bed. She grabbed the receiver from the bed stand. “Hello?”



“How are you feeling tonight, Lexi?”



Gareth’s deep, smooth baritone shouldn’t send a thrill of pleasure down her spine, Alexa told her body firmly. “Much better,” she answered, glad it was the truth. “Although the doctor didn’t have any explanation for why—”



She frowned, snapping off the last word. She hadn’t meant to even mention the appointment with Dr. Moy. Rubbing her forehead, she mentally shrugged. Well, he had taken care of her when she’d been so ill, and he’d already known about the appointment. He probably would’ve asked anyway.



“So you didn’t get any answers.” His tone made it a statement, not a question, and he didn’t sound surprised. “I’m sorry about that.”



To his credit, he didn’t mention the dhampyr thing again, not that Alexa was likely to forget it anytime soon. 



“A bunch of the tests came back weird,” she said, again speaking things she’d firmly decided not to discuss. What was wrong with her?



“Let me guess. Your brain waves are off the charts, you’re anemic, your hormones are going crazy, and the doctor has no clue why it’s happening.”



Her jaw dropped. For a moment, she couldn’t think of a single thing to say. “How—how did you know that?” she whispered.



“Sweetheart, I’ve already told you. It’s not a medical problem. It’s your physiology. Every dhampyr goes through this. I’ve seen it too often in others not to recognize it in you.”



All right, so they were going there again. She sighed. He’d probably persuaded Heather to look in Alexa’s medical charts and tell him what Dr. Moy had found. That was a much more rational explanation than this half-vampire nonsense. 



“Gareth, I keep thinking I like you until you start babbling weird crap like that. Can’t you stay sane for the space of one conversation?”



To her surprise, he laughed. “All right, you win. No more paranormal talk,” he said. “Now to the real reason for my call. Are you working tonight?”



Uh-oh, he was going to ask her out. She opened her mouth to lie. “No, I’m off,” she said, then could’ve kicked herself. What the hell was going on with her tonight? She couldn’t seem to lie to him, or deny him any information. Damn, she must still be more tired than she’d thought.



“Good! Then I’ll come by and pick you up. Don’t say no, I’ll be crushed and cry for days, and do you really want that on your conscience?”



Despite herself, she couldn’t repress a laugh. “No, I suppose not. Give me at least an hour, though. I just woke up.”



“Party all night, sleep all day. I knew you were my kind of girl. See you around nine, then.”



Alexa smiled as she hung up the phone. Strange as he was, she couldn’t help being drawn to Gareth. Part of it was his utter gorgeousness—she didn’t even try to pretend it wasn’t. Having such an astoundingly handsome man flirt and pursue her was an undeniable thrill. Still, she found she liked his humor even more than his looks. Even when she was telling him off for his delusional vampire nonsense, he just let the criticism roll off with a joke and a smile.



Well, if she really was going to go out with him, she’d better get moving. Being sick for two days hadn’t done anything for her looks—or her smell, she realized with a grimace. Grabbing her robe, she left the bedroom to take a shower.



Half an hour later, she was yet again staring at her closet in frustration. Typical of a man not to mention his plans. How was she supposed to dress? Were they doing another of his vampire tours? Seeing a movie? Going to dinner? She scowled at her clothes as if her indecision was their fault.



She’d just pulled on jeans and her nicest blouse when Gareth arrived and hammered on her door. 



“Just a minute!” she called, hurrying to grab some shoes. 



He was twenty minutes early, darn him—another example of why men should get a detailed handbook before they attempted dating. Not telling her where they were headed was bad enough, but now cutting time off her already limited hour to get ready? 



“I’m coming, hold on!” she shouted when the hammering started up again.



For God’s sake, if he’d needed to change the time, he should’ve called ahead. The man drove a car that cost more than her yearly salary, surely he had a cell phone, she griped to herself as she jammed her feet into a pair of low-heeled boots.



She was just dashing through the kitchen to grab her purse from the countertop when the pounding at her front door stopped. Well, finally! If he was going to be this impatient, he could take his dates and shove—



WHAM!



The front door exploded inward as if it had been hit by a grenade, and the man who came through it wasn’t carrying flowers.





 

Chapter Eight



Two men burst into the apartment and laughed triumphantly when they saw her. “Well, hello there, sweet thing,” one said, delight lacing every word. 



Alexa screamed and grabbed the first thing her hand touched—a decorative crystal salt shaker. Not much of a weapon, but she’d take whatever she could get. “Get away from me!” she shouted, flinging the shaker at the dark-haired man in front.



He ducked it easily and grinned at her. “Can’t you do any better than that? Come on, Chosen, I thought you’d have more bite. Try to at least make this interesting for us.”



The paper towel holder followed the same path as her salt shaker, and the dish drainer, toaster, and a pair of coffee cups brought up the rear. Why hadn’t she brewed a pot of coffee so she could fling scalding liquid in their faces? She kept screaming and shouting at the top of her lungs as she continued to throw whatever she could at her attackers—the bottle of dish soap, several cans of vegetables, her spice holder—trying to keep them off her long enough for her to reach her knives.



The men batted her pitiful projectiles aside with ease. They didn’t seem in any hurry to attack, and their wordless confidence in their eventual victory was unnerving. When Alexa’s hand finally found the knife block, she almost panicked and threw it, too, before she realized what she was holding. Grabbing the biggest handle, she pulled out her butcher knife and held it out in front of her. 



“I’m warning you,” she said, trying to keep her voice from shaking. The blade shook in her trembling hand. “I’m sure one of my neighbors heard this and already called the cops, and my boyfriend will be here any minute. Get out of here now!”



They both smiled again, and their continued willingness to delay their attack raised her terror to new heights. “Oh, I think you’ll find he’s been unavoidably delayed,” the second man said smugly. “And I wouldn’t worry too much about the neighbors if I were you. They’re... unlikely to be disturbed, in their current condition.”



Oh God, no...  Surely he didn’t mean what she very much feared he did. “What do you want from me?”



They both moved at the same instant. Alexa didn’t even have time to blink before the knife was knocked from her hand and both wrists were captured. “Your blood, of course,” the first one said. “What else?”



And to her horror, she watched his eyes change. The round, green irises elongated, his pupils stretching to points, like a cat’s. She screamed again and again, petrified, unable to stop, as he leered to expose enormous fangs.



A vampire—he was a real vampire!



A blur of movement behind her attackers caught her eye. It was gone before she could focus on it—not that she probably could have, since she was still screaming her head off as those fangs neared her throat. Suddenly the man—vampire—who held her stiffened. Without a sound, his arms loosened and he dropped at her feet.



Only then did Alexa see Jen standing there, her face bruised and her clothes bloody. She didn’t move like she was injured, however. A long fragment of the broken front door held in her hand, she advanced on the second man. Another wooden shard protruded from the fallen vampire’s back.



“Get out of here, Alexa!” Jen shouted as the second vampire growled and leapt for her.



But Alexa had no intention of leaving the woman who’d just saved her life to fend for herself. Grabbing another knife from the block, she ran at the fighting pair, determined to do whatever she could to help Jen.



The fight was short and brutal. Alexa managed to stab their attacker once, gashing his shoulder, before he punched her in the face. The force of the blow knocked her across the kitchen. Through the bright flashes obscuring her vision, she saw him backhand Jen despite the slash left in his belly by her makeshift stake. Then, one gory hand pressed to his abdomen, he snarled at them and fled the apartment.



Alexa crawled over to Jen, too stunned from that punch to stand. “Are you all right?” 



Jen shook her head hard as if to clear it, then sat up. “Damn it, one of them got away! He’ll be back with more, and soon. We have to get you out of here, Alexa. No, forget the cops,” Jen said sharply as Alexa reached for the cordless phone amid the mess on the floor—she’d apparently thrown it at some point. “Do you think the police could really deal with these things? That these guys would let themselves get arrested?”



“But... ” Alexa looked at the ruin of her kitchen, the shattered front door, the staked body lying on her tile. “But we have to call...  We have to report...  Oh God, Jen, you killed a man!”



“That wasn’t a man and you know it. Now get up. We’ve got to get you out of here.”



Those words brought back the memory of her attackers’ unnatural eyes, their jagged, horrifying fangs. Alexa sat down hard. “You don’t—I mean, you can’t—really believe they were, were... ” Unsteady to start with, her voice simply died. She couldn’t bring herself to say it. It was too unreal. It couldn’t be real.



Jen made a harsh sound of frustration. “Look, hon, if you don’t believe in vampires by now, you’re just stupid. Now get up! They’re fast and reinforcements won’t be far away. We have to hurry!”



As Alexa watched her speak, the scrapes and bruises on Jen’s face faded to nothing. She knew her mouth was hanging open in utter shock and still couldn’t close it. 



“Are you one?” she whispered, and was stunned to realize her terror was gone. Maybe there was a limit to how much fear a person could experience and she’d reached it.



“Of course I’m not.” Jen got to her feet and extended a hand to Alexa, which she took without thinking. She was hauled to her feet with surprising strength. “Come on or stay put, it’s up to you. I’m not sticking around for round two. I’m outta here.”



Alexa hesitated only an instant before grabbing her purse and following at top speed. There was no doubt that she would be dead if Jen hadn’t arrived when she did, none at all. Whatever she was, super-freak healer and ass-kicker and whatever else, well, Alexa couldn’t believe that Jen meant to do her harm right after saving her life.



Jen didn’t look around when Alexa caught up to her on the stairs. 



“Where are we going?” Alexa asked, then shivered as the cold hit her. 



There was no way she’d stop and go back for her coat, though. Not only would it delay her escape from the apartment, she was positive Jen wouldn’t wait for her. Vampires or not, those men hadn’t busted down her apartment door to ask her a few friendly survey questions. If they really were coming back in greater numbers, she was all for getting as far away from there as possible.



They jumped the last few stairs and ignored Alexa’s Vespa as they sprinted out the open garden gate. Jen didn’t hesitate, turning right to run straight down Bourbon Street. Alexa stuck close, not wanting to lose her only ally in the crowd of laughing revelers. “Where are we going?” she shouted as they darted through the crowd.



“Away,” Jen shot over her shoulder, and didn’t elaborate. 



While away sounded pretty good in a general sort of way, a destination would be nice in case they got separated. 



A blast shattered the night behind them and Bourbon Street was suddenly full of screams. Alexa risked a glance over her shoulder and stumbled when she caught sight of flames licking the night sky. Her apartment! They—whoever the hell they were—had set fire to her apartment!



Jen didn’t bother looking back. She put on a burst of speed and Alexa fought to match her. Away was sounding better all the time. When she had such a definite thing to run from, Alexa thought as she shoved through the people trying to rush down to see the source of the fire, where she was running to didn’t seem to matter quite so much.



She caught a glimpse of Jen’s black-streaked red hair whipping around a corner and almost didn’t turn in time. They leapt over a few caution cones and darted down another street, then another. Even Alexa, who’d lived on Bourbon Street for the last three years, was starting to get turned around. They’d left the French Quarter and run down more side streets, then looped back down by the river. The light from the fire was a dim glow over the buildings, too far away to make out the individual flames. If Jen’s intention was to lose themselves in the streets, she was doing a good job of it.



Alexa’s lungs ached and her leg muscles burned and trembled when Jen stopped so suddenly that Alexa almost ran straight into her back. 



“What is it?” she gasped, holding the agonizing stitch in her side as she tried to catch her breath. Jen grabbed her arm and pulled her into the shadows of a little alley between buildings. Cold rain started to fall, drenching them both in minutes and chilling Alexa to the bone. “Where are we?”



“Hush!” 



Alexa backed against the wall and bent over, still trying to catch her breath. There was no overhang here to protect her from the freezing rain. She waited in silence, shaking with fear and cold and anxiety, wishing she knew a little more about this woman she’d decided to follow blindly into the night. 



“Jen?” she whispered when she could stand the suspense no longer.



“Wait here,” Jen ordered, and abruptly stepped out of the little alley and disappeared around the corner.



“Well, that was informative,” Alexa grumbled, shivering hard. Why couldn’t they have taken shelter inside one of the shops somewhere? Although the French Quarter still hadn’t fully recovered from Hurricane Katrina, there were plenty of places open, ready to tempt tourists to come spend their vacation money. At least she and Jen could’ve kept dry inside.



Tires squealed on the wet street, a loud horn blared just out of sight, and Alexa heard the unmistakable sound of something heavy striking a car. 



“Jen!” she shouted, her heart pounding with terror as she ran from her hiding place.



Jen lay crumpled on the wet street, her body lit by a pair of blindingly bright headlights. The driver’s door flew open and someone got out, but Alexa ignored the SUV completely. She dropped to her knees at Jen’s side, already assessing her for injuries. 



“Oh, God, Jen! Don’t move, we’ll get you to the hospital, just stay still—”



Jen groaned and, ignoring Alexa’s frantic orders to stop moving, rolled onto her back. Rain splashed the blood from her scratched face. “Stop fussing,” she said gruffly. “He didn’t see me. I had to stop the car somehow, didn’t I?”



“You—what?”



The last voice Alexa expected to hear was Gareth’s, but his furious, worried face was all too familiar as he joined her beside Jen. “Girl, you best be kidding when you said you did that on purpose,” he growled. “How dare you endanger yourself like that just to stop a car?”



“Quit fussing, I said. I’ll be all right in a second.”



Gareth drew an angry breath as if to argue, then froze when he finally noticed Alexa kneeling beside him. He caught her shoulders and searched her face as if seeking injuries. “Alexa! What the hell are you—you’re all right? I saw your apartment, but how—”



Alexa ignored him. Jen’s wounds were healing again, just as astonishingly quick as before—her scraped forehead becoming smooth again, the funny angle to her left shoulder resolving with a little pop. It was the most amazing and bizarre thing Alexa had ever seen. Yes, she’d healed people before, had brought a few back from the brink of death, but it was something completely different to watch it happening like this. 



“How do you do that?” she whispered, awed.



“Trust me, it’s not always a blessing.” Jen grimaced, then sat up and flexed her left arm experimentally. The rain was getting heavier, pounding down on them with such force that the droplets stung. “It’s freezing out here, Gareth, and God knows what else heard you honk. Can we get in the car now?”



He scowled at her, then rose and helped both women to their feet. “Yes, get in,” he said, steering them toward the SUV he’d been driving, his hands gripping their elbows. “You’re right, it’s not safe out here, but you’re not off the hook, Jen. Alexa, since you have no place to go, I sincerely hope you’ll come with us.”



That last word penetrated the shock that fogged her brain. She stared blankly at him as he shut the door after her, then climbed in on the driver’s side. “Us? You mean—you two know each other?”



He sighed and closed his door. “After tonight, I’m not so sure.” Jen snorted from the backseat. He put the vehicle in gear, performed a completely illegal U-turn, and started driving in the opposite direction. “Would anyone care to tell me just what the hell happened back there?”



Alexa glanced over her shoulder. Jen made a little “go ahead” gesture with her hand and sat back, apparently perfectly comfortable despite her recent close encounter with the grille. 



“Um,” she said, a little intimidated by his obvious anger. “Well, it started when a couple of... men... broke down my apartment door. I... I think they might’ve killed the neighbors.” She had to stop and swallow hard. They hadn’t been men. They’d been something else, something horrible, terrifying. Despite the warm air blasting from the SUV’s vents, she felt chilled down to the bone.



“They did,” Jen said from the back. “They murdered all of them, Gareth. Well, all but me, that is. They just thought they got me.”



Alexa was shaking again, deep inside. She couldn’t seem to stop. “They would’ve gotten me too, if Jen hadn’t showed up when she did.”



The memory swamped her, vivid enough to overcome everything around her. Again she saw those two men—no, those two vampires—leering at her, advancing across the kitchen, ignoring everything she threw at them. Taunting her while they bragged about murdering her neighbors. Again she experienced the gut-wrenching fear of seeing the promise of her own death in their horrible, abnormal eyes... 



“Uh-oh, she’s going over—stop the car, Gareth!”



Jen’s shout barely penetrated Alexa’s mind as the world went black at the edges and started to fade. Suddenly the vehicle stopped and her seat back dropped away, leaving her lying almost vertical and looking up at Gareth. 



“Hey, stay with me,” he murmured, cupping her face in his hands. “Sweetheart, you’re safe now. Nothing can touch you here. You’re safe with me, Alexa.”



Warmth seeped from his hands, permeating her body and mind. She felt tears slipping down her cheeks even though that horrible, internal shuddering was easing. “Why did they want to kill me?” she whispered, looking desperately at him for some kind of answer. “Why me?”



Gareth didn’t answer her question. Instead, he rested his forehead against hers. “I’m sorry this happened to you, but I can keep you safe. I swear I can, Alexa. Will you trust me?”



Right now, she didn’t feel like trusting anyone. She wanted to go home and hide under the covers, but now she had no home left to hide in. It was dark, it was raining and cold, and there were honest-to-God vampires stalking the city, looking for her. Maybe it was foolish, maybe it was cowardice, and it would probably have made her feminist mother cringe, but right now the prospect of letting this formidable man protect her was damned appealing. 



“For tonight,” she said, knowing she’d think better of it once the sun came up. “Just tonight, okay?”



He let out a great sigh of relief. “Thank you, sweetheart. You won’t regret it.”



Somehow, Alexa was fairly sure she would, but that was another concern that could wait for daylight. 



“They sent two Outcasts for her,” Jen said quietly behind them. “I think they meant to take her and make it look like she died in the fire.”



Gareth’s body stiffened and he pulled away abruptly. “That explains why I was attacked on my way here. If they want a war, they’ll get one,” he growled, and there was something so alien, so utterly feral in his voice that it chased away the last of the faintness from Alexa’s brain.



Alexa reached down beside her seat and eased herself upright as the SUV started moving again. Just as he had when she’d been ill, Gareth seemed to have removed her panic and shock with his touch. “What war?” she asked, her voice much steadier than it had been. “And I think by now I have the right to ask who they are.”



“Gareth’s an important man in this city,” Jen said when he failed to speak. “And with power comes competition.”



Alexa didn’t take her eyes off him. “You lead vampire tours. That’s power?”



“I told you there were many sides to me,” he replied, his gaze still fixed on the road ahead. “You haven’t seen them all. I’ll explain everything to you, I promise. Let’s just get you somewhere safe first and then I’ll answer your questions. Deal?”



She saw the way his eyes moved restlessly, scanning the shadows between buildings and beneath trees, and fell silent. Vampires! God, this was a bad dream, it had to be. Maybe she’d been imagining things. Surely she hadn’t really seen... 



It was no use. She was too observant for her own good. She couldn’t convince herself she’d hallucinated or imagined anything. Those two really had sprouted fangs. She was well aware that she was fixated on this point, but who could blame her? 



She finally became aware of her surroundings enough to realize Gareth had driven to the Garden District. Many of the fine old homes in this area were still standing, although she could see gaps in the night that marked places where looters or accidents had burned mansions to the ground after the hurricane. The rain was easing up a little, the short shower typical of New Orleans, leaving the air thick with humidity that fogged the SUV’s windows.



Gareth finally brought the SUV to a stop and killed the engine. Jen got out at once and headed into the house, but he sat for a moment as though marshalling his thoughts to tell her something. In the end, however, he got out wordlessly and crossed to open her door for her.



Alexa stared all around her as Gareth led her up the walkway toward the house. Like most of the homes in the Garden District, the yard’s heavy landscaping didn’t quite hide the scars left from the huge trees lost to Katrina. Still, Gareth’s landscaper had done a good job of replanting the front garden, and she didn’t realize just how huge and elaborate the house was until they were almost to the front door. “Whose house is this?” she asked, craning her neck back to look at the intricate ironwork around the second floor balcony.



“Mine,” Gareth told her. He stopped on the front porch and turned to face her. “While you’re here, Lexi, I need you to at least give the appearance of listening to me and doing what I say. Don’t contradict me while there are others around. I realize that’s a lot to ask of you, but it’s very important. Just agree with whatever I say in front of people, and we’ll argue about what you’ll actually do later.”



“Who else is around?” She forced herself to ask the question foremost in her mind and ignored the rest of his little speech. Obviously a bachelor wouldn’t live alone in a house like this, and if he wasn’t a bachelor... 



He sighed. “No, I’m not married and there’s no kids waiting to ambush you. For heaven’s sake, what do you take me for?” he said as though reading her mind, sounding honestly offended. “There are, however, several people who live here part of the year, and two men I’m training for a new position. They’re staying with me for the duration of their training, but my people are always coming and going and I’m not sure if anyone else has dropped by. Now will you do what I ask?”



He let people just come and go as they wished in his home? It seemed like a dangerous thing to do with a place this obviously expensive. She really wanted to ask more questions, but didn’t. 



“All right,” she agreed, shivering in her wet sweater. Anything to get out of the rain. “I won’t argue with you while there are others around.”



“Good.” Gareth opened the front door and pulled her inside. “Sebastien! Damien!” he called as the door swung closed behind her. 



Before she could ask him who they were, he’d led her into the entryway. Moments later, two young men appeared from a side room. Alexa fought not to gape at them. They were twins, both tall, both dark, both long-haired with a white streak at the temple marring their midnight-black locks. If they’d been wearing long Dracula capes and baring fangs at her they couldn’t have looked more like stereotypical vampires from a B movie. 



And she recognized them. How could she not? These two had been on that vampire tour, and she was positive they’d helped Gareth chase away the red-haired man who’d broken her window later that same night.



“You bellowed?” one of the twins said before stopping and giving Alexa a slow, appreciative once-over. His mouth curved in a grin. “Hey, look, Gareth brought us a present!”



“A snack?” the other asked hopefully. His smile matched his brother’s, two identical wicked grins.



“A toy,” the first suggested.



“Neither,” Gareth interrupted, glaring at them and taking Alexa’s hand. 



The twins looked at his fingers curving around hers for a moment, and when they looked back at Alexa, both grins had vanished. Far from the wicked expressions they’d sported moments ago, the twins now looked utterly serious. 



“This is Alexa. She is my guest. You will respect her. Got that?”



Alexa wondered if speaking in short sentences composed of little words was his way of issuing orders to the dimwitted, but these two looked sharper than their teasing at first revealed. The twins were nodding and she also realized just how much emphasis he’d put on “my guest” in his statement. She started to protest—she wasn’t sure just what she planned to say, but she didn’t like being referred to so possessively—but he squeezed her hand hard and she subsided, remembering what he’d asked her to do. Don’t contradict me, that squeeze seemed to say.



“I’m going out,” he told the twins, and Alexa just managed not to gasp in horror. When she’d agreed to this, she hadn’t expected him to abandon her! And especially not with these two who looked at her like she was a sweet treat. 



Gareth squeezed her hand again and continued in the same mild tone that carried more weight of command than any shout. “You two are going to take care of Alexa while I’m gone, and you’re not going to touch her while you do it.”



“Aw, Gareth, you’re no fun at all,” the first twin lamented.



Gareth raised an eyebrow at him. “Don’t you find breathing fun? I’ll let you keep doing that if you behave.”



The other one laughed. “Come on, Damien, you know better than to tease Gareth when he’s being all possessive,” he said. He winked at Alexa. “He has violent tendencies, you know.”



“Which one?” she asked faintly.



“Well, both, really.” He grinned at Gareth. “We’ll treat her as if she were our very own,” he vowed theatrically, placing a hand over his heart.



“Now that’s exactly what I don’t want,” Gareth growled. “Treat her as if she were my very own, and then you’ll be on the right track.”



Alexa couldn’t believe this. Were these guys really standing here talking about her like she was some kind of prize to be passed around? All right, she’d agreed to his protection tonight, but that did not mean she was his possession. Before she could set him straight, he caught her chin in his hand and kissed her.



It wasn’t a teasing, fleeting kiss like he’d given her after she’d administered that first aid, either. He took advantage of her surprise to part her lips and sweep inside, taking her indignation and replacing it with heat. She was only vaguely aware of him releasing her hand and wrapping his arm around her waist, only vaguely aware of her arms going around his neck and holding him tight. Every thought in her head short-circuited except one.



Good Lord, why hasn’t he kissed me before this? Damn the staring twins—all she wanted was for this kiss to last forever.



Unfortunately, it ended, and much too soon. Gareth broke the kiss to murmur against her lips. “Remember what you promised, Lexi?” 



His mouth brushed hers again and it took her a moment to remember to breathe, much less remember anything so unimportant as words. Finally she did. “Oh yeah,” she whispered. “I promised I’d—”



He cut her off with another kiss, soft and long and so sultry she wanted to melt right into the floor. Alexa hated to be interrupted, but if he was going to do it like this she thought she could get used to it. 



“Stay here and wait for me,” he told her when he broke away again. “You’ll be safe here. These boys won’t bother you.”



At last she understood what he’d been doing. These weren’t just kisses—they were a statement. “Because I’m yours?”



His eyes glinted and he nodded. “Because you’re mine,” he agreed, and something in his voice told her he wasn’t just saying this for the twins’ benefit. He kissed her once more—just as hot, but far too short—before stepping back and fixing Sebastien and Damien with a cold gaze. 



“No touching,” he warned again, then strode out the door.



Alexa watched the door close behind him and turned around with a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. The twins were still grinning at her. 



“What?” she asked, hoping she sounded halfway normal and not like she’d just been chased out of her apartment, kissed half-senseless, and abandoned with twin strangers.



It was hopeless from the start.



They laughed. “It’s a new experience, seeing Gareth lose his head over a girl,” one replied.



“Definitely the best entertainment I’ve had in days,” the other agreed.



She felt herself blushing. There was no way Gareth had lost his head over her—the very idea was ridiculous. He was so far out of her league it wasn’t even funny, but she didn’t enlighten them about that. His mark of ownership, or whatever she wanted to call that little demonstration, seemed to truly carry some weight with these two. She wasn’t giving up that protection for anything. 



“So who’s who?” she asked, determinedly changing the subject. 



“I’m Damien,” said the one on the left. “That’s Sebastien.”



“Okay,” she said, peering at both of them closely without finding any distinguishing marks that would help her tell them apart. Never in her life had she seen two more completely identical individuals. “Just don’t change sides and I’ll be all right.”



They laughed again but didn’t move. Alexa shifted uncomfortably under their combined stare. They didn’t seem inclined to show her around or invite her to sit down, and her feet ached. 



“So what do we do now?” she asked after a moment of standing there, staring at each other. “It’s a lovely entryway but I’m cold and tired. I’d like to have a seat, if you don’t mind too much.”



“Your wish is our command,” said Sebastien promptly. “Anything you want, you get, and that’s a fact. Come on in here. We’ll get you warm and comfy and you can tell us all about yourself. Don’t chicks like to talk about stuff like that?”



Alexa followed them into a little sitting room and was about to inform them that she was definitely not a chick when Damien—at least she thought it was Damien—went to the sideboard and lifted a carafe of red wine. 



“Drink?” he offered.



“God, yes.” Even her desire to set them straight didn’t stand a chance next to her sudden desire for a glass of wine. If she’d ever deserved a good, stiff drink, it was now. “Make it a big one.”



Damien grinned at her as he poured. “Ma’am, I know of no other size.” 


 


Chapter Nine



Gareth made it back to the house an hour or so before dawn, seething with frustration. He hadn’t made any progress in tracking down the Outcasts who had broken into Alexa’s apartment. The blasted rain had washed away any traces of their scent, and they’d covered their psychic trail well, too. He’d just have to wait and see if they came back for her, and that didn’t sit too well with him. 



Because they shouldn’t have been able to break down her door. He hadn’t trusted that mere human locks would be enough to keep Alexa safe, not after the attacks—both physical and psychic—the Outcasts had thrown at her. No, he’d laid his own brand of lock on that door. No vampire but Gareth should have been able to cross that threshold. 



How the hell had they shattered his magic?



Never before had he actually considered that any Outcast could truly challenge his strength. Gareth was over twelve hundred years old. Outcasts rarely lived half that long. Their lives were one long struggle with danger, both from the Guardians’ League and from their own kind. One Outcast would kill another without a thought if it meant added strength or security for the killer. The chances of an Outcast achieving an age and strength that could match or overcome Gareth’s own considerable power were laughably small.



He snarled, frustrated, as he pushed through the gate and strode up the walk. Challenges were nothing new, but never before had he seriously wondered if they had the strength to truly give him a battle.



Was that the real reason Eli had shown up in New Orleans?



Alexa’s laughter met his ears as soon as he opened the front door, and some of his tension melted away. It was such an incredible relief to have her here, safe, protected by his own spells and warriors. 



And no one on Earth would be safer here than she. His little demonstration in the entryway before he’d left would’ve ensured that. What the Patriarch protected, every member of the Clan did as well. The twins could have no doubt exactly how important this woman was to Gareth and while they might tease her mercilessly during her stay, they would both gladly fight to the death for her. 



Not that Alexa would’ve understood that. Gareth wouldn’t soon forget the frightened, pleading look she’d given him when he’d said he was leaving her with Damien and Sebastien. Hopefully she wasn’t too furious with him for abandoning her with strangers while he left to carry out his hunt.



He sincerely hoped not. Those kisses hadn’t just made his point to Damien and Sebastien. They had almost sizzled the brain right out of his head. While her temper was impressive in its own right, he much preferred the soft passion in her eyes when he’d reminded her of her promise after that kiss. That hazy, unfocused look had told him he’d driven everything else completely from her mind. He was looking forward to putting that same look in those eyes again and he had quite a few ideas of how to do it.



She laughed again and he heard the twins chuckling with her. Gareth followed the sound. At least she sounded like she was relaxing with the twins, not furious or sulking. He sent up a brief word of thanks to the Creator for that. It would be much easier to convince her to come to his bed if she wasn’t too angry with him, and right now he couldn’t think of anything he wanted to do more.



He pushed open the door to the sitting room and drew breath to greet her, but Alexa beat him to it. 



“Garr-esh! You’re back!” she cried happily, attempting to rise from the couch but toppling bonelessly back down. Somehow she managed not to spill a drop from the glass in her hand, though he didn’t see how. She smiled happily up at him as though she hadn’t almost broken her neck. “Where’ve you been, huh?”



His blood started a slow simmer and he clenched his jaw to keep from snarling in frustration. Her eyes were hazy and unfocused again, all right, but it had nothing to do with his kisses this time. Gareth crossed the room and snatched the glass from her hand before turning a murderous glare on Damien and Sebastien. 



“You got her drunk?” he hissed, furious.



“Didn’t mean to,” Damien replied with a shrug. “It’s her fault.”



“She kept asking for more,” Sebastien added.



“She has no head for it,” his brother cut in. “Six or seven glasses and she was toast.”



Gareth opened his mouth to blast them when he finally noticed just what was in the wineglass he’d taken from her. “You idiots got her drunk on bloodwine?” he hissed. Good Creator, surely even they couldn’t be that stupid. “Don’t you know this stuff is toxic to mortals?”



“Oh, come off it, Gareth,” Sebastien protested. “We can spot a dhampyr as well as you can. She’s fine.”



“Apart from being smashed,” Damien pointed out.



“Well, yeah, there’s that,” Sebastien agreed. “Rough morning ahead for her. Lucky thing we already had her call the hospital to tell ’em she won’t be at work tomorrow.”



“Yeah, can’t imagine she’ll feel too perky.”



“They won’t tell me what a damn fire is, Garr-esh,” Lexi complained, reaching out to tug on his arm. “I can’t remember what you told me and they won’t say. What’s a damn fire?”



Gareth felt like he was stuck in a sitcom and he didn’t find it remotely funny. “It’s what I’m going to roast them over after I take care of you,” Gareth growled as the twins laughed at her. He put the glass down with far more force than necessary and pulled her to her feet. She sagged against him and he bit back a curse. She wasn’t just tipsy, she was three sheets to the wind. “Can you walk?”



“Sure,” Alexa said at once, looking down and staring at her feet. They didn’t move. She frowned at them. “Um, well, no. Not really, no.”



“I’ll carry her,” Sebastien offered at once.



“You’ll find it difficult after I rip your arms off,” Gareth snarled at him.



“That’s why I thought I’d get it done before,” Sebastien shot back, unintimidated. 



“Did they touch you?” Gareth asked her, half hoping she’d say yes so he’d be justified in knocking the twins’ heads together. 



“No,” the three of them chorused in unison.



He ground his teeth. “Fine,” he snapped. He swung Alexa up into his arms—she squealed like it was an amusement park ride—and leveled a glare at the twins that communicated far more threat than any mere words could have. By all rights, they should’ve been smoldering on the spot as he strode from the room before they could say anything else to tick him off. 



He didn’t usually kill his own Slayers, but these two made it seem like a perfectly reasonable option. 



Alexa waved at them over his shoulder as he carried her away and called brightly, “Bye, Damie! Bye, Bassie!” 



He made a mental note to call those two by those hideous nicknames for the next century or so in revenge for this. So much for spending whatever time remained before dawn making love to her. 



“Lexi, did you eat anything tonight?” he asked as he started up the stairs.



Her brow furrowed and she bit her lip as she thought about it. Angry as he was, Gareth still found her expression almost unbearably cute. At last she shook her head. 



“Nope,” she said, announcing it as though it was the answer to a very difficult physics question she was proud of solving.



Great. He reached the door to his suite and opened it with his mind. “I’ll get you some food, Lexi. We’ve got to soak up all that booze.”



“Hey, Garr-esh, did you know that it takes more calories to eat celery than celery even has?” she said, wide-eyed, delivering it like it was a pearl of wisdom. 



“Wow, thanks for that,” Gareth replied dryly. “I’ll treasure that tidbit forever.”



“You’re welcome,” she said happily, missing his sarcasm. Then she frowned. “Your name is really hard to say, Garr-esh. You need a nickname that’s easier.”



He put her on the edge of the bed and clung to his patience. He’d heard what she’d come up with for Damien and Sebastien. He really didn’t want her to make one up for him, too. “Maybe you just need to drink less.”



She dissolved into giggles, almost falling off the bed. He caught her and steadied her until her laughter eased. It took quite a while. 



“Ooh, thanks for catching me, Gazza, I almost hit my noggin,” she said as she rested her head on his shoulder and gazed up at him. He would’ve loved to have seen this much adoration in her eyes when she was sober. “Can I call you Gazza? It’s really easy. See? Gazza Gazza Gazza.”



Gareth closed his eyes and groaned. He finally had the woman he wanted alone in his bedroom, and she was so drunk she couldn’t even say his name. “I’d rather you stuck with Garesh,” he told her. 



She shook her head and almost fell over again. “Hey, Gazza, did you know that ground-up papaya seeds taste just like pepper if you run out of those little peppercorn thingies?”



He stared down at her. What had brought that bit of randomness to her mind? “If you can’t get pepper, do you really think you can get a papaya?” he asked, still steadying her shoulders. His reply was clearly a mistake, however, because it set her off giggling again. She clung to him and laughed until she cried. 



“It wasn’t that funny,” he said gruffly.



