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Isn't it great?" Rafael Santiago wasn't a
religious man in any sense of the word, but as he read the short story Jeff
Brinks had published in the SF magazine in his hands, he felt a deep need to
cross himself. . . 


Or at the very least, club the college student over
the head until he lost all consciousness. 


Keeping his expression carefully blank, Rafael slowly
closed the magazine and met his Squire's eager look. At twenty-three, Jeff was
tall and lean, with dark brown hair and brown eyes. He'd only been a Squire to
Rafael for the last couple of months, since Jeff's father had retired. An eager
young man, Jeff had been good enough at remembering to pay bills on time, run
Rafael's business, and help to protect his immortal status from the unknowing
humans. But the one thing Jeff had wanted more than anything else was to
publish one of the stories he was always scribbling on. 


Now he had. . . 


Rafael tried to remember a time when he'd had dreams
of grandeur, too. A time when he'd been human and had wanted to leave his mark
on the world. 


And just like him, Jeff's dreams were about to get the
boy killed. "Have you shown this to anyone else?" 


Damn, but Jeff reminded Rafael of a cocker spaniel
puppy wanting someone to pet his head even though he'd just unknowingly pissed
all over his owner's best shoes. "Not yet, why?" 


"Oh, I don't know," Rafael said, stretching
the words out and trying to mitigate some of the sarcasm in his tone. "I'm
thinking the Night-Searcher series you're starting might be a really bad
idea." 


Jeff's face fell instantly. "You didn't like the
story?" 


"Not a question of liking it really. More a
question of getting your ass kicked for spilling our secrets." 


Jeff furrowed his brow, and by his baffled look it was
obvious the boy had no idea what Rafael was talking about. "How do you
mean?" 


This time there was no way to keep the venom out of
his voice. "I know they say to write what you know, but damn, Jeff. . .
Ralph St. James? Night-Searchers? You've written the whole Dark-Hunter/Apollite
vampire legend, and I really resent your making me a Taye Diggs clone. Nothing
against the man, but other than the occasional bald head, the color of our
skin, and a diamond stud in the left ear, we have nothing in common." 


Jeff took the magazine from Raphael's hands, flipped
to his story, and skimmed a few lines. "I don't understand what you're
talking about, Rafael. This isn't about you or the Dark-Hunters. The only thing
they have in common is that the Night-Searchers hunt down cursed vampires like
the Dark-Hunters do. That's it." 


Uh-huh. Rafael looked back at the story again, and
even with the magazine upside down his eyes fell straight to the scene.
"What about this, where the Taye Diggs lookalike Dark-Hunter is
confronting a Daimon who's just stolen a human soul to elongate his life?"



Jeff made a sound of disgust. "That's a
Night-Searcher who found a vampire to kill. It has nothing to do with the
Dark-Hunters." 


Yeah, right. "A vampire who just happens to steal
human souls to elongate his life as opposed to the normal Hollywood variety
where they live forever on blood?" 


"Well, that's just cliché. It's so much better to
have vampires who have really short lives and are then compelled, against their
wills, and by a hatred fired by envy, to lash out at the human race. Makes it
so much more interesting, don't you think?" 


Not really. Especially since he was one of the people
caught up in that battle. "That is also the reality we live in, Jeff. What
you just described is a Daimon, not a vampire." 


"Well maybe I borrowed from the Daimons a little,
but the rest is all mine." 


Rafael flipped to the next page. "Let's see. What
about the cursed Tyber race that pissed off the Norse god Odin and is now
damned to live only twenty-seven years unless they turn vampire and steal human
souls. Substitute 'Apollite' for 'Tyber' and 'Apollo' for 'Odin' and again you
have the story of the Apollite race who turn Daimon." 


Sighing, Jeff crossed his arms over his chest. He
shook his head in denial. "And what about this part here where the
Night-Searchers sell their souls to the Norse goddess Freya, who is a vibrant
redheaded femme fatale dressed all in white, to get revenge on whoever caused
them to die?" 


"No one is going to figure out that Artemis is
Freya." 


Rafael growled at him. "For the record, unlike
Artemis, Freya happens to be a strawberry blonde. But you were right about one
thing. She is gorgeous and highly seductive. Definitely hard to say no to
her." 


"Oh." Deepening his scowl, Jeff looked up.
"How do you know all that?" 


Rafael grew quiet as he remembered the night he'd met
the Norse goddess and she had tempted him well. That had definitely been one
hell of a day. . . . "Freya's the goddess who hand selects warriors for
Valhalla. Or in the case of myself, she wanted to take me off with her to her
own hall and add me to her harem." 


Jeff gaped. "And you chose to fight for Artemis
instead, what kind of stupid are you?" 


There were times when the kid could be eerily astute.
"Yeah, well, in retrospect it was 


a bad bargain on my part. But at the time Artemis was
offering me vengeance on my enemies it seemed so much more appealing than being
Freya's love slave . . . which gets back to Freya being Artemis in your
story." 


"But you just said she's not Artemis and she
comes after warriors, too. So it could happen. She could make a bargain like
the one I wrote about in my story." 


And icicles could grow on the sun. Freya collected
warriors, she didn't send them back to the mortal plane to fight Daimons/vampires.
Artemis did that. But not willing to argue the point anymore when it was
obvious Jeff didn't see it, Rafael moved on to the next similarity. "And
what about this? Ralph—Jesus, boy, couldn't you come up with something better
than a bodily function to name me—was a Caribbean pirate, son of an Ethiopian
slave and Brazilian merchant. . . ." He glanced down to read the
description: "At six six, Ralph was one to intimidate anyone who saw him.
With his shaved head that was tattooed with African tribal symbols given to him
by a Shaman he'd met in his travels, he walked the earth as if he owned it. But
more than that, the black tattoos blended at times with his dark brown flesh, making
the two of them seem indistinguishable from each other as if he bore some kind
of alien skin." 


Unable to read another word of the description that
was so eerily close to himself that it made him want to choke his Squire,
Rafael let out a disgusted breath. "While I'm both flattered and highly
offended, I can assure you, this won't win you a Hugo or Nebula
nomination." 


Jeff pulled the magazine out of his hands again in a
high-handed manner. "I resent that. It's a great story. And you don't
exactly have those tattoos, either, now do you?" Rafael's right eye
started twitching from the aggravation. "I have intricate scroll work tattooed
up my neck to the base of my skull and like Ralph"—he growled the
word—"I have them on both arms. They're close enough to what you describe.
No matter how you disguise this trite bullshit, it's my life, Jeff. Penned in
an awkward manner. It's things I didn't want to see in black-and-white print.
You're lucky after three hundred years that I've mellowed. In my human days,
I'd have slit your throat, pulled your tongue through the opening, and left you
tied to a tree for the wolves to eat." 


"Ew!" 


"Yes," he said, taking a step toward the
overgrown adolescent, "and effective. Trust me, no one betrayed me
twice." 


"What about the guy who killed you?" 


Rafael's eyes flared as he fought his urge to kill the
boy. It was a damn good thing that he liked Jeff's father and the man had
served him well for over twenty years. Otherwise Jeff would be meeting with an
"accident" right about. . . oh, now. 


Taking a deep breath, Rafael asked in a tone that
belied his anger, "I only have one more question. What's the circulation
on this rag?" 


Jeff shrugged. "I don't know. About one hundred
and fifty thousand worldwide, I think." 


"You are so dead." 


"Oh, come on," Jeff said, dismissing the
very real danger he was facing. "You're overreacting. No one is going to
care." The best place to hide is out in the open. Haven't you ever heard
that? Step out of the Dark Ages, Rafe. Everywhere you look there are vampires
and a whole counterculture dedicated to them. Open your mouth to a woman, show
her your fangs, and she'll beg you to bite her. Trust me. I have a fake set I
wear to parties and use frequently. Nowadays being undead doesn't get you
killed. It just makes it easier to get laid." 


Rafael shook his head. "That argument has reached
a whole new level of lame." 


"Please, spare me that, old wise one. There's a
whole new school of thought going around about how best to protect and hide you
guys. If we start telling people about the Dark-Hunters, but make them think
it's a book series or some urban fantasy thing, when they actually meet one of
you, they'll just think you're either actors or role players. Or at the very
worst, they'll think you're insane, but never will they believe you're
real." 


He was seriously considering getting Jeff a CAT scan
to make sure the kid still had a brain. "What Einstein came up with
this?" 


"Well. . . originally it was Nick Gautier." 


"And the poor man is now dead. Shouldn't you guys
be following someone else's ideas?" 


"No. It makes perfect sense. Get out of the
basement, Rafe, and hang with the new generation. We know the 911." 


Rafael snorted. "It's 411, Jeff, and you don't
know shit. But you are going to need 911 once the Council learns about
this." 


"I'll be fine, trust me. Nick and I aren't the
only ones who think like this these days."


Those words had no sooner left his mouth than Rafael's
cell phone started ringing. He checked the ID to see "Ephani." An
ancient Amazon who'd crossed over almost three thousand years ago, she was
definitely an acquired taste. But even so, he liked her a great deal. Pulling
the phone off his belt, he answered it. 


"What's up, Amazon?" he asked, stepping away
from Jeff while his Squire continued to admire his story in the magazine. 


The kid had no sense of self-preservation. 


"Hey, Rafe. I-um . . . I'm not sure how to break
this to you, but do you know what your Squire's been up to lately?" 


Deciding to play it cool, Rafael cut a glare at Jeff.
"Writing the great American novel, what else?" 


"Uh-huh. Have you ever read one of those novels
he's been working on?" 


"Not until today. Why?" 


She let out a long sigh. "I'm assuming you have a
copy of the Escape Velocity magazine with his story in it, right?" 


"I do." 


"Good, then it won't come as a shock to you to
know that my Squire just left and she's heading over to your house to have a
talk with Jeff. If I were you—" 


"Say no more. He's leaving the country even as we
speak. Thanks for the call, Eph." 