Alexa wiped her eyes and flopped back onto the bed. “You’re hilarious,” she told him, flinging her arms out and taking up every inch of the bed she could. “You’re really cute, too. How’d you get so cute, Gazza?” Before he could possibly think of any kind of answer to this, she’d gone on. “Do men really think about sex every seven seconds?” she asked, looking at him solemnly.



Sweet Lord, he was dying. “I’ve never timed it,” Gareth told her, thinking, Please don’t let her start this now, not while she’s so drunk I can’t do anything about it. Please don’t let her lie there on my bed and talk about sex. Creator, you’re not that cruel.



Apparently the Creator was. 



“Did you know pigs orgasm for thirty minutes?” Lexi asked, her eyes widening. “I mean, wow. I think I want to be reincarnated as a pig. Still, how do they know it’s true, you ever wonder that? Does some man in a white coat go up to the pigs and—”



“Come on, Lexi, up you get,” Gareth interrupted, pulling her off the bed and to her feet. That was a sentence he really did not want to hear the end of. “You need a shower before you eat. You’re so drunk you’re sloshing.”



She giggled again at this and clung to him as he steered her into the bathroom. “Gazza, why d’you always call me Lexi?” 



“I like it,” he replied as he pushed the bathroom door open and guided her through it. “It’s sweet and sexy and it suits you. What I don’t like is Gazza and I’d really rather you called me something else.”



She looked up at him and her lip quivered. “You don’t like it?”



Oh, no. Anything but this. “Call me whatever you want,” Gareth backpedaled quickly. She could call him Satan if it would keep her from crying. “I don’t mind. Really. Gazza’s fine.” 



She smiled again, the threat of imminent tears averted. “You’re so sweet, Gazza.”



He shuddered. First he was cute, and now he was sweet. Next she’d tell him what a great friend he was and he’d have to shoot himself. 



“Can you do this by yourself, Lexi?” he asked, pointing her at the shower.



He let go of her arm and she slithered to the floor. Of course. The Creator was playing evil games with him, so it only stood to reason that she couldn’t get undressed by herself. She raised those wide, gorgeous eyes to his and held up her arms. 



“Help me,” she implored. “I don’t think I can undo these buttons.”



He knelt down beside her and forced himself to reach for her blouse. This was a nightmare. He’d imagined undressing her a thousand times and now that he had the chance, she was so inebriated he had to keep the procedure totally innocent. His fingers shook as he slipped the buttons free, revealing smooth, creamy skin covered by altogether too little lace. His mouth went dry as he imagined trailing kisses over her sweet skin. He could see her puckered nipples through the thin lace bra and he swallowed hard, wanting her so badly it hurt. 



“You’re so beautiful, sweetheart,” he whispered as he pushed the blouse off her shoulders, his mouth watering to lean down and capture those pretty nipples with his tongue. If only she wasn’t drunk, he wouldn’t bother resisting that urge.



He was really going to have to hurt the twins for this. Geld them first, and then beat them senseless.



He hadn’t even noticed her working on his shirt until she shoved it off his shoulders. 



“So are you,” she murmured in a low, sexy voice that shot straight to his groin. 



Her fingertips traced his chest and Gareth sucked in a sharp breath before snatching her hands away. “I thought you said you couldn’t undo buttons,” he scolded, desperately trying to remember his focus.



She smiled and looked up at him from beneath her lashes. “I said I couldn’t undo my buttons. I didn’t say I couldn’t undo yours.” She pulled a hand free and ran a fingertip over the spider tattoo on his left side. “Is this really a gang sign, Gazza? Cuz you’re way too old to be in a gang. You’ve gotta be a teenager for that. Did you outgrow it or something?” 



She traced the tattoo again and her caress sent heat racing through his veins. He caught her hand and laced his fingers through hers to keep it from escaping again. Honor demanded he not touch her tonight, but he wasn’t Superman and her touch tempted him far too much. 



It took him a moment to push his hot fantasies aside and remember that she’d asked him a question. “It means I speak for the Arachnid Clan,” he told her. “Patriarchs wear the symbol of their clan on their skin.”



When she leaned forward and licked her lips, he knew she hadn’t been listening to a word of that. When she looked at him with such heat in her gaze, it didn’t seem too interesting to him, either. 



“I really like the way you kiss, you know. Don’t you want to kiss me some more, Gazza?”



God, yes. Absolutely not. Just one...  A thousand wouldn’t be enough. It was all Gareth could do to form a coherent sentence as his brain and his body fought tooth and nail. 



“You’re drunk, Lexi,” he told her, his voice sounding more than a little strangled. “I can’t take advantage of you while you’re in this condition.”



She pouted. The temptation to nibble that full lower lip was extreme but somehow he resisted. “It’s not taking advantage if I ask,” she said sulkily.



Part of him really, really liked that logic, but it had been centuries since he’d let that particular part make decisions for him. His brain overrode it with a resounding no. 



“No, sweetheart,” he repeated with genuine regret. “You have no idea how much I want to, but it wouldn’t be right.”



She glared this time and the sparks of temper in those gorgeous eyes were nearly his undoing. When she started to speak, he cut her off as gently as he could. He really didn’t want to have this conversation right now, not when they were both half-naked on the floor and he was hard as a rock. 



“Let’s get you in the shower,” he said, pulling her to her feet and unzipping her jeans. “You’ll feel better afterward.”



“I want you to make me feel better now,” she said stubbornly as she kicked the jeans and her boots away. He turned on the water and she tugged his hand back. “Just kiss me, Gazza, and I’ll feel fine. Okay? One kiss?”



He closed his eyes and prayed for patience. It was a mistake to take his eyes off her, though. As soon as he closed his eyes, she dragged him down and kissed him, pressing hard against him and wrapping her leg around his. She kissed him like she was starving and he was a feast, like she was dying of thirst and he was a cool drink of water, and he couldn’t help but devour her right back. 



Groaning with arousal and frustration, Gareth tried unsuccessfully to find a shred of sanity to cling to. It was gone, incinerated in the white-hot passion of her kiss. Her lace-covered breasts pressed against his bare chest and he was already sweeping his hands up to cup them before he managed to stop himself. She tasted like ambrosia and fine wine, desire and sweet, soft woman, and his jeans were so tight they were painful. Finally he made himself pull away, breathing hard from the effort. 



“Okay, you’ve had your one kiss,” he panted, pushing her gently into the steamy water. “Now get in the shower.”



She fluttered her lashes at him and he closed the door to the walk-in shower behind her with unmistakable relief, not caring that she still had her bra and panties on. No way was he going to peel them off of her. Not to mention that he was certain it would only cause more trouble if he suggested she get rid of them herself. He heard her start singing—oh God, it was “I Touch Myself” by the Divinyls—and backed out of the bathroom, leaving the door open in case she called for him. He stuck his head out the bedroom door and hoped she couldn’t be heard downstairs. 



“Damien!” he shouted. “Get some food up here!”



“Food? Who’s gonna make her food?” Damien shouted back. “In case you haven’t noticed, none of us eat the stuff, and all the Stewards are out running your errands.”



Gareth ground his teeth. “Then you can bloody go get something for her yourself!” he snapped before slamming the door behind him. He really was going to kill that imbecile. His brother, too, just so he could be sure he wasn’t killing the wrong one.



Then he grabbed a T-shirt from his closet and turned down the bed, belatedly realizing the problem with letting Lexi shower in her underwear. She wouldn’t have anything to put on beneath his shirt when she was done. Just the thought of seeing her in his bed, wearing nothing but his shirt, was enough to negate any progress he’d been making toward calming his runaway libido. 



He shot a glance skyward and bit back a growl as Lexi sang her heart out. “When I fall down, I want yooooouuu above me,” she crooned, and he tried his best not to picture that. God, you really are being mean tonight.



Then he heard a thump and a giggle from the bathroom. “Hey, Gazza!” Lexi called. “Did you know you’ve got a skylight?”



He shook his head as he walked back to the bathroom. “Yes, sweetheart, I knew I had a skylight,” he said patiently. 



She giggled again. “Then come get in here with me so you can see the moon,” she offered. “It’s really nice.”



He thought that would probably top the list of the worst ideas he’d ever heard. “I can see it just fine from out here, Lexi,” he said, then realized that her voice came from somewhere near the floor. “Did you fall down in there?” he asked, really hoping the answer was no, especially after that suggestive song she’d been wailing.



More giggling. “Um, no, I just kinda sat down fast, and sort of not on purpose.”



Great. Gareth braced himself before opening the door. Lexi smiled up at him from her cross-legged position on the floor. 



“Hi,” she said.



“Hi yourself,” he replied, trying not to stare. Her lingerie was completely transparent at this point. Her hair was a sodden mass atop her head and he wished he’d thought to take it down for her before getting her wet. 



Then he realized how many different ways he could mean that and groaned.



“You okay?” she asked.



No, he was going to die of terminal frustration. “Peachy,” he told her. 



She smiled. “Did you know you use the left side of your brain to talk, and the right side to remember faces? I learned that in nursing school,” she added proudly.



“Which side do you use to realize you’re hammered?” he asked her, which only made her giggle again. He reached out and turned off the water before grabbing a towel. “Come on, time to dry off.”



“Okay.” She held up her arms and he lifted her like a child, wrapping her in the fluffy towel and cradling her against him. She sighed and rested her head on his shoulder before nuzzling his throat. “Ooh, nice,” she murmured sleepily as she snuggled closer.



Sleepy was good. Sleepy was very good. He wasn’t sure how much more of this he could take. Gareth carried her back into the bedroom and set her on the side of the bed, trying not to notice how delicious she looked. “I’ve got a shirt for you to wear, but you need to take off those wet things first.”



She yawned. “Help.”



That was what he’d been afraid of. Gareth opened his mouth to tell her she was really going to have to do this one by herself when someone knocked on the door. 



Gareth barely had time to pull the towel closed around her before Damien sauntered in. “Room service,” he called cheerfully. He put his tray down on the bedside table and bowed to Alexa. “The finest in fast food, just for you.”



Sebastien was right behind him, carrying a pot of coffee. “Dunno why you want to sober her up, Gareth,” he said, glancing at Lexi and shaking his head. “She’s awfully cute when she’s smashed.”



Gareth bared his fangs. He didn’t find this nearly as humorous as they did. “Leave it and get out,” he growled.



“Yessir, captain,” Damien said with a little salute. “Goodnight, Lexi.”



“Bye-bye,” she replied, waving as she yawned again.



Gareth ushered them out and slammed the door behind them. “Troublemakers,” he muttered under his breath. Then he glanced back to see Alexa snoozing on his pillow. “Lexi, sweetheart, you can’t go to sleep yet,” he said, gently shaking her awake. “You need to get changed and eat something.”



“Hmm?” She blinked at him before giving him a slow smile. “Sure, Gazza. Whatever you want.”



He chalked that up as a promise to cash in on later and helped her take off her sodden bra and panties, doing his best not to look directly at her while he did it. She fell asleep again when he went into the bathroom to hang them up, completely ignoring the shirt he’d tossed her, and the sight of her sleek, bare body relaxed on his bed was almost enough to convince him he didn’t care that she was drunk. Honor won out in the end and he tugged the shirt over her a little desperately. 



“Can I sleep yet?” she complained when he was done.



“No, sweetheart. You need food first.” He was almost afraid to look at what the Terror Twins had brought, but anything was better than nothing at this point. He had to get something solid into her stomach to soak up all that wine.



“Can I have chocolate?” Alexa asked, opening her eyes and smiling at him again. “Did you know that your brain responds to chocolate just like it was sex?”



Oh no, not this again. He was starting to dread hearing her start a sentence with “did you know”. He wondered how she’d react if he said something like Hey, Lexi, did you know I’ve wanted to get you naked in my bed since the moment I met you and I’m about to jump on you and ravish you until you pass out? He wasn’t quite brave enough to find out.



Besides, glancing at her right now, he figured it might take all of three seconds for her to pass out, and that simply wasn’t long enough. He wanted to take hours with her, learn every curve, every secret place, every soft inch of her. 



“Well, you’d better have chocolate because you’re definitely not getting the other,” he told her, sternly reminding himself that these thoughts were not appropriate right now. He wanted her so badly, he couldn’t even make himself say the word “sex”. “You’re in no condition.”



She pouted again. “No one thinks twice about giving a drunk girl chocolate,” she complained. “It’s the same, didn’t I just tell you?”



“You know too much trivia,” he muttered, grabbing the first thing his fingers touched off the tray and holding it to her lips—French fries. “Do you always talk this much when you’re wasted, Lexi?”



She licked the salt from his fingers before replying. “I dunno,” she said. “I’ve never been drunk before. It’s fun, I’ll have to do it again sometime.”



He shuddered. “Please don’t,” he said. “Ever. Really, Lexi, if it was anyone but me you wouldn’t be safe in this condition.” And you’re barely safe with me if you keep licking my fingers like that.



She sighed and ate another fry from his fingers. “Being safe’s no fun.”



He didn’t dare reply to that. Luckily she ate the rest of the fries in silence, pausing only to catch his hand from time to time and suck the salt away, each sweep of her tongue against his skin shooting fire straight to his groin. He wondered if she was even aware of what she was doing to him. Surely no one could be this seductive naturally. She had to be doing it on purpose, didn’t she?



Finally she rolled onto her side and went to sleep, and this time Gareth let her. She didn’t wake up when he unpinned her hair, didn’t so much as twitch as he carefully combed the tangles out. God, he loved her hair. He wrapped it around his hands and brought it to his face, closing his eyes and breathing her in. She hadn’t washed it in the shower and he could still smell the faint traces of hospital disinfectant clinging to it. He’d wash it for her tomorrow, he vowed silently. He’d definitely be in that shower with her tomorrow.



But the sun was coming up now and he had to secure the room before it did. He hit a switch in the bathroom and a shutter locked into place over the skylight. His jeans were wet from carrying her from the shower to bed and he stripped them off with unmistakable relief. They really had been starting to cut off circulation. Another switch locked the shutters over his bedroom windows and he pulled the heavy drapes against any stray beams that might find their way through. 



Only when everything was in place did he turn back to the bed. He debated briefly about whether he should sleep on the couch before dismissing the idea. He’d just spent the last hour taking care of Lexi when he would much rather have been making love to her. Surely it wasn’t too much to ask if he held her while she slept in return.





 

Chapter Ten



Little men with jackhammers were busily demolishing highways in her head, and whoever was in charge of this job had apparently been generous with the dynamite too.



Alexa groaned, which was a mistake because it only made her head throb worse. She’d thought her headache was bad a few days ago, but it was nothing compared to this. This was a monster, great-grandmother-of-all-migraines headache, and she didn’t know if the pain was making her feel nauseated or if the nausea was making her head hurt. 



“I’m dying,” she moaned, burying her face in her pillow.



Her pillow chuckled. “You’re not dying, you’re just hung over,” it said, unmistakably amused.



Alexa scowled for a moment before giving it up because it made her face hurt. “Smart-ass pillow,” she grumbled. “No one asked you.”



This time it laughed, a full, rumbling laugh that sent boulders rolling over the remainder of her brain. The shaking sent her stomach on a slow, sickening slide. 



“If you ask me nicely, I’ll make it go away,” the pillow offered.



She was just beginning to wrap her mind around the fact that her pillow probably wasn’t really talking, and that meant either she was hallucinating or she was in bed with someone, but the offer of a cure for her very first hangover wiped such mundane thoughts away. 



“Please,” she croaked.



She felt something brush her forehead, something that felt like a soft kiss, and suddenly the pain and nausea faded as though they’d never been. She hugged her pillow tight in gratitude. 



“Thank you!” 



She was eased onto her back and opened her eyes to find Gareth leaning over her, his deep gray eyes undeniably amused. He was definitely not a pillow. 



“How grateful are you?” he asked in a silky tone that played hell with her nerves. 



Good Lord, it wasn’t fair. How could he wake up looking that utterly divine?



Alexa started to reply but several things registered at once. First, Gareth was in bed with her. Second, his arms were around her and his leg was between hers. Third, that leg didn’t have anything covering it, and fourth, what she could see of his chest was bare, too. She couldn’t find her voice for a moment and when she did all, she could seem to do was squeak, “Are you naked?”



He smiled, a slow, sexy smile that sent every nerve in her body humming. His fingertips trailed down the curve of her shoulder. “How nice of you to notice,” he said in a voice like rough velvet.



She almost didn’t dare look down at herself, afraid of what she would see, but when she did she was relieved to find a large green T-shirt covering her. Her relief lasted only a second, though. “Whose shirt is this?” she squeaked again.



Gareth bent and nuzzled her ear, which did nothing for her vocal control. “Mine,” he murmured. “Looks good on you. Looked even better off you.”



Oh God, oh God, oh God, she thought frantically, her heart pounding. Tell me I didn’t have sex with him and forget it! Surely you’re not that cruel, God. “Did I—I mean, did we—”



He chuckled again and traced the curve of her ear with his tongue. “No,” he breathed, and she could have gone limp with relief if his other hand hadn’t been sliding up her thigh. “But it wasn’t for lack of trying on your part, sweetheart.”



A whimper escaped before she could stop it. Between what his mouth was doing to her ear and where she was very much afraid—or was it hopeful?—that his hand was heading, it was hard to form a coherent thought. She gathered all her willpower and tried. 



“You didn’t want to?” she heard herself ask, and if she hadn’t been half-pinned beneath Gareth she would’ve kicked herself for that. How stupid and desperate could she possibly sound?



He chuckled and bit her earlobe. She jumped, clutching his shoulders as a rush of heat spiraled through her body, and she couldn’t stop the disappointment that swallowed her arousal when he pulled away and his hand left her thigh. That’s a good one, Alexa, she thought bitterly. Scare him away. Nice job.



But when Gareth met her eyes, he didn’t look scared away. He took her hand and brought it to his lips, dropping a kiss into her palm before pressing it to his chest and slowly sliding it over his skin. It was all she could do not to moan at the feel of his hard muscles beneath her fingers. 



“You were drunk, sweetheart,” he told her as he guided her hand over his chest. Touching him was intoxicating and when he finally stopped and pressed her palm over his heart, the sweetness of the gesture pierced her. 



“It wouldn’t have been right for me to take advantage of you.” He released her hand and cupped her cheek. “But you’re not drunk now,” he breathed a heartbeat before his lips brushed hers.



Alexa’s heart kicked hard against her ribs as Gareth teased her lips apart so he could deepen the kiss. One arm snaked around his neck and she whimpered as his tongue caressed hers and drew her into a leisurely, erotic dance. It was the last thing she’d expected from him, this slow, soft tenderness. Last night’s kisses, for all their gentleness, had been hot and hungry. Now he tasted her as though he had all the time in the world to savor her and intended to take every second of it.



She had no defense against it. His fingers traced her cheek and threaded through her hair, pulling it over her shoulders and around them both. Her palm still rested where he’d left it and she slid it around to his back, suddenly on fire with the need to touch him. His muscles jumped beneath her hand as she trailed her fingertips over his warm skin. A thrill shot through her at his clear craving for her touch. He drew her closer, his own breath quickening as the kiss spun on and on, exploring and tasting her as though she were a delicious treat and he couldn’t get enough.



When his hand found her breast, Alexa arched and moaned. His touch sent shivers of arousal shooting to every inch of her body. He rolled her nipple in his palm and kissed her again, that same slow, relentless seduction of his mouth on hers. The T-shirt separating his hand from her skin was almost too terrible to bear and she ached for him to remove it, but he didn’t. He only caressed her through it and kissed her endlessly until she thought she would burst into flames. 



“Gareth,” she moaned when he finally pulled away to run his tongue along her jaw.



He chuckled low and the sexy sound shot heat down her spine. “I really need you to tell me yes or no sometime soon, sweetheart,” he murmured against her throat. 



He bent and caught her nipple between his teeth through the shirt. The gentle bite effectively short-circuited her brain. It took her a moment to remember he’d asked her something. “Wh—what?” she gasped. “Yes or no to what?”



He laughed again and raised his head. Alexa didn’t quite manage to bite back her moan of protest. “Sweetheart,” he murmured as his eyes twinkled with amusement. “Maybe you haven’t noticed, but you’re in my arms and in my bed. I’m not wearing anything, you’re not wearing much, and I’ve been kissing you for the last ten minutes. Please feel free to stop me when I get to something that sounds familiar to you.”



Alexa blushed and glared at him. Why did he have to break her from that erotic haze and insist on words? 



“I noticed,” she said, well aware that she was blushing as she knocked his hand away from her breast. Too bad her breathlessness negated any chance of her reply being scathing.



He smiled at her and kissed her softly again, his hand sliding down to her waist and over her hip before rising back up to cup her breast again. Any semblance of resistance melted. All she wanted was to get back to what they’d been doing before he’d started talking, but Gareth pulled away again and rested his forehead against hers. 



Eyes closed, fingers trembling ever so slightly as he caressed her, he murmured, “Lexi, I don’t want to seduce you.”



She blinked at him. He was changing his mind? Surely he wasn’t cruel enough to get her into this state and then leave her hanging. “It certainly seems like you do from where I’m at,” she said, hardly able to believe it. “You don’t want to have sex?”



He opened his eyes and the corner of that sinfully tempting mouth rose in a hint of his devastating grin as he shook his head at her. “First of all, sweetheart, I won’t be having sex with you, I’ll be making love with you. Second, words cannot express how much I want to make love with you.” His thumb traced a slow circle around her nipple just to make sure she got the point. Her entire body tightened. “I’m dying to be inside you, to feel you wrapped around me and hear your moans of pleasure in my ears, and I want to spend hours doing nothing else. Make no mistake about that, Lexi.”



The fire in her blood was rapidly turning into an inferno at the vivid picture his words painted. “But?” she managed to choke out.



Gareth’s hand left her breast and cupped her cheek instead. “But I don’t want to seduce you. Tell me you want the same thing, and say it while you can still think enough to say no if you don’t.” Reading the confusion on her face, he smiled again and traced her cheek. “I will never take advantage of you, Lexi, not even if it means getting up and letting you walk away right now.”



Alexa just stared at him for a moment, dumbstruck. He was calling a halt to make sure she wasn’t swept away by lust? He really wanted her to make a rational decision about something as completely irrational as desire? It was the last thing she would’ve expected and her heart swelled with an emotion she didn’t want to look at too closely. She wished he hadn’t done it. Lust was much safer, so much easier to explain to herself. 



“You think I can think straight when you kiss me like that?” she whispered, delaying the moment of decision and hoping he’d take the hint to just get back to kissing her and take the whole tricky complication of actually deciding to have sex—no, make love, the words he’d chosen were much more terrifying—out of her hands.



She felt Gareth’s entire body shiver at those words. He leaned down and just brushed his lips over hers but didn’t use the opportunity to kiss her senseless again, surprising her. Had he really been serious about not seducing her? “All you have to do is touch me to scatter my thoughts, sweetheart. Don’t you know the power you have over me?”



Pure feminine satisfaction at the thought of having any kind of power over this man sparkled through Alexa. She slid her hands up his back and over his shoulders again, watching his reaction. “Really?”



He closed his eyes on a groan. “Really,” he breathed, and it was all she could do not to purr. “God, Lexi, you have no idea what you do to me, do you?”



She could feel exactly what she did to him. It was long and thick and hot and it was pressed against her hip right now, and more than anything in the world she wanted to keep on doing this to him but only if he would do it back to her in return. 



“Show me,” she whispered as her palms slipped down over his muscular chest.



He caught her hands and pinned them above her head. “First tell me,” he demanded. “Yes or no, Lexi. I need you to say it. I need your choice.”



She bit her lip and watched his eyes fasten on the movement. There was really only one answer she could give. “Yes,” she whispered, her heart pounding with fear and anticipation. “Make love to me, Gareth.”



His eyes darkened as those sensual lips curved in a smile hot enough to make her thighs tremble. “Your wish is my command,” he murmured, bending to kiss her again.



She expected wild passion from his kisses now, hot domination, sizzling heat that would wipe every thought from her mind. His lips brushed hers in a feather-soft caress that stunned her with its gentleness. God, it wasn’t enough, not after he’d made her choose him, after he’d taken away all her excuses. Her fingers dove into his hair and she bit his lower lip with a little growl that totally stunned her. Since when was she ferocious in bed like that?



Gareth moaned, his arms tightening around her, and when he kissed her again she almost forgot how to breathe. Deep and wet and endless, his tongue entwining with hers, his heart pounding against her breast as her fingers tightened in his hair. Nothing had ever felt so right in her entire life. 



Mine, she thought fiercely when his mouth left hers to blaze a hot path down her throat, making her arch and moan.



“Yours,” he agreed in a throaty growl that sent heat curling down low and Alexa realized she’d spoken the word aloud. “Forever, sweetheart.”



Before she could think of replying, he sat up in the bed, pulling her with him. The green T-shirt was yanked over her head and tossed away in one smooth movement, leaving her nude before she quite knew what was happening. Alexa gasped at the suddenness of it and instinctively crossed her arms over her naked breasts.



Gareth wouldn’t allow it. His fingers curled gently around her wrists and pulled her arms away. His gaze caressed her, the reverence on his face almost undoing her completely. 



“God, Lexi, you’re perfect,” he whispered before bending to capture one peaked nipple in his mouth.



She cried out and shuddered, heat pounding through her veins as her arms went around him to hold him there. Each flick of his agile tongue brought another gasp or moan from her. She couldn’t look away from his golden head bent over her, his eyes closed in rapture as though he took as much pleasure from his tasting as she did. 



“Perfect,” he whispered again as he pulled away to transfer his attention to her other aching breast.



She couldn’t stand it anymore. She had to touch him. Alexa slid her hands down his back, over his hips, across his chest in a restless exploration that only made her want more. He felt like heaven, warm skin covering hard muscle, all that incredible strength held in careful check with her. His arms went around her again, easing her back onto the bed, his mouth never leaving her breast. Her heart pounded and she arched with each pull of his hungry lips. 



Her body was turning to molten liquid and it still wasn’t enough. Alexa pulled him away from his sensual feasting and claimed that sexy mouth with hers again. The slide of his body against hers was beyond glorious. 



Gareth was right. This wasn’t sex. This was making love in the truest sense and she felt the difference with each touch.



When he slid inside her, they both moaned and shuddered. Gareth kissed her again, his mouth still tender even as he surged into her. “I knew it would be like this with you,” he murmured against her lips, even his voice shaking with passionate triumph. 



“Like—ah!—like what?”



He chucked and the deep vibration brought another moan from her lips. “Perfect,” he said, nuzzling her ear. “You’re perfect, my love.”



My love?



Before her startled mind could even start to comprehend that, he was moving inside her and rational thought was impossible. All Alexa could do was hang on as he rode her slow and hard, each thrust spilling ecstasy through her. Gareth didn’t release her lips, taking her cries of pleasure and feeding her his own, and only when the final peak took her did she tear herself away to cry out with the sheer joy of it. His deep groan of completion was muffled in her hair and for a long time afterward they simply held each other, both shaking with the unexpected power of what they had just shared.



Alexa had no idea how much time passed like this—his face in her hair, her body gloriously covered by his—before Gareth finally raised his head. His eyes searched hers, his gaze dark and intense with emotion. When he spoke, he didn’t smile.



“Stay here with me, please. I know you said it was just for last night. Stay anyway. Let me keep you safe.”



His words effectively smothered her afterglow by triggering the memory of the attack, those horrible eyes and fangs. Alexa shuddered and tried to pull away, to give herself some space from too many strong emotions all at once.



Gareth didn’t release her. “Sweetheart,” he murmured, sliding his hand over her arm in a soothing caress. “I know you’re a strong woman, used to looking after yourself. I don’t want to take your independence. It’s one of the things I admire most about you. Just... just for now, this one time, depend on me? The people after you won’t give up, but I can protect you from them here.”



For a moment, Alexa was deeply tempted by the offer. Then his last words fully registered. She wrenched herself out of his arms and stared hard at him. “Wait just a damn minute. What do you know about the... men who attacked me last night?” 



Gareth’s eyes narrowed at the hesitation before she’d spoken the word “men”. “They were vampires, Alexa. The time for denial is over, because this wasn’t the first attack on you. The brick through your window, that wasn’t an accident. Your nightmares—you’re seeing real murders, sweetheart. Surely you must have figured that out already.”



The breath froze in her throat. No—no, he had to be joking. Those women couldn’t really be dead! Then again, her illness and yesterday’s appointment with Dr. Moy had kept her from watching the news for days now. 



“No,” she whispered, but without much hope. Gareth’s words had the unmistakable ring of truth, and she knew she couldn’t ignore it just because she didn’t want to deal with the implications. Being attacked by vampires meant that she could no longer deny their existence, but that didn’t make her any happier to learn that psychic attacks were real, too.



The memory of the harrowing drive home yesterday, seeing the red-haired man everywhere, sent another shudder down her spine. No, those nightmares hadn’t been the only mental attacks.



Gareth stroked her hair, seeming to understand that she needed a moment to gather her thoughts. Then he spoke again. “I’ve told you that there are many sides to me, and that you’ve not seen them all yet. One of the things I’ve kept from you is that I am a Slayer, a vampire hunter.”



Images of cheesy movies sprang to mind and if she hadn’t been so frightened, she would’ve laughed. “What, like Buffy?”



“Not exactly,” he replied, smiling gently. “I’m a bit more formidable. These vampires hunting you, these Outcasts—I spend my every waking hour working to exterminate them, and I’m damn good at it. There is no place in New Orleans where you will be as safe as you are right here, Lexi. Stay with me.”



“Why me?” She couldn’t stop herself from asking the question, even knowing she probably wouldn’t like the answer. “You said I’m a... a half vampire. I’m not saying that I believe you, but is that why they want me? Jen said they wanted to take me, not kill me, so... ” Her sentence trailed off as she gazed anxiously at his face, hoping against hope that he wouldn’t give her the answer she feared.



Gareth sighed. “I won’t lie to you, sweetheart. It’s probably part of it. You’re an especially strong dhampyr. Most can’t use any of their powers until after the Divergence, but you already use your healing abilities with precision. If they drink your blood, they’ll have some of that power. Or, if they take you and turn you Outcast, you’ll be a powerful ally for them, and a strong enemy against me.” He kissed her forehead, then pulled back to meet her eyes. “Alexa, this is a war, one I’ve worked very hard to keep from the attention of the people of this city. I’m sorry you were dragged into it. I wish I could’ve kept you out of it—I tried, but I failed. The important thing for you to do now is to stay safe. Will you stay?”



Lying here in his arms, feeling his body’s strength and hearing the determination in his voice, Alexa couldn’t think of a reason to refuse. 



“Yes,” she said. “Keep the vampires away from me, Gareth, and tell me what to do to make sure I never have to see another one again.”



His reaction wasn’t what she’d expected. Instead of looking pleased that she’d agreed to his protection, Gareth actually broke their gaze and shifted uncomfortably. 



“I’ll keep the Outcasts at bay,” he said. “They cannot enter here in any case. But not all vampires are out to kill you. Outcasts are evil and beyond redemption, yes, but there are—”



He stopped speaking at a soft knock on the bedroom door. Gareth scowled at the interruption, looking quite as formidable as he’d claimed to be, but the expression faded when one of the twins’ voices called softly through the door. “Forgive my intrusion, Patriarch, but the Council calls for you. They say it’s urgent.”



Gareth swore softly. “Tell them I’m on my way,” he said, already swinging his legs out of bed. “And that their timing sucks as usual,” he muttered as he reached for his jeans. 



“What’s the Council?”



“That’s an answer best left for a time when I can give you a full explanation,” he replied, standing and sliding his jeans on before turning back to face her. “Look, just remember that all vampires aren’t the same, all right? Just like there are good and bad humans, there are good and bad vampires.”



She made a face at that—every one she’d ever seen was bad—but he pulled a shirt over his head and missed it in his hurry to dress. Whatever this Council was, it was clearly a big deal. 



“I’ll believe in good vamps when I meet one. I have a hard time believing anything that survives by killing people and drinking their blood could be a buddy of mine.”



He made a frustrated sound as his head popped free of the shirt. “First of all, the killers are Outcasts, and they earn a death sentence for it. Not all vampires kill. Most are productive members of their communities.”



Far from reassuring her, his words sent ice into the pit of her stomach. He actually thought there were good vampires, and from the sound of it, he was defending ones he knew. Had she actually spent time in the company of vampires without knowing it? 



“Is Jen a vampire?” she whispered, remembering how she’d healed so rapidly.



“No, Jen isn’t a vampire. I’m actually not sure what she is anymore.” Gareth’s voice betrayed his unease, and Alexa knew he hadn’t realized she wasn’t fully human until last night. Another knock sounded at the door, this time a little louder. 



“Damn, they must really have their panties in a wad,” he grumbled. “Lexi, we’ll continue this conversation, and that’s a promise. I’ll finish this up as fast as I can.”



A moment later, still barefoot, he dashed out the door, leaving her alone in his bed.





 

Chapter Eleven



Gareth swore as he hurried down the stairs. He had a pretty good idea what the Council was so upset about, and he wasn’t looking forward to having to explain why New Orleans was suddenly such a hotbed of Outcast activity.



He ran into Parker outside his office and gave him a few quick instructions before entering and closing the door behind him. As he’d expected, the Council’s faces looked out at him from his computer monitor, all showing varying degrees of impatience. Diego, the Head of the Council, drummed his fingers on his desk. Maelisa and Quaid Naomhan spoke softly in their corner of the monitor. Talus’s face was impassive as usual. The status bar at the bottom of the screen showed that three other Councilors had joined the meeting by phone, though their images didn’t appear.



At least it wasn’t a full meeting. Gareth had never been involved in a meeting of all twelve Councilors that didn’t mean huge trouble. Of course, eight was certainly enough.



He walked to his desk to sit down, but his chair was already occupied.



Eli glanced up at him, one eyebrow raised. “My, my, Gareth. You are in trouble, aren’t you?”



Twelve hundred years of practice helped Gareth to keep his face blank. “Hello, Eli. I believe you’re in my chair. If you don’t mind?” Eli moved aside, but not before Gareth saw him smile. “I thought you’d given up your Council seat,” Gareth said as he sat. “Are you just here for the show?”



“Actually, he’s joining us at my invitation,” Diego replied from the screen. 



“Like you’ve ever needed an invitation,” Gareth murmured to Eli, who now stood just behind his shoulder.



“Like I waited for one,” Eli whispered back. “It was actually extended after I showed up.” 



Gareth stifled a laugh as Diego began to speak again.



“Would you like to brief us about the situation there, Gareth? There’ve been three murders by Outcasts now, and it’s made the national news.”



Ouch. Vampire murders on the national news...  This was worse than he’d thought. 



“I’m working on the situation closely with the Chief of Police,” he said, well aware that it wasn’t a very good answer. “The Outcasts are after a dhampyr. The problem is, she’s my Chosen. Since they can’t get to her, they’re murdering women who resemble her, and until last night, the murders were occurring closer to her home all the time.” He paused and sighed. “She’s here with me now, and I hope she’s going to stay until this is sorted out. I should tell you that I’ve recalled all the Arachnids from around the country. I’m afraid this is turning into a war.”



Talus frowned from the monitor. “They’re challenging you that strongly? You’ve held New Orleans for two hundred years without any trouble like this.”



“The Outcasts have formed some sort of alliance with the Templars,” Eli said. “Hopefully a temporary one.”



Total silence followed this bombshell for a moment. Diego recovered first. “It’s probably pointless to ask you this,” he said, rubbing his forehead, “but how do you know that, Eli?”



Eli shrugged. “I caught a Templar patrol,” he replied, making it sound as simple as catching a butterfly. “They had the rather foolish plan of attacking my bondmate. Never one to waste an opportunity, I asked the survivor a few questions. He did me the favor of answering them before I sent him to join his friends.”



Gareth could just imagine how Eli asked those questions. Formidable at the best of times, being mated hadn’t mellowed him at all. Anyone who threatened Renee would scream for a very, very long time. 



“Please, elaborate,” Maelisa said. “If the Templars are allying themselves against us... ”



“With Outcasts?” her mate interrupted. “Eli, you know I don’t doubt that your prisoner said this, but it’s just so unlikely. Templars hate all vampires—their philosophy is that the only good vampire is a dead one. Why would they team up with the Outcasts?”



“Mostly, I think, because Diego has eluded them for so long, and because if they want to kill anyone more than him, it’s me,” Eli answered with another shrug. “Most of them know better than to try a frontal assault against me, so the news that I’ve taken an Outcast-born mate had something to do with it.” He smiled, but his black eyes burned with fury. “He said the Outcasts had promised to turn Renee into a spy. I do hope none of the Council are concerned about that possibility.”



The others all hastened to assure Eli that they weren’t in any doubt whatsoever about where Renee’s loyalties lay. Gareth wanted to pound his head on the desk and curse. All this was coming to a head in Gareth’s backyard. He sat back heavily and rubbed his forehead. 



“Damn it, Eli, did you have to come here for your honeymoon?”



“Of course I did. If we’d gone elsewhere, I’d have missed all the fun.”



And that, Gareth thought, just about summed up Eli. 



“Would she be willing to go along with the Outcasts, feed them some non-vital information on the Arachnid Clan, until we can find out more about what they’re planning?” Talus asked.



Eli’s eyes narrowed. “She might be. I am not. My bondmate will not endanger herself.” 



His tone made the statement final, but Gareth wondered what Renee would have to say about it. From what he’d seen the night he’d met her at Café Du Monde, she wasn’t exactly a shrinking violet. She couldn’t be, mated to Eli.



“How many Slayers are in your Clan, Gareth?” Quaid asked, moving the subject out of dangerous territory.



Gareth thought a moment. “Roughly fifty,” he said. “I am training two more, and they have already made their first Outcast kills. All of my Clan and my Stewards, however, have been trained to fight.”



Diego nodded. “Ronin left to join you yesterday. He should arrive tonight, barring any complications along the way. I’ve called in a few favors to cover San Francisco while he and Eli are in New Orleans with you. If things turn uglier than they already are, Gareth, you will call for more reinforcements.”



It was an easy request to agree with. “Of course.”



“And do what you can to keep this mess from any further human attention,” Diego continued, frowning at the camera. “Knowing the Templars, they won’t want the coverage any more than we do. Still, the Outcasts are the wild card in all this. They never have cared who knows what they’re doing, and the added fear in the city will only make them happier.”



There came a knock on Gareth’s office door, and Eli leaned down to murmur in his ear. “That’s Parker. He wants to tell you Chief Aubert has arrived for your meeting.”



Gareth didn’t question how Eli knew what the Steward was coming to tell him. “I don’t have a meeting with the chief tonight.”



“I set one for you.”



“I see. Who’s the Patriarch here again?”



Eli smiled. “You are, naturally. I’m only here to assist you in your duties.”



Gareth barely managed not to snort with derision. Eli might have given up control of the Council, but he still liked to run things as much as ever. 



“Gee, thanks.” He looked back at the monitor and raised his voice so the Councilors could hear him. “If that is all, gentlemen? I’ve just been informed that Chief Aubert has arrived to speak with me.”



There were no more questions, and Gareth turned off his monitor with a distinct sense of relief. While there hadn’t been any good news to speak of, at least Eli had distracted the Council from reprimanding Gareth for the appalling breakdown of secrecy and the national news stories. 



Eli excused himself as soon as the faces of the Council vanished from the screen. “I’m going to lie low for a bit. After your Chosen’s rather impressive nightmare about me, I don’t think seeing me here would do much for her afterglow,” he said as he left. “You can introduce me to your dearly beloved when she’s a bit less skittish about anything with fangs.”



The reminder of how far he had to go to convince Alexa that some vampires were good made Gareth groan. He didn’t even want to think about how she’d react when he confessed that he was a vampire, too. Slowly, he reminded himself. Patience. Just give her time and she’ll come around.




A moment later, Guy Aubert knocked on the frame of the open office door. 



“Chief,” Gareth said, standing and gesturing at one of the chairs before his desk while privately wishing he could’ve had just a few minutes to collect his thoughts before the other man had entered. “Please, sit. Can I offer you anything?”



“Your people have already done so, Ambassador,” Aubert said as he took the chair Gareth had indicated. “I understand you have some new information for me.”



So Eli had not only set up the meeting, he’d given Aubert a sneak preview of what they would discuss. It might have been nice if he’d told Gareth about the Templars in advance, too. 



“Yes, a new... complication has been discovered.” Gareth was unable to keep the weariness from his voice. He briefed Aubert about the little he’d learned regarding the Templar/Outcast alliance. To the chief’s credit, he grasped the significance of the news immediately, even though the Templars were a group he’d never heard of before.



“I’ll try to get the mayor to rethink that curfew,” he said, rubbing his eyes. “So this is going to get much worse before it gets better.”



“Unfortunately so,” Gareth replied, wishing he could say it wasn’t the truth. “I’ve recalled all my warriors, and we’re going to formulate a plan of attack as soon as they arrive. I want to keep this out of the public awareness as much as I possibly can.”



“Well, I hope you find a way to do that, because it’s all over the news now. If we find another body, the FBI will be down here looking for a serial killer. Their interference is the last thing we need, Ambassador. I don’t have to tell you what the news of a serial killer on the loose would do to the mayor’s plan for rebuilding tourism.”



Gareth wanted to argue that the survival of his Chosen and this threat to the Arachnid Clan were just a bit more important than New Orleans’ tourism industry, but he didn’t. For thousands of people, nothing was more important than getting New Orleans up and running, back on its financial feet. He couldn’t blame the mayor for his concerns, nor could he “shoot the messenger” just because Aubert had shared those concerns with Gareth.



“We’re doing everything we can,” he replied instead, and hoped Aubert wouldn’t ask for specifics. Time to shift the focus a bit. “I do have a few other things to speak with you about, while you’re here.”



 



* * *



 



Alexa sat frozen as the door closed behind Gareth. Damn her truth-discerning abilities—even the luxury of denial was withheld from her. He hadn’t been lying. Jen was something even stranger than a vampire, and the woman’s own boss didn’t even know what. Alexa had spent hours last night in the company of a—a—whatever she was!



But she hadn’t seen a trace of a fang from Jen, not even once. If the woman had wanted to hurt her, she’d had ample opportunity to do so. So was Jen an example of one of the “good vampires” Gareth had been talking about?



No, Gareth said she wasn’t one. Then again, how did Gareth know?



Alexa let her head fall into her hands, groaning. This was just too unreal. She was a nurse, for God’s sake—she spent her life dealing with facts, with diagnostic values, with things that could be conclusively proven. This vampire business was superstitious nonsense—it had to be.



Unfortunately, the same training that had made her so trusting of proven fact also made her an astute observer. She trusted her eyes, and they hadn’t lied when those two men had burst into her apartment—had it really been less than a day ago? After everything that had happened to her since, it felt like a week had passed since she’d agonized about what to wear for her date with Gareth.



A date which hadn’t materialized, and yet she’d still ended up coming home with him, sleeping in his bed. Making love with him.



The memory of their lovemaking sent a rush of heat along her skin. Whatever else he was, Gareth was an absolutely incredible lover. He’d touched her as though she were made of fragile porcelain, kissed her until she could hardly breathe with desire... 



She wrenched her mind back to the present with difficulty. Gareth still confused her completely. Who was he, really? She didn’t regret what they’d done this morning, but honestly, what kind of man employed a non-human? Let her live in his home and stationed her in the apartment next to Alexa’s? He’d done it to protect Alexa, but before last night, when had Alexa ever asked him to protect her?



She shook her head hard in a vain attempt to clear it. Her thoughts were jumping all over the place. She threw back the covers and strode to the bathroom, suddenly craving the normality of a hot shower. She had a vague memory of showering last night, but she couldn’t recall if she’d actually used any soap during it. Whatever kind of wine the twins had served her last night, it had been potent, to say the very least.



Gareth’s shower was large enough for at least three people, with a wide shower bench built out from the tiled back wall and a long line of showerheads to massage her from many angles at once. She didn’t remember anything like that last night.



When she turned the water on, she found out why. Only the top showerhead came on. After a moment, she found a small panel of buttons which apparently controlled the other showerheads. She thoroughly enjoyed herself for a time, playing with the different settings, before reaching for the shampoo.



She stayed in Gareth’s luxurious shower until the walls were coated in thick steam, and the entire room was foggy before she forced herself to get out. Several plush towels were stacked on a small table and she wrapped herself in one. It covered her all the way to the knees and almost went around her twice. She had just found Gareth’s hairbrush and started to untangle her hair when she noticed the clothes she’d worn last night, crumpled in a muddy, damp pile in the corner.



Damn. Why hadn’t she thought to do something with them earlier? If only she’d taken the time to find the clothes dryer, they’d be ready to wear by now. She’d certainly spent long enough in the shower to give them a full drying cycle.



Oh, well, it was too late now. Alexa picked them up and attempted to shake some of the caked dirt off them. It was amazing how muddy she’d gotten running down city streets with Jen. With a resigned sigh, she gave up trying to shake them clean enough to wear and carried them to the bathtub to do the best hand-washing job she could.



Twenty minutes later, her clothes hanging from the shower door, over the commode, and off the towel rack, Alexa turned on the bathroom vent and heat lamp and returned to the bedroom. She had no idea how long it’d take everything to dry—her sweater would probably take forever, especially in New Orleans humidity. She could only hope that the rain, mud, and makeshift washing with shampoo hadn’t ruined it. It was the nicest one she had, and she didn’t have many other stylish tops.



The memory of flames cut that thought off short. She didn’t have any other tops, not anymore. All her clothes, her books, her photographs... gone. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and forced herself to think of the present. She was alive, and everything else was just stuff. There was plenty of stuff in the world to replace what she’d lost in the fire.



Then she opened her eyes and stopped dead, staring at the bed.



Neatly remade, there were three things laid carefully atop the smooth comforter. The first was a bouquet of exquisite lavender roses wrapped in silver paper. A tray like the one the twins had brought up last night rested beside them, covered with a silver dome. And draped neatly across the foot of the bed were three new pairs of jeans, three sweaters, three coats, and a tissue-wrapped bundle she sincerely hoped held lingerie. Tags were still attached to every item.



“Wow,” she breathed, momentarily stunned. Gareth had bought all this for her?



Well, her mother would’ve had a few things to say about accepting gifts of clothing from a man Alexa had known only a little over a week, but Alexa wasn’t about to refuse it when the other option was to wear a towel until her own things dried. She was unable to resist burying her nose in the roses for a moment to inhale their beautiful scent, and then she unwrapped the tissue around the bundle.



It, like the other selections on her bed, held lingerie in three different sizes. Alexa found a set in the right sizes and slipped the bra and panties on. They were made of heavy, cream-colored silk, and their touch against her skin was pure luxury. The first pair of jeans she tried on were too baggy, but the second fit her perfectly. Topping the outfit with a beautiful sapphire and black cashmere sweater, Alexa hugged herself tight just to savor its softness. 



Then, despite telling herself firmly she wouldn’t do it, she looked at the tags for the prices—and found they’d been trimmed off. The designer names, however, were right there for her to see, and they made her jaw drop again.



She’d never been able to afford clothes like this. Sure, she’d bought herself a few nice blouses, but never designer jeans and silk lingerie. The first twinges of guilt pricked her conscience. Perhaps her mother had a point about accepting gifts like this. Alexa vowed to find a way to repay him for the clothes, and carefully folded the ones that hadn’t fit. Hopefully he’d be able to get a refund on those.



Her stomach chose that moment to growl. Reminded abruptly of her hunger—fantastic sex worked up quite the appetite, she thought with a grin—she lifted the lid off the tray. She sighed happily at what was revealed—fresh fruit, croissants, creamy butter, a small jar of preserves, and, bless Gareth, an enormous mug of coffee.



She’d just finished off the last bite of fruit and was raising her mug to swallow the final few drops of coffee when Gareth returned. He looked harried, but the expression vanished when he saw her. 



“You look absolutely lovely in that color,” he said, and the heat in his gaze proved just how much he meant it.



His compliment brought the warmth of a blush to her cheeks. “Thank you for all of this,” Alexa replied, nodding at the bed to encompass everything. “The flowers are gorgeous and breakfast was wonderful. And when I get paid next week, I’m going to write you a check for this outfit.”



He waved a hand to dismiss her words. “It was my pleasure, and doesn’t obligate you in any way. I’ve brought someone here to speak with you, if you’re finished eating.”



“What?” Who could he possible have brought? The vampires who’d broken into her apartment? No, surely he hadn’t brought them here. Not after reassuring her that they couldn’t enter his home. “Who?”



“Chief Aubert. He agreed to come here to take your statement about what happened at your apartment, rather than having you go down to the police station. He’ll speak with you as soon as you’re ready.”



Yet again, Alexa stared, stunned. The New Orleans Chief of Police had made a house call to meet with her? “Why?” 



Gareth shrugged. “I asked him to,” he replied simply. At her continued look of confusion, he gave her a little smile. “Sweetheart, you persist in only thinking of me as the freak who runs the vampire tours. I do a few other things around the community, too. Some of my duties require that I work closely with Chief Aubert, as well as the mayor and governor. I scratch their backs, they scratch mine. It’s really not that big of a deal, Lexi.”



No matter what he said, Alexa thought it was likely to be a fairly big deal. Chief Aubert wouldn’t have come out if Gareth wasn’t some kind of big shot in the city. For the first time, she wondered just how rich Gareth really was. This house, the Jaguar and the SUV he’d driven last night, the extensive landscaping...  



“We’re going to have a chat later on, you and I,” she said, fixing him with a steely look. “But not now. I’m sure the chief has more important things to do than sit around until I finish my coffee. He hasn’t been waiting long, has he?”



“He’ll keep a few minutes more.” Gareth took the mug from her hand and set it aside. “First things first.” Pulling her to her feet, he bent and brushed his lips over hers.



Alexa’s breath rushed out in a hiss. He came back for more as she slid an arm around his neck. Having experience with his kisses, she knew she’d need to hold on tight to keep her balance.



He laughed low against her mouth as though reading the thought in her mind. 



Then he pulled her against his chest and truly kissed her.



Alexa let all her fears and worries go, losing herself gladly in the pleasure of his kiss. Gareth’s tongue caressed hers, explored her mouth as though laying claim to every inch of it, and she loved it. Her nipples peaked, wanting so much more than this press against his chest, wanting to feel that wonderful mouth on them again. Fingers diving into his short hair, she held on tight and let herself be swept away.



Long minutes passed before he finally pulled away with obvious reluctance. “I’ve been looking forward to that since Damien knocked on the door,” he murmured, resting his forehead against hers. “How about I get rid of Chief Aubert and we spend the next few hours up here with the door locked?”



She laughed. “Somehow, I don’t think that’s the impression I want the police chief to have about me.”



“You take all the fun out of it.” Gareth brushed another quick kiss over her lips, then reclaimed her hand in his. “Fine. Let’s get rid of the big, bad chief, and then spend the next few hours up here with the door locked.” 



Alexa laughed at him again and allowed him to lead her out of the bedroom. 



The nervousness she’d forgotten during that stellar kiss returned full-force on the way downstairs. She really wasn’t looking forward to this meeting. Then again, she couldn’t imagine that anyone would enjoy meeting with the Chief of Police after their apartment had burned down in suspicious circumstances with a body inside.



At least she didn’t have to go down to the police station. She’d never been inside a police station in her life, but she’d seen plenty of cop dramas on television. Would she really have had to sit in one of those interrogation rooms? No matter how much she was dreading the meeting with Chief Aubert, giving her statement here would be immeasurably easier than doing it at the station.



Gareth didn’t give her much time to dwell on it, though. He led her downstairs and through a nearby door into a beautifully appointed office. Seated in a leather chair before the desk was Chief Aubert, a man Alexa had only seen on the news. She wiped her suddenly sweaty palm on her jeans, afraid he’d take her nervousness as some sign of guilt—what was it about police that made people feel guilty even when they’d done nothing wrong? 



Gareth squeezed her hand, wordlessly reassuring her, and spoke before she could stammer anything. “Chief, meet Alexa London. Alexa, this is Guy Aubert, Chief of the New Orleans Police Department and a good friend of mine.”



“Pleased to meet you, Miss London,” Aubert said, standing and offering his hand. She shook it, hoping he didn’t notice how her own trembled with nerves. “The Ambassador has told me a little about what happened last night. It’s mostly a formality, but I need to hear your account, too.”



Ambassador?



The word rattled for a moment in Alexa’s suddenly blank mind. Ambassador? Gareth? Well, she supposed Ambrocio was a foreign-sounding name, but he didn’t have any accent she could discern. Where was he from? Why hadn’t he told her? And didn’t ambassadors mostly stay in Washington, where they could schmooze with the government?



Another gentle hand squeeze from Gareth brought her back to the present, and she allowed him to lead her to the chair opposite Aubert’s. She’d just have to figure out the Ambassador puzzle later, when she had time to really think about it. 



Instead of sitting in his own chair behind the desk, however, Gareth stood behind her with his hands on her shoulders. Aubert glanced up at him briefly before returning his gaze to Alexa. She wondered what silent communication had passed between them. The chief’s expression gave no clues, but Gareth’s body language couldn’t have been more protective, or possessive.



Ambassador? she thought again, completely confused.



The chief pulled out a notebook and pen and prepared to write. “If you could tell me, in as much detail as you can, what happened at your apartment last night,” he said, settling back in his chair. He gave no indication that he had anything else to do besides listen to her for as long as it took, nor did he seem the slightest bit suspicious.



She took a deep breath, trying to clear her mind of the strangeness of this situation and focus on what she had to do. Starting with Gareth’s phone call, arranging the date they hadn’t managed to have, she recounted everything that had occurred last night. It seemed so very long ago, she could hardly believe that only twenty-four hours had passed.



“Your neighbor came to your aid?” Aubert prompted gently when Alexa faltered during her description of the attack.



“Yes,” she replied, shaking her head again to try and regain her train of thought. “Her name’s Jen—I don’t actually know her last name. I only met her the night before. I think she just moved in.”



“She’s one of my people, Chief,” Gareth interjected mildly. “I can summon her, if you need to question her.”



Aubert nodded. “Not just yet, if you don’t mind,” he said. “Please continue, Miss London. When Jen arrived, what happened next?”



Alexa hesitated. Jen had staked a vampire in the back, killing him. She’d done it to save Alexa’s life, but nonetheless, he’d died and Jen was his killer. It seemed a poor repayment for Alexa to rat her out to the chief, but what else could she do? They surely would’ve found the body in her apartment, and Alexa didn’t want to face murder charges.



Gareth’s hands tightened briefly on her shoulders. Tell him. The unspoken message was so clear, she could almost hear his voice in her head.



“Jen...  She had a piece of the broken door,” Alexa finally said, her voice shaking slightly. “They were closing in on me—not Jen, the two men, I mean. They had me cornered. I couldn’t get around them. There was no other way, do you understand? She didn’t have a choice.”



“Alexa.” Gareth’s soft murmur cut through her increasingly incoherent babbling. “It’s all right, sweetheart. You can tell him what Jen did. Tell the truth.”



She took a shuddering breath and let the words out in a rush. “She—she stabbed him in the back with the broken wood. She saved my life.”



Chief Aubert nodded, showing no sign that her words shocked him in any way. “What about the other man?” he asked, his voice still calm and steady.



Somehow, she’d expected much more of a reaction than that, but Alexa was only too glad to move on. She didn’t want to think about watching Jen kill that vampire, even though she’d saved Alexa’s life by doing so. She’d spent too much of her life healing people, saving lives, to stomach seeing someone die, no matter what. 



She plowed on, telling Aubert about the second vampire—although she made it sound like he’d been fully human, not wanting to look totally crazy—and how he’d finally run away, wounded. She couldn’t give much detail of the path Jen had led her through the city after they’d fled the apartment, and omitted Jen’s rather dramatic method of getting Gareth to stop his SUV. Other than that, though, she told every detail she could remember.



Finally, she was finished. As difficult as it had been to talk about it, to relive the horrible night, she felt cleansed. It was almost like she’d lanced a boil, getting all the poison out by telling her story. Aubert wrote for a moment more, then looked up at Gareth. 



“There was no body in the apartment, Ambassador,” he said, but this didn’t seem to concern him. “You don’t have to worry about damage control there.”



“I didn’t expect there to be. Will you need Alexa for anything further?” Gareth replied, his hands still resting on her shoulders.



“I doubt it.” Aubert looked back at Alexa. “Thank you for your time, Miss London. If we need anything further, I’ll contact the Ambassador and request you. Will you be staying here?”



That was it? She’d just admitted she’d watched someone get killed, and that was it? 



“I—well, I don’t know,” she said, her confusion almost unbearable. If she didn’t get Gareth alone soon and get some answers out of him, she just might lose her mind. “I don’t want to impose on Gareth.”



For some reason, that made Aubert smile. “I don’t think it would be imposing, but, if you’ll just make sure he can find you, that’s good enough for me. If there’s nothing else?” This last remark was addressed to Gareth, and Alexa looked up in time to see him shake his head. “Then I’ll wish you both a good evening. I’ll keep you updated about our progress.”



Alexa watched him walk out, wanting to delay the moment when she would have to look up at Gareth and resume their good vamp/bad vamp conversation that had been interrupted earlier. Gareth, however, had other ideas. He released her shoulders and sat in the chief’s vacated chair. “You have questions,” he said, his tone making it a statement instead of a question. “Ask them.”





 

Chapter Twelve



Damn straight she had questions. Her mind buzzed with them. The problem was trying to decide which ones to ask, and what to do about the ones she wasn’t sure she wanted answers to. 



“Um,” she mumbled, stalling. He didn’t have to say aloud that he’d answer anything she asked right now, and tell her the truth about it. She’d heard the promise in his voice. “All right, just give me a moment and let me process all this, all right?”



“Alexa.” The warmth of his voice made it impossible to ignore the silent request that she meet his eyes. “Pretending your world hasn’t changed won’t help, and false assumptions and misinformation can be deadly. You have questions. Ask them.”



Damn him for being right. She rubbed her forehead as though the gesture could ward off the headache that was trying to build. “What happened to the man Jen stabbed?” she asked, blurting the first thing that came to mind. “He was dead, I’m sure of it. She impaled him hard. Where’d his body go? I don’t think the other one was in any shape to drag a body away, and the apartment went up in flames just a couple of minutes later.”



Gareth put the tips of his fingers together and rested his chin on them, his elbows on his knees. “Vampires don’t usually leave much of a body behind when they die. Of course, if he’d wanted to, the other Outcast could easily have taken the body away. Yes, I know he was injured,” he said, holding up a hand as she started to protest. “But a vampire is many times stronger than a human. Still, I doubt he removed the body. Outcasts don’t tend to do that sort of thing. The body would’ve deteriorated within a few hours anyway, and the fire would have just accelerated the process. There won’t be anything for the fire investigators to find.”



Alexa nodded, thinking hard. She was relieved that there wouldn’t be a body found in her apartment, but the casual way that both Aubert and Gareth spoke of it...  The chief hadn’t seemed very worried about the death, had just taken her word that Jen’s action had been necessary. That could mean only one thing. 



“Chief Aubert knows there are vampires, doesn’t he?” 



Her tone made it a statement, not a question, and Gareth didn’t try to dissemble. “Yes, he’s known for years. I met with him just after his election, filled him in. He’s been quite an ally for us in our fight against the Outcasts.”



For some reason, this answer wasn’t reassuring. She couldn’t quite decide how she felt about this. She didn’t want a lot of trouble about last night’s attack, but then again, it simply wasn’t right that the Chief of Police had been so nonchalant about Jen stabbing someone to death. 



“Does he kill vampires with you, or just cover it up for you?”



“It’s complicated, Lexi,” he said softly, reassuringly. “We work together for public safety. He catches human criminals, and I help him whenever I am able. I catch vampire criminals, and he aides me in turn. There’s nothing shady about it.”



Nothing shady? Well, that was a matter of opinion, but she’d think more about that later. “You had Jen keep an eye on me,” she said, changing the subject. 



Again, he didn’t try to deny it. “She and several other of my Stewards have been following you to make sure you were safe. She volunteered to move in next door, though. I didn’t want to tell you because I thought you’d panic on me and accuse me of being a stalker or something.”



The way he smiled when he said that made her sure he knew she’d thought exactly that. Alexa felt heat rise in her cheeks no matter how hard she tried to suppress it. 



“Well, you have to admit it sounds suspicious,” she muttered. “If I hadn’t seen them last night, I would never have believed I really was in any danger. I... thought you were just being paranoid.”



He took her hands and squeezed them. “While you’re in my house, you’re in no danger at all,” he told her seriously. The words were a promise—she heard it clearly. “Now, you want to know more about me? I’ll answer anything you ask. Fire away.”



Alexa bit her lip. Yes, she was curious about him, but at the same time, she was fairly certain that there were a lot of things about Gareth that she didn’t want to know. He didn’t frighten her, not exactly, but... but his eyes, those steely gray eyes that held her gaze so warmly, seemed to hide a thousand secrets. 



“I...  You’re an ambassador?” she blurted finally, choosing one question in the millions in her mind.



“Yes. I work to keep the peace between the vampire Clans, and to keep vampires and Outcasts from the notice of humans.”



Her jaw dropped and she yanked her hands from his grasp. “You—you work with vampires?” Her voice had risen to a near shriek, but she couldn’t help it. The thought of Gareth, the man who’d promised to protect her, who’d made love to her only an hour before, in contact with vampires...  It chilled her blood. “You deal with those monsters?”



Gareth sighed, but smiled gently at her. “Lexi, sweetheart. Don’t get hysterical on me now. Use that marvelous mind of yours and remember something for me, will you?”



His tone was reasonable, not patronizing. Stung to realize she was indeed getting hysterical, Alexa forced herself to sit back down. She hadn’t even realized she’d surged to her feet. “What?” 



He didn’t react to her brittle tone. “Remember everything I’ve done since you met me. I haven’t hurt you—I haven’t truly even frightened you. I haven’t lied to you. I’ve helped you when you’ve needed it and left you alone when you’ve asked me to. Are you remembering that, Lexi?”



His voice soothed her, brought the memories to her mind, and her inner sense didn’t detect lies or any coercion. She took a deep breath and forced herself to think about what he’d said. Yes, he was right. She’d been sick, and he’d cared for her. She’d been attacked, and Jen—his Steward, the woman he’d assigned to protect her—had saved Alexa’s life. He’d protected her. 



Alexa sat back, forcing her body to relax, her muscles to unclench. “All right,” she said after a few deep breaths. “All right, point taken. I’m not afraid of you, but I am confused and not happy at all. So go on, explain, Ambassador. You said you work with the monsters who attacked me last night, and now you’re going to give me a damn good reason why I should be okay with that.” 



Gareth nodded and also sat back in his chair. “First of all, you misunderstood what I said. I don’t work with the bastards who attacked you. Those are Outcasts. You remember what I told you I do with Outcasts.”



She nodded stiffly. “You say you hunt them.” A memory flashed across her mind’s eye—Gareth and the twins chasing that red-haired man away after he’d broken her window.



“Yes, exactly. Now we also spoke earlier about vampires, before we were interrupted by the Council.” 



Gareth paused, and she filled in the blank as he obviously intended her to do. “You said there are good vampires.” She didn’t bother keeping the disbelief from her voice.



“There are. There are vampires who are just like humans, trying to get through life as best they can, make a living, care for their mates and their homes. They’re not all evil, murderous monsters, and reality is not like the horror movies.” He leaned forward again, gazing into her eyes. “I can’t tell you how much I need for you to believe that’s true, Lexi.”



“Because, according to you, I’m some kind of human-vampire hybrid freak,” she said bitterly. She hated the very thought of having anything in common with those beasts.



“You’re a dhampyr, not a freak, but yes, that’s part of it. It’s not the only reason, though.” 



Dhampyr...  Now she remembered the word the twins had refused to define last night. She was a dhampyr, not fully human, not wholly vampire. No matter what Gareth said, that sounded like a freak to her. Abruptly standing again, she paced away from the chairs as though she could walk away from this entire situation.



I don’t want to be a dhampyr, she thought furiously. She closed her eyes and pressed her fists to her head. I don’t want this to be real!



As though her thoughts had triggered it, a jagged bolt of pain pierced her head. She staggered with the force of it and caught herself against the wall. Another vicious throb followed the first, and another. Her stomach rolled with sudden nausea.



“Lexi?” 



It sounded like Gareth’s voice came from miles away. She didn’t bother trying to answer—if she opened her mouth, she was fairly sure she’d throw up all over the floor. 



Gareth shouted something and she moaned with pain. God, did he have to yell like that? Couldn’t he see her head was about to explode? She swayed and slipped sideways with an abrupt surge of vertigo. Cramps blossomed all over her body. 



“Stop it, stop it, this can’t be happening to me,” she moaned as her legs gave out.



Hands caught her before she could fall. “Oh, sweetheart, don’t do that,” Gareth murmured in her ear as she was swept off her feet. “I should have told you that denial’s no good. This is the Divergence, Lexi—the only thing that makes it end is choice. Right now you are two things, but you can only live if you decide which to remain.”



She heard the words, understood them individually, but together they made no sense to her. A door banged open and more voices assaulted her ears. Gareth replied, his tone one of command, and she felt movement as he carried her away. She didn’t bother opening her eyes. Right now, the only thing she could concentrate on was trying to keep her brain from splitting in half.



A new voice joined the background babble and silenced it. “Your Chosen looks like hell, Gareth. You should give her a push before this kills her.”



This voice was impossible to ignore. Slowly, wincing with the movement, Alexa turned her head and opened her eyes to see the speaker.



On the stairway stood an apparition that struck terror into her heart. She couldn’t make out his face, but his white hair and black eyes were hauntingly familiar. A glow surrounded him that had nothing to do with the brightly lit chandelier. The last time Alexa had seen this man, he’d been standing on the border between night and day, threatening her with death.



She took a great, shuddering breath, and screamed until black covered her vision and it was a relief to float away.



 



Every vampire and Steward in the house came running at Alexa’s scream. Gareth held her tight and glared at Eli as she fainted in his arms. 



“Nice, Eli. Thanks ever so much. That’ll make my ‘some vampires are good, really!’ speech go so much smoother now.” He glanced around as more people ran into the entryway. “It’s fine, it’s just Eli scaring the shit out of my Chosen. Apparently, he considers this lying low.” 



Eli sighed as everyone slowly left. “I really hate it when women do that. I’m not that frightening.” Gareth just raised an eyebrow, and Eli sighed again. “I already said I’m sorry about that dream she had. But as I said, it wasn’t my fault that her dream turned into such a nightmare. She was already terrified of vampires, and until you find out why, there’s no chance she’ll choose to become one. Either give her a push, or settle for a human mate.”



“I’m not pushing her,” Gareth growled. He shouldered past Eli and carried Alexa back up to his room. “She has the right to make her own choice.”



Eli followed, not waiting for an invitation as usual. “The problem is, she’s not choosing. Angry mate or dead dhampyr, Gareth. Push her.”



Gareth closed his eyes. Alexa felt lighter in his arms, limp and sick with the Divergence. Was it really so wrong to take control of this for her? Enter her mind, as he had a lifetime ago at her apartment, but instead of stopping the battle, he would take sides. He would find her vampire side, augment it with his own considerable power, overwhelm the human resistance. He could push her through the Divergence. She would awaken healthy, strong... 



... and furious.



“No,” he said, putting her down on the bed they’d shared. “I can’t do that to her, Eli. She needs to know more about us, that’s all. Once she understands what vampires are really like, what the League is, she’ll choose. I know she will.”



“But you have no guarantee she’ll choose her vampire side. Will you be satisfied with a human mate? A few short decades, then nothing?” 



Gareth looked down at Alexa, his back to Eli. Her dark hair spread over his pillow, framing a face that was too pale. A face he’d memorized. He remembered every moment of making love with her, the perfection of it. When he’d first met Alexa in Luc’s bar, he’d claimed First Right because she was a dhampyr and he wanted a fertile mate. Now that he knew her, had laughed with her, argued with her...  It was so much more than that. 



“I’ll be satisfied with her, any way I can have her,” he said, meaning it with everything in him. “This isn’t about strengthening the Clan anymore, Eli. She isn’t just a good catch. I care for her, and that’s why I’m not going to push her.”



He heard Eli’s exasperated oath and finally turned to face the older vampire. “Would you push Renee?” he asked, cutting Eli off as he opened his mouth to speak again. He was tired of arguing, and hated seeing Alexa in such pain.



Eli crossed his arms over his chest. “If it was a choice between life or death? If her inability to choose would take her from me? In a heartbeat, Gareth. Never doubt it.”



Gareth watched him turn and leave the room, closing the door quietly behind him. For a moment he was so tempted to do what Eli had suggested, to enter Alexa’s mind and end the Divergence for her, that he actually reached for her before he could stop himself. He snatched his hand away, disgusted with himself. Damn Eli for putting these thoughts in his mind, for tempting him like this!



It just wasn’t that simple. Eli was right, Alexa was terrified of vampires and had been long before the Outcasts had broken into her apartment. Something in her mind had turned a warning dream into a night terror. Even though Gareth had scolded Eli for doing it, he’d sent a few dreams to dhampyr in his time. It usually worked out well. Implant a little information into the subconscious to guide the dhampyr through the Divergence, to teach them what they needed to know. Sometimes they chose to become fully human, and sometimes they embraced their vampire nature. 



This was the first time he’d encountered a dhampyr who had taken a simple warning dream and turned it into something so horrible.



Gareth stroked Alexa’s hair back from her forehead. Even unconscious, her brow was knitted with the pain of her migraine. He closed his eyes and gathered his concentration, preparing to enter her mind again, to shut down the battle once more. It was a temporary measure at best, but he couldn’t stand her suffering, not when he could use his own powers to help her.



But not to push. Never to take this choice away from her.



He repeated those words over and over like a mantra as he entered her mind.