"No problem, amigo." 


Hanging up the phone, he narrowed his eyes on Jeff.
"That was Ephani warning me that you're about twenty minutes from
dying." 


Jeff's face turned stone white. "What?" 


He nodded. "Her Squire, Celena, Ms. Blood Rite, I-kill-anything-that-breaks
formation, is on her way over here to have a word with you. Since Celena isn't
real big on conversation, I'm taking that as a euphemism for 'kick your ass.'
" 


Rafael paused as those words conjured one hell of an
image in his mind—Celena kicking his ass in that pair of stiletto corset boots
she often wore. And in his mind she was wearing nothing but a thong. . . . Yeah
. . . that was something he definitely wouldn't mind. 


A native of Trinidad, Celena had the most perfect
mocha complexion he'd ever seen. It was so smooth and inviting that it begged a
man to taste it. 


And her lips . . . 


Angelina Jolie had nothing on her. She moved slow and
seductive like a cat and he'd spent more than his fair share of time wanting
her to rub that lean, curvy body of hers up against his. 


But unfortunately, she was a Squire and he was a
Dark-Hunter. By the rules of their world, she was off limits to him, and though
Rafael didn't give two shits about most rules, Celena lived for them. 


It was a crime against nature in his opinion that a
woman that fine couldn't be corrupted. 


"What do I do?" Jeff asked. 


"Well, not to insult a man who looks like a
rocket scientist in comparison to you, but. . . run, Forrest, run." 


"But I didn't do anything wrong. It's a new era
where—-" 


"Do you really want to argue that point while
someone, who is only a few minutes away, is speeding over here to most likely
kill you?" 


Jeff paused for a single heartbeat before common sense
finally seized him. "Where should I hide?" 


If it wasn't for the fact that as a Dark-Hunter Rafael
was impervious to illness, he'd swear a migraine was starting right behind his
left eye. "Get to the basement and hide there. Don't make a peep and don't
leave until I tell you it's safe." 


Jeff nodded before he ran for the door. Two seconds
later he was back. Rafael watched him with a frown as he searched around the
room until he located the baseball bat he'd used yesterday at the batting
cages. He picked it up and cradled it to his chest before he headed back toward
the basement. 


"What are you doing?" Rafael asked.
"Protection." 


Yeah, right. Celena was highly trained and deadly. A
whack with the bat would only piss her off an instant before she jerked it out
of Jeff's hands and beat him with it, but far be it from him to tell Gomer
that. 


"Hide well," Rafael said, exaggerating his
voice. 


Jeff nodded again before he dashed down to where
Rafael's bedroom and living area were. 


Pressing the heel of his hand against his brow where
the imagined pain seemed to be located, Rafael glanced around the parlor of his
Victorian house to make sure that Jeff hadn't left anything like his underwear
lying about. The boy was a good Squire in that he kept up the appearance that
someone lived in the house who actually aged but seriously sucked when it came
to general housekeeping. 


At least for once the place was decent. Except for the
Xbox that Jeff had left stretched from the plasma TV to the leather sofa.
Rafael had just turned the game off and put it away when he heard a fierce
knock on his front door. 


Rafael straightened his shirt before he sauntered over
to answer it. He could already see Celena's curvy outline though the frosting
on the glass. The porch light highlighted her medium brown hair that she wore
pulled back from her face to trail in a ponytail of small braids from the crown
of her head. 


Her lips were perfect and outlined in dark red glossy
lipstick. She had catlike almond shaped eyes and an attractive mole right above
the left arch of those lips. 


Damn, she was the finest-looking woman he'd ever seen.
Opening the door, he gave her the sexiest smile he could. "Hi,
Celena." 


But she was all business. Her dark brown eyes didn't even
glance his way. They went straight past him, into the house. 


"Where's Jeff?" 


"Don't know." 


That finally succeeded in getting her to look at him,
but then she quickly glanced away and continued to search the house with her
gaze. "What do you mean, you don't know? After dark, a Dark-Hunter is
always supposed to know the whereabouts of his or her Squire." 


"Ah, c'mon," he teased. "You don't
really tell Ephani every place you go after dark, do you?" 


"Of course I do." 


She tried to step past him, but he quickly blocked her
way and kept her outside on the porch. 


"So what do you want with Jeff?" he asked in
a nonchalant tone. "That's Squires' business." 


"Really? I thought anything that concerned a
Hunter's Squire also concerned the Hunter, since he's my partner, in a purely
platonic sense." 


The edges of her lips twitched as if she found
something funny about his words. He couldn't explain it, but he really wanted
to see a full-blown smile from this woman. 


"What?" 


One corner of her mouth lifted into an attractive
grin, but it still wasn't the smile he wanted to see from her. The kind that
would light up her eyes and make her laugh. "I was just thinking about
Rum, Sodomy, and the Lash—the pirate's credo." 


He laughed at that even though he should have been
offended. "Jeff is too hairy for my tastes. I much prefer a woman's smooth
skin . . . the softness of a female body. I never was one to cuddle a
porcupine." 