 



* * *



 



Alexa woke disoriented. Despite the darkness around her, she could tell at once that this wasn’t her bedroom. For one thing, her bed wasn’t anywhere near this soft and comfortable, and for another, she could sense a space around her that was much larger than her own bedroom.



A moment later, memory returned with the force of a body blow. She sat bolt upright, then groaned as her body ached with the sudden movement. Apparently whatever had happened to her when that headache started had left its mark all over her, but the pain wasn’t important.



That terrifying man from her dream was real, flesh and blood, and he was in this house with her.



Forget Gareth’s promise of protection. Alexa wasn’t staying anywhere near that guy, no way. What the hell was Gareth thinking? 



She found the lamp on the bedside table by touch, turned it on. A glance at her watch showed it was nearly six in the morning—the sun would be up soon. That meant she’d be safe from the vampires if she left. Whoever had put her to bed had only removed her shoes, leaving them neatly beside the bed. It only took a moment to put them on and find her purse, hanging from the bathroom doorknob.



She had her hand on the bedroom doorknob when she paused. Despite Gareth’s horrible judgment in letting that freaky dude into his house, she didn’t want to cut ties with him. After what had happened at her apartment and all that he’d told her, his promise to do everything he could to protect her, she couldn’t walk out without a word. 



Well, there was nothing for it. Ideally, she would’ve liked to tell him in person that she was leaving, but she wasn’t going exploring with that strange man from her dream running around. The last thing she wanted was to run into him again. If she came across someone downstairs, she’d leave a message for Gareth. Rummaging in her purse, she found a pen and a scrap of paper and scribbled out a quick note in case she didn’t meet anyone on her way out.



Gareth,



I’m going out to get some clothes. It shouldn’t take more than a couple of hours. I’ll have my cell phone on if you need to reach me. We’ll talk later.



~Alexa



There, that would have to do. No matter how she phrased it in her head, her fear of the white-haired man sounded crazy. We’ll talk later was as close as she could come to putting it in writing. She put the note on her pillow where he’d be certain to see it if he came in to check on her. Then she slipped through the bedroom door and was out the front door within moments.



Sunrise already colored the sky in pale pink and orange. Alexa walked quickly to the gate and unlatched it, expecting to hear someone calling her back at any moment, but the house stayed silent. Apparently she’d managed to leave without anyone noticing.



That was why she almost jumped out of her skin when someone hailed her as soon as she was within sight of the bus stop.



“Who’s there?” she demanded, clutching her purse as she spun around.



“Chill, it’s just me.”



Jen stepped out from between two trees. She looked much different than the last time Alexa had seen her. Although she was still decked out in her wild goth clothes, she seemed to have aged a decade in the last two nights. Fine lines bracketed her mouth and eyes, and her pallor went deeper than the typical goth fashion. She glanced around them as Alexa stared at her, her clear nervousness completely uncharacteristic for a woman who had attacked two vampires with only a couple of bits of broken door. 



“Are you all right?” Alexa asked, her own worries momentarily eclipsed by concern for Jen.



She shrugged, but the casual movement looked forced. “Fine. You shouldn’t be out alone, you know. Where are you going?”



The gentle rebuke made Alexa blush. “It’s almost dawn,” she said, more defensively than she’d planned. “I’ll be fi—”



“Didn’t Gareth tell you Outcasts can walk in the day?”



Alexa’s breath hissed out as though Jen had punched her in the stomach. “No—no, he didn’t,” she managed at last. 



Jen glanced all around them again. “Well, they can, so get your ass back inside. You shouldn’t be out here. Walk around out here and you can bet they’ll find you.”



“Why are you out here, then?” Again, Alexa’s words came out more sharply than she’d intended, but she didn’t appreciate being spoken to like she was a child. Especially not from someone who might not even be fully human. “Waiting for me just in case I decided to take a walk?”



Jen didn’t meet her eyes. If anything, the lines around her mouth tightened even more. “Let’s just say that there’s someone visiting the House who I don’t particularly care to run into.”



And Alexa could just guess who it was. “Who is that guy, anyway?”



She shook her head sharply. “I won’t talk about him. Look, are you going back in or not? You can’t just stand here. You’re a sitting duck.”



“You won’t go near him but you’re telling me to? That’s great, Jen, just great.”



Jen made a noise of exasperation. “Look, he won’t hurt you.”



“Then why are you out here hiding from him?”



“Because I’m not you, and let’s just say I have a really good reason for staying out of his sight. Now are you going back or not?”



Fine. If Jen wasn’t going to offer any information, Alexa wasn’t going to press. She had no intention of standing around and being a “sitting duck” any longer than she had to. 



“No, I’m not going in, so if you don’t want me walking around alone, come with me. I’m going to the mall—tons of people will be there, and security guards, too,” Alexa said reasonably. She figured it was silly to fear Jen now, after Jen had risked herself to save Alexa’s life back at the apartment. “Nothing will happen there.”



Jen didn’t look convinced, but when Alexa started walking again, she fell into step with her. “Fine, I’ll go with you. We’re getting on the first bus that stops, though, no matter where it’s headed,” she said, displeasure radiating from every word. 



They only had to wait a few minutes for a bus to arrive, and even though it wasn’t the route that would take them to the mall, Jen made her get onto it anyway to get them out of the open. Alexa didn’t argue. Maybe it was just reflected paranoia from standing beside someone who kept looking over her shoulder every few seconds, but Alexa had really started to feel like they were being watched.



The sun had long since risen by the time they finally arrived at the mall. Even though their circuitous route hadn’t been planned, Alexa didn’t mind. If anyone really had been tailing them, it would’ve been almost impossible to keep up with them as they’d made their way from bus to bus until they finally found one going to the mall.



Alexa led them in through the main entrance. Normally she used one of the side ones, but there was a fabulous coffee shop close to the main one. Everything seemed much easier to handle once she had a grande chai latte in one hand and a muffin in the other. Both were priced considerably higher than she normally liked to pay, but right now, convenience was worth the expense. Jen didn’t relax when they entered the building, but kept looking around as though she honestly expected attackers to descend upon them at any moment. 



It was unnerving as hell, and Alexa fidgeted in the slow-moving line at the register. Jen didn’t say a word, just stood right beside her every second and scanned their surroundings incessantly. “Will you please relax?” she hissed as Jen tensed when the clerk reached out for Alexa’s credit card.



“No. I should’ve made you stay at the House where I know you won’t get caught. Coming here was really, really stupid. I’m sure they’re waiting for you. I just hope we can get away with this before they realize you’ve come right to them.”



The clerk paused, glancing up at Jen’s low, worried words. Alexa kicked Jen and gave the clerk her best reassuring smile. 



“We just had her lithium levels checked at the clinic,” she said sweetly. “You know how paranoid people can get when their meds are out of whack.” 



Jen scowled at her but didn’t contradict her, and Alexa was only too glad to escape from the coffee shop a few minutes later.



“What the hell was that about?” Jen demanded as soon as they were out of the shop, being given a wide berth from those who’d heard Alexa’s words in line.



Alexa finished the last bites of her muffin and washed it down with a gulp of her latte. “You made it sound like I’m some kind of criminal on the run. Keep freaking out in front of people like that, and someone really will come to take us away. Courtesy of the men in white coats, straight to the padded rooms.”



But despite Jen’s dire predictions, nothing horrible happened as they walked through the early-morning crowds to the nearest department store. Alexa didn’t dawdle, however. She chose three pairs of jeans, one set of slacks, several blouses, a new jacket, and lingerie in record time. At the last minute, she turned back and made a beeline to the nightwear section, blushing at her automatic assumption that she’d be spending her nights naked in Gareth’s bed. Two nightgowns and a robe atop the pile in her arms, she led the still-silent Jen to the counter and managed not to wince too noticeably when the total was announced.



There was a medical uniform store nearby, and she chose three new sets of scrubs to round out her new wardrobe. The hospital had been more than understanding when she’d told them her apartment had burned down during an attack, and her supervisor had told her to take all the time she needed to get settled before returning to work. She couldn’t wait forever, though. Although she had renter’s insurance, it took a while to pay and she didn’t have much in her savings account—even less, now. She had to get back to work as soon as possible.



Jen’s disapproval of this idea was verbal and constant all through the uniform shop and continued as they made their way back to the main entrance. “You just don’t get it, do you? You’re being hunted! Going back to work is a bonehead move. Gareth will take care of you, so will you stop obsessing about money?”



Alexa scowled at her as she hailed a cab. “Has it occurred to you that I might not want to live off Gareth?” she growled, finally losing her patience with her gloomy sidekick. “I have a job, one I’m good at, where I’m needed. It does more than pay my bills. I’m going back to work as soon as I can. I need something normal right now. Can you possibly understand that?”



All in all, it was a relief when a yellow cab pulled up before Jen could reply. She let the driver stow her shopping in the trunk and gratefully used the opportunity to change the subject. “So, my self-appointed bodyguard, any objections to having a little lunch?” she asked as they climbed into the backseat.



Jen’s tension was palpable. “That would be pushing our luck to the extreme. You’re going right back to the House, madam,” she said firmly. “And you’re going to stay right there. This isn’t a game. It’s war, and even if we manage to get back there without anything happening, all it means is that we were lucky, not that it’s safe to do this again.”



Alexa refused to reopen the work debate. “You’re all sunshine, Jen. Anyone ever tell you that?”



“I’m not paid to be sunshine. I’m really not paid to keep you safe, either.”



The cab shook slightly as the driver slammed the trunk. Alexa ignored him. “Well, what are you paid to do, then?”





 

Chapter Thirteen



“I’m a Steward.” Jen spoke quickly as the driver walked around to his own door, as though anxious not to be overheard. “I serve the House and the Patriarch. Usually that means running errands and cleaning house, not playing junior commando.”



Jen fell silent when the driver opened his door and got in. Alexa rolled her eyes. The answer really explained nothing, and her secretive manner was beginning to seriously grate on Alexa’s already raw nerves. “What’s the House and the Patriarch?” she asked, sinking a little into the seat as the driver accelerated away from the entrance. Jen didn’t answer. “I said, what’s—”



“Shut up,” Jen hissed, and Alexa saw her nod minutely toward the driver.



The driver glanced back at her fierce tone, but looked away when he saw that Alexa had noticed. She scowled at Jen. “More secret agent bullshit?”



“Yes. Now leave it. Ask Gareth when you see him.”



Alexa crossed her arms and sat back, thoroughly miffed. “You still haven’t told me anything about that man. I’m not going in there if he’s there.”



“I don’t talk about him.”



“Fine, don’t talk about him. I’ll just give the driver a different destination, then.”



Jen gave a frustrated little growl. “Don’t be stupid, woman. You’re perfectly safe around him.”



She ground her teeth. If she hadn’t seen Jen fight and known she could heal in an instant, Alexa would’ve been seriously tempted to punch her right now. 



“You know, maybe I am stupid, but I find that less than comforting coming from a woman who hides around the block to avoid him.” 



Jen crossed her own arms over her chest and glared at Alexa, but she saw the fear in the Steward’s gaze. She relaxed her own position and turned slightly toward Jen. 



“Just tell me why you’re so sure he’s safe, all right?”



“Why are you so sure he’s not?” 



Alexa shook her head and glanced at the driver again, who was diligently pretending deafness. They were at an impasse. Finally, she sighed and went for it. “I had a nightmare with him in it,” she mumbled, trying to speak too softly for the driver to hear her. “This was before I ever saw him—I didn’t even think he was real. It was really terrifying, this dream, and he threatened to kill me if I didn’t make some kind of choice.”



“Threatened to kill you?” Jen’s eyebrows rose in clear surprise. “That just doesn’t make sense. What exactly did he say? Do you remember?”



As if she’d ever forget. “Choose soon or die.”



“Ahh, well, he wasn’t threatening you, then,” Jen said, sitting back as if the matter was settled.



This time, Alexa’s eyebrows went skyward. “How do you figure that?”



“Eli wasn’t threatening you, he was just telling you what was going to happen. Warning you. That’s all.”



“Eli?” She latched onto the name—a nice, normal name, something to link that horrifying apparition to humanity. It didn’t help much, but it was at least some information, and that was more than she’d had when she’d seen him on the stairs last night. “His name’s Eli?”



Jen hissed in a breath and her already pale face went whiter. “Damn it,” she whispered as though to herself. Then she glared at Alexa again. “I told you I don’t talk about him! Now leave me alone until we get there!” 



And no matter what Alexa said, she refused to say another word until they stopped in front of Gareth’s house.



Alexa paid the driver as Jen clambered out. By the time she’d stashed her wallet back in her purse and gathered her bags from the trunk, the other woman was nowhere to be seen. 



She sighed. She still wasn’t sure that Jen was right in assuming this Eli person wouldn’t hurt her, considering the lengths to which the Steward was willing to go to avoid running into him herself. Still, there was really no choice but to swallow her fears and go inside. Jen might be paranoid, but then again, she might not be. She had no reason to lie about the Outcasts being able to move around in the sunlight, and Alexa had no desire to stay out here, an easy target.



Alexa had barely closed the front door behind her when Gareth barreled out of his office. 



“What were you thinking?” he demanded, pulling her tightly into his arms and making her drop her bags. “Lexi, Lexi—God, sweetheart, that was so dangerous. Promise me you won’t ever do that again!”



She hugged him back and was stunned to feel him tremble. Somehow, even more than Jen’s paranoia, this brought home to her just how foolish she’d been to leave without protection. 



“I didn’t know Outcasts could stand the daylight,” she said, her voice slightly muffled against his chest. “When Jen told me, we came back here.” She was stretching the truth a little, but the urge to reassure him was stronger than her usual determination to stick to the truth.



He pulled back and gave her a stern glare. “Don’t do that again, either. You’re not the only one who can hear lies. Come in here.”



She didn’t resist when he pulled her through his office door, which Gareth slammed behind her. It felt like being dragged to the principal’s office back in school for a talking-to. She opened her mouth to try and explain again, but her words died against Gareth’s lips.



His kiss wasn’t gentle, wasn’t seductive as it had been when she’d awakened in his arms hours ago. This time, he kissed her with passion and desperation, hard and fast, demanding her response. Heat shot through her with stunning speed. Gareth groaned and walked her back until she was trapped between him and the door, his hands in her hair, her arms tight around his neck as she gave in to his fire.



One of his hands left her hair, sliding down to cup her breast. Turnabout was fair play, so Alexa let her own hands do some wandering of their own. His shirt was untucked and provided no obstacle to her explorations. The already tense muscles of his back clenched and shivered beneath her palms as she traced his spine, the breadth of his shoulders. His hot and intoxicatingly sexy skin beneath her hands fired her passion to new heights. 



He broke away and grasped the hem of her sweater, clearly intending to pull it over her head. The feel of cold air on her skin brought her back to reality. Catching his wrists to stop him, she gasped, “Wait, don’t—someone might come in.”



“Most of them are asleep, and no one would dare barge in here unannounced.” The rumble of his voice, a low, sexy purr, sent shivers down her spine. He gently brushed her hands away and whipped the sweater over her head. “Sweet Creator, you’re so damn beautiful,” he said softly, gazing at her body with something close to reverence.



Seeing how the sight of her skin affected this incredible man, Alexa had never felt as beautiful as she did in that moment. Her inhibitions fled before the naked desire in his eyes. His voice had rung with truth when he’d said no one would dare to disturb them, and the last of her second thoughts died. She had to see him, touch him. 



“No fair, you’re getting ahead of me,” she protested, stopping him as he bent to kiss her throat. 



He growled with impatience but allowed her to pull his shirt off. The ripple and play of hard muscle beneath golden skin as he raised his arms for her only increased her breathlessness. In no mood to tease, she leaned forward and ran her tongue up the strong column of his throat, desperate to taste him.



He groaned something she couldn’t understand, then suddenly lifted her off her feet and held her high off the floor with one arm around her waist. Her breasts on level with his head, he suckled her right through her bra. The abrasion of wet silk against her already hard nipple made her gasp out loud. 



“Gareth!”



Her mind whirled as he spun with her in his arms, the movement only increasing her dizziness. A moment later, he lowered her onto something hard—his desk. She didn’t resist when he pressed her back upon it, didn’t release her grip on his shoulders. His hands slid over her ribs, across her belly, as he switched his attentions to her other aching nipple. Only when he unfastened her jeans and started to tug them away did she realize her legs were locked around his waist.



Somehow he managed to remove the confining garment. Her panties soon followed. She seethed with impatience during the moments he necessarily pulled away from her to shed his own jeans. Never had passion seized her like this. Filled with a violent, possessive drive she’d never felt before, she dragged him back down to her and kissed him hard, demandingly. She wanted to bite, to scratch, to tie him down and ravish him, to brand him with a visible mark all other women could see. She wanted the world to know this man was hers, and she wanted—no, needed—him to do the same to her.



Gareth didn’t try to calm her, didn’t attempt to slow the suddenly frantic pace. It was too much trouble to unhook her bra, so he pulled the straps down to free her breasts for his ravenous mouth. The sounds of pleasure she made hardly sounded human. When she reached for him again, he caught her wrists and pinned them above her head with a growl that reverberated throughout her body. She retaliated by biting his shoulder, hard.



The growl turned to a purr, vibrating against her skin as he suddenly covered her body with the full weight of his own. “God, yes, sweetheart, bite me.” He groaned in her ear, rocking his hips against hers, his cock sliding only inches from where she wanted it. “Do it again.”



Obeying some deep instinct that told her just how to entice him most, she nibbled his throat, interspersing soft nips with hard bites. His entire body shuddered. Teasing now, tracing gentle nips along the tight cord of muscle running from shoulder to jaw, she reveled in his gasps of pleasure. When she reached his ear, she caught the lobe briefly between her teeth. 



“I’m going to leave a mark,” she whispered. “I’m going to mark you for everyone to see.”



It wasn’t a warning, wasn’t an opportunity for him to decline. It was just a statement of fact.



His voice was so husky with desire she could hardly understand the words. “Hell, yes, Lexi. I want you to.”



When she bit him again, right at the juncture between neck and shoulder, Gareth groaned out loud. With one sudden thrust, he sank deep inside her, releasing her wrists to tangle a hand in her hair as his other arm tightened around her waist. The sudden fullness, the commanding rhythm he set, had her whimpering against his throat as she nipped and suckled his skin. Finally, able to stand it no longer, she threw her head back and cried out with the force of her orgasm.



And then Gareth bent to her throat, biting hard.



The flash of pain lasted only a split second before being replaced with a tidal wave of pleasure. Alexa came again and again, writhing against him, digging her nails into his back as he thrust into her, hard and fast. He suckled her throat so hard she was sure he’d leave the mother of all love-bites, but she didn’t care. The madness still pounded through her veins, the most blissful fervor she’d ever experienced, and it exulted in the pull of his mouth on her throat.



Finally, just when she thought she’d pass out from an excess of pleasure, he raised his head and groaned into her hair as his body went rigid with his own orgasm. The feel of it sent her into one more of her own, leaving her limp with the aftermath of the most incredible ecstasy she’d ever experienced. Gareth collapsed atop her, holding his weight on one elbow as they struggled for breath together.



He recovered his voice first, several endless moments later. “I know it sounds like the worst cliché in the world to say this now,” he murmured, still breathless, “but I love you. I meant to tell you sweetly, with flowers or something, but... this will have to do.”



Rather than shocking her and pulling her out of her haze of afterglow, the words settled gently through Alexa’s mind like a warm breeze. And each one held that special note of truth.



She turned her head and kissed his throat, the only part of him she could reach, realizing her own truth. Saying it felt like the most natural thing in the world. “Oh, Gareth, I love you, too,” she whispered, stroking his back and savoring the strength of the slick, hard muscles beneath her hands. “And I think I gave you a hickey.”



His laughter rumbled through the room, gentle but with a decidedly sexy edge. “I’ll wear it with pride, sweetheart.”



She sighed, smiling dreamily. God, she’d never felt better in her life. The passion mark Gareth had left on her neck tingled, stinging in a decidedly pleasant way, and his declaration of love was the icing on the cake. Every cell of her body was sated, limp and gloriously happy. “I can’t move. We’ll have to stay here for the rest of our lives.”



He laughed again and pressed a line of kisses along her jaw. “Too bad you don’t know a big strong man who could carry you up to bed.”



“Hmm.” She arched her neck, silently imploring him to continue his kisses. “Now that you mention it, I do. Where is Sebastian, anyway? Hey!” She yelped as he swatted her bare backside. “I should make you kiss that better,” she said, scowling at him.



“I’ll get on that right away.”



 



Gareth grinned, not the least bit fooled by her scowl. Her eyes glowed with an intoxicating mix of satisfaction and languid affection. It was a feeling he could well understand.



To say that this had been the sexual highlight of his twelve hundred years would be an understatement of titanic proportions.



But every vampire knew that making love with his Chosen would be a peak experience that would leave every other sexual encounter in the dust. Not only that, love was an aphrodisiac even to mortals. For immortals, the emotion became entwined with their magic and made the loving still sweeter, more intense, more incredible. He’d heard all this said for hundreds of years, but hearing it and experiencing it were two very different things.



He couldn’t wait to do it all again.



With an effort, he forced himself to pull away. Alexa’s hands slid down his back and hips before falling away, and the caress sent a shiver through his body. The sight of her on his desk, wearing only her pushed-aside bra and rosy with afterglow—how many orgasms had he given her?—was so damn hot, he paused a moment to sear it into his memory before gathering her in his arms. 



“Up we go, sweetheart,” he said, carrying her to the door.



She snuggled against him, a warm, relaxed, sensual weight he wished he could carry forever. Only when he reached the door did she suddenly tense. 



“Wait, there are other people here!” She gasped, pressing a palm against his shoulder as if she expected him to put her down so she could get dressed.



Not hardly. In his opinion, she looked perfect just as she was. “There’s no one out there,” he reassured her, reaching for the doorknob.



“Gareth!” 



He silenced her with a kiss, mostly because it was a pleasant way to distract her and it’d been at least three minutes since he’d last kissed her. He knew exactly where everyone was, of course. No way he’d risk letting anyone else see his Chosen in all her glorious nudity. It would only take a few minutes to let her get dressed, but they were minutes wasted since he fully planned on getting her naked again as soon as they reached his room.



Far easier to just keep her like this. It made perfect sense.



By the time he raised his head again, they were halfway up the stairs. Alexa looked around, her bemused, well-kissed expression fading with a gasp. 



“Gareth!” she hissed again, turning her body so her breasts were hidden against his chest. “Someone might walk out here at any second!”



Mmm, he liked her method of hiding her breasts. Her nipples were hard little points of heat against his skin. “No one will,” he said, but quickened his pace anyway. 



Not because he was worried they’d be spotted, but because he had a sudden, fierce longing to get those sweet little nipples back in his mouth as soon as possible.



The first wave of dizziness hit him as he reached his bedroom door, reminding him that the sun was up and nixing his plans for another round of lovemaking with Alexa. Damn the day weakness. He had always been able to resist the day sleep to some extent, but although the fire and energy from Alexa’s sweet blood had strengthened him, he couldn’t fight it forever. He locked his knees, pushed open the door, and made it to the bed just in time to collapse beside her on it.



She rolled over, clearly preparing to give him hell, but paused when she saw his face. “You weren’t up all night, were you?” she asked, stroking his hair back tenderly.



Her touch was bliss. He might not be able to make love to her again now, but if his exhaustion was cause for petting, that wasn’t a bad consolation prize. 



“Of course I was,” he said, which was nothing but the truth. He always stayed up all night, but he didn’t feel compelled to enlighten her about that just now. He’d rather soak up more sympathy-snuggles first. “And then I was frantic when I couldn’t find you,” he added, closing his eyes so she wouldn’t see the humor dancing in their depths. Maybe he could also get some make-up kisses, too.



“I’m sorry you were worried,” Alexa said, moving her caresses down to his chest. He sighed with pleasure. Heat built in his veins despite his fatigue. “But I can’t stay inside forever. I’ve got to go back to work.”



That brought him out of his game and his weariness with a jolt. He propped himself up on an elbow and frowned down at her. 



“It’s not safe outside,” he said, dropping the playful tone entirely. “You’re untouchable here, sweetheart. No one, and I do mean no one can get in here without my permission. At least let us catch your attackers before you venture out again.”



She shook her head and resumed her slow caresses of his chest. “I’ve been thinking about this. I can’t stay here indefinitely, but I’ll certainly take you up on your offer to stay here until I have an apartment to return to. This attack was terrifying, and I’m not taking it lightly, but my bills didn’t stop just because my apartment burned down. I’ve got to get back to work.”



“I can pay whatever you owe.”



As soon as he said it, he knew it was a mistake. Alexa didn’t get angry, though. She just smiled a little and shook her head. 



“That’s generous of you, but it’s more than just the money,” she said softly. “I...  What I do matters, and I’m good at it. I’m not simply a nurse. I... I’m not sure how I do it, but I can sort of reach down inside people and help them get better. I see their illness or their injuries, and I can persuade their bodies to heal. There’s no one else on my unit who can do that. I’m needed there, Gareth. Some of these people will die without me, and I couldn’t live with that on my conscience. Can you understand that?”



Yeah, he could. He didn’t like it, but he did understand it. She couldn’t walk away from her responsibilities any more than he could stop being Patriarch and Ambassador and spirit her away, far from the Outcasts’ reach. 



“I understand.” Despite his best efforts, some of his displeasure must’ve shown in his tone because she smiled. “But I’m going to talk with Chief Aubert about extra security at the hospital, and I’ll want some of my people with you at all times.”



“No problem,” she agreed instantly. “I’ll do whatever it takes to keep myself safe. I don’t want to risk my neck and I’m not going to do anything stupid. I just...  I can’t sit around here and let them hijack my life. That would mean they won.”



Gareth sighed and gathered her close. “They’re not going to win,” he said fiercely. “No one’s going to hurt you, not ever again. I won’t allow it.” He felt her lips curve in a smile against his shoulder and dropped a kiss atop her head. “Now rest, sweetheart. You’ve been ill and I can tell you’re still weak.” 



His own words echoed in his ears and he knew, in retrospect, that he probably shouldn’t have taken her blood. Her body was stressed enough by the Divergence without having to deal with blood loss on top of everything else.



But damn, he hadn’t been able to resist. She hadn’t realized it, but she’d had her first taste of bloodlust down there in his office. The need to share it with her in every possible way had been overwhelming, and he didn’t regret it for a moment. He could show restraint later. There was only one first time experiencing that fire.



And by the Creator, she’d damn near burned him alive.



Her passion still echoed through his veins, lacing the blood he’d taken with heat. Despite his exhaustion, he wanted her all over again, couldn’t wait to taste her vibrant essence again.



“I’m not tired,” Alexa said, starting to pull away from him. “I slept most of the night, remember?” But she almost instantly made a liar of herself by yawning.



He drew her firmly back into his arms. “You are tired,” he repeated, this time adding a hint of power to the words. After the fear he’d endured today when she’d left the House, no way was he going to let her wander around again when he couldn’t go looking for her. “You’re going to sleep right here and let me hold you until I wake up. Any objections?”



She yawned again as fatigue crashed over her—the fatigue he’d enhanced in her mind. “Did I ever tell you I don’t like bossy men?” she murmured, snuggling closer. 



He smiled and stroked her back. “You can spank me for it when you wake up, if you want.” 



Her answering laugh was definitely sleepy. It wasn’t long before her breathing evened and deepened, and he gratefully followed her into slumber.





 

Chapter Fourteen



When Alexa awoke late that evening, Gareth was already dressed and making phone calls on the bedside phone. She decided to skip her shower in favor of eavesdropping on the call. She wanted to know what details were being arranged for her safety. Anxious as she was to go back to work, she was even more determined not to make a target of herself through ignorance. 



It took almost no time at all for him to set up additional security between the police and the hospital. Gareth held her hand as he made his calls, first to Chief Aubert, then to the mayor and finally to the hospital’s medical director. She couldn’t help but be impressed that, no matter who he called, no matter that it was late in the evening, no one refused to speak with him or left him on hold.



Alexa didn’t interrupt, but she did pull away and dress, suddenly uncomfortable. His tone during all the calls was respectful, but she noticed he didn’t ask for much. No, he told them what was going to happen, and they all agreed with very little persuasion. It was the first time since he’d told her he was an ambassador that she really understood the influence her lover held.



And to tell the truth, it was all a bit intimidating.



Alexa was a simple girl. All right, so she wasn’t average—she was some kind of supernatural hybrid who could do some nifty tricks with lie-detection and healing, but at heart, she didn’t aspire to be one of the world’s movers and shakers. She’d never held any sort of public office, hadn’t even run for the student government in high school. Listening to the man she loved telling the rest of the world what to do, she couldn’t help but feel a bit... well, inadequate.



When he hung up after the last call, he pulled her back down onto the bed beside him and looked at her without smiling. “You’re getting all freaked out on me,” he said, catching her chin in his free hand. “I can see it in your eyes. What’s up?”



She sighed and turned her head a little as he cupped her cheek. Intimidated or not, his touch was heaven. “Just a little freaked out, not all freaked out. It’s nothing major.”



He dismissed that with a shake of the head. “Don’t do that, Lexi. Didn’t I tell you last night that I can hear lies, too?”



Whoops. She’d forgotten that. She hesitated a moment, trying to figure out how to put her feelings into words. “You’re... well, you’re a big-shot,” she finally said, staring down at their linked hands rather than meeting his gaze. “And I’m not. That’s all.”



“Ah.”



She looked up when he didn’t elaborate. He was frowning into the distance, his brow furrowed. On impulse, she smoothed the lines away. 



“This is the part where you say something reassuring,” she teased, trying to return to a lighter mood.



Gareth focused on her and smiled. “Sorry, I must’ve missed my cue,” he replied, but then he sobered. “You’re right, though. I’m a big shot. In my world, I say frog and loads of people jump, and I can understand how that might be a little intimidating. I’m not sure how to reassure you when you’re right. All I can say is, don’t confuse the man with the job. The ambassador thing...  It’s like a suit I put on for special occasions, not something I wear all the time. Try to remember it’s still just me under the suit, all right?”



Somehow, even though he said he couldn’t reassure her, his words were comforting anyway. Then she admitted, “I was a little more comfortable when you were just the hot guy with the tight butt who ran the vampire tours.”



This time, his grin looked genuine. “The hot guy with the tight butt?” he repeated, laughter in every word. 



Her cheeks heated and she knew she was blushing hard. “Like you haven’t heard that before,” she muttered, trying and failing to hide her smile.



He brushed a quick kiss over her lips. “Maybe if you think of me as the hot guy with the tight butt when I’m doing the big-shot ambassador gig, it won’t be so intimidating. Now, my love, I need to feed you. You still look a little wan. How are you feeling?”



He fussed over her all the way downstairs and through her “breakfast” and Alexa was almost ashamed to admit to herself how much she enjoyed it. It had been so long since anyone had really cared whether she was sick, or if she’d eaten enough, or whether or not she’d slept well, that she’d almost forgotten how good it felt. He even produced a brush and hair-tie from somewhere and braided her hair while she finished her coffee, despite the fact that Damien and Sebastian were in the kitchen, too. By the time the last sip of coffee was gone, she was feeling thoroughly relaxed and pampered.



The phone rang as Gareth took her dishes to the sink, and Damien answered it. “Yes, just a moment,” he said, then held the receiver out to Alexa. “It’s for you, Dame Matron.”



Alexa had already taken the cordless phone from him before his last words sunk in. Dame what? “Wait, what’d you call me?” 



Damien looked quickly to Gareth, and it was he who answered. “Bit early for that, Damien,” he said mildly. “It’s nothing, Alexa. Your caller’s waiting.”



She raised an eyebrow. The look on Damien’s face didn’t seem like it was nothing, but Gareth was right about the phone call. 



“This is Alexa,” she said, putting the phone to her ear and wondering who was calling her here.



“Hey, girl! It’s Heather. Listen, I know you’ve been through a lot and I really hate to ask, but can you come in tonight? The new girl just called in sick for the eleven to seven shift and we’ve tried calling everyone else. No one’s available to cover her.”



Alexa’s mind worked fast. Despite telling Gareth that returning to work was exactly what she wanted, now that she was faced with the prospect, the memory of the attack in her apartment seemed a thousand times clearer. 



Still, she hadn’t changed her mind. She couldn’t just sit around here and wait for the attackers to get caught, not when there were critically ill people who needed help only she could give. “Hang on a second,” she said, then put her hand over the receiver and caught Gareth’s eye. “Is everything in place at the hospital? They need me to work tonight. Someone called in sick and there’s no one else who can cover the shift.”



Gareth frowned. clearly not thrilled with this news, but appeared to swallow his objections with an effort. “It’s all ready for you,” he said, and although he still didn’t look happy, she appreciated that he wasn’t trying to talk her out of it. “If you want to take the shift, we’re set to protect you. I’ll just call Chief Aubert and ask him to move things up a little.”



She smiled at him to cover the skipping, nervous beat of her heart. “I can do it, Heather,” she said, and was relieved to hear that her voice sounded much more relaxed than she felt. After a few more minutes of chatting, they hung up.



Checking her watch, she saw she had less than two hours until she needed to be at work. Gareth was still gazing intently at her, worry etched on his face. She forced a smile for him despite her own nervousness. 



“It’s going to be fine,” she said, reaching out and squeezing his hand. “You’ll see.”



He didn’t look entirely convinced, and he didn’t release her hand as he took the phone from her and made a quick call to the police chief. 



“The chief is putting a plainclothes policeman in the ICU waiting room as well as uniformed cops at the door,” he told her as he hung up the phone. “Security at the hospital has already been notified and will be on the alert for anything out of the ordinary, too. I’ll drive you there, and you’ll be escorted everywhere you go during your shift if you have to leave the ICU. It’ll be better if you stay put, though.”



Alexa squeezed his hand again. “I’ll be fine,” she repeated. 



His concern for her safety warmed her through and through, and she sent up a quick thank you that he cared enough to pull all these strings to keep her from being in danger. 



“Trust me, Gareth. I’m not going to take any chances. Besides, even if someone was watching my work schedule, no one would expect me to come in tonight since I’m covering for someone. I’ll stay put in the ICU the entire time and come back safe and sound.”



He grimaced, then pulled her right out of her chair and onto his lap for a tight hug. “I don’t like it,” he whispered into her hair. “I want to lock you away somewhere safe until I get rid of everyone who wants to hurt you, not send you out where I can’t protect you. I hope you plan on awarding me huge brownie points for this, sweetheart.”



“Don’t worry, you’ll get your brownie points.” She laughed, leaning forward and kissing the tip of his nose. “Now let me up so I can have a shower and start getting ready to go.”



He shot her a lascivious grin. “I’ll join you.”



“Oh, I don’t think so,” she said, wriggling free of him and laughing again. “I’m getting ready for work and don’t have time to play.”



His grin turned into a pout at the speed of light. “How about if I just scrub your back? Maybe with my front?”



“No.”



He wasn’t put off. “Wash your hair?”



“No, Gareth.”



“Dry you off? With my tongue?”