Celena swallowed at the seductive tone in Rafael's
deep voice. The sound of it had always reminded her of James Earl Jones, except
Rafael's was marked by a heavy Brazilian accent. One that sent a chill down her
spine. 


She knew she had no business even looking at him with
anything remotely similar to lust, and yet the man set her hormones on fire.
Especially that wicked scent of masculine power tinged with Brut aftershave. It
was a deadly combination. 


Not to mention the fact that he was wearing a tight
black V-neck sweater that only emphasized how perfectly formed he was. It clung
to every dip and bulge of the muscles on his body. How was a woman supposed to
keep her mind straight when a man like this was in front of her? 


Clearing her throat, she forced her thoughts back to
business. "Where is he?" 


A devilish glint taunted her from the midnight depths
of his eyes. "Tell me what you want with him and I might tell you where he
is." 


Narrowing her gaze, she found it difficult to maintain
her outraged anger while he looked at her with that playful air. And that
seriously annoyed her. "I'm here to take him into custody and deliver him
to the Council." 


"Well, that sucks." Even though his tone was
sincere, she could tell he was mocking the Council and their orders. "Bank
robbery, handing out the passwords for the DarkHunter Web site, carjacking,
mugging, cats mixing with dogs, and now this . . . writing a short story. High
crimes all. You get the rope and we'll hang him for it. God forbid the whole
twelve subscribers of that magazine should actually read a fictional story and
think it real." 


She glared at him. How dare he make light of this.
"It has a substantial readership." 


"And Jeff used a pseudonym for not only us but
himself as well. As the kid says, what better place to hide than under people's
noses?" Even as he said that, he couldn't believe he was backing Jeff's
story. But then that was what friends should do for each other. "It's
nothing to worry over." 


"Nothing?" She was aghast at his light tone.
How could he write this off as if it were nothing more than a simple hangnail
that bothered them? "He's exposed us." 


"No, Talon getting filmed in the middle of a
hissy fit in New Orleans exposed us. Zarek getting caught on tape exposed us.
This is minor. I mean, damn, Acheron was able to cover up all the others with
little incidence. This, too, shall pass." 


Not bloody likely. "This is entirely
different." 


"I agree. Jeff is mortal and only has a handful
of years left to him, whereas Talon and Zarek have an eternity to continue
being stupid. Let's not shorten the kid's life any more than we have to, shall
we?" 


He did have a point, but she hated to admit that.
Besides, that didn't matter. She was here to do her job. Rafael didn't control
her. She was a representative of the Council. "What happens to him isn't
my decision. It's the Council's. I'm merely here to collect him." 


"He's just a kid." 


"He's only two years younger than I am and he's
certainly old enough to know to keep his mouth shut." 


"Haven't you ever done something you knew you
shouldn't and then regretted it?" She didn't hesitate with her answer.
"No." 


"No?" he asked incredulously. "You've
never once broken a rule, lied, or got away with anything?" 


"Only once in junior high when my sister came
home late, because I didn't want to get her into trouble. Then one week later,
she did it again and was injured in a car wreck, trying to get home before
dawn, which taught me the value of lying to help someone. Since then I've never
told another one and I don't intend to start now. I have integrity." 


"Wow. You have one boring life." 


"I resent that." 


Those dark eyes teased and tormented her with a
mixture of amusement and pity. "Resent all you want, but it's true. How
have you managed to live such a perfect life?" 


And that she resented even more. "It's not
perfect. It has moments of. . ." She paused as she realized what she'd
almost let slip. There were times when she really hated how uptight she was.
But every time she'd ever tried to do something that was even remotely fun or
even the least bit dishonest, she'd paid for it in the worst sort of way. 


Like the time in high school when her sister had
talked her into skipping school. They'd no more than driven down the street
when her sister had plowed into the side of a Mercedes. Or the one time Celena
had cut a man off in traffic only to get a flat tire immediately. 


She had bad karma, which kept her perpetually toeing
the line. If she'd been Jeff, the moment they published that story she'd have
probably died of ink poisoning or something equally as bizarre. 


But this wasn't about her. It was about a man who'd
broken his Squire's oath, and he needed to be reprimanded. 


Rafael tilted his head as he waited for her to finish
her sentence. She was thinking of something, and from the darkness of her eyes
and the furrow of her brow he could tell it was painful for her.
"Of?" 


Her expression turned blank. "Nothing." 


Rafael gave her his best smile as he considered a way
to save Jeff and to get him the one thing he wanted most. . . more time with a
woman who tempted him. 


"C'mon, Celena. Learn to live a little." 


"I have rules to follow and a job to do. Surely
even you can appreciate that.”


“But don't you want to break free and have some fun
just once in your life?" 


She didn't answer, but by the look on her face he
could tell that he was getting to her.


"Look," he said, trying to weaken her even
more, "let's make a deal. Give me a week and if I can't get you to break
one single Squire's rule, I'll hand Jeff over and let you hang him. . . . Hell,
I'll even buy the rope. But if I do get you to break a rule . . . one teensy
little rule, you'll let him go." 


She shook her head. "It'll never work. The
Council won't wait a week.”


“Sure they will. Tell them you can't find him and that
you're looking for him." 


Her face hardened. "I can't do that. It's a
lie." 


She was a tough one. He'd never met anyone with so
much resolve to do the right thing before. But then again, he'd been a pirate
in his mortal life and high moral fiber wasn't exactly something they had a
plethora of. In fact, those possessed of that madness usually found themselves
killed off fairly quickly. 


It was part of what he found so fascinating about her.
How could someone live her life as she did? He didn't understand it, and a
strange part of himself wanted to. 


It was the same part of himself that wanted to know
more about this woman other than the fact that she looked edible in those black
jeans and crop top. 


"You know," he said playfully, "it's
not a lie. You really don't know where he is, and I can make sure that he runs
from you for eternity." 


She let out a tired breath as if she were suddenly
tired of fighting him. "Why are you doing this?" 


For once, Rafael was honest. "Because as stupid
as he is, Jeff is a friend of mine, and I'm not going to hang him out to
dry." 


Celena had to admire that. Many Dark-Hunters could
care less what happened to their Squires. To them a Squire was a servant, plain
and simple. 


"C'mon, Celena." He gave her a wink.
"It's the only shot you have at getting him.”


“And if I don't break a rule in a week's time?" 


"I'll hand him over." 


She cocked her head as she considered that. Rafael
wasn't exactly known for keeping his word. "You swear?" 


"Every day." 


She hissed at him. "That's not what I mean and
you know it." 


For the first time, his handsome face turned
completely serious. "On my word as a pirate who died defending his crew,
absolutely." 


He said it with such conviction that she found herself
actually believing it. Besides, he was right. If he wanted to hide Jeff, there
wasn't much they could do to reclaim him. And knowing the two of them, Jeff and
Rafael would probably rub all their noses in it, too. 


"Okay. I'm going to trust you. In seven days,
I'll be back to collect him. Have him here and waiting." 


She turned to leave only to find Rafael's hand on her
arm, pulling her to a stop. "Whoa, wait a sec, love. You don't think it's
that easy, do you?" 


"How do you mean?" 


That devilish gleam returned to his midnight eyes.
"There can be no faith without doubt. No strength without temptation. In
order for this bargain to stand, you have to be here so that I can oversee your
behavior myself." 


She stiffened at his implication. "My word is
gold." 


"And usually mine is pyrite. At the moment,
though, to see this through, I want you here to serve me. It's only fair
anyway, since you're the reason I'm being deprived of Jeff's service, such as
it is." 


"Who will look after Ephani?" 


"Call in a substitute. That's what you would've
had to do to find him anyway, right?" Celena was beginning to hate this
man. "You can't be serious." 


"Quite. Now is it a deal, or not? Think quickly
before I change the terms again." And he probably would, too, just to
annoy her. "Fine, it's a deal." And yet even as she said those words,
she had the sneaking suspicion that she'd just signed her soul away to the
devil. 


As soon as Rafael had Celena out of his house, he
rushed to the basement only to find Jeff lying back on his black leather sofa,
feet up on the coffee table, playing his PSP as if he didn't have a care in the
world. It was so unbelievable that Rafael stood in the doorway for a full
minute, staring with a slackened jaw. 


Jeff was the kind of man that as pirates they'd have
buried alive in the sand and left to rot. Why? Because people like him really
were too stupid to live. It was a public service to speed them to their graves.



Honestly, the temptation to kill him was there and it
was strong. Damn strong. Yet again, Jeff was lucky Rafael had mellowed
tremendously over the centuries. Not to mention the small fact that Rafael
wanted an opportunity to break at least one more major rule before one of them
died. 


Jeff had no idea that he owed his life right now to
the fact that Celena had the most tempting lips this side of paradise and if
Rafael wanted a taste of them, he had to get Jeff out of here before she
returned. 


Rafael grabbed the tiny remote from the table to his
left and turned the PSP off. 


"Hey!" Jeff snapped, looking up. "I was
on level four and I didn't save it.”


“Screw level four. I need you to get out of here,
pronto.”


“And go where?" 


"My boat in the marina." 


Jeff curled his lip in distaste. "And do
what?" 


"Live through the night, which is more than
you're going to get to do if you don't stop lipping off. Now get up and get
started. I've bought you some time, kid, but it's finite. You have to go lie
low for a week." 


While Jeff made juvenile noises of discontent,
Rafael's attention fell to his laptop, which was on the table at Jeff's
feet—that should do to keep him occupied and out of trouble. 


At least until the poor bastard published something
again. 


Picking the laptop up, Rafael handed it off to Jeff. "Go
write your great American novel, but for God's sake, do what everyone else does
and make the whole story up." 


Jeff grimaced at him. "You know I get
seasick." 