Alexa couldn’t believe that giggle actually came from her. She was not the giggling sort. “No, you pervert,” she said, then stuck her tongue out at him and headed for the stairs.



He followed, still grinning. “Can I at least watch if I promise to keep my hands to myself?”



Alexa refused again, fairly certain he wouldn’t even try to keep his hands to himself, but he continued making ever more hopeful suggestions all the way upstairs. By the time they arrived at his room, she was breathless from laughter and more than a little aroused. If only she didn’t have to go to work, she’d take him up on every single one of those X-rated suggestions. 



Twice.



She pressed her fingers to his lips as he shut the door behind them and prepared to make another attempt to persuade her to relent. 



“Can I have a rain check?” she asked, stepping close enough to feel his body heat.



His hot gunmetal gaze could’ve melted a glacier. “If I can have a kiss,” he countered, sliding his arms around her waist.



Alexa tried not to smile as she pretended to consider. “Hmm...  My kisses don’t come cheap, you know?”



“I promise you’ll get your money’s worth.”



She let her fingers slip away from his lips and leaned fully against him. “I’ll be the judge of that.”



 



* * *



 



The memory of Gareth’s kiss stayed with her all the way to the hospital. Alexa was fully aware that she was sporting a goofy grin and still couldn’t seem to make herself stop. 



Well, she was entitled, wasn’t she? New love, plus fantastic sex, plus getting fussed over and worried about, wrapped up with a goodbye kiss that still had her toes curled...  It was a cocktail guaranteed to make anyone grin like a besotted maniac. Even the discomfort of the band-aid Gareth had thoughtfully stuck over the hickey he’d left on her neck couldn’t dim her happiness. 



Heather was already gone by the time Alexa arrived, but she was pleased to find that Kim was working with her tonight. Her friend met her in the break room with a huge hug. 



“Are you all right?” she asked, pulling back with a worried expression and looking Alexa up and down. “You weren’t badly hurt? They said you weren’t, but—”



“But you wouldn’t trust anyone without seeing for yourself,” Alexa finished for her, smiling. “Yes, I’m fine, just a few scratches. I don’t think they really wanted to hurt me, thank God.”



The evening shift nurses started to file in at that point, preventing Alexa from trying to confide further in her friend. But really, what would she have said? I’m dating that guy I did the body shot with at Grace’s bachelorette party—God, it felt like that party had happened years ago—and there are vampires after me, but it’s okay because Gareth’s a vampire ambassador and he’s protecting me?



Unless she wanted to be escorted to the wing of the hospital where no sharps were allowed and certain rooms were padded, she didn’t quite dare say that.



After the evening nurses had reported off on their patients, she was at her patient’s bedside, performing her first assessment of the night on him.



According to the last shift’s report, the doctors hadn’t yet pinned down what was wrong with this man. Admitted without identification, this John Doe hadn’t regained consciousness since he’d been dumped in the ER driveway the night before, bleeding profusely from a gunshot wound in his shoulder. He’d needed four units of blood before he’d even left the emergency room. Even now, his heart rate and respirations were dangerously low, and he was on multiple medications designed to increase his pulse and stimulate red blood cell production. 



His wounded shoulder was heavily bandaged. Even so, Alexa could see a small spot of blood seeping through the thick gauze. She’d have to change the dressing soon, but she already knew what she’d find—a cleaned, packed, but otherwise untreated wound. Her patient simply wasn’t stable enough yet to endure anesthesia and surgery to fully repair the injury, and until he was stronger, there was little they could do for him.



None of the nurses or physicians really expected him to survive.



Alexa finished her initial assessment and returned to the nurses’ station to chart her notes. She forced herself to perform her duties, calmly and methodically, until she could find time to return to John Doe. 



This was why she’d told Gareth she needed to come back. This man, unconscious and dying, symbolized the very reason she’d entered nursing school so many years ago. No one else could do for him what she could. She couldn’t give him life, but she just might be able to persuade his broken body to heal enough for the doctors to take over and help him survive.



Just as she had with Lily Fielding, the postpartum woman with the infection and blood clot, Alexa timed her intervention carefully. When Kim was busy giving her patient a sleeping pill and LeeAnn, a new nurse Alexa didn’t know well, had just returned from her dinner break, Alexa took the bandage cart and pushed it to John Doe’s cubicle. 



“LeeAnn, I’m going to take care of my guy’s shoulder,” she said. “It’ll probably take a little while.”



LeeAnn waved a hand as she nodded. “Go ahead, we’ll be fine without you. It’s dead out here. Take your time.”



Alexa pulled the curtain closed behind her and tugged on a pair of gloves. It only took a moment to remove the bandage. She grimaced at the exposed wound—he’d clearly been shot in the back, because the bullet hole near his shoulder blade was only the size of a pencil eraser, while his pectoral muscle was torn and shredded from the bullet’s exit. He was still bleeding a little, but not badly now. She covered the raw wound with a large absorbent pad, took a deep breath and closed her eyes.



For some reason, she found it easier to merge her consciousness with his wounded body than it had ever been with any of her previous patients. She found the torn flesh, touched it gently with her thoughts. It reacted to her suggestion to heal at once. Her brow furrowed a little as she felt the ragged muscle and shattered bone knitting rapidly together. This healing didn’t seem to be sapping her strength as much as it usually did. It was almost like he’d always been capable of healing this injury, but had been awaiting her touch before allowing the process to begin.



And as soon as that thought crossed her mind, her wrist was seized in a crushing grip that sent her consciousness sharply back into her own body. 



John Doe was awake now, and his eyes glittered in the harsh fluorescent lights. “Why, hello there,” he said, and his deep, silky voice was somehow more threatening than any sneer.



“Sir, let go of me now,” Alexa said firmly. She didn’t dare try to yank her wrist from his grasp. He held her with his left hand, the same side as his rapidly healing gunshot wound, and she didn’t want to reopen it. Although it was never fun dealing with belligerent patients, she’d done it before. A firm tone and a steely glare were usually all it took to—



“No, Chosen, I don’t think I will.”



That one word was all it took to send ice down her spine. Alarm sent adrenaline pumping through her veins. Only vampires had ever called her that. Throwing caution to the wind, Alexa wrenched her wrist away from him and shouted, “Help!”



She heard one of the other nurses shouting outside the curtain. Kim and LeeAnn had been informed about the danger Alexa was in. They’d know to alert the officers in the lobby. The police would be here within seconds. Alexa feverishly repeated this to herself in an attempt to ward off panic. All she had to do was stay out of his reach for a few moments and help would come.



He leapt out of bed as she stumbled through the curtain she’d drawn across the door. No trace of the helpless, unconscious patient remained now as he stalked toward her. Two sharp tugs dispensed with the IVs and monitoring leads that had been attached to him. 



“Come back, honey.” He grinned as she tripped over the bandage cart, sending its contents in every direction. “What’s your hurry?”



Fangs glinted in that smile, and Alexa screamed.



“Alexa!” 



Kim’s shout barely penetrated her awareness. Every ounce of her attention was focused on those terrifying fangs. 



“No—get away from me!” she cried, scooting backward on the tile, desperate to put more distance between them.



He moved so fast she hardly saw it coming. One second she was on the floor, ten feet away from her former patient, and the next instant he had her by the shoulders, dragging her to her feet. 



“You’re coming with me,” he snarled. 



Alexa went wild. Kicking and screaming, clawing and fighting, she struggled with all her might to break his iron grip. 



Suddenly a hail of objects pummeled John Doe. Alexa managed to get free and barely avoided getting brained by a heavy, metal-bound patient chart. She glanced wildly around as she stumbled away and saw LeeAnn running for the locked ICU doors while Kim threw anything and everything she could reach at John Doe. 



“Get away from her!” Kim yelled, snatching up a paperweight and hurling it at him with all her strength. “Alexa, get out of here!”



The vampire lunged at Kim, who dove over the counter into the drug closet just in time. He grabbed for her but came away with only her shoe. When he turned his attention back to Alexa, however, Kim’s head popped up above the half-door and she resumed her barrage of projectiles—drug books, pill crushers, the metal stapler, anything she could reach. 



“Leave her alone!” 



LeeAnn had finally keyed in the code and shoved open the ICU doors, and the ward was suddenly flooded with chaos. What seemed like a dozen people rushed in, shouting orders. Alexa heard several voices commanding that John Doe freeze, saw him kick down the drug closet door and drag Kim out by her hair, before someone grabbed Alexa’s arm with bruising force. 



“Get your ass in gear, woman!” Jen yelled, dragging her away from the commotion.



Belatedly, Alexa realized that she was surrounded not by police, but by Jen and the twins who worked for Gareth. They half-pushed, half-dragged her to the emergency exit and propelled her down the fire stairs, but the heavy steel door didn’t close fast enough to block out the sound of Kim’s screams being abruptly cut off.



“No, go back!” Alexa cried, struggling against Jen’s hold. “We can’t leave her. Damien! Sebastian, go back! The police don’t know what he is. Please, go back and help Kim!”



“It’s too late for her,” Jen said bluntly. “I’m sorry, but we save your ass first, then worry about anyone else.”



Alexa didn’t even hear anything past those first five words. It’s too late for her.




“Oh, God...  No, God no,” she moaned. Jen was wrong. She had to be wrong. Kim couldn’t be dead! Alexa shoved away the memory of the vampire dragging Kim to him, the bared fangs and furious eyes. No! Kim couldn’t have died to save her. It just wasn’t possible! Not Kim, with her vibrant laughter and passion for life. Not Kim.



Damien reached the parking garage landing first and kicked open the door. Alexa realized that both twins had drawn guns, and a glance at Jen showed that she carried one, too. The sense of unreality grew. This had to be a dream—a nightmare.



Kim couldn’t be dead!



Damien nodded sharply to his brother, and Sebastian and Jen ushered her out of the stairwell. Alexa’s legs shook so hard with adrenaline and terror that she was glad of Jen’s tight grip on her arm to steady her. Peripherally, she heard Sebastian saying something into a phone and couldn’t bring herself to wonder who he was calling. Her mind, her full attention was upstairs with her friend.



“I’ve got to go back,” she said, jerking away from Jen and running back to catch the stairwell door before it slammed behind them.



“Wait—no!”



Jen grabbed for her, but she was too late. Alexa squeezed through the door and started upstairs, one thought paramount in her mind. If Kim was only injured, even if she was gravely hurt, Alexa might be able to heal her. She had to try!



Two steps up, she ran into what felt like a wall. Big hands steadied her when she would’ve tumbled backward from the impact. 



“I’m sorry, but you can’t return to the ward,” a deep, rumbling voice said. “Your friend is beyond your help, and it’s far too dangerous.”



Slowly, dreading what she knew she was about to see, Alexa looked up into the face of the man from her nightmares. Eli held her by the shoulders, his dark, star-filled eyes impossible to read.



Somehow, Alexa managed not to scream again. Maybe it was the gentleness of his grip, or perhaps she was just imagining the hint of compassion on his face, but he didn’t terrify her now as much as he had before. Of course, right now she was so overwhelmed with fear that she felt almost drunk with it.



Eli gently turned her around and pushed her toward the door. “Stay with your guards,” he ordered in a tone that brooked no argument. “The twins can keep you safe until Gareth arrives, but not if you insist on leaving them behind. Go back to them now.”



Alexa found herself meekly pushing the heavy door open again without any thought of disobedience. Only when it swung open and she saw Jen pointing her gun at the space where the lock had just been, clearly about to try and blast it open, did the haze filling her mind seem to lift. 



“Don’t shoot!” she yelped, jumping back. 



Damien grabbed her hand and pulled her out of the stairwell. “Stay with us, damn it,” he growled, pulling her away from the door to make sure she didn’t try to run back through it again. “Do you have a death wish or something?”



But the door didn’t lock shut behind her. Apparently Eli had decided to follow her out, because she heard his footsteps on the concrete, but she barely noticed that. All her attention was on Jen. The younger woman’s gaze was fixed on the man behind Alexa, and her expression was absolutely terrified. Her sudden pallor made Alexa positive that the girl was about to pass out from sheer fright.



For an instant, no one moved or spoke. Then the echoing slam of the heavy door broke the silence. Jen fell to her knees on the pavement, bowing her head and covering her face with trembling hands, at the same instant as Eli spoke in a deadly voice. 



“You!”



And all hell broke loose.





 

Chapter Fifteen



Shouts echoed from every direction as men leapt out of cars, from shadowed corners and behind pillars. Damien cursed and shoved Alexa roughly behind him. “Damn it, this whole thing was a trap!”



Gunshots rang out as Damien, Sebastian, and Jen all opened fire. The white-haired man, forgetting his apparent fury at Jen, drew two swords from beneath his long duster and plunged into the fray. Blood sprayed and concrete chipped around her as their attackers returned fire. Damien and Sebastian made a living wall in front of her, herding her behind the closest car and shoving her down into a crouch. Alexa trembled from head to foot, fighting the urge to panic and flee.



Thought was almost impossible in the sudden, deafening cacophony, but one thing was perfectly clear in the forefront of Alexa’s mind. She had only four protectors, and there had to be at least twenty attackers surrounding them. 



She was going to die.



Damned if she was going to go out cowering. Damien had a bulge in the back of his jacket, and she shoved the material aside to expose the gun she’d suspected was hidden there. Yanking it out before he could stop her, she held it tightly in both hands and hoped to God she could make herself fire if she needed to.



Sebastian’s hand shot out in a movement so fast, she could barely see it. The next instant, the gun was in his hand, not hers. He turned it, pressed something with his thumb, and shoved it back at her. 



“Safety’s off,” he said, giving her a quick glance before returning his attention to their attackers. “So don’t shoot me.”



“How many shots do I have?”



“Ten,” Damien answered without turning around. He squeezed off two shots, and two screams reverberated in the concrete parking level.



Alexa gripped the gun in suddenly sweaty hands. Gunshots sounded again, the rapid repeat of an automatic weapon interspersed with single shots. The echoes made it impossible for her to tell where they were coming from. She’d never held a gun in her life, much less fired one, but the weight of it was somehow comforting. 



She was armed, and if anyone got close to her, she was positive her lack of experience wouldn’t matter much. She’d just put the gun against whatever part of them she could reach and fire. Novice shooter or not, point-blank gunshots made a big hole. 



Glass shattered above her and she let out an involuntary scream. Sebastian pushed her farther back, all the way up against the wall. Knowing she had nowhere to run was not comforting in the least. She was hyperaware of her exposed feet and legs below the level of the car’s bumper—she’d seen what a gunshot through the shin could do. Metallic crashes and clangs added to the ear-splitting commotion and she could just imagine the damage those two swords were capable of inflicting. The screams and snarls of the vampires surrounding her only fueled her vivid and gory imaginings.



Nerves tight as a harp string, heart pounding, she didn’t know how much more of this she could take. 



Suddenly the squeal of tires shrieked through the garage, accompanied by more shouts and gunfire. Damien grinned—actually grinned, like he was enjoying this!—back at her. “The cavalry’s here, Dame Matron! These bastards can kiss their asses goodbye. No one can stand against our Patriarch.”



That title again—despite her panic, or perhaps because of it, her mind seized on the phrase. “You said it again. What are you calling me? What the hell does that mean?” 



If he heard the edge of hysteria in her voice, he didn’t give any sign of it. “You’re the mate of our Patriarch,” he replied, raising his voice as his twin squeezed off another blast of shots before ejecting his empty clip and replacing it. 



She ignored Sebastian. Damian’s answer was no explanation at all. Alexa started to demand more information, but her words were cut off by the sound of sirens and engines roaring down the ramp to join in the fight. The noise level reached and passed the point of pain and she pressed her free hand to her ear, hoping to block at least some of it out.



The crash above her almost went unnoticed, everything else was so loud, but the shaking movement of the car in front of her drew her gaze upward. Three vampires, fangs fully extended, had leapt atop the car’s roof. Before she could even raise her gun, they jumped down on her and the twins.



Damien and Sebastian both got off a shot apiece before they were tackled, but Alexa didn’t even manage that much. Suddenly crushed to the pavement with her gun trapped beneath her, her breath knocked out by the weight of her attacker, she struggled frantically to get away. Kicking, clawing, writhing, she fought with the strength of panic.



It wasn’t enough. More vampires swarmed over them as the one who’d tackled her pulled her up and trapped her in a crushing embrace. 



“Hello, darlin’,” he said, grinning and exposing hideously long fangs. The sight of them so close to her unprotected throat made her flesh crawl with horror. “There’s someone who wants to meet you.”



“Fuck you!” Alexa gasped, trying to scream the words but unable to draw enough breath to do so. 



She tightened her grip on the gun behind her back. There was no way she could bring it around to shoot him, not with him trapping her arms like this, but she didn’t want to drop her only weapon. Not slowing her struggles in the least as he strode swiftly away with her, she could do nothing but pray that one of Gareth’s people would show up and save her soon. The strength of this vampire was terrifying, keeping her from even taking a full breath as he held her cruelly tight.



“Now, don’t tease me like that,” he replied, laughing at her continued thrashing. His lighthearted tone was terrifying. “I’m not supposed to fuck you or bite you before we get to Daran, but if you keep this up...  Well, you’re really turning me on.”



Bile rose in her throat. Drawing in as much air as she could, she let out a piercing scream and prayed that someone would hear it over the sirens and gunshots.



Her captor clamped a hand over her mouth after only an instant. “Oh, now you shouldn’t have done that,” he said, all of the playfulness leaving his voice. “Now I’m gonna have to silence you, and we really wanted to avoid that.” 



He opened his mouth wide, baring those enormous fangs, bending down to her neck, and Alexa went wild. Screaming nonstop behind his muffling hand, kicking, wishing she could maneuver her arm around in front to shoot him—



His head suddenly jerked back. 



“Oh, no you don’t,” Gareth growled behind him, and Alexa thought she’d never heard anything so sweet as his voice in her entire life. “She’s mine, asshole.”



The vampire didn’t have a chance to fight. Alexa stumbled back against the closest pillar when the vampire went rigid, his arms falling away from her. He dropped to the ground, Gareth’s dagger embedded in his back.



All around them, the battle was dying down as Gareth’s people finished off the vampires. Alexa looked wildly around, seeing the police cars with lights flashing and sirens still blaring as their occupants sat completely frozen in their seats while Eli cut down another vampire and Jen punched, then shot, her last enemy. A sense of unreality swamped her. She’d parked in this very garage every night for the last three years. It was as familiar to her as her own apartment...  And now both places had been forever changed by vampires and violence.



Shaking hard, all she wanted was to fall into Gareth’s arms and hide from the strange new world she’d found herself in.



Only when she looked back at him, her gaze fixed on the long, wicked fangs bared by his enraged snarl as he jerked his knife from her kidnapper’s back. When he raised his eyes to hers, his pupils were elongated like a cat’s, and his gaze was furious.



He was one of them!



Alexa wasn’t even aware that she was screaming as she raised her gun and pulled the trigger.



 



Gareth barely had time to flinch to the side when Alexa’s gun went off with a deafening bang. Instead of drilling through his skull, the bullet traced a hot line of pain along his ear.



“Jesus!” he cried, lunging forward and yanking the gun from her hand. When he found out who’d given her the damn thing, he was going to have their balls. “What the hell are you doing? You could’ve killed me!”



She dropped the gun and backed away from him, her scream turning to sobs. “Get away from me! You’re one of them!”



Belatedly he realized that his fangs and eyes were fully exposed. The rage he’d felt at seeing his Chosen being dragged off by an Outcast had surely seen to that. 



And this was not how he’d planned on telling her he was a vampire, to say the least.



“Sweetheart, don’t look at me like that,” he said, holding out his hands and trying to sound reassuring, to look safe and reasonable, when inside he still seethed with fury. Then he realized the gun was still in one hand and the bloody dagger in his other. Not exactly the safe, reasonable look he was going for. “I can—”



“Don’t you dare say you can explain!” Tears rolled down her terrified face, breaking his heart with each shining droplet. “Just get away from me! You brought all this down on me. Kim died because of you! I wish I had shot you, you bloodsucking son of a bitch. I never want to see you again. Leave me alone!” Her last word ended on a shriek, and she turned and ran from him, her sobs echoing in the suddenly silent parking garage.



Gareth stood frozen, watching her go. Telling himself that her reaction was only to be expected didn’t help a damn bit. Had he really brought all this on her? Would the Outcasts have even bothered with her if he hadn’t Chosen her? She was an extremely powerful dhampyr, a healer, an asset any vampire would crave on their side...  Surely they would’ve come for her regardless of his interest.



Wouldn’t they?



He could sense his warriors behind him, all staring at him, none of them speaking. He closed his eyes tight, wishing he could block out the pain of her rejection as easily as he could block out the sight of the garage. 



“Don’t just stand there,” he barked, his back still to his Clanmates. “Follow her, damn it! Make sure she’s safe.”



Jen and Ronin—when had he arrived?—immediately ran past him, following the path of Alexa’s flight. Other footsteps approached behind him, but Gareth didn’t turn. His hurt and anger churned and twisted inside him, dancing with guilt and a terrible, dark worry that the Outcasts would attack Alexa again. The emotions sought an outlet and found none. Right now, he didn’t want to face anyone he couldn’t maim and kill.



“Um, Patriarch?” Sebastian’s voice was hesitant. “You just kicked major ass and saved the day. Isn’t this supposed to be the part where you get the girl?”



It was a typical smart-ass comment, only to be expected from one of the twins, but it enraged Gareth just the same. How dare he joke about this? He spun around, a growl rumbling in his chest as he prepared to dismember the foolish Slayer, but Eli beat him to his target.



The big vampire’s hand fell heavily on the back of Sebastian’s neck, and from the younger fighter’s wince, it hadn’t landed gently. 



“You just volunteered to help Ronin and the girl keep Gareth’s woman safe,” Eli said quietly. “And if she gets a single scratch on your watch, I will personally spill your blood and leave you on a spike for the dawn.” 



Sebastian went pale at the threat. To threaten to spill a vampire’s blood—to drain it out, discard it as though it was worthless—was a deadly insult, but there was no doubt that the ancient vampire meant every word. Eli shook him by the neck, driving his point brutally home, before he shoved him hard in the direction Alexa had run. Sebastian sprinted away, Damien on his heels, looking happy to have escaped with his life.



Eli snarled at the rest of the gathered Arachnids. “Get out of here!” he roared, and they all obeyed at once.



Furious as he was, Eli’s anger was out-of-character enough to surprise even Gareth. He’d known the legendary vampire ever since his own Divergence and this was the first time he’d ever seen Eli lose his temper. He stared at Eli, listening to the receding footsteps of the fleeing vampires. 



“You all right?” he asked, glad to find something else to focus on besides his own tangled emotions.



Eli glared in the direction Sebastian had run. “I didn’t come here to watch that damn puppy mock you,” he replied, his voice still low and very dangerous. “He’ll be a good Slayer if he can control himself, but if he doesn’t learn to shut his mouth, he won’t live that long.”



Gareth ignored most of that—Eli had just intrigued him. “And why did you come here?” he asked, stepping closer. “Don’t give me that line about the honeymoon and Alexa’s Divergence again. I’ve known you for twelve hundred years and I can sense there’s more to it than that.”



“There is.”



Gareth waited, but Eli didn’t elaborate. Finally he threw up his hands—still full of weapons—and sighed. “Fine, be your usual enigmatic self if it makes you happy. I’m headed to Luc’s bar to get drunk and try to forget that the woman I love just tried to shoot me in the head. So much for First Right—more like last rites.”



“I’ll go with you,” Eli said, surprising him again. In all the time Gareth had known him, Eli had never liked crowds. He smiled slightly at Gareth’s shocked look. “You’re in no condition to be alone,” he explained simply. “You’ll get into trouble.”



Gareth made a face. “Yes, Dad,” he groused.



Eli didn’t smile.



 



* * *



 



Alexa didn’t have the faintest clue where she was running. She just ran. 



The horrible vision of Gareth’s beloved face twisted with fury and sporting fangs and vampire eyes had to be left behind.



God, how had she been so blind? It wasn’t like there hadn’t been enough hints. Damn it all, she’d even seen the fangs and eyes on their very first date, when he’d run the vampire tour. He’d never gone out in the daylight, not even when he’d so obviously been frantic with worry during her little excursion with Jen. He’d flat-out told her he was the damned ambassador for the vampires! He didn’t eat—not the biscotti when he’d bought her coffee at the hospital, no beignets at Café du Monde...  Not so much as a bite had passed his lips during any of the meals she’d had at his house. 



Her hand flew to her throat as she remembered the passion bite he’d given her when they’d made love on his desk in his office. She ripped off the band-aid. He couldn’t have...  No, she would’ve known! But two little bumps, so slightly raised that she might’ve missed them had she not been feeling specifically for them, marked the skin over her jugular vein.



A sob tore from her lips as she careened blindly around a corner. How the hell could she have been so stupid? The truth was right there in front of her all the time and she hadn’t even seen it.



No—she hadn’t wanted to see it.



She stumbled through a door and found herself in a nearly-deserted all-night diner. She wiped her face and tried to get ahold of herself as she slid into a booth all the way at the back. 



“Coffee,” she said without looking up when she heard the waitress approach her table. Certain she looked like hell, she didn’t want to answer any questions and didn’t think she could handle anyone asking if she was all right.



“Sorry, love, I’m not taking orders tonight.”



Her heart froze at the deep male voice. Dreading what she was about to see, she nonetheless forced herself to look up at the man who slid onto the seat across from her.



Somehow, she wasn’t surprised to see the blood red hair and pale skin of the man she’d glimpsed the night he’d thrown a brick through her window, the same man who’d terrorized her in dreams. Then again, maybe she’d passed her limit of shock for the night.



This time, the fog and glamour that had always hidden his face was gone. She now faced a handsome man with bright blue eyes who looked as though he were in his early twenties. He could’ve been a star college quarterback with his broad shoulders and trim, muscular build; the kind of man all the cheerleaders pursued and would’ve been proud to bring home to Mother.



The only hint of the vicious killer she’d dreamed of was his mouth. Thin-lipped and cruel, it was now twisted in a sardonic sneer as though her terror amused him.



This must be the leader to whom the vampire in the parking garage had tried to take her.



“I am Daran,” he said, confirming her suspicions. “I’ve wanted to meet you for a very, very long time.”



There was no way to escape. Alexa knew it even before she saw the two men guarding the entrance to the back section where she sat. Shaking hard but trying to master her fear, she clenched her fists under the table and forced herself to speak. 



“What do you want?”



Daran inclined his head, as though her tight self-control somehow pleased him. “Just to speak with you, Alexa. I’m afraid Gareth has been entirely unreasonable about allowing me to meet you, and you’ve declined all my invitations until now.”



A spark of anger flared beneath her fear and she embraced the strength it promised. “Your invitations?” she said, incredulous. “Your people murdered my neighbors and burned down my apartment! And at the hospital tonight—” 



Her voice faltered and she shut her mouth tight. She couldn’t think about Kim now, about her friend giving her life so Alexa could escape. If she did, she’d break down completely. 



“Perhaps,” she continued when she was sure her voice wouldn’t tremble with emotion, “you might have tried another way to contact me if all you wanted was to talk.”



“I admit my minions might have gone a bit too far. You know how it is when underlings are overly eager to impress their superior. However, they were not to blame for you blocking me out of your mind so completely.”



Startled, she almost blurted out that she’d done no such thing before she snapped her mouth shut. She hadn’t had a single dream or vision since she’d moved in with Gareth. Little as she wanted to be grateful to him for anything, this mental block thing could only be his doing. 



There was no need for Daran to know that, however. “I am not interested in watching you murder prostitutes,” she replied in an icy tone. “What do you want?”



He sat back on the bench, lounging at ease and resting an arm across the padded back. “Oh, nothing too specific,” he said, still giving her that disconcerting smile. “It’s just important for families to keep in touch, don’t you think?”



Yet again, he succeeded in throwing her off balance. This time she wasn’t as adept at hiding it. 



“Wha—what the hell are you talking about?” she stammered, squeezing her hands together even tighter. “Is this some kind of stunt? Luke, I am your father or some crap like that?”



Daran laughed, an utterly mirthless sound that sent chills down her spine. “No, not your father,” he said when he finally stopped that horrible laughter. “Your uncle, love. My brother fathered you on that mortal coward who wouldn’t even see him after he revealed what he was.”



Alexa started to scoff—truly, deeply wanted to scoff—but her special sense didn’t detect a lie. “My father was not a vampire,” she said, and hated that her words came out as a question rather than the firm statement she’d intended to make. “He was not a vampire!” she repeated, more strongly this time.



Daran shook his head, but at least he wasn’t smiling any longer. “The people you think of as your parents were not,” he said, tearing down her world without any trace of remorse. “Faelan was so happy when he knew your mother was pregnant. He would have cherished you, as would our entire family, but your mother refused him. Again and again she refused, so that Faelan had no choice but to take you from her.”



“No choice?” she echoed in disbelief. “How about leaving her alone and finding a woman who actually wanted him?”



“You don’t understand, love. It’s rare for us to have children. You are a treasure, one that no vampire would give up without a fight.” Daran’s face darkened. “Your mother refused to understand this, and when Faelan arrived at the hospital to take you away when you were born, she murdered him in cold blood.”



Good for her, Alexa thought, but did not say it aloud. Killing the man—the vampire—who’d stalked her for months and was now about to kidnap her newborn? That didn’t sound like murder in cold blood to her. It sounded like an act of bravery by a desperate woman. 



Daran went on, ignoring her silence. “I could not allow this to go unpunished, of course. When I found her a few months later, she was not so lucky in escaping me.” 



He smiled and Alexa fought not to shudder, not to let him know just how much his clear pleasure at the memory of murdering her mother terrified and nauseated her. Shaking himself from his reverie, he scowled again. 



“But she had given you away, Alexa. Tossed you aside like you were garbage. It has taken us years to find you, and I nearly gave up the search. And then you returned home to us, here in New Orleans.”



Adopted...  She was adopted. The words echoed in her head, barely making sense. How could her parents never have told her she wasn’t truly their child? True, there had been little family resemblance, but she’d never thought much of it when growing up. After all, there’d been no grandparents or cousins to compare herself to, so she’d simply assumed she looked like some unknown ancestor. But... adopted?



Then again, if her biological mother—whoever she’d been—had warned them that Alexa was in danger, their reticence made more sense. In that case, any innocent research into her true past might’ve opened up a box of nightmares no one would want to face.



Unfortunately, she was facing it all now.



“We can help you through your Divergence,” Daran pressed, clearly thinking her silence meant she was weakening. “You’ve been suffering for so long now. Why let it continue when you can end it? Join us and pain will be only a memory.”



That snapped her out of her shock. “Join you,” she repeated as Gareth’s voice echoed in her memory. Right now you are two things, but you can only live if you decide which to remain. It hadn’t made sense to her then, but now she understood. She was half-human and half-vampire, and now she had to choose her future. “You mean become a vampire?”



“Of course. Would you really choose to live the rest of your life powerless and inferior?” His voice dripped with scorn.



She shifted, torn between fear of him and anger at his dismissal of humanity. “But I’m not sure I want to be a vampire,” she said, stopping just short of rejecting him outright. Bravery had its place, but right now, trapped, cornered, and with no haven left to run to, wasn’t it.



Daran shrugged. “You can be pushed,” he replied as though what he suggested wasn’t the ultimate rape. “In the end, your choice isn’t so important. Do you really think your Patriarch lover would want you any other way? Should he learn you had any thought of turning human, he’d push you, too. You’re too valuable to lose.”



No, he was wrong. Gareth wouldn’t force her to turn vampire. Surely Daran was mistaken...  Then again, Gareth hadn’t exactly shared everything with her. Which one of them was wrong about him? 



No, she couldn’t think about that now, not while the memory of Gareth’s fangs was still so raw in her mind. 



“Why have you been terrorizing me, if you say I’m so valuable to you?” Alexa asked, trying to force her mind to work past the multiple shocks and the headache that was starting to throb in her temples. “Why not just call, or send a letter? Why all the murders?” She knew she sounded plaintive, but she couldn’t help that. None of this made sense to her.



Daran shrugged again, this time to dismiss the lives he’d taken as insignificant. “Does it matter? I’m speaking with you now. I’ve accomplished my goal. It’s time for you to join your family, Alexa. We can end all this pain and suffering you’re enduring now. Forget the subservience of Gareth and his disgusting Clan, living to cater to mortals. We’ll show you what it’s like to rule the human cattle and take what you want without shame or apologies. Come with me and be reborn as a goddess.”



Hell, no! Again, Alexa didn’t dare speak her first reaction out loud. This man was the most dangerous thing she’d ever faced, would probably ever face. He clearly didn’t care anything about humans and probably cared nothing for her, either. She was an asset to be acquired, not a person due consideration and respect. If she wanted to get out of this alive and with her soul intact, she had to be careful now. 



“I... it’s so much to take in,” she said, and truer words had never passed her lips. “I can’t decide to leave everything I know just like that, Daran. Give me time?”



A flicker of annoyance passed over his face and was quickly suppressed. Clearly, this was a man to whom people rarely said no, or even maybe. Everything about him indicated that he expected and received instant obedience. She waited with her heart in her throat for his reply. 



Finally, he nodded and got to his feet. “I give you twenty-four hours, Alexa, for the sake of my brother,” he said. 



She tensed when he reached into the inside pocket of his jacket, but he merely pulled out his wallet and dropped six one hundred dollar bills on the table. 



“Go somewhere and do your thinking, if you must. However, know this. If you run away and do not meet me here at the end of that time, I will understand that you have sided with Gareth and my enemies and wish to declare open war. I am happy to oblige. We’ll create carnage like you’ve never imagined, and we’ll start with your friends and their families. Good evening to you.”



And with a slight, stiff bow, Daran walked away.





 

Chapter Sixteen



At first, Alexa didn’t want to spend the money Daran had given her. God only knew where it had come from. In the end, however, she couldn’t make herself leave it as a blockbuster tip for the waitress who never did come to take her order.



She was desperate, out of resources, and simply couldn’t afford to turn down the only money available to her.



So she used it to pay for a hotel room she otherwise could never have afforded, one with a concierge service that could procure her some pajamas, toiletries, and a change of clothing for her. She didn’t know and cared less where they could find a clothing store open at this hour. All she wanted was a blistering-hot shower and hours upon hours of dreamless sleep in which she wouldn’t have to think about Gareth or Daran.



But by the time the bellhop arrived with her packages, she knew it was not to be. The headache that had started sometime during her aimless flight from the hospital parking garage had blossomed to a full-fledged migraine, and she knew what was coming. Soon she’d be incapacitated, blinded by pain, unable to think her way out of this situation or escape it by sleep.



All the prescription medicines Dr. Moy had prescribed had gone up in smoke in her apartment or were left in her purse, which was still in her ICU locker. Right now she bitterly regretted that. They hadn’t done much to dull the pain, but at least they’d made her sleepy.



God, what was she going to do? Never in her life had she been so torn. She didn’t want to lose her humanity and become a vampire, but no one was offering her any choice. Daran had surely let her go only because he knew she couldn’t really escape. Had Gareth allowed her to run from him for the same reason? Daran’s blasé acceptance of violence and murder terrified her, but she’d also seen Gareth kill in the parking garage.



She thought about running, hating herself for her cowardice even as she tried to plan her escape, but Kim’s memory stopped her. She couldn’t bear it if the same thing were to happen to Heather or—heaven forbid—Grace and her new husband.



And she hadn’t heard the slightest hint of a lie in Daran’s voice when he’d promised to start his latest wave of carnage with her friends. If she ran now, she signed their death warrants.



A particularly vicious throb behind her eyes made her give up on the idea of a shower. Pulling on her pajamas, Alexa tumbled into bed and prayed without much hope for some way to escape this with her life.



 



* * *



 



“She’s checked in and is staying put in her room. We’ve got the one next door. Do you want us to check on her and make sure she’s all right?”



Damien’s report sent a wave of relief through Gareth’s entire body. He closed his eyes and slumped in his leather chair, wishing he was in that room beside hers. 



“No,” he replied when every instinct wanted to say yes. “She’s frightened and needs to calm down. Just keep your guard up and make sure she doesn’t give you the slip. Continue with hourly reports.”



Eli entered the office as he hung up the phone, his dark eyes grave. 



“Did you find out anything?” Gareth asked, knowing his fatigue showed in his voice despite his efforts to hide it. Still, if he couldn’t show a moment’s weakness in front of a man he’d considered his friend for over a thousand years, he was in sadder shape than he thought.



It had been Eli who’d volunteered to capture one of the Outcast leader’s guards who’d watched over the meeting with Alexa. Gareth had gratefully accepted his help. If anyone could make a man talk, it was Eli.



His seriousness now did not bode well. 



“He’s got a blood tie,” Eli said, crossing to the sidebar and pouring two glasses of bloodwine. “That’s how he got into her mind and past the spells you put over her apartment. He’s her paternal uncle.”



Gareth sat back hard. It all made sense now. An Outcast didn’t usually give a damn about the others in his pack, but a blood descendant as strong as Alexa? That was a prize too sweet to easily forsake. 



“So they really do want a war,” he said, closing his eyes and rubbing them wearily. “And they dragged the Templars into this to get it. He’s not going to stop until he’s dead.”



“Or she is. There’s nothing he won’t do,” Eli agreed grimly. “It’s an old cliché, but if he can’t have her, he’s going to make damn sure you don’t, either.”



“Well, fuck.” The profanity didn’t lessen the leaden weight of worry in his chest. “She’s not going to him, and I’m fairly sure she’s not planning on coming back to me—the attempt to shoot me in the face gave that one away. So it looks like we’re going to get our war regardless, and neither of us gets a reward for it.”



Eli frowned at him as he put one of the glasses on the desk before him. “You’re not giving up.” His tone made it a statement, not a question.



Gareth’s laugh lacked all humor. “When your Chosen tries to kill you, I think that’s a generally accepted sign that your courtship has been rejected.”



“Don’t you dare give up your claim now.”



For the second time in this endless night, Eli’s vehemence surprised him. Too bad the ancient vampire was notoriously cranky about being questioned, because Gareth would’ve given a lot for a glimpse inside his head right now. Gareth took a sip of his bloodwine, staring up at the much older vampire, before he finally decided to go for it. After all, what did he really have to lose? 



“All right, give. What’s got you so cranky tonight? This huge ugly mess is, unfortunately, my huge ugly mess, not yours. Why the angst, Eli?”



For a moment, he thought Eli wasn’t going to answer. Finally, he sighed and sat in one of the chairs in front of the desk. “I can tell you’re not letting me out of this with a line or two that since I found you in your Divergence and helped you through it, I’ve felt a little protective of you since, eh?”



“Not hardly. The only thing I’ve ever seen you protective of is your mate.”



“I’m also protective of my son.”



Gareth’s snappy retort died on his lips. One thing a dhampyr never lost was the truth-sense, and Eli wasn’t joking. A long moment passed without a single coherent thought entering his mind.



Eli gave him a half-smile. “Yeah. Shocked the hell out of me, too. You should probably take a breath soon,” he added.



Gareth managed to unfreeze himself enough to suck in a shaking breath. He’d been born a half-blood gypsy bastard in a time when such children were regularly drowned at birth, but he’d survived. His mother had been a whore, but she’d protected him with a ferocity she’d never shown for anything else in her life. Until she’d died just before he’d turned ten, no one had dared to lay a hand on him.



And when he’d reached his own Divergence, Eli had found him and saved his life. He’d guided him during his first days as a vampire, supported all his moves in the intricately political world of the Council, been a friend to him all these long years.



This... this painted everything in a different light. 



“Um,” he croaked, unable to think of anything to say about this bombshell just yet. “Wow,” he added for good measure.



Eli sipped his wine, then stared into the half-full glass. “I deeply regret that I didn’t know about you until I found you already grown. I recognized you at once, of course. Since then, I’ve tried to make up for my absence during your early years, hoping that one day I could tell you this. But I kept putting it off, thinking a better moment would come. Renee tells me it’s a failing of mine,” he said, again giving that little half-smile.



“So that’s why you came here?” Gareth said, a few of his brain cells coming back online at last. “To tell me this, or to help me out again?”



“You’ve long passed the stage where you need my help to accomplish anything, Gareth,” Eli replied. This time there was a distinct note of pride in his voice and in his gaze when he looked at him. “I can’t predict the future, but sometimes, like your Chosen, I get a glimpse of it. I knew you were going to meet your bondmate, and I could feel the Outcasts massing. You don’t need me to deal with any of this, I’m sure, but I wanted to meet her.”



Gareth could understand that. Of all the vampires he’d ever known, Eli had always been the most alone, the most isolated. Wanting to meet his future daughter-in-law was certainly a reasonable desire. “So that’s why you went postal on Sebastian,” he mused, remembering Eli’s rage at the young Slayer’s ill-timed humor. “Well, I can understand that—I wanted to scalp him myself.”



“And it’s also why I would hate to see you give up on Alexa,” Eli said, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees. “You’ve been alone too long, Gareth. Believe me, I know what that’s like. You deserve to find happiness, and she’s worthy of you.”



“Yes, and terrified of me, too.”



Eli made a little growl of impatience and stood to pace. “I’m not qualified to give relationship advice,” he said, clearly frustrated. “That’s Renee’s forte, not mine. I just don’t want to see you make my mistake and give up without a fight.” 



Gareth’s eyebrows raised in surprise. “You were going to give up on Renee?”



“I fought it every step of the way, Gareth.” Eli finished off his drink and put the glass back on the sideboard. “And I’m damn lucky she’s more stubborn than I am. The Outcasts gave Alexa twenty-four hours to choose between you and them. If I were you, I wouldn’t waste it.” And then he was gone.



Gareth sipped his bloodwine slowly after Eli left. This was a night of family revelations, all right. Alexa’s vampire ancestor was an Outcast whose brother was stirring up all the recent trouble in New Orleans, and his own father was Eli, the oldest and most powerful living vampire known. What were the odds of that?



But did any of it really matter in the end?



He loved Alexa. A lot of things were trying to complicate that right now, but nothing could change that fundamental truth. She was infuriatingly blind about vampires in general, but otherwise perfect, in his opinion. She made him laugh, made him crazy, made him feel completely and utterly alive. 



When it came right down to it, he had two options for the remaining time until sunrise. He could sit here musing over his surprising relationship with Eli, or he could get off his ass and try to work things out with the woman he loved. 



He put his glass down with a decisive thump. Eli was right. There was still enough time before dawn for him to get to her hotel if he hurried. No way in hell he was giving up just because she’d shot at him. 



At least, not unless she actually hit him next time.



Dawn was close enough to make his eyes sting and water by the time he left his Jag with the valet and ducked into the hotel. The moment he entered the building, Alexa’s suffering and desperation hit him like a body blow. The pain he’d helped ease in the past was nothing compared to how she felt right now. The blood tie he’d established when they’d made love helped him to zero in on her and he hurried to the elevator, wishing there weren’t so many people around and he could just fly to her.



The twins were correct—she was staying in her room, all right. Gareth didn’t think she could move right now if the building had been on fire.



Cursing the dawn for the fatigue it forced on him, Gareth got out of the elevator and stopped before the door that separated him from the woman he loved. As he raised his fist to knock, knowing he was going to enter whether she invited him or not, he hoped like hell that she hadn’t managed to pick up another gun somewhere.



 



Alexa moaned in misery at the thunderous pounding on the door, curling into a tighter ball in the bed. The noise was the last thing she needed. Her head felt like it was seconds from splitting in two. The slight breeze of air conditioning that ruffled her hair was unbearable, but the room spun too badly around her for her to even think of trying to shut it off. She didn’t dare move. If she did, she might shatter into a thousand bright shards of pain.



Gareth helped before, a small voice whispered through the screaming pain. He could help again.



No! Alexa thought back furiously. Gareth was a terrifying monster, an unnatural creature. She was well rid of him. No way did she want him touching her again, not even to spare her this agony. She’d rather suffer than have anything else to do with vampires.



The knocking sounded again, this time a little firmer. Whoever was out there was clearly not going away.



They could stay out there all night for all she cared. Alexa cracked open one eyelid, moaning as the dim light from the bathroom pierced her brain. One thought was in her mind—the phone. She had to reach the phone and call an ambulance, get some kind of help. She saw it there on the bedside table, but her arm only trembled when she tried to reach out for it. Gritting her teeth against the redoubled pain in her head and muscles, Alexa gathered herself and tried again, putting all her strength of will behind it.



Her hand moved, inching across the sheets. When it reached the edge of the bed, it fell over the side and would not move again. Despair overwhelmed her. 



She closed her eyes and didn’t even try to stop the hot tears that seeped from beneath her lids. She’d finally reached such a rock bottom that she’d even considered calling a blood-thirsty vampire to help her, for heaven’s sake, and she couldn’t even reach the phone. 



Gareth, she thought desperately, remembering how she’d heard Daran’s voice in her head and wondering if she could do the same thing. I need you now. I don’t want to need you, but I do. Can you hear me?



There was no reply, not that she’d really expected one. Whatever spell Daran had worked on her to make her hear him was long gone. She wasn’t a vampire, no matter what any of them had told her. She didn’t have the ability to make others hear her thoughts. What good was the power to heal others when she couldn’t heal herself?



The faint click of the room’s door opening was so soft she normally would never have heard it, but the migraine had her senses so hyper-sensitized that it sounded like the crack of a drum. 



“Who’s there?” Alexa demanded, or at least she tried to. Her words came out on a soft puff of air no one could have heard.



“I heard you, sweetheart. I always will.” Gareth’s voice, dark and sultry and so very dangerous—not because it was in any way vicious, but because of its very tenderness. 



Alexa forced her throbbing eyes open and watched him stride to the bed where she lay, his now-human eyes dark with worry and his face lined with strain. 



“God, Lexi, I missed you,” he whispered, as though she’d been gone for days instead of hours. He sank down onto the bed beside her and scooped her gently into his lap, cradling her like something infinitely precious and so delicate the slightest touch might break it. 



He felt so right, so familiar and warm and beloved, that Alexa found herself sobbing before she even knew the tears were coming. His scent enveloped her, somehow soothing when every other aroma made the pain worse, and his fingertips slid through her hair to massage her scalp with feather-light strokes that should have brought agony and instead brought comfort. It wasn’t enough. 



“It hurts,” she cried, knotting her hands weakly in his shirt as tears trickled from her burning eyes. “God, it hurts so much!”



“Shh, sweetheart, I know,” he murmured, holding her tight. “It’s going to be all right, I swear it.”



She hated her weakness, hated the pain that kept her from screaming at him for such a stupid pronouncement. Nothing in her life was ever going to be all right again. 



“I didn’t want you to come,” she whispered even as she snuggled closer against him. “I’m afraid of you.”



“No, you’re not.”



He was arguing with her now, when she was in such agony? “What did you say?”



He kissed her forehead, her eyebrows, then buried his face in her hair. “Sweetheart,” he said, a world of emotion in his voice, “you’re not afraid of me. You’re afraid of the Outcasts who’ve attacked you, of Dracula and Salem’s Lot and a hundred vampire movies, but not of me. You never have been.”



The confidence in his voice ignited a spark of anger that managed to dry her tears and straighten her spine. “Don’t you dare assume you know what I feel.”



He sighed, and this time she could tell he was trying to keep his exasperation from his voice. 



“Lexi, you’re angry with me because I didn’t tell you flat-out that I’m a vampire. I understand that, but try to understand my side, too. If I’d told you, you would’ve run away from what we were building together, and I already loved you. Sweetheart, I’ve been a vampire since the moment you met me. Every time I’ve touched you, I’ve been a vampire. When you said you loved me, I was a vampire. Nothing about me has changed, and you can’t honestly say I’ve tried to hide what I am from you.”



This time she felt the truth of his words not with her sixth sense, but in her heart. She’d seen him for what he was on their very first date, and she’d stubbornly dismissed it over and over ever since. Why had she so deliberately fooled herself?



Because she hadn’t wanted it to be true. Because she’d been afraid.



A paroxysm of pain shot from her head to her toes, surprising a cry from her lips. Gareth groaned as though he felt it, too, and held her as she writhed helplessly in its grip. When it passed, she gasped out two words. “I’m dying.” 



She felt the shudder that went through him but she didn’t take it back. Every cell of her body shuddered with agony. No one could live this way.



“No,” he denied vehemently, his arms tightening around her. “No, you’re not dying. There’s still time.”



She didn’t even ask what there was still time for. Clinging to the man who had so terrified her only hours before, the man she’d sworn she’d never speak to again, her agony overpowered her pride and she begged. 



“Make it stop, Gareth. I’ll do anything you want, just make it stop.”



He pressed his cheek against hers. “I’m trying, sweetheart. I swear I’m trying.”



Alexa felt him then, an invading presence in her mind and body that the pain hadn’t allowed her to notice before. She gasped at the alien presence, but Gareth’s fingers massaged her scalp, stealing her fear, and she didn’t try to pull free. Right now she didn’t care what he did or how he accomplished it if he could take this agony away. 



It wasn’t working. Linked mind-to-mind with him, she could feel his frustration and fear for her. Whatever he was doing, it wasn’t helping and he knew it. 



“Oh God, Gareth, help me,” she moaned as a new wave of pain crashed over her.



He was trembling with the force of his effort and still nothing changed. Her suffering didn’t lessen in the slightest. “I can’t stop it this time,” he told her, his strain clear in his worried voice. “Lexi, will you trust me?”



She wanted to weep as his words crushed her last hope, but she’d already cried until she was dry. How could he ask her to trust him? He wasn’t even human! 



But her mind insisted on remembering not the unnatural eyes or the razor-sharp fangs, but rather his gentleness and humor. He’d taken care of her when she was drunk and made incredible love to her the next day. He’d saved her life at least twice and still let her run away when she’d been afraid. He could’ve stopped her—she knew that for a certainty—but he’d let her run rather than trapping her. Gareth had never done anything to harm her.



“Yes, I trust you,” she whispered, and that admission left her more frightened than ever.



“Then let me take you away. Let go and come with me.”



Alexa didn’t understand. Let go of what? Surely he knew she couldn’t go anywhere like this. “What do you mean?”



She felt his presence in her mind intensify and she tensed. It wasn’t an invasion, more of an embrace, comforting and familiar and utterly terrifying. 



“No,” she whimpered, cringing away from him and hating him for reminding her that he wasn’t human just when she’d started to forget again.



“No, don’t be afraid of me,” Gareth murmured. “You should know by now that I would rather die than hurt you or force you into anything. I can’t take the pain from your body this time, Lexi. Let me take you away from the pain. I swear you’ll be safe and you can return any time you want to.”



He didn’t pressure her, his touch in her mind as soft and soothing as his fingers in her hair. It was almost unbearably intimate, feeling him so close in every way—the hard muscles of his chest against her cheek and his thighs beneath her bottom, his strong arms wrapped around her, his head bent over hers and all that he was laid bare to her. His hopes, his fears, his deepest desires. He held nothing back. She could see it all if she wanted to.



His every thought was hers for the taking, if she had the courage.



“I am, you know,” he whispered, his beautiful voice seducing her ears and her mind. “Yours for the taking, whether you want me or not. I love you. It’s not going to stop just because you said so. You called me here to help you, Lexi. Please let me.”



“You want me to be a vampire,” she breathed, trembling hard. “You want me to give up everything I’ve ever known.”



“No,” he replied, and the softness of his tone masked steel. “I don’t want you to give up anything. I want you to make a choice, any choice, and end this before it kills you. If you choose the night, I’ll spend my every waking moment by your side and love you for eternity. If you choose the day, I’ll be with you as much as I can and love you until I follow you into the next life.”



She found the strength to raise her head and stare at him, utterly shocked. “You would do that?” 



He smiled and rested his forehead against hers. “Why does it surprise you? I’m not living when I’m not with you. What good is eternity without you? All I ask is that you give me this one chance to show you what it could be like if you choose the night.”



Alexa closed her eyes to hide the tears that stung them. He’s a beast, he’s a killer, he’s a monster, screamed a terrified voice in the back of her mind. But even if that were true, he was a monster who had never harmed her. He’d just offered to die for her and she heard the truth singing through his voice as he’d done it. Despite everything she’d seen, her heart still insisted on trusting him to keep her safe, to help her. If he was a monster, he was the kindest monster she could possibly have imagined. 



“All right,” she whispered. “I’ll trust you. Tell me what I have to do.”





 

Chapter Seventeen



Even with her eyes closed, she could sense his jubilation at her words. “Just relax and let me take care of you, Lexi.”



Her body fell away and Alexa grabbed for Gareth in panic. Easy, sweetheart, he murmured, and a wave of comforting warmth surrounded her. I’m right here with you. You’re still clinging to your body. It’s hard, I know, but you can trust me. Let go.




She sucked in a deep breath and tried to do what he said, to forget her body and leave it and the daggers of pain in her temples behind. It wasn’t easy, but she’d had plenty of practice when she’d healed others. Picturing herself rising out of her aching body, following Gareth’s invisible urgings, she finally managed to break free of the pain.



A moment of disorientation later, she opened her eyes. She stood in a star-lit field, plowed and ready for new crops, her body blessedly free of aches. The air was filled with the fragrance of freshly turned soil and clean air. Momentarily startled by the sudden change of location and the intensity of the sensations she felt, she blinked and stared around her. “Where are we?”



“My memories.”



Gareth’s voice made her turn. He stood a few paces away from her, dressed in black jeans, heavy leather biker boots, and a snug gray T-shirt that clung invitingly to his muscular chest. Desire stirred in the pit of her belly as she remembered caressing those muscles, tasting his golden skin. Those gunmetal eyes seemed to look straight into her soul, and she struggled for something to say to break the tension. 



“I see you’ve taken off your ambassador suit,” she finally said.



“I wear a lot of suits, Lexi. It’s the same man—the same vampire—underneath them all.”



She shivered at the reminder and turned away. “Why are we here?”



“This is a memory of my own Divergence,” he said, his voice closer now. “This is where Eli found me and saved my life.”



Eli? She truly did not want to see that terrifying specter again, but this wasn’t her memory and she wasn’t in control. Gareth took her hand and led her across the uneven land, stopping at last beside a tiny, filthy hut at the very edge of the field. Other huts and a few cottages were outlined by the moonlight nearby, but this little hovel was clearly separated from them.



She remembered the gorgeous mansion in the Garden District and tried to imagine Gareth living in a place like this. It was impossible. “You lived here?” she asked, looking up at him in disbelief.



He nodded, looking around him with an unreadable expression. “When my mother died, I was driven out. I had to make my own way in the world after that,” he said, still staring at the scene from his own memories. “When you start with nothing, you do the best you can. I became a serf here, another invisible worker amid hundreds.” He gestured at the tiny hut. “This looks like nothing to you, but to me, it was a palace after sleeping outdoors for almost a full year. At least I didn’t get soaked when it rained.”



He led her forward again, ducking inside the little doorway. The single room was barely tall enough for her to stand straight. The dirt floor was cold and damp beneath her, as if it had recently rained. She started to ask how he’d been able to bear living in a hut he couldn’t even stand up in when she heard a moan from the corner.



Huddled on the packed floor, wrapped in ragged blankets, lay Gareth.



This was Gareth as she’d never imagined him. Rail-thin and filthy, his hair long and tangled over his face, his ghost-pale skin glistened with feverish sweat. Tossing and turning in clear agony, he groaned again, ending in a half-strangled sob.



“Good God,” she breathed, starting forward instinctively before she remembered that this was a memory and she couldn’t help him. 



“They all thought I was demon possessed,” he said, and his hand in hers was cold. “I knew they planned to burn the demon out of me the next day, but as you can see, I was in no shape to run away.”



Alexa stared down at him, aching with sympathy. She knew exactly what he was suffering, and watching him in agony was somehow worse than enduring it herself. Unable to bear the sight of him writhing in pain, she turned to ask Gareth to take her to a different memory, but the words died in her mouth as Eli ducked through the doorway.



He was every bit as frightening as she remembered, a clear predator wrapped in the flesh of a man. But this time, those odd eyes were not trained on her. He stared down at Gareth with pity on his harsh face, sympathy in his frightening gaze, and Alexa couldn’t tear her eyes away as he knelt beside Gareth.



She expected him to speak, but he didn’t—at least not in any way she could discern. He reached out and brushed Gareth’s matted hair aside with gentle fingers. When Gareth looked up at him, she saw the fear on his face, but the fear soon turned to awe and then to hope so desperate it broke her heart to see it. For a long time the two men stared at each other, neither speaking, until at last Gareth’s broken whisper filled the hut.



“Please...  I want to be... what you are.”



“Then you will be,” Eli replied, his dark voice now soft and kind. “And I will help you.”



“What did he tell you?” Alexa whispered as she watched Eli help Gareth to his feet, supporting him when he couldn’t stand on his own. She’d never imagined the terrifying apparition from her nightmare could show such compassion.



Gareth also seemed unable to look away from the scene before them. “He told me what I’ve told you,” he said. “He said that I was fathered by a vampire, and that I had to decide to live the rest of my life as a human or to embrace my full potential as a vampire. Well, there was really no choice there, not for me. I’ve never regretted it.”



“You don’t regret losing your humanity and your soul?” she asked incredulously.



He shook his head at her, smiling a little. “Who says I did, Lexi?”



The scene changed, swirling for an instant before rematerializing around them. This time, they stood in a raucous tavern. Laughter filled the room, along with the smells of ale and food and tallow from the many candles. It took her a moment to find Gareth amid the confusion, but she finally spotted him near the fireplace. 



He sat laughing with three men she didn’t recognize, a tankard in his hand. The change from the broken and ill serf she’d just seen was stark. His hair was still long, but now it was clean and tied back by a leather thong. His body had filled out, fleshing out his face and giving his skin a glow of health. Gareth wore a chain-mail shirt and leather pants, his mailed gauntlets beside him on the scarred wooden table. A sword rested casually in its scabbard at his waist. He was... a knight?



The biggest change, however, was not his hygiene or clothing.



This Gareth no longer looked defeated and desperate. This man was vibrant with charisma, glowing with life and happiness. This was a man who could make the world dance to his tune.



In short, this was the Gareth she’d fallen in love with.



The serving girl made her way around the tables, flirting idly with the customers as she passed out freshly filled tankards. Gareth flipped her a coin in payment, and she stashed it between her breasts with an outrageous wink, which he returned. A chorus of catcalls from the other fighters greeted this exchange.



Alexa tried hard not to be jealous, but it wasn’t an easy task. “Friend of yours?” she asked acidly.



Gareth laughed and squeezed her hand. “You can’t blame a man for a little flirtation hundreds of years before you were born, sweetheart.”



She snorted but kept watching the scene.



The serving maid carried her now empty tray back toward the swinging doors that separated the main tavern from the kitchen, but she didn’t make it all the way there. One of the men grabbed her arm and pulled her into his lap as she passed. She laughed along with everyone else, but when she tried to extricate herself, he wouldn’t let her go.



“Come now, sir,” the maid said, still smiling despite the sudden fear in her eyes. “Ye wouldn’t have me beaten for laziness, would ye?”



Alexa watched her fear grow as the fighter still refused to release her. One of his arms locked around her waist while he grabbed the hem of her skirts with his free hand and pushed the material up above her knees. “Just want t’see yer pretty legs, wench.” He laughed.



The maid went scarlet and tried to force her skirt back down. The mood of the room changed as the men watched the struggle with dark excitement. The more she fought, the higher her skirts edged. As the catcalls sounded again, interspersed with crude suggestions, Alexa moved closer to Gareth even though she knew she couldn’t be harmed in a memory. This was the kind of mood that could only lead from bad to worse, and she could see that the maid knew it, too. She was no longer pretending this was an innocent flirtation as she began to struggle in earnest.



“That’s enough, Colin. Release the wench.”



Gareth’s voice cut through the tension like a knife. Alexa’s head whipped around and she saw that he’d gotten to his feet, one hand resting lightly on the pommel of his sword. 



Since she was embedded in his mind and memory, she could feel his emotions. Gareth was certain that the other warriors in the room would side with Colin, and the chance of getting some relief for their sexual frustration, rather than with him. He knew he was setting himself up for a fight, one he might very well lose—he might be stronger than humans, but there were many of them and only one of him. And if he lost control of his temper and showed his vampire side during the fight, he had a one hundred percent chance of watching tomorrow’s sunrise through a curtain of flame.



All these things flowed through his mind, but Gareth stood firm. “Release her.”



Colin scowled and didn’t let the girl get up. “Leave me be,” he snarled. “We’ve been marchin’ for months and I’ve gone without too long. By God, I plan on tupping tonight.”



“Find a willing lass to take your coin, then. This one’s not interested,” Gareth said. He hadn’t raised his voice, but it still silenced the room. The argument went on for several more minutes, but Alexa knew that this was the moment that had truly convinced the other man to release the maid. Gareth had saved her not with the power of his sword, but with his determination and willingness to fight a losing battle for her.



“Had I truly lost my humanity and soul, Lexi, would I have cared at all if that girl got gang raped?” Gareth asked softly beside her. “Vampires don’t have to be inhuman. We’re simply more than human.”



Alexa thought about this as the tavern swirled around her and faded away. In all her dealings with Gareth, he had never shown any tendency toward cruelty. The Outcasts had been the ones who’d killed her neighbors and terrorized her. Daran claimed that Gareth would force her to turn vampire, but in her hotel room, Gareth had sworn to stay with her and support whatever decision she made. Perhaps it was foolish of her, but right now, seeing his memories and experiencing his feelings as he sought to save her from the agony of her body, she wanted more than a few short decades with him.



What was she thinking? Was she really considering becoming a vampire?



“Show me the rest of it,” she said before she could lose her nerve. Her voice was harsher than she’d intended, but she didn’t try to modulate it. “Show me how you hunt, feed, whatever you call it.”



Gareth didn’t seem surprised at her request. He nodded, took her hand, and the swirl around them changed to show her what she’d asked to see.



She recognized the street they suddenly stood in at once. They were back in New Orleans, in the French Quarter after dark. The warm, sultry air told her this was a memory of summer, some months before the cold snap the city was experiencing now. A thousand scenes from vampire books and movies ran through her head, adding to her tension. Why had she asked to see this? Was she deliberately trying to make him frighten her?



To her surprise, she spotted Gareth again in the midst of a group of laughing people. The lightheartedness of the scene threw her. She’d assumed hunting was a tense affair, all shadows, terror, and drama. This was completely unlike anything she’d ever read or imagined.



A few moments later, the memory Gareth excused himself from his group with a smile and walked alone down the street. She and the real Gareth followed. “Where are you going?” she asked, still nervous.



“Just trying for a bit of privacy,” he answered, giving her hand a reassuring squeeze. “It’s not always easy to find in the Quarter, but I do try to avoid detection.”



They followed him into Jackson Square. Several people still strolled through the green park despite the clear lateness of the hour, but Gareth didn’t seem concerned by them. He strolled casually around until he stood in a pocket of shadow. Connected to his thoughts, Alexa felt the silent call he sent out into the night as he stood partially concealed.



Only a moment passed before a young man walked up to Gareth and calmly offered his wrist.



Alexa couldn’t look away as Gareth lifted it to his mouth and bit. The exhilaration of feeding suddenly surged through the memory, but she tried to block it out and focus. The man didn’t appear alarmed, didn’t show any sign of fear or pain as Gareth fed. Just over a minute later, Gareth released his hand.



They walked away in different directions. It was over.



“That’s it?”



She hadn’t realized she’d spoken aloud until Gareth laughed. “Did you expect me to chase people through the streets?”



A hot blush flooded her cheeks. She’d expected exactly that. “It just seemed... well, anticlimactic, that’s all,” she muttered.



Gareth pulled her into his arms, still laughing. “Like I said, you’re afraid of what you think vampires are. Our lives are really not so different from yours, sweetheart. We go to work, hang with our friends, love our families, just like humans. The main differences are physical. We’re stronger, live longer, are prone to terminal sunburn, and have to stick to a specialized diet.” He pulled back and tipped her chin up, forcing her to meet his gaze. “I don’t know how many ways I can say it, but I’ll say it again. Being human doesn’t make you automatically good, and being a vampire doesn’t make you evil.”



They stood together for a while, enjoying the warm breezes of his memory of Jackson Square. Alexa wished she could let her thoughts roam freely, but Daran’s ultimatum still rang in her ears. “Gareth,” she said at last, loathe to disturb this peaceful moment—they’d been damn rare in her life of late—but knowing he had to be told. “The leader of the Outcasts cornered me tonight. He said...  he told me... ”



“I know.”



Those two simple words stole her breath. The knowledge in his mind was clear to her—the family connection, the deadline, all of it. Finally she managed to gasp, “How?”



He pulled back slightly so he could look down at her. “First of all, I make it my business to know what the Outcasts are planning here. New Orleans is my territory. Secondly, anything that affects you, affects me. You are my top priority. And thirdly,” he paused and gave her a little grin, “Eli caught one of the guards tonight and got the information out of him. I didn’t inquire how.”



She shivered at the mention of his name, but terror didn’t overwhelm her as it had before. Seeing the gentle concern on his face as he’d literally lifted Gareth from the dirt and saved his life had somewhat eased her terror of the fearsome vampire. Still, Gareth felt her shiver and his smile faded.



“He’s one of the best men I’ve ever met, human or vampire. I wish you wouldn’t fear him. He can’t help looking like the bogeyman, and he truly wants the best for you.”



Gareth’s gentle rebuke brought memories of Eli’s intervention in the stairwell and during the fight in the garage to her mind. Eli had almost certainly saved her life by stopping her from charging back into the ICU, and he’d been fierce and fearless in the battle that followed. The glimpses of him she’d seen during the fight had shown him to be a warrior without equal, cutting through her attackers like death incarnate. 



“I know,” she forced herself to admit. “I just... that dream scared me to death. I wasn’t prepared for him to be real. I’m trying to get past it.”



Gareth was silent for a moment before he spoke again, his voice as serious as she’d ever heard it. “I didn’t come here to pressure you, Lexi, but a choice needs to be made. You can’t put it off much longer, and not because of that deadline.”



Her temper flared without warning. “That’s easy for you to say, you haven’t told me what to do!” she cried, feeling the first faint twinges of pain settle into her temples since she’d left her body and joined Gareth in his memories. “You keep telling me to choose. How the hell do I choose? Don’t you think I’d do it if I could? I’d do anything to make this stop. I don’t want to die!”



He held her tighter and stroked her hair as though feeling her pain. “You know what to do. It’s nothing mystical. When your heart is certain, the choice is made and your body responds accordingly. You’re still torn.”



She felt his tension, but true to his word, he didn’t urge her to become a vampire. Sharing his mind like this she could feel his anxiety, his aching hope that she would choose immortality with him and the paralyzing fear that she wouldn’t. Despite it all, he stayed silent and waited for her to speak. 



“What happens if I can’t decide?”



He raised his head and met her eyes. “You know the answer to that.”



She’d die. Her body was tearing itself apart already. “How long do I have?”



Gareth’s fingers threaded through her hair, wrapping it around his hand as if to hold her to him. “Not long, sweetheart. You’ve left it very late and even with the help I’ve given you, your body won’t last in this condition much longer.” He took a shuddering breath but forced himself to go on. “You’ll slip into a coma soon. I might be able to reach your mind after that, but not for long. After that you’ll just... fade away.”



Alexa thought of everything he’d shown her tonight, the contrast of his wretched mortal life with his much happier vampire existence, the way he fed without harming his victims, how he’d been willing to risk his own life to save a stranger’s in that tavern. In her heart, she knew he still fought for strangers every night. As he’d so simply stated, New Orleans was his territory. His position as Ambassador took on new meaning for her. No, he hadn’t lost his humanity simply because he’d grown fangs. 



Eternity awaited and Gareth would share every moment of it with her if she asked him to. All she had to do to gain the same power and freedom he enjoyed was to give up everything she’d ever known. Fear squeezed her heart and the ache in her temples intensified. 



“Let me stay with you,” Gareth said suddenly, as if unable to hold the words back any longer. “Don’t run away from me again. I don’t care what you choose, just for God’s sake choose something. I love you so bad, sweetheart, and I waited for you so long. Don’t die and leave me when I’ve just found you.”



Tears filled her eyes at the stark fear in his voice. Her headache was increasing. “I won’t send you away,” she promised, finally giving in to the urge to hold him. He felt like heaven in her arms. Another twinge of pain made her wince and she frowned. “I thought the pain couldn’t reach me here.”



He pulled back and rubbed her temples. “I can’t keep you here for much longer,” he admitted. “It’s difficult for your spirit to be free from your body for a long period. You’ll have to go back soon.” 



She shuddered at the thought of returning to that agony. “How long do we have?”



Gareth cupped her cheek and caressed her lower lip with his thumb. “Just long enough,” he whispered. “Come with me one more time?” Alexa nodded, willing in that moment to follow him anywhere. He kissed her as the world spun again and when it stopped, she felt him slip away.





 

Chapter Eighteen



When she opened her eyes, she couldn’t hold back a surprised gasp. Whatever she’d been expecting, it wasn’t this. They were in a bedroom unlike anything she’d seen before. Large and airy, it was illuminated by hundreds of candles and dominated by an enormous white satin-covered bed on a pedestal in the center of the room. Creamy marble pillars rose at intervals, exposing the star-studded night between them. Red and white rose petals fluttered in a continual rain from the white dome overhead. Their sweet perfume filled the air and she had to laugh. 



“I thought only women fantasized about making love on a bed of roses,” she teased, turning to look back at Gareth.



The laugh died on her lips at the sight of him standing tall and tanned amid the pure white of the room, radiating fierce desire and raw masculinity. The sheer heat of his gaze was enough to drive any thoughts of resistance or fear from her mind. 



“I fantasize about making love with you everywhere,” he murmured, his voice a velvet seduction all its own. “One day we’ll visit your fantasies, Lexi, and I’ll make all of them come true.”