"You'll survive seasickness. Lead poisoning's
another matter. There's enough staples and such on board that you should be
fine. Keep your ass below deck and if you so much as look at the helm, I'll cut
your head off myself. You're not to go joyriding or anything else on my boat—it
really is worth more to me than your life. Do not leave the lower deck under
any circumstances barring fire, and whatever you do, keep a bucket nearby and
don't puke on anything." 


Jeff screwed his face up as if that were the most
sickening thought he'd ever had. "But I want to stay here." 


"And people in hell want ice water and if you
don't go to the boat, you'll probably be able to take it to them in person in
about twenty minutes. Get out, Jeff. Now." 


Jeff started to grumble as he got up, then caught
himself. "Can I take the PSP?”


“If it will speed you on your way." 


"You got any more games for it?" 


Raphael growled low in his throat as he picked the
small black game case off the coffee table and chucked it at him.
"Anything else?" 


"A hooker would be nice." 


"Jeff. . ." 


"I'm going; I'm going." 


The pain in Rafael's skull returned as Jeff made his
way back upstairs at a pace that would make a slug proud. Oh yeah, they'd have
sacrificed him on the main deck ten seconds after boarding. 


"Could you pick up the pace, Jeff? We only have
another eight or nine hours until daybreak." 


He cast a grimace at Rafael over his shoulder.
"You're such a bossy asshole.”


“Comes with being a pirate captain . . . which my
father was, too, by the way. He wasn't a merchant like you have in your story.
He ate those for breakfast." 


Jeff actually stopped on the stairs.
"Really?" 


"Jeff!" he snapped. "Up. The.
Stairs." 


Mocking his words, Jeff finally managed to make it up
to the door. It took about fifteen minutes to get him packed and out of the
house, along with more warnings about what Rafael would do if Jeff so much as
scuffed a board on his boat. 


Jeff had only been gone at most five minutes before
Celena returned. Rafael had to force himself not to glance down the street
after Jeff since it was obvious the two of them must have passed each other on
the road. But unlike Jeff, Celena was quick on the uptake and would realize why
Rafael was looking north. 


No doubt she'd catch the snail and salt him well. 


"Welcome back, my lady," Rafael said as
Celena adjusted the black backpack on her shoulder as she neared his door. 


She only grumbled in response as she stepped past him
and entered his house. "I can't believe I have to do this," she said
under her breath. 


He was a bit stung by her words until he realized she
still wasn't looking at him. In fact, she avoided it with such determination
that it made him smile. No woman did that unless she was interested and was
trying to fight it. 


"Let me show you where to bunk." 


Celena stepped back so that Raphael could lead her
toward the mahogany stairs in the middle of the house. She really did hate
being here. How could she serve a man who distracted her so much? And as he
headed up the stairs and she had an unobstructed view of that tight, perfectly
formed butt, it was all she could do not to reach out and grope it. 


This was wrong on so many levels. How had she allowed
him to talk her into this? It's the only way to get Jeff. Or was that just an
excuse so that she could be here with him? Not wanting to even consider that
thought, she forced herself back to business. She'd have to keep her thoughts
on her work and not on how good Rafael looked while dressed all in black. . . 


Or more  to the  point,  wonder  what  he'd look  like
 without  those clothes on.


He took her to the first room on the left. "This
is the guest room, not that I ever have guests, except for . . ." He
glanced at her and winked. "We won't go into that, but it's clean and well
kept." 


"Thanks," she said, stepping inside to find
a room that was decorated in Victorian antiques. It was actually quite lovely,
with heavy burgundy drapes and gold brocade Chippendale chairs. The Victorian
tester bed held a matching burgundy and gold bedspread that looked lush and
inviting. 


Not half as inviting as it would be with a naked
Rafael in it, but what could she do? 


Ask him to join you? 


Yeah. Shaking her head at her errant thoughts, she set
her backpack on the mattress, then turned to look at Rafael, who cut a tempting
pose in the doorway. With him dressed in black pleated pants and a black
sweater that clung to his body, it was hard to think straight. Which meant she
needed to get him out of here before she lost all sense of her duties and
succumbed to the idea of stripping him bare. 


"Shouldn't you be out patrolling?" she
asked. 


"Still too early. Besides, there hasn't been much
Daimon activity lately." He crossed himself. "Since Danger died, it's
been unnaturally quiet." 


"Yeah, that's what Ephani says, too. It's like
they've moved on, which is weird. You'd think killing a Dark-Hunter would have
invigorated them." 


Without commenting, he moved closer to her ... so
close that the scent of him invaded her senses. More than that, it warmed her
completely. There was something calming about that scent of Brut and man.
Something tempting and sinful. 


It kept her spellbound as he paused right beside her
and lifted his hand to brush a stray braid from her shoulder. Her heart racing,
she couldn't move. All she wanted was to feel him touching her. 


A small smile hovered on the edges of his lips as he
dipped his head toward hers. She knew he was going to kiss her and still she
couldn't move. 


Not until his lips parted and she glimpsed his fangs. 


He's a Dark-Hunter. 


That jolted her enough that she could take three steps
back. "We should reorganize your house while I'm here so that it's more
efficient." 


Rafael bit back a foul curse. One more second and he
would have had her. "House is fine." 


"No. No, it's not. Do you even have an evacuation
plan for what to do if it were to catch fire during the daylight? You know you
could roast and die quite easily, then you'd be a soulless Shade and screwed
for eternity." 


That went over him like a cold shower. Now there was
something he'd never thought about before, and he was pretty good at putting
together disaster plans. 


"It happens a lot with these older homes,"
she continued. "What with their faulty wiring and all. I heard of one Dark-Hunter
who died like that just last year." 


"Who?" 


"I can't remember the name, but it was one of the
Dark-Hunters in England. Total barbecue. You can check it on the Web
site." 


He'd really rather not. No Dark-Hunter liked to read
about the death of another one. It brought home that even though they were
technically immortal, there were still things out there that could kill them.
And having died already, it wasn't something Rafael wanted to experience again.



Still, she didn't relent. "You should contact a
friend of mine. He specializes in fireproofing underground bunkers for
Dark-Hunters. He can put in a sprinkler system and —" 


"You're rambling." 


"No, I'm not. Dark-Hunter safety is a Squire's
number one priority. In fact, I'll call Leonard first thing in the morning and
see when he can come out for an estimate. We should also make sure that you
have a roll bar in your car in case you flip over in a wreck. Oh, and a steel
bar shield on the driver's side in the event you run up under something, so
that you can't be decapitated." 


Without conscious thought, Rafael's hand went to his
throat. Damn, the woman gave paranoia a whole new meaning. 


"We should also look into the history of this
house and make sure that it was never used as a bed-and-breakfast." 


"Why?" 


"If property has ever been used as a community
place such as a boardinghouse, restaurant, or anything open to the public, then
the Daimons can enter without an invitation. You don't want them barging in on
you and killing you, now do you?" 


"Not really." 


"Then we need to do a property search. Unless
your last Squire did that." 


"No." 


She tsked. "I need a piece of paper. This is
going to take a while." And by the time she fished that paper out of her
backpack and started making a list, Rafael felt ill. The woman should work as a
Codes Inspector. Jeez. She thought of dangers that had never occurred to him. 


She even went outside and inspected the grade of his
basement, which wasn't high enough, in her estimation. After all, according to
her, a foundation shift could cause a crack that could theoretically expose him
to daylight. 


Not bloody likely, but she seemed determined to ferret
out any possible—heavy emphasis on the "possible"—threat. 


By the time ten o'clock rolled around, he was more
than ready to begin his patrol. He came up from the basement to find an arsenal
on the table. 


Two daggers, three stakes because two could break in a
fight, a Daimon tracker that he'd always profaned using, a Kevlar jacket, his
cell phone, and a watch were all laid out for him. 


When she lifted the Kevlar to help him into it, he
merely stared at her. "Bullets can't kill me." 


"No, but they do hurt. The Daimons could, in
theory, shoot you until you're too weakened to fight them and then behead
you." 


He shook his head at her as he again declined to put
on the jacket. She was perturbed as she set it aside while he hid the daggers
in his boots. 


"Want to put a cone around my head like a dog to
make sure that they can't decapitate me while we're at it?" he asked
sarcastically. 


"I would," she said to his instant
incredulous dismay, "but Ephani got really angry when I tried that with
her, so I learned that it's more important for you to blend in than protect the
neck. But I do have this." She pulled a thick black steel collar from her
pocket. "If you wear it under a turtleneck, it's not so obvious. Kind of
medievally looking." 


He had no response to that. It was the most ludicrous
thing he'd ever heard. In fact, as he tucked the stakes away, he had to force
himself not to use them on his latest menace. . . 


Her. 


She handed him the watch. "I double-checked the
sunrise on weather.com and crosschecked it with the meteorological society and
my friend who's an astronomer to be sure it was accurate. It's at six
fifty-nine A.M. sharp. I've already set the alarm to give you a twenty-minute
warning." Next, she held out a piece of paper. "Here's a list of how
long it will take you from various parts of the tri-city area to get back here.
I'll keep an eye on your tracers to make sure that you have adequate time to
make it back home without threat or harm." 


Then she handed him a folded-up black body bag.
"And in the event you can't make it back, zip yourself up in this and
press the panic alarm I added to your key chain. Then I can come get you home
before the daylight makes you burst into flames." 


Again, he was speechless. 


She picked up his cell phone. "I preprogrammed my
number in on the speed dial under one and Acheron under two. Did you know you
didn't have any numbers listed as 'ICE'? You should always have an In Case of
Emergency contact number. So I put mine in for that, too." 


"What about Jeff?" 


"Since he won't be with us much longer, I didn't
bother." 


This was madness. No wonder Ephani hadn't fought him
on having Celena replaced for a week. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, the woman was
insane. 


"Anything else, Mom?" he asked. 


"Yes. Play nice with the other kids and don't let
the Daimons get the drop on you. Use the tracer so that you know where they are
at all times." 


Raphael couldn't get out of his house fast enough. So
much for his thoughts about trying to seduce her. He'd rather face the Daimon
horde blindfolded and with both hands tied behind his back. 


More than that, he'd rather go babysit Jeff. If anyone
had ever told him that he'd prefer the lazy, lackadaisical boy to the hot
Caribbean sex goddess, he'd have laughed in their face. 


Now he could appreciate Jeff's laid-back nature. 


Maybe it's just a ploy of hers. . . 


He paused at that thought. Maybe she was just doing
this to drive him away. It was possible. 


Very possible. 


Oh yeah, he was on to her now. It made total sense.
Fine then. Two could play this game. 


Getting into his car, he smiled. "En garde, ma
petite." They were about to go to war, and at the end of this, he was
going to win. 


He wasn't winning his war. He was losing it miserably
and not even with style. No matter what he tried, Celena circumvented his best
efforts. The woman was a machine, and after forty-eight hours of having her in
his house, he'd had enough. 


Sitting on his couch in the basement an hour after
sunset— because, quite frankly, if he went upstairs, he might kill her—he
called Ephani, who answered on the third ring. 


"Come get your Squire," he said without
preamble. 


Her tone was dry and snide. "Hi to you, too, Rafael.
Nice to hear from you." 


"Cut the crap, Eph, and come get her before I
kill her." 


"She making you crazy?" He could hear the
humor in her voice. 


"You think? How do you stand it night in and
night out and not lose your mind?”


“She's a little obsessive, but—" 


"A little?" he asked incredulously.
"The woman makes a serial stalker look like a Boy Scout." 


Ephani snorted. "She's not that bad." 


"Oh yes, she is. Trust me. I almost lost my head
to a Daimon the first night she was here." 


"How so?" 


He clenched his teeth at the memory. "Picture
this. There I am in the alleyway, sneaking up on a group of Daimons who have
this college kid trapped between them. Just as I go to make my move to save the
kid, the phone rings with Ms. I-have-no-purpose-save-to-make-you-crazy calling
to tell me that according to the tracer she has on me it's time for me to head
home so that I won't get caught out in daylight." 


Ephani was laughing so hard that he wanted to reach
through the phone and choke her. "It's not funny." 


She kept laughing. 


Rafael let out a disgusted sigh. "Did she
reorganize your kitchen and fill it up with wheat germ and shit? I tried to
explain the whole I'm-immortal-I-live-forever to her, but she doesn't get it.
She said that even immortals need to eat healthy foods." 


Still Ephani was laughing. 


And still Rafael wanted to kill the Amazon as well as
Celena. "This really isn't funny, Eph." 


"Oh yeah, it is. Gah, Rafe. You're such a man.”


“And I'm going to take that as a compliment." 


Clearing her throat, Ephani finally sobered.
"There's a few things you need to understand about Celena." 


"You mean something other than she's nuts?"
Ephani tsked at him over the phone. "She's not nuts." 


He glanced up to the ceiling. No doubt Celena was up
there right now doing something extremely odd in order to protect him, the
immortal warrior. "I think I'll reserve my opinion." 


"Trust me, Blackbeard. She's not nuts.”


“Then what is she?" 


"Scared." The word surprised him, Celena
certainly didn't act that way. "Have you tried to ask her anything about
her family?" 


"A couple of times, but she won't talk about
them.”


“That's right and do you know why?" 


"She's nuts?" This time he said it with a
little less enthusiasm. 


"No . . . she's scared." 


But that didn't make sense to him. "Of
what?" 


"Of losing the people she loves, so she tries to
keep up walls to protect herself. If she doesn't talk about people, then they
can't be close to her. But it's a crock. I know this because when her father
died a year ago, it almost killed her. She still cries about him in the middle
of the day when she thinks I'm sleeping." 


The news floored him. That was so opposite of the
hard-nosed woman upstairs. There was nothing vulnerable about her, and
honestly, he couldn't imagine her crying about anything. "Celena?" 


"Yes, Celena. And do you know why she's so anal
about her duties?”


“She's nuts?" He was back to being convinced.
Anyone who executed their duties to such an nth degree wasn't normal. 


"No," Ephani said in an irritated tone.
"Like Jeff she's from a Squire family. The DarkHunter she grew up with was
killed eight years ago because he was cornered by a group of Daimons and
executed. If that wasn't bad enough, the first Dark-Hunter she was assigned to
died because she couldn't make it back before sunup. Celena tried to get to her
in time, but there was no place for her to hide, so she turned into toast
minutes before Celena got there. The Council warned me when they sent her over
that she was a bit. . . traumatized by the event. Hell, if you think she's bad
now, you should have seen her when she first came to work for me." 


If she was worse, then he was grateful he hadn't met
her then. But all that actually explained a great deal about her psychosis. 


"And she must really like you to be so paranoid
that she's calling you all the time to make sure you get back home in time. She's
not that bad even with me." Then she added under her breath, "Then
again, I always follow her patrol plans and get back before she freaks." 


Rafael was quiet for a second as he considered
Ephani's words. "That puts a lot of perspective on her, doesn't it?" 


"Yeah." 


"Okay