Just the thought of that was so hot, it robbed her of speech, but he didn’t give her time to reply. A single step closed the distance between them and then his mouth was on hers. The rush of heat, of need, that swamped her might’ve come from Gareth’s emotions or her own, she could no longer tell the difference. His tongue teased the seam of her lips, until she opened for him, and swept inside. Alexa grabbed his shoulders and hung on for dear life as Gareth kissed her with a passion bordering on desperation. If only this was real, she lamented silently as her body melted and heat curled deep in her belly. It’s just a fantasy...  



But sweet God in heaven, it felt real. Gareth’s hands slid down her back and cupped her bottom, pulling her hard against him so his erection pressed against her belly as he devoured her. The hard length of him seared her and she couldn’t stop herself from wrapping a leg around his waist, needing to be closer, always closer. Her hands couldn’t be still, caressing his chest, the rippling muscles of his back as he lifted her against him and carried her toward the bed. 



He broke away to draw in a gasping breath and Alexa fisted a hand in his hair to drag his mouth back. “You feel so good,” she whispered against his mouth. His deep groan of pleasure delighted her and she kissed him again before he could reply.



He tumbled onto the bed with her, pinning her beneath him. She reveled in his weight, his sheer size, the strength of his heavy muscles and the way they jumped beneath her caresses. The passion he showed so freely for her melted her heart. He pulled away to rain butterfly kisses all over her face and throat and the tenderness of it pierced her. 



“Gareth,” she moaned, wanting more.



“Love me,” he growled, cupping her face in his palms and holding her gaze with ruthless intensity. “You said it once. Say it again. Say it now, knowing what I am.”



His desperation to hear the words burned through her mind. Alexa tugged him down until her lips brushed his. All the events of the last few days had turned her world upside down, but about this, at least, there was no longer any doubt in her mind or heart.



“I love you, Gareth.”



She barely got the last word out before his mouth slanted over hers again. The surge of his triumph sent her heart racing. Never had she dreamed that mere words could affect him so deeply. She met his kiss with demands of her own and gasped when her tongue met the sharp point of a fang. He followed when she tried to pull back, his lips gentling on hers, coaxing instead of demanding. 



Trust me, Gareth murmured in her mind. Trust me not to hurt you, sweetheart. I will never harm you.




I do trust you, she replied the same way. Slowly she relaxed and started to lose herself in the heat of his kiss again. The touch of his mind, once so alien, felt absolutely right at this moment. Intimate. Natural.



Of course it does, he said. You’re my mate, my perfect match, and I am yours. Don’t fear it. He bent his head and ran his tongue down the line of her jaw and gave a low rumble of pleasure at the taste of her skin. You are worth every second of the twelve hundred years I waited for you, Lexi.



Twelve hundred years? Alexa shoved that number away as fast as she could. She couldn’t concentrate on the centuries of their age difference right now, not while he caressed her and nibbled that one sensitive spot below her ear. Revelations about his age could wait. Right now all she wanted was Gareth, his hands on her skin and his tongue teasing hers as his body filled the emptiness inside her. 



Alexa slid her hand across his back and dragged her fingernails over the ridged muscles there, and his groan delighted her. He drew a breath to speak, and she cut him off by kissing him. Sometimes you talk too much, Gareth. 



He chuckled against her lips and shivered as she ran her tongue over his fangs. They felt so strange and yet so fascinating that she had to do it again. Gareth shuddered and cupped her breast, rolling her nipple in his palm as she explored his sharp teeth, feeling the surge of heat that shot through him through the mental connection they shared. 



Fangs are an erogenous zone? she asked, flicking her tongue over them again.



Where you’re concerned, my entire body is an erogenous zone, Gareth shot back, breathing faster at her continued explorations. But yes, my fangs are incredibly sensitive and what you’re doing right now is making me so hot, I can hardly stand it.




She licked them again just to make him moan. Anywhere else particularly sensitive on a vampire?



Gareth rolled onto his back, taking her with him and draping her over his chest. “My neck,” he replied, gathering her long, filmy skirt—when had her clothing changed to this long, lacy negligee?—and sliding it up her thighs. “If you really want to make me crazy, sweetheart, go for the throat.”



Alexa remembered the night she’d done that body shot with him in the bar and ran her tongue across his pulse as she sent the memory to him. Like that?



God, yes. Even in her mind, his words were hoarse with desire. You have no idea how close I came to dragging you out of that bar and having my wicked way with you that night.




I guess you’ll just have to have your wicked way with me now, then, won’t you?



His hands caressed her bare thighs as she bent and swirled her tongue over his pulse, sucking and nibbling at his skin. The hot rush of lust that flooded his mind thrilled her. She was so caught up in the erotic pleasure of turning him on that she only noticed he’d pushed her gown past her waist when she felt the cool night air on her overheated flesh. She moaned and arched as he boldly cupped her, bathing his fingers in her slick heat. 



“I love the way you feel,” he growled, making the skin beneath her lips vibrate sexily. Suddenly flipping her onto her back, Gareth bent and pushed the bodice of the negligee aside to bare her breasts. “But I love the way you taste even better.” An instant later, he caught her nipple between his teeth.



The sight of those long fangs framing her rosy nipple sent equal parts arousal and alarm racing down her spine. Gareth met her gaze with dark, cat-like eyes and deliberately scraped his fangs across her breast before returning to her nipple and laving it with his hot tongue. 



Trust me not to hurt you, he whispered in her mind. Trust me, Lexi.



She felt the sharp points of his fangs against her sensitive skin but sensed how careful he was not to even scratch her with them. His tongue flicked over her hard nipple again and she couldn’t bite back a whimper of pleasure. 



I trust you, Gareth, she thought, trying not to pant with desire. She found the fly of his jeans and cupped his heavy erection through them. And I want these pants of yours gone. They’re in my way.



An instant later they vanished, evaporating along with her gown. Yes, this was what she’d longed for—skin against skin, mind to mind, no barriers between them at all. She lost herself in the joy of touching him, the slide of hands over smooth skin and hard muscle, as he lavished attention on her breasts. That faint throb started behind her eyes again but she ignored it, concentrating instead on the glorious feel of Gareth’s body against hers.



He left her breasts to kiss a hot path up her throat, his hips settling between her thighs. Alexa wrapped her legs around him, forgetting in her passion to be afraid of him even though his fangs were now only millimeters from her defenseless throat. 



“Gareth, please,” she moaned as he hesitated.



“Marry me, Lexi.” His words were a low rumble against her skin. “Marry me now in the way of my people. Let me have this much of you, no matter what you choose.”



At this moment she could deny him nothing, felt no hesitation, no desire to tell him no. “Tell me what to do,” she said, tightening her legs around him to draw him home. She literally ached to feel him inside her again.



Suddenly a vivid image filled her mind—she and Gareth among the fragrant rose petals, bodies entwined, minds linked, his mouth drawing strongly at her throat as she drank from a shallow wound on his shoulder. 



Giving everything, taking everything, he murmured in her mind. I want my mind open to yours, your body welcoming mine, and my blood flowing in your veins. Three times and we’re bound forever. I want it all with you, Lexi. Will you give this to me?



It should have repulsed her, but the image was so passionate and the yearning in his thought so desperate, Alexa couldn’t feel sickened. What he was showing her was a beautiful thing, a sharing that went far deeper than simple sex or blood. With anyone else it would be hideous, but with Gareth, it felt right. 



Yes.



Gareth thrust inside her tight heat with a cry of triumph. Pleasure exploded through her with each deep thrust and was amplified by the sweet rush of his own ecstasy. When he bent to her throat, she didn’t flinch. 



“I won’t hurt you,” he whispered before sinking his fangs deep.



Erotic fire leapt through her veins and Alexa clung to him as he sipped, every pull of his mouth at her throat sending another wave of intense pleasure crashing over her. She cried out as her first orgasm took her, driving her hips to meet his and tangling her fingers in his hair to hold him at her throat. Before the last aftershocks had faded, another orgasm was building fast.



God, she’d never thought being bitten could be this sexy. 



Your turn, sweetheart. 



Gareth’s voice in her mind was pure temptation. She forced her eyes open and watched him reach up and slice the skin of his shoulder with one lengthened nail. A small line of blood welled up at once, rich and irresistible. Take everything I am. If you want me, make me yours.



She didn’t hesitate. In this fantasy, there were no worries of disease from tasting his blood, none of the cautions that had been ingrained in her mind in nursing school. Alexa turned her head, opened her lips, and her entire world changed.



If she’d thought the pleasure was at its peak before, it was nothing compared to the ecstasy that swamped her now. Gareth’s groan mingled with her own startled cry of delight. The rush of his elation triggered a second orgasm that seemed to go on forever, and the burst of her pleasure brought on his own climax. 



She’d never imagined anything like this, sharing the height of rapture with her lover and experiencing his. If she could, she’d never let it end.



Gareth swept his tongue over the bite, sending shivers down her spine. “That was amazing,” she whispered, knowing it was the understatement of her life.



He rose up on one elbow and smiled down at her. His heart shone in his eyes, warming the gunmetal gray to molten mercury. “We should do that in real life. I bet it’d be even better.”



“I’m not sure I’d survive better,” Alexa laughed. “But I’m willing to give it a try.”



Gareth went serious in the space of a heartbeat. “Are you? Are you really going to give us a try, a serious chance in the real world?”



Inexplicably, Alexa felt her cheeks heat. For God’s sake, she’d just made incredible love with him—he was still inside her—why should this question make her blush? 



“Um. Well, I did just agree to marry you,” she said, her face going hotter at the memory of the erotic image he’d shared with her when he’d asked her to share body, mind, and blood with him. “Maybe the question should be whether you really want to be with a woman who tried to shoot you in the face?”



He let out his breath in a huge sigh and rested his forehead against hers. When he kissed her, it was so soft and gentle that it almost brought tears to her eyes. This wasn’t a kiss, it was a promise. 



“I love you,” he whispered, and all his emotion filled her with the words. “It didn’t stop just because you got scared.”



“What if I get scared again? I can’t promise I won’t.”



“Then I’ll pray that when you do, your aim still stinks.”



She laughed and swatted his rear. He retaliated by rolling with her and trapping her hands against his chest. Their play didn’t last, however. He sighed and stroked her hair once. “I need to send you back, sweetheart. You’ve been here with me longer than is safe already.”



He was right. Alexa knew he was, but she still didn’t relish the thought of returning to her tortured body. Unable to speak lest she beg him to keep her here longer, she nodded and closed her eyes.



 



Gareth braced himself for the disorientation that always followed when he submerged himself deeply in his memories and opened his eyes. The sun had fully risen while he’d kept Alexa in his mind, and he winced a little at the brightness filling the hotel room. At least he’d remembered to draw the heavy drapes before he’d started their little jaunt down his memory lane. Still, his night-attuned eyes didn’t like it.



It was nothing to the aching fatigue of his body, though. Damn the day-sickness. He had more resistance to it than most, but he didn’t feel too grateful for it right now. At least most vampires never had to experience this bone-deep exhaustion.



Alexa was a warm, soft weight in his arms. She appeared to be asleep, but he wouldn’t feel secure again until he’d seen her move and talk again. Taking her into his mind had been the only way he’d been able to think of to ease her suffering, but that kind of thing wasn’t risk-free. He traced a wandering path over her eyebrows, down the straight line of her nose and around her mouth with his lips. 



“Wake up, Sleeping Beauty,” he murmured when she didn’t stir. 



She groaned a little and swatted at him like he was an annoying fly. He smiled a little but didn’t stop his efforts to wake her. “Come on, Lexi, time to rise and shine. Let me see those pretty eyes.”



“Bite me.”



This time he laughed out loud at her sleep-slurred words. “Just did, sweetheart.” And fantasy or not, it had been one of the highlights of his life.



After several more minutes of coaxing, Alexa finally opened her eyes. Like him, she winced at the light filtering in through the drapes. “You’re ruining my afterglow, mister,” she complained. “And aren’t you supposed to be asleep during the day?”



He kissed the tip of her nose, satisfied that her spirit had made the return journey unscathed. “I’d love to be,” he replied truthfully. “But I had to make sure you’re all right first.”



“Yeah, I’m fine, I can move my toes and everything,” she said as her eyelids slipped closed again. “I just need slee—” She broke off in the middle of the word as her eyes flew open again. “The pain’s gone!” 



“Gone?” 



“Yes!” She fell atop him and hugged him tight, her face pressed against his throat. “I don’t know what you did, but thank you!”



He hugged her back, but his intensifying confusion kept him from fully enjoying her embrace. “I didn’t do anything.” 



Her suffering had been so acute last night because her Divergence had reached a critical point. That was the entire reason why he’d taken her into his memories. Time wouldn’t have cured this episode.



Unless... unless she’d made her choice.



The thought sent equal parts excitement and terror through him. In the fantasy they’d shared, she’d joined with him in the first bonding exchange, but that was no more binding than a daydream. It didn’t mean she’d decided to experience eternity with him. What if, secure in the knowledge that it hadn’t been real or binding, that had been the only time she dared to embrace her vampire nature?



“Lexi.” His voice came out as a croak. “Lexi, it would only have stopped if you chose. Did you choose your human side or—or—” His throat closed up with anxiety and he couldn’t force out another word.



She went utterly still in his arms. In the moment she hesitated, he died a thousand deaths, forgot to breathe, lived on a knife-edge of fear. 



“I love you,” she finally murmured, and while the words were sweet, they weren’t the ones he wanted to hear. 



He bit his lip hard to keep from begging. If she’d really chosen, the time for that was past. “I love you, too,” he said when the silence had stretched beyond his ability to bear it. “But please, sweetheart, put me out of my misery. What did you choose?”



“Did you really mean you’ll marry me?” she whispered against his neck, and the hesitation he felt from her almost broke his heart. “Marry me like we did in your dream? Because I’ll be honest, Gareth, this scares me to death and I don’t want to do it alone. To learn how to... to be a good vampire... on my own.”



Joy and relief swamped him so hard he felt momentarily dizzy. In their wake, an intense, fierce surge of protectiveness rose inside him and howled with pride and victory. Alexa wanted to bond with him, to stay with him—it was everything he’d hardly dared to dream. He wished he could lock her away until he’d killed all who dared to hunt her, keep her so utterly safe she’d never know an instant’s pain again. Mine! that primal instinct roared, and it was all he could do not to shout the word aloud, declare it to the world.



And in that moment, he knew that fantasy or not, the first exchange they’d shared was as real and binding as it gets.



“Yes,” he said, and try as he might, he couldn’t keep a hint of a triumphant growl from his voice. “Yes, Lexi, I meant every word. I’ll make you my bondmate and stay by your side forever. I’ll slay all your enemies and dedicate my life to keeping you safe.”



She raised her head at last, and her radiant smile erased the lines of worry, pain and weariness from her face. She brushed a too-brief kiss over his lips. “That’s good to hear, because otherwise I’d be a very lonely vampire.”





 

Chapter Nineteen



 



Alexa was back safely ensconced in the Garden District mansion within twenty minutes of sunset, trying unsuccessfully to notice anything different about herself. If not for the complete cessation of her pain, she would’ve been certain she hadn’t done this choosing thing right.



She and Gareth had checked out of the hotel as soon as the sun went down. He’d already been awake and prowling the room when she’d woken. His anxiousness to get her back to the safety of his house had been palpable, but it hadn’t stopped him from giving her a good morning—er, evening—kiss that curled her toes. 



“We’ll finish that when I get you home,” he’d promised, and the sexy intent in his gaze had made her shiver from head to toe in anticipation.



The lighthearted side she’d seen so frequently had been utterly gone all evening. He’d kept her hand in a tight grip as though afraid someone would grab her and carry her off before he could stop them, and when they’d walked through the hotel lobby, he’d scanned their surroundings like his head was on a swivel. While he’d shown concern for her safety before, it was nothing like the protectiveness he showed now.



“The deadline’s not for another three hours,” Alexa had reminded him softly as he scowled at a man who brushed against her when they exited the hotel. “Surely you’re not expecting to be attacked here?”



“I’m not taking any chances,” he’d murmured back, and when Parker pulled up in Gareth’s SUV, he’d ushered her inside without another word.



In truth, his overprotective behavior made her jumpy and paranoid. It had been with great relief that she’d followed Parker into the beautiful house and heard Gareth close the front door behind her. 



“Now you can relax,” she said, turning to him with a smile. “Nothing bad’s going to happen here—you said nobody could get in without your knowledge, right?”



Gareth pulled her into his arms and sighed. “I’m being a Neanderthal, aren’t I?”



She laughed. “Just a little bit. I won’t get worried until you start beating your chest, though. Want to tell me what’s up?”



He smiled down at her—his first smile of the evening—and took her hand to lead her back to the kitchen. “When a vampire bonds, instinct kicks in and he gets really territorial,” he said, squeezing her hand. “Remember how I told you it takes three exchanges to complete the bond? Until that third one, I’m afraid instinct is going to make me a little, well—”



“Paranoid and prone to overreactions?”



He gave a theatrical wince. “I was going to say protective, actually. Let’s just say that anyone who looks like they’re going to harm you will get a face full of me and a gut full of lead, how about that?”



Alexa laughed again and pulled him down for a brief kiss. “That sort of thing really shouldn’t sound so sweet.”



Gareth growled low in his throat and cupped the back of her head, bringing her back for another, much longer and hotter kiss. She squeaked with surprise, but couldn’t resist his passion. “By the way, it’s also going to make me want to drag you off to bed at the slightest provocation,” he whispered when he finally broke away.



“So, just like usual, then?”



Jen’s voice behind them made Alexa blush and try to draw back. Gareth was having none of it, however, and kept both arms firmly around her. “Well, the prodigal Steward returns,” he said, and there was no hint of warmth or welcome in his voice in response to her teasing. Her smile faded at once. “I’m rather surprised you actually dare to show yourself here again after deceiving me. I’ve got a few questions for you, starting with what the hell you actually are.”



“I can answer that one for you. She’s a vicious, selfish betrayer who doesn’t care who she hurts as long as she gets her way. Isn’t that right?”



Eli’s voice behind them was cold enough to make Alexa shiver. Jen went pale and dropped her eyes to the floor, but she didn’t fall to her knees as she had in the parking garage. “Maybe once it was,” she whispered, not looking at Gareth or Eli. “But I’ve learned a few things since the last time I saw you, my lord.”



Eli’s snort of derision made both women wince. “What the hell are you doing here, Nyssa?”



Alexa’s heart went out to her. If this was Jen’s home, too—and everything she’d seen and heard about Gareth’s Stewards indicated they lived here—this was a hell of a welcome she was getting just for coming back home. And Eli hadn’t even gotten her name right. 



She wasn’t about to stand idly by while the woman who’d saved her life got raked over the coals.



Alexa pulled free of Gareth’s embrace and walked determinedly over to Jen. Turning to face both vampires, she squared her shoulders with more confidence than she felt and said, “She’s my friend, so how about you two stop with the inquisition?”



Gareth’s eyes narrowed, but when he sighed and ran a hand through his hair, Alexa knew he was preparing to ease up. However, Eli looked, if anything, even more cold and forbidding than he had in her dream. 



His black eyes burned with fury as he stared at Jen’s downcast face. “Be careful about adding this viper to your list of friends, Alexa,” he warned. 



“I’ll decide who my own friends are, thanks,” she shot back, clenching her fists tight at her sides to keep from showing her fear. Even Jen had said that Eli would never hurt Alexa, and Gareth said he was the best of men. Surely she could face him down without fear.



Well, without much fear.



A slight, beautiful woman with long mahogany hair entered behind Eli and slid her arms around his waist, utterly unintimidated as she embraced the fearsome vampire. She didn’t speak aloud, but somehow Alexa knew she conversed with Eli mentally. Following the urgings of instinct, Alexa reached out with her mind, trying to listen in.



...  the matter, Eli?



I need to get this viper out of my House Arachnid. I won’t have her bring curses down on my son, too. If not for her service to Gareth’s Chosen, I’d have killed her already just for daring to show her face here. Eli’s rage was clear even in this silent communication, and Alexa reached out and took Jen’s icy hand in her own.



“Gareth?” she said, not looking away from the silently conversing pair. Surely Eli wasn’t really Gareth’s father—she had to have misheard that. “What’s this all about?”



“I’ll tell you what it’s about.”



Jen’s voice quieted the room, even the mental conversation between Eli and his mate. She lifted her head and looked at each of them in turn, but her gaze held the woman’s. “I did your mate a great wrong, Renee, and he has every right to hate me. It is my fault he was cast out and cursed.” She took a deep breath, then said, “He knew me as Nyssa.”



The effect of this name on the dark-haired woman was electrifying. Hissing with fury, she flung herself at Jen and pummeled her with all her might. Small she might have been, but this woman knew how to fight, and fight well. Jen didn’t react. She took all the blows without attempting to defend herself. Alexa tried to pull the petite woman off her friend, but she lashed out with a kick that sent Alexa staggering into the wall, breath gone and eyes watering with pain.



Gareth’s roar of fury brought Stewards and vampires running from all over the house. He leapt at the woman still beating Jen, but Eli intercepted him before he could take a single step. Grabbing Gareth’s arms and pinning them behind his back, Eli snarled, “Renee, stop this!”



The little woman—Renee—broke away, breathing hard. Gareth still snarled and struggled against Eli’s hold, trying to get at her, and Alexa remembered what he’d just told her about the bonding instinct. If she didn’t get over there and help to calm him, she had no doubt he would tear Renee limb from limb for hurting her—something Eli was sure to violently object to, since Renee was apparently his mate. 



And if Eli hurt Gareth, Alexa would have to kill him. A fight with this particular vampire was not something she even wanted to contemplate.



A shitstorm of trouble was brewing and the pot was well on the way to boil.



Alexa was already staggering to her feet even before Eli shot her a demanding glance and said, “Help me before I have to hurt him, will you?”



“Do it and die, vampire,” she snapped, but the effect was somewhat ruined by her wheeze. She stumbled to Gareth and caught his face in her hands. His vampire side was strongly evident in his extended fangs and infuriated cat’s eyes, but these features no longer terrified her as they once had. “Calm down, Gareth, I just got the wind knocked out of me. It’s my fault for getting in the middle of it. I’m fine, all right?”



Eli released Gareth’s arms and he caught Alexa in a tight hug, still growling. “Eli, maybe you’d better take your beloved elsewhere for a bit,” Gareth said in a voice like icy death. “She hurt my Chosen and she attacked my Steward, and even though I’m more than a little pissed off at Jen right now, I am obligated to protect her.” 



Renee seemed to realize the extent of the barely-averted violence she’d caused because she returned to Eli’s side and bowed her head to Alexa. “Forgive me,” she said, but rage still vibrated in her voice. “I didn’t intend for you to get hurt.”



A tall, blond vampire stepped between Jen and Eli and Renee. “You’ve got your hands full, Patriarch,” he snarled, glaring at Renee, “and I’ve been waiting to take this one on. I’ll stand in your stead here.”



Gareth sighed wearily. “Stand down, Ronin. It’s over.”



“What was all that about, anyway?” Alexa asked the question of the room at large, not caring who answered her as long as someone did. “I don’t understand. Curses and all that aside, why are all of you ganging up on Jen?”



“Because I lied,” Jen said. She was again looking at the floor, and Alexa watched as the bruises and scratches from Renee’s attack faded. “I didn’t tell Gareth who I really am, and long, long ago, I lied to Eli and caused him great pain.”



“Yeah, great pain as in a horrible curse,” Renee interrupted, and the ferocity of her voice made Jen take a nervous step back.



“It might make you feel better to know that I was also cursed,” Jen said, raising her head again to meet Renee’s furious gaze. 



Gareth looked around the now-crowded kitchen and Alexa noticed for the first time just how many spectators had gathered for this particular drama. 



“Maybe the five of us should talk about this in Gareth’s office?” she suggested hesitantly. Jen looked miserable enough without having to give her explanations in the middle of fifteen avid watchers.



“I’m coming too,” the one called Ronin said, and his tone brooked no argument. “The Patriarch needs to concentrate on the Dame Matron, and the Steward needs a protector.”



There was that title again, but right now Alexa didn’t care. She was more interested in getting into Gareth’s office so she could sit down. Damn, but that vampire chick packed a hell of a kick!



“I really didn’t mean for you to get hurt,” Renee murmured as they entered the office. “Are you all right?”



“Sure, fine,” Alexa replied, massaging her stomach. “When I catch my breath, I’ll kick you across the room and we’ll be even.”



Ronin shut the door and stood like a sentry behind Jen as the others sat. Gareth held Alexa on his lap and rested his hand over her sore belly. Almost at once, the pain eased. 



“Guess I’m not a super-tough vampire yet, huh?” she whispered to him.



“Give it a few days,” he replied. “Your body just needs time.”



Eli crossed his arms and looked daggers at Jen. He looked like some kind of paranormal Mafia don about to pronounce a death sentence. “So, you got a curse too. That’s a taste of justice I didn’t expect. Does it somehow explain what you’re doing here?”



“It does, actually,” Jen replied, and Alexa was glad to hear the hesitancy fading from her voice. “You got cast out, never to return home. Well, I did, too, but I didn’t get to keep my powers like you did.”



“Poor baby,” Renee said acidly, but Eli smoothed her hair and she subsided.



Jen ignored her. “My curse is reincarnation,” she said, and she looked so bleak when she said it that Alexa’s heart went out to her even though she didn’t fully understand how that was a curse. “No powers except the ability to take any amount of pain and survive. No way to go home or find peace. Just life after life, always remembering what’s come before, powerless and homeless.”



Okay, that did sound pretty bad. Eli looked a little mollified, but not much. “And how does that explain why you’re here?”



She looked away, clearly uncomfortable. “I know what I did to you was wrong,” she said speaking to the floor again. “And there’s no way to make it right. But I thought if I could help your vampires... serve them somehow... it might eventually provide a way to make amends.” She cleared her throat, shuffled her feet. “I’ve been a Steward for hundreds of vampires now. I’ve always been loyal. This is the first time I’ve ever been turned out.”



“You’re not being turned out.”



The words were out before Alexa knew she intended to speak them, but she didn’t take them back. She repeated it just to make sure everyone was absolutely clear. “You’re not being turned out. You saved my life, Jen. That means you are always welcome in my home.”



She felt Gareth sigh silently behind her, but he backed her up when he spoke. “That’s right. You’ve done us a great service. You still have a place in my Clan, Jen.” 



Jen’s eyes shone with grateful tears when she looked at Alexa and Gareth. 



Eli shook his head and stood. “I can’t say I forgive you,” he told her coolly, “but saving Alexa is a mark in your favor. Still, I have no desire to ever see you again. Stay out of my city, and if you’re wise, you’ll do your utmost to make sure you never cross my path again.”



She nodded fervently, and Alexa knew she was glad to be see Eli preparing to leave.



“We’re leaving,” Eli told Gareth. “My help is still yours for the asking, but I won’t stay here with her. Call me when the war starts.” And he took Renee’s hand and led her past Ronin and out of the office. A moment later, Jen exited and Ronin, giving Gareth a mocking little bow, followed.



Alexa leaned back against Gareth with a sigh. “Well, that was dramatic.”



“It always seems to be when Eli’s concerned.”





 

Chapter Twenty



Once the office was cleared, Gareth resumed his interrupted plan to feed Alexa. He led her once more down the hall into the now deserted kitchen. “There were a dozen people here just ten minutes ago,” he complained, staring around the empty room. “How can it be that when I want privacy, I’m inundated with people, but when I want a Steward there’s not one to be found?”



“I think it’s called Murphy’s Law,” Alexa teased. “Just what needs doing that you can’t do yourself, O’ Great Patriarch Ambassador Guy?”



He pinched her bottom, ostensibly to teach her a little respect for his titles but mostly just to have an excuse to touch her. “It’s been over a thousand years since I’ve had to cook anything,” he admitted. “You need to eat, but if you want something edible, it’s probably best I have as little to do with its preparation as possible.”



She laughed, which had been his intention. By the Creator, nothing had ever sounded so sweet to him as her laughter. He could listen to that sound for the rest of eternity. “It’s a good thing I’m not as helpless as you are. But I thought vampires didn’t eat regular food?”



“We don’t, but you’re not a vampire yet,” he told her, although he could sense her body changing with each passing hour. “You’ve chosen, but it still takes time. Therefore, you need to eat something besides the little mint that was on the hotel pillow.”



She pulled her hand free of his and went to the refrigerator. “It was chocolate. Did you expect me to resist?”



Gareth devoured her with his gaze as she pulled out eggs and cheese for a simple meal. Just watching her made him hard, aching to drag her upstairs and make endless love to her until the dawn. Had he thought he wanted her before they’d started bonding? His desire had been a mere whim compared to this near compulsion to taste her.



“Tell me about this Patriarch business,” Alexa was saying as she found a pan and put it on the stove. He couldn’t tear his gaze away from the sweet curve of her rear when she bent and straightened. “Everyone’s calling you that, not to mention tagging me with that awful old lady title.”



Old lady title? “You mean Dame Matron?” he guessed, trying to get his mind off images of her naked and back on the conversation.



She made a face at him over her shoulder. “Yeah, that. Could they have come up with anything that sounds more like a blue-haired grandma at the bingo parlor?”



Gareth laughed, shaking his head. “You’re forgetting that you’ve entered a society that’s thousands of years old. You will be the Dame Matron of Clan Arachnid, and that’s a very honorable and venerated title to vampires. This—” he gestured around them, indicating the mansion, “is House Arachnid. All the vampires and Stewards of our Clan are welcome to come and go here at any time.”



She didn’t look convinced, but concentrated on stirring her eggs. “And you’re the Patriarch?”



“Yes. I’m the big bad boss.”



“Well, I can see you in that role,” she conceded. “Can you make them call me Queen Goddess instead of Dame Matron, Mr. Big Bad Boss?”



He laughed again and gave in to the desire to wrap his arms around her from behind as she cooked. “Sorry. I can’t change tradition. I’ll call you Queen Goddess in bed if it’ll make you happy, though.”



Alexa snorted, then pulled away from him to find a plate for her eggs. She’d just opened her mouth for another retort when an enormous explosion rocked the house. The plate shattered as it fell from her hand. “What the hell was that?” she gasped, one hand clutching her chest as she looked wildly around.



A second explosion interrupted his first attempt to reply. Ignoring the sudden rush of sound as the entire Clan mobilized around him, Gareth grabbed Alexa and dragged her out of the kitchen, away from the wall of windows there. 



“I want you to stay in my office, do you understand?” he demanded, already rushing her back to the room they’d left only minutes before. “It’s the most heavily fortified place in the House. You’ll be safe if you just stay put.”



“Where will you be?”



Gareth pressed a button as he urged her into his office in front of him. Steel shutters slammed down over the windows behind his desk, shutting off the room’s only access to the outside. “The glass is bulletproof even if they get past the shutters,” he told her as he yanked open an armoire and began pulling out weapons. “The walls are concrete lined with steel, and this door can withstand a grenade blast. If anyone does get through, there’s enough firepower in here to hold off an army. Just point and shoot at anyone who’s not me—and hit them this time, all right?”



Alexa grabbed his hand as he reached for another spare clip for his Glock. “Where will you be?” she repeated insistently. 



Gareth kicked the armoire door closed and pulled her into his arms. “I’m going to be making good on my promise to slay all your enemies, sweetheart. Now will you promise me you’ll stay here?”



He could tell she didn’t want to promise him any such thing. He cupped her cheek and gazed hard into her eyes. “Lexi,” he said, softening his voice, pleading with her. “You’re not a warrior yet, and I am. The Outcasts have never dared to attack the House before and I don’t know what they’re going to throw at us. If I’m not positive you’re safe, I don’t know how I’m going to concentrate on what I need to do. Now please, sweetheart, give me your word that you won’t leave this room!”



She only hesitated a moment longer before she nodded. “You’re right, I’m a healer, not a fighter. I’ll stay here. But Gareth, you’d better not get a scratch on you or I swear I’ll kick your ass, do you understand me?”



He laughed a little at her ferocity and hugged her tight. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be back before you know it,” he said, then kissed her hard and shut her in.



His warriors were already massing for their counterattack when he joined them in the entryway. “Someone tell me what the hell’s going on out there,” he snarled, letting his mind go blank of everything except battle rage. “Why are the damned fools attacking the House? They know they can’t touch us here!”



“To draw us out.”



Ronin’s cool drawl came from the stairway. He walked calmly down, dressed in his usual hunting attire of black on black. Even his head, face, and hands were covered, making him a walking shadow. “Why else does an enemy throw itself at a fortress?”



“Well, we’re not going out there without a damn good reason,” Damien scoffed. “We’re in a position of strength here, Patriarch. They can’t touch the House with weapon or spell. Why shouldn’t we let them tear themselves apart trying to get past the boundary?”



To Gareth’s surprise, Eli walked past him and peered out the bulletproof window beside the front door. Apparently he hadn’t left after all. The ancient sounded sickened when he replied. “Because they’re not tearing themselves apart. They’re using humans as cannon fodder.”



Gareth shoved through the pack of warriors to peer out at the street. Eli was right—the Outcasts weren’t throwing themselves at the magical boundary he’d laid down so many long years ago. 



They were pushing humans into the barrier, one after the other, and watching them sizzle and disintegrate.



Rage burst through Gareth as he beheld the horrible slaughter. Outcasts and mortal Templars were massed in the street and on the grounds around House Arachnid, their respective fangs and red cross throat tattoos visible in the flickering glow of the cars they’d blown up to get the Arachnids’ attention. Huddled in a terrified group in the street were a few dozen humans. One by one, they were pulled free of the group and shoved brutally into the invisible wall that prevented any other than Arachnids from entering the grounds.



The trap was obvious. Outcasts could never pass the boundary, but mortals could do so with Gareth’s consent. However, if he gave blanket permission for humans to pass, the Templars would also be free to enter the property. He ground his teeth at the way they’d used his own spell to their advantage.



A young woman was dragged, screaming at the top of her lungs, toward the barrier as he watched.



“No,” Gareth snarled in fury. “Damn the Templars! They will not use my own defenses against me. If they want a war, I’ll damn well give them one.” Just as the woman was shoved forward at the place the other humans had died in shrieking agony, Gareth sent out a mental command that allowed mortals entry.



She stumbled and fell, landing in a sprawl just beyond the blackened area that marked the death place of those who’d been pushed before her. 



A great triumphant shout rose up from those surrounding the House. Templar warriors swarmed past the demarcation line, weapons drawn. Gareth snarled and threw open the front door, leading the charge as his own fighters poured out into the night. Gunfire erupted all around as the Arachnids met their enemies in the fight that had been brewing for so long.



 



To Alexa, the heavy click of the door closing behind Gareth sounded like the crack of doom.



Don’t worry? Don’t worry? Was the man absolutely insane?



Oh, was she ever going to make him pay for that remark when he got back.



Please, let him come back soon!



The sound of voices and running footsteps had vanished entirely when Gareth had shut her in this veritable fortress of a room, but when another explosion went off, it echoed as though it were just outside the windows. Alexa paced around the office, unable to be still and wishing she had some way of knowing what was going on outside. She stopped before the armoire, reached for a gun, then pulled her hand away. Would she feel better holding it, or would she get jumpy and shoot herself in the foot?



Knowing her, probably the latter.



Should she take cover under the desk? No, hiding would only heighten her feelings of panic. No, she wasn’t panicking! But what if one of those explosions cut off the power and left her here in the dark? She looked desperately around for candles or a lighter, unable to bear the thought of waiting in total darkness to find out if her lover was safe. Finding only one votive, she lit it gratefully. It wasn’t much, but it was a hell of a lot better than nothing at all if the lights went out. 



Even worse, what if the door was jammed shut in the event of a power loss? How would she get out then?



Don’t think of that! she told herself fiercely. Gareth said this room is safe. Safe means that you won’t get trapped forever. Believe him and don’t fry your brain with what-ifs!



But that was much easier said than done, especially when the room went dark an instant before muffled bursts of gunfire echoed all around her.



An eternity passed before silence fell outside, an endless time of hoping for the best and fearing the worst, of imagining that she could just hear the screams of the wounded and dying—at least, she hoped to God she was only imagining them. The silence wasn’t in any way comforting, however. If anything, it was worse than the faint sounds of battle had been. She huddled next to the tiny candle and stared at the closed office door, wringing her hands until her knuckles were white.



The door suddenly opened a mere crack, almost making her jump out of her skin. Belatedly she realized how stupid she was for sitting right beside the only light in the room. Could she possibly have made herself any easier of a target? Gareth was right—she was no warrior. 



“Who’s there?” she demanded, unable to see anyone through the tiny opening and hiding her terror behind bravado. “I’m armed!” she lied as an afterthought, wishing she’d risked the self-inflicted gunshot she’d feared and taken a gun.



“The Patriarch warned you might be,” a man’s sardonic voice answered her. “I’m Ronin, Dame Matron, and I’ve been sent to ask you to come tend the wounded.”



The words sent a jolt of adrenaline through her body. She forced herself not to rush forward right away. She didn’t really know this Ronin person, and the Outcasts were well aware that she was a healer. After all, they’d trapped her this way once. “Where’s Gareth? I’m not going anywhere until I see him.”



“Good answer,” Ronin replied, now sounding amused. “He said you might say that. I’m to tell you that you’re not a blue-haired bingo lady and you shouldn’t try to shoot me in the head.” He cleared his throat, and it sounded like he was holding back a laugh. “Somehow that’s supposed to make you believe he said it’s all right to come out, although I confess I don’t see how.”



Relief welled up inside Alexa so strongly, it made her dizzy. Yes, the message was from Gareth, all right. Only he would send such a completely silly message as proof that Ronin was on her side. 



“I’m coming!” she said, leaping up and running for the door. At the last minute, she opened the armoire and grabbed a gun—after all, there was no guarantee that she wouldn’t wish she had one again before all this was said and done—then pushed the door the rest of the way open.



It took a moment and several blinks before she was able to make out the man who’d spoken to her through the door. “Ronin?” she said, squinting at the slightly blacker shadow in the dark hall.



The shadow bowed. “It’s my honor to escort you,” he said, the sardonic tone back in place. She wondered if he mocked himself or her. 



It wasn’t comforting coming from a man who gave off an aura of violent death waiting for a place to happen. She hesitated, loath to trust herself to such a man.



He seemed to read her mind. “What’s the problem? I’m a delicate flower who wouldn’t hurt a fly. You can come with me and I guarantee I won’t shred you.”



Had she thought his tone wasn’t comforting? “Thanks so much. I feel loads better now.” But she stepped out of the office despite her reservations. “I’ll come with you.”



Ronin dropped the joking, if that was really what he was doing. “You should be warned that it’s not very pretty out there, Dame Matron. You’re going to see lots of people in pieces. I’ll take you to the ones you can help, but we’re going to pass a lot of wounded that you won’t be able to save.”



Alexa squared her shoulders. Now that she had something to do, something she was trained for and supremely capable of doing, her panic and anxiety eased. 



“I’ve seen ugly things before,” she replied, remembering the time she’d spent working in the Emergency Room and Trauma Units before transferring to the ICU. “I’m not going to go all girly on you and faint. Let’s go.”



Ronin bowed to her again before taking her elbow to lead her through the darkness. Glass crunched under her feet and he gently steered her around a sprawling shadow shape in the hall she didn’t want to think about too closely before she saw the night-lit doorway. Her hand tight around the gun, she followed him out into hell.



The beautifully landscaped gardens around House Arachnid were now a wreckage of bodies and debris. Despite her brave words to Ronin, Alexa had to swallow hard to keep herself from vomiting as she stepped over a bloody and dismembered body lying across the sidewalk. Smoke and fog swirled around the house, one moment hiding everything from view, the next parting to expose some new horror.



Voices echoed through the misty smoke, shouts and moans of pain, none of which could be understood in the general cacophony. The curb seemed to come out of nowhere and she stumbled, falling to her hands and knees on the bloodstained pavement before Ronin could catch her. The gun skidded away and was lost in the fog.



Jen’s voice briefly stood out from the others. “... stay inside protecting your Chosen? She was fine where she was and you needed me out here!” 



Then a siren rose and drowned her out, only to fade and expose Eli’s angry voice instead. “Damn it, Renee! You must always protect yourself first! If you’d been... ”



Renee answered him in the next calm between siren wails, her voice as calm as his had been emotional. “Well, I wasn’t killed, so stop yelling and let me... ”



An icy chill went down Alexa’s spine as the familiar phrases resonated in her mind. She’d been here before. She’d dreamed all this before. “There’s a pregnant woman here,” she said as Ronin pulled her to her feet, his black-painted face worried. “I need to find her!”



He looked startled, but he didn’t argue. The siren abruptly stopped, but this time Alexa didn’t listen to the words and phrases swirling around her. She was searching with all her might for the sound of a woman chanting.



A minute later, she heard it. A woman’s broken voice rose and fell, chanting something Alexa couldn’t quite decipher between sobs and gasps of pain. 



“There!” she said, grabbing Ronin’s arm as she closed her eyes to listen harder. “Do you hear it? She’s praying or something. Your hearing’s better than mine, help me!”



Ronin cocked his head briefly, then took her arm again and led her decisively through the foggy battleground. “Here,” he said finally, stopping beside a Hispanic woman lying in a crumpled heap on the sidewalk. Alexa shivered as she recognized the place where Jen had intercepted her during her daylight outing—it felt like decades ago.



But now was not the time to dwell on coincidence. Alexa went to her knees beside the woman and gently eased her onto her back, then gasped. A dagger protruded from her distended belly, buried to the hilt.



The woman gasped and cried out with pain at the movement. Alexa took both her hands and squeezed tight. “I’m going to help you,” she said firmly. “Try to stay calm, all right?” It was so much easier to help the body heal when the patient was sleeping or at least in a tranquil state, but there seemed to be little hope of this woman calming down. Still, she had to try. “Calm down and I can help you!” she repeated.



She wasn’t sure if the woman heard her or not as she caught sight of the dagger in her own stomach. Sobbing, she tried to reach for it, to yank it out, and only Alexa and Ronin’s combined efforts stopped her from pulling it free and doing more damage. “They killed me, they killed my baby,” she cried, hysterical with grief. “Dios, no, not the baby!”



“Shh, I’m going to help your baby,” Alexa said again, but it wasn’t working and she didn’t dare delay any longer. She would have to try to heal this woman in the midst of her hysterics.



Alexa hoped like hell that Gareth was right when he’d said she’d be a stronger healer as a vampire, because she’d never tried anything like this before. Closing her eyes, she concentrated on detaching from her body and entering the injured one before her.



It was made even more difficult because the woman fought her. She resisted all of Alexa’s attempts to break into her mind and urge her body to heal itself, becoming even more upset the more Alexa tried. Frustrated at every turn, Alexa turned her focus to the unborn child instead, hoping she could do more good there.



The child didn’t fight the invasion. Alexa breathed a silent sigh of relief as she explored the little body and found that, somehow, the dagger had only shallowly penetrated the baby’s thigh. The little girl had lost some blood, but the wound wasn’t at all serious.



Alexa couldn’t heal it with the dagger still in place. Unable to free her hands from the mother’s death grip, she mentally reached out to Ronin. The blast of agony she felt from him at the instant of contact almost startled her out of her connection with the baby, but somehow she managed to maintain her concentration. 



Good God, what the hell had that been? Had he been gravely injured this entire time without saying a word to her?



She couldn’t divide her attention like this. Alexa refocused on the baby and reached hesitantly to Ronin again. Pull the dagger out just a little, she told him, hoping she wouldn’t be jolted by pain again. Two inches, no more.



As you say, he replied, and the mental communication was emotionless and pain-free this time.



Alexa felt the sharp blade pull free from the baby’s leg and urged the little girl not to move while it retreated. The wound itself was easy to seal, and she’d almost finished when an earthquake shook the world around her.



Thrown against Ronin, Alexa was jolted back into her own body without warning. “What was that?” she gasped, looking wildly around.



“What?” Ronin asked sharply. “What do you sense?”



Sense? Hadn’t he felt the ground move? Alexa sat up and started to explain, but the pregnant woman groaned and clutched her stomach.



Alexa hadn’t felt an earthquake. The baby had just experienced the first contractions of labor.



 



Gareth was aware of every move Alexa made from the instant she left the office. In truth, he hadn’t wanted to bring her out until he was positive that every last Outcast and Templar in the city was dead, but his injured Slayers and Stewards needed her care too much to allow him that indulgence. Instead, he’d assigned Ronin to guard her with his life as Gareth joined Eli in clean-up duty around House Arachnid. He would rather have been at Alexa’s side, but only he and Eli were skilled enough to pick out the Templars from the masses of humans around them.



If Gareth couldn’t protect Alexa himself, there was no one he would trust more with the task of keeping her safe than Ronin. The Slayer’s history of loss guaranteed that.



He’d just finished dispatching the last hiding Templar he’d sensed in the blocks around when he heard a woman’s agonized scream from the shadows just ahead. His heart froze when he heard Alexa’s voice urging her to breathe, to push.



What the hell was Alexa doing so far out here? They had to be at least two blocks from the safety of House Arachnid!



Gareth ran toward the sound, fuming. Was this what Ronin called protection? He was going to tear that damned Slayer limb from limb if Alexa had so much as a single scratch on her. He shoved aside a torn tree branch that blocked his path and saw Ronin and Alexa kneeling on the sidewalk, their backs to him. “What the hell are you two doing out here?” he snarled, reaching out to drag Alexa into his arms and march her right back to his office.



She batted his hands away as though he was a minor nuisance, not her very pissed off and dangerous Chosen mate. “Good, you’re here too, you can help us,” she said without looking up at him, and he realized they were staring down at a very pregnant woman. “Come on, push! Your daughter needs you to be strong!”



He could tell from the scent of the woman’s blood on the night air that she was dying even before he saw the dagger protruding from her body.



“Oh, sweet Creator,” Gareth whispered, falling to his knees beside Alexa. “I can call an ambulance for her—”



“It’s too late for that.” Alexa’s reply was quick and quiet as she looked between the woman’s spread knees. “All I can do is try to save the baby.”



The next endless minutes were some of the worst of Gareth’s life. His attention torn between the doomed woman’s struggles to give birth and needing to maintain constant vigilance against attackers, the birth seemed to take forever. Alexa encouraged, urged, and finally bullied the mother as she ordered her to push over and over. Gareth could sense the woman’s strength ebbing. When the newborn’s cry split the night, he felt the mother’s spirit finally let go.



“I need something warm to wrap around her,” Alexa demanded as the baby’s cries filled their ears. Despite the tragedy before her, her voice was firm and calm. “Ronin, I need your coat. Ronin!” she repeated sharply, and Gareth looked at the Slayer who sat frozen beside Alexa.



Between the fog and the black paint streaked over his face, it was impossible to be sure, but Gareth thought he saw a tear streak down Ronin’s cheek before he almost brutally tore off his jacket and thrust it to Alexa. She swiftly wrapped the squirming baby in the jacket, not wanting to lose any of the body heat clinging to it, and then wearily got to her feet with the infant held securely in her arms.



Now that the crisis was over, Alexa finally looked at Gareth and he saw that she wasn’t as detached as she’d seemed. Tears ran freely down her face as she stepped into the waiting circle of his arms. “You’ll need to call your chief,” she said, her voice muffled against his chest. “We’ll have to find out who she was, where this baby belongs. He’ll need to... need to... ”



“Shh,” Gareth murmured, rocking her gently as her voice died away. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’ll take care of everything.” He kissed the top of her head, very aware of the little life cradled between them. “Ronin, I need you to—”



But the Slayer was gone, having vanished into the shadows he so resembled.





 

Epilogue



A baby’s strident cry jarred Alexa awake. She checked her watch and groaned—six in the afternoon, after sunset but still far too early to wake up. She elbowed Gareth in the ribs. “It’s your turn,” she reminded him when he grunted and buried his head under his pillow.



“This is why we have Stewards,” he complained, his voice muffled by the pillow.



Alexa prodded him again. “Don’t be lazy. I did diaper duty last time, and you were the one who said you didn’t want anything to do with nannies. You’ve got no one to blame.”



“Stewards aren’t nannies, and it won’t kill them to change a couple of diapers.” 



“Gareth... ”



Gareth groaned theatrically, but swung his legs out of bed. “All right, all right, Eva, I’m coming,” he said as he stumbled across the bedroom to the open door that connected their suite to the nursery.



Alexa smiled as she rolled over again. He might complain, but Gareth adored their surprise daughter. Despite Chief Aubert’s best efforts, he hadn’t been able to find any information on the woman who’d died giving birth three months ago. Alexa and Gareth had kept the baby while he’d searched, and despite both their vows not to even think of keeping the child, both had been crushed when the Chief had told them that his failure to find the baby’s family meant that she had to go to a foster home.



Gareth had pulled a hell of a lot of strings that night and the next day. By the time night fell again, Eva was theirs.



It had just seemed right, somehow, and despite the challenges of trying to coordinate a human newborn’s needs with their nocturnal schedule, Alexa wouldn’t have things any other way. Even if sleep deprivation did mean that she sometimes wished she hadn’t insisted on keeping her job at the hospital now that the danger to her seemed to be over. Between learning her new duties to the Clan, working three nights a week in the ICU, and taking care of Eva, Alexa’s nights were so full she sometimes wondered how she’d ever lamented being bored.



Not that Gareth ever seemed to feel any fatigue at all. He worked from dusk until dawn and sometimes even longer, and yet never shirked his fatherly duties—or missed an opportunity to drag her to bed and love her body with his.



The more she learned about the man she loved, the more she admired him. Being a Clan Patriarch was much more than giving orders. He mediated tensions within his Clan and coordinated the efforts of his Slayers with the Guardians’ Council. Despite the relative lack of Outcast activity, he patrolled New Orleans almost every night, still looking for Daran, who had escaped them during the battle three months earlier. The Stewards came to him at all hours with little problems that needed to be solved, and Alexa never knew when Arachnid vampires would show up at the House for protection or rest.



And all of this was in addition to his meetings with Chief Aubert, the mayor and governor, his duties on the Guardians’ Council, and his twice-weekly vampire tours of New Orleans.



In short, Gareth never slowed down. Alexa struggled to learn her way around the complex vampire world so she could help him, but he never complained. In fact, the busier he was, the happier he seemed to be.



The only time she’d really seen him worried was when he’d summoned Ronin to his office to inform the Slayer that he was being reassigned out of San Francisco. Ronin hadn’t liked the news that he would now patrol Austin, Texas at all. 



“This is all Eli’s doing, isn’t it?” Ronin had growled, pacing furiously. “He doesn’t want me around his damned Outcast mate so he’s got you moving me across the country.”



“Of course he doesn’t,” Gareth had replied, steel in his voice. “Ronin, you’re acting like an idiot. Touch Eli’s mate and he’ll disembowel you with a dull spoon. You’re fighting a battle you can’t win, and you’re wrong about her besides. So yes, you’re being moved because of Eli. You’re also taking Jen with you.”



Oh, the argument that had followed that decree! Alexa and Ronin had both spoken against it, but in the end, Ronin couldn’t refuse a direct order and Gareth had convinced Alexa that Jen might attract the wrong kind of attention if she stayed here. It was a chance he wasn’t willing to take with Eva. His concern for their adopted child finally quieted Alexa’s objections, even though she still thought he was overreacting.



Ronin and Jen were gone the next night, and Alexa still wasn’t sure it had been the right decision. 



But father-in-law or not, she was still hesitant to cross Eli. Accepting the news that the terrifying ancient was now family had been one of the most difficult adjustments of all.



The baby quiet again, Gareth returned and slid beneath the blankets beside her. Alexa sighed as he wrapped his arms around her and cuddled her close. 



“You smell good enough to eat,” he murmured against her throat. The soft drag of his fangs along her vein sent fire rushing through her body, banishing the last of her fatigue. “You’re not really asleep, are you?”



She smiled, arching as he cupped her breast. She couldn’t think of anything she’d rather do than make love with her bondmate. Sharing body, mind and blood with the man she loved was the perfect way to start the night. “Oh, I might be persuaded to wake up.”



“Persuasion is an ambassador’s most valuable tool,” he said seriously. “I’d hate to miss an opportunity to practice it.”
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Explosions, car wrecks, assassins, escaped murderers, and a kidnapping... arranged marriages can really take their toll on a vampire.



 



Hunted



© 2006 Amelia Elias



 



Witness to a brutal murder, Sian Lazuro didn't count on the killer escaping moments after his conviction. Three years later, she's learned the hard way there's only one person she can trust—herself. When she wakes up in bed with a gorgeous stranger who claims to have saved her life, she's understandably wary. Diego Leonides is like no one she's ever met before. Sensual, mysterious, and clearly delusional, he insists not only is he a vampire, but she’s now his eternal mate.



Diego never dreamed he'd find his mate by getting hit by her car, and he's no happier about their sudden bonding than she is. The only survivor of a massacre that wiped out his entire Clan, he's spent the last century avoiding taking a mate. Now he finds himself stuck with a woman running from a murderer just as the descendants of the vampire slayers who killed his family arrive in San Francisco to finish the job with him.



Arranged marriages are hard enough on a vampire without having to convince his mate that the real bloodthirsty fiends are the mortals... 



 



Book One of Amelia Elias’s The Guardians’ League series.



 



Enjoy the following excerpt for Hunted:



 



“Good first impression, Diego,” he muttered to himself as he tucked the blankets around her. “Oh, yes, all happily mated pairs start out this way—a good fist-fight followed by scaring each other to death.” But then again, most happily mated pairs had actually chosen one another.



Right now he could happily stake every single member of the Council out for the dawn.



Well, there was nothing to be done for it now. He couldn’t imagine any way this pairing could help but start badly. His job now was to make the best of it, as Eli had callously suggested, and soothe and protect his new bondmate the best he could.



When she regained consciousness, that was.



Diego sighed again. Sian was nothing if not a fighter. He’d best be prepared for another attack when she woke. Damn it all, he was hungry, he was hurting, and he was just too damn tired for this. He knew the sun was about to peek over the horizon by the lethargy that multiplied his fatigue almost beyond bearing. Thanks to Eli’s interference, there wasn’t even time for James to come tend to his wounds before dawn.



Well, it wasn’t the first time he’d slept injured. At least he could try to make sure Sian didn’t injure him even more before he woke up again. He stretched out beside her and pulled her into his arms again, grasping her wrists and pinning her legs with his. There was nothing romantic in this embrace—it was purely self-defense. He had no desire to get socked in the jaw again, or worse, wake up to find himself staked through the heart in his own bed before he could figure out what to do with her. It wouldn’t surprise him a bit for her to try it if she’d believed him after his ill-fated demonstration. He murmured a compulsion that would keep her asleep until sunset—



And ran into a mental block so strong his magic glanced right off.



Diego fought the urge to roar with frustration—it wouldn’t help and his ribs hurt enough already. Apparently nothing was going to be easy in this. Why did he have to get stuck with a strong-willed woman resistant to mind control? There was only one option at this point. 



“James!” he shouted. “Get your butt in here now!”



It only took a minute before his bedroom door flew opened and his Steward skidded into the room. “What’s your prob—whoa, hey now, I don’t need to see that!” James protested, clapping a hand over his eyes after one glance at Diego and Sian entwined on the bed. “I mean, I know modesty wasn’t a big deal in the fourth century or whenever you were born, but you need to keep up with the times, man.”



Diego ground his teeth. “It was the tenth century and forget modesty. I need you to get her out of here.”



James cracked an eye open and looked at him disapprovingly. “That is way cold, man, even for you,” he said. “Getting you out of the morning after isn’t in my contract, Diego.”



“Doing whatever I tell you is your contract, boy,” Diego snapped. “And right now I’m telling you to take her out of here, without waking her up if at all possible. Get her something else to wear, too.”



James rolled his eyes. “If I had a gorgeous woman in my bed I wouldn’t be so hasty to get her dressed and out of—”



“Are you quite finished dissecting the biggest mistake I’ve ever made? Can we skip to the part where you help me now?”



James raised an eyebrow and gave Sian’s curvaceous form outlined beneath the sheet a long, appreciative glance. “If you think she’s a mistake, Diego, you need way more help than I’m qualified to give. I always said total celibacy was a sure-fire ticket to insanity.”



“It’s not what it looks like,” Diego growled. “Now do you want to become my breakfast or are you going to get your rear in gear?”



James shrugged at the threat. “It not only looks like it, Diego, it sounded like it, too. I heard the shouting and wall thumping from across the house. Tone it down a little next time, okay? I don’t want to deal with the neighbors complaining.”



Diego bared his fangs. “You and Eli both have the wrong idea about this, but at least I can tell you to shut up!”



“I bet you told Eli to shut up just fine.”



“James!”



James sighed and approached the bed. “Fine,” he said, still annoyingly unintimidated. “Unwrap yourself from the gorgeous woman wearing your clothes who you did not make mad passionate whoopee with, and I’ll take care of her.”



“So glad you decided to see things my way.” Diego released Sian from his hold and flopped back on the mattress in exhaustion as James slipped his arms beneath her carefully. “I don’t have the energy to kill you right now, and training a new Steward is such a pain.”



“Yeah, yeah,” James said. He straightened with her in his arms and frowned down at her. “Where does she live, anyway?”



Diego closed his eyes and groaned. He had absolutely no clue where she lived and whatever ID she’d been carrying was still in the car James hadn’t yet retrieved. This was going from bad to worse. “I have no idea,” he admitted.



James shook his head, holding Sian carefully. “Too busy ‘not making whoopee’ to exchange addresses, I take it?”



Diego glared. “May I remind you that provoking a hungry, injured, and exhausted vampire is not covered by workman’s compensation insurance?”



James shrugged again and shifted Sian in his arms. “Well, she’s a luscious armful but I don’t want to stand here with her all day,” he replied, ignoring the threat as he ignored all the others Diego threw at him. “Direct your humble servant, lord and master. I can get her a change of clothes, but what do you want me to do with her? Chuck her out the back door? Install her in a motel? Dump her by the police station? What?”



“Dios, no,” Diego said with a shudder, imagining losing his new mate and having to go find her again. Tempting as it was, he couldn’t abandon her. Honor demanded he keep her safe and he could imagine all too easily what an Outcast would do to any mate of a Slayer.



Ice ran down his spine. The very thought was a nightmare. “Stick her in one of the guest rooms and keep her there until I wake up,” he said at last. “I’ll deal with her tonight.”



James made a face. “Oh, I can hardly wait for round two. Just try to ‘not make whoopee’ a little more quietly next time, will you? I really don’t want to hear all that again,” he grumbled as he turned for the door. He ducked the pillow Diego threw at him and pushed the door closed behind him with a foot.





 
Can Cassie Chapman break the ghostly curse of her one true love before his murderous twin brother claims her as his own?



 



Hearts Eternal
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Cassie Chapman has just met the perfect man in the mysterious Laith Moreland. But there’s a catch: he’s a ghost. Not only that, he claims Cassie is the reincarnation of his one true love who died hundreds of years ago! As she begins to have visions of her past life, Cassie is flung into Laith’s world and realizes only she has the power to break his curse and make him mortal once again.



Lord Laith Moreland, the Third Duke of Crichton, is a ghost. He’s been searching for his true love, his shelmir, for centuries. Finally he has found her, born again in Cassie Chapman. They cannot deny the strong bond that is mysteriously between them.



But Laith isn’t the only one who’s found Cassie, and now they must stay one step ahead of Laith’s murderous twin brother, Jareth, who willingly cursed himself ages ago to find her reincarnated once again.



 



This book is the first in the Cursed Hearts series.
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“What are you doing here?” she asked him again.



He smiled at her and pressed closer. “You called me, so I am here.”



“Called you?”



“You wanted to taste of me again,” he said. How could he possibly know that?



Cassie pulled away from him and walked over to the far wall of the front room. “Please don’t,” she asked him as he walked slowly toward her. He wasn’t wearing his cloak from the night before, and she could see the definitions of his body through his clothes. He was magnificent. If he touched her, she wouldn’t be able to stop herself from begging for him to take her again, and she didn’t want to suffer that embarrassment another time.



“Don’t what, my lady?” he asked, the corner of his mouth quirking up.



“Touch me,” she managed to say around the lump in her throat, as she backed away down the hall from him. He advanced on her, and suddenly an image of his hands on her naked skin coalesced in her mind. Cassie groaned in either pleasure or anguish; she couldn’t decide which.



“That is something I cannot do, Cassie,” he said, shaking his head and spreading his arms away from his body in his refusal to her plea. “Your words contradict your body. You want me.”



“Who are you?” she asked, still backing away.



“I am your shelmir,” he said simply.



“You have to stop this, Laith,” she pleaded with him.



“No.”



“You have to!” she cried as he reached out for her.



“No.”



Cassie flew into her bedroom and closed the door.



“You think that will stop me, my lady?” a smooth, familiar voice asked from behind her. Whipping around with a gasp, Cassie saw Laith standing in the room with her, his arms crossed, looking amused.



“How did you get in here?” she whispered, her throat going dry. “Who... what are you?”



“It’s pointless to deny what your heart wants,” he said, once again walking toward her. Cassie managed to avoid his touch and circled around him toward the bed. He pounced at her, taking her by surprise, and they both tumbled onto the mattress. Laith sprawled on top of her and Cassie couldn’t even squeal in surprise. His mouth was instantly on hers, tasting deeply, hungrily. She struggled for a moment, but it was only half-hearted as she found her arms curling around his neck, pulling him closer. She did want to taste him again, and he knew it.



His weight settled between her legs as he moved deliciously against her, teasing and tormenting her as he mimicked the movements of making love. His hands found her breasts under her thin silk shirt and kneaded gently, making her groan into his mouth.



Lord, the man knows how to kiss, Cassie thought as her hands found his hair once again.



“Say that you are mine,” he breathed against her lips. “Tell me.”



Cassie wanted to answer him, but she forced her mouth shut as his lips left hers to blaze a trail down her neck.



“Say it,” he whispered as his head dipped lower, his hot tongue scorching her skin. Cassie whimpered and arched her body to him, trying to pull him closer. Laith didn’t bother opening her silk shirt; he simply suckled her breast through the fabric.



“Oh, God,” she moaned, pressing his head firmly down on her.



“You are mine; you are mine,” he chanted over and over as he loved her breasts through her shirt. “Say it, shelmir.”



Grabbing onto her collar, Cassie ripped the buttons off in a desperate effort to give him full reign over her bare breasts. “I am yours,” she finally groaned, making Laith inflamed all the more, taking her breast in his mouth completely, circling her hard nipple with his tongue. He used his lips, his teeth and tongue to urge her to press fully against him.



She could feel the swirling heat in her belly as she arched closer to him. She knew his need was great, but he made no move to undress her any more than she already was.



“Laith,” she found herself begging once again. “Make love to me. Make me yours. Now!”



“I cannot, shelmir,” he said.



Cassie cried out in her torment. Tears filled her eyes and she tried to push away from him.



“Why?” she cried, looking into his eyes as he rose back over her. “Why won’t you?”



“I am not yet whole,” he told her with sadness as he wiped her tears away. “I must wait until tomorrow to make you mine.”



“You’re not whole? What do you mean?” she asked, confused.



“I cannot join with you, my lady. I am not flesh and blood. Tomorrow, for one night, I will be.”



Not flesh and blood? she thought, feeling fear prickling up her spine. “Then... then what are you?” she asked.



He kissed her tenderly, soothing her somewhat. He didn’t end the kiss until she responded to him.



“I am a ghost, shelmir,” he finally told her. “You are the only one who can see me.”



 





 
Trapped in the dark, can two lost souls find their way back to the light?



 



Tempting Darkness



© 2007 Rene Lyons



 



Once a proud Templar Knight, Lucian of Penwick lost his faith when God damned him as a vampire. Tormented by guilt, he is dragged back to his ancestral home and forced to confront the sins of his past. As he struggles to uphold his oath, Lucian knows if he falters, it’s not just his own soul on the line... 



Ripped from life as she knew it, Jessica Vargo is held prisoner in a world of darkness and torment. Deep in the bowels of a medieval castle, the line between myth and reality blurs and the only one she can trust is the seven-hundred-year-old vampire.



But as darkness tempts, can Lucian and Jessica find their light?



 



Book Three of the Templar Vampire series



 



Enjoy the following excerpt for Tempting Darkness:



 



Jessica dropped to the floor and drew her knees up the moment he let go of her hand. It was what she did when she was afraid. She made herself as small as possible. Sitting beside her, Lucian put an arm around her. She smiled as she scooted closer to him and rested her head on his shoulder. He didn’t understand why she trusted him now, and hadn’t in the dungeon. Nor did he take too much time analyzing it. Not when he’d much rather enjoy the feel of her against him.



“What happens if someone comes here and finds us?”



He hugged her even closer. “Let’s not think about that, shall we?”



He’d do whatever was necessary to ensure her safety and his continued existence. Basically, the rules governing Templars were simple. They had to guard the relic, protect Tristan at all costs, and kill only if their existence was threatened. If even one of them deviated from those rules, all of their souls would be sent to Hell. That was something every Templar fought to avoid since the night they’d woken as vampires.



The stab in his stomach and the dryness of his mouth reminded him again that he needed to feed. With the hunger upon him, it would only continue to grow until he fed, making him more dangerous to Jessica as the day wore on. They couldn’t leave Malmesbury until he fed.



Jessica must have sensed his body stiffening in his effort to hold onto his control because she leaned away from him. Her gaze was searching, causing Lucian to shift under the weight of it. “Are you okay?”



She looked too serious by half, which given their situation, he couldn’t blame her for. “I’m fine.”



She cocked a brow at him. “No you’re not.” Her eyes narrowed on him, like she saw through him to the hunger gnawing at him. “You need blood, don’t you?”



Lucian couldn’t deny his shame at his body’s need. “I said I’m fine.”



“You don’t have to lie to me about it. You seem to forget we’ve spent the last three months together.”



Forget? Never would he forget one moment of their captivity.



Raking a hand through his hair, Lucian sensed the rising sun, an added agitation to his already growing unease. He didn’t dare glance around the boxes to see how much of the sun spilled in through the missing windowpane and the cracks between the boards that covered the remaining windows.



Lucian shrugged with false indifference. “You don’t need to be reminded of what I am.”



Jessica raised her brows, regarding him in astonishment. “Do you think I need a reminder?”



“No. I’m sure you don’t.”



Lucian pulled back slightly when she shimmied out of his arms. She ran her hands through his hair, the gentle caress a touch upon his heart. “I don’t see you as a monster, Lucian. Not anymore, anyway.”



He found it ironic she’d say that because of his devious thoughts about her. “You should, Jessie. If you knew the things I want to do to you... ”



“Stop it. Stop trying to make me afraid of you.” Her hands came to rest on his cheeks. Her touch was warm—gentle—bringing to life tender emotions in him he was only now realizing he possessed. “Haven’t I spent enough time being afraid? Can’t I just enjoy this moment with you?”



Her whispered questions caused an ache in his heart. A low growl rumbled within him as he struggled with himself not to mislead her, but to be as frank and honest with her as he could. “I’m a monster.”



She shook her head and trailed her hands down to his shoulders. Her thin arms settled around his neck. Her face was so close all he had to do was lean forward and he’d be able to capture her lips. He closed his eyes and swallowed a groan when she hugged him. Her breath fanned his cheek and her breasts, small and firm, pressed against his chest. His body reacted instantly to her, hardening and pressing painfully against the fabric of the too-tight pants.



“You had a million opportunities to hurt me and you never did.” Her heartbeat hammered against his chest as her lips touched his cheek in a whisper of a kiss. “A monster wouldn’t have held back or protected me as selflessly as you have.”



Lucian wished he could hold on to this moment for eternity. But as it always did, life—or rather his death—managed to intrude.



The stab of hunger forced his eyes open as everything about Jessica drove him mad with need. She made him hurt in ways he never knew possible. Back in the dungeon, her fear helped him to fight the hunger. But now, with her fear gone, the way she opened herself to him was a new kind of torture for Lucian. One he’d never known before. He’d never allowed himself to get close to any human, which made resisting Jessica a difficult battle to fight. It raised the pain of hunger to new and brutal heights. There was nothing keeping him from refraining, save his own will, which right now was tenuous at best.



Nevertheless, Lucian drew Jessica even closer, until he no longer knew where he ended and she began. He buried his face in the rich fall of her hair and inhaled her clean scent. She rested her head on his shoulder and relaxed into him. Lucian felt as if the world came to a dead stop and nothing and no one but the two of them mattered.



With desire ripping through him and the bloodlust steadily growing, Lucian wanted more than to simply hold Jessica. He ached to push her to the floor and take her and sate his body’s sexual desire for her. Lucian could almost imagine Constantine’s gruff approval that his resolve had finally begun to crack after lifetimes of abstinence. Hell, Raphael would probably clap him on the back and remark that it was about damn time. That nosy bastard had tried everything over the centuries to break Lucian’s control. Somehow Lucian had managed to tamp down his sexual needs. He’d stood back and watched Raphael and Constantine cut a sexual path through the ages, using women to sate their every need. Tristan had as well, only he was more discreet about it. But then, he needed to keep a low profile so as not to attract the attention of the Obyri.



Lucian had watched Sebastian struggle with his self-imposed celibacy for three hundred years, never understanding why the fight was so tough—until now. Lucian finally understood Sebastian’s torment.



“You’ve no idea how badly I want you.”



The words tumbled from Lucian unbidden.



Jessica pulled away from him. In the span of a single moment she’d gone from soft and warm in his arms to hard and cold—as she’d been in the dungeon. “I won’t let you feed from me.”



“That’s not what I meant.”



Though that wasn’t exactly true, Jessica didn’t need to know how he struggled against that particular craving.
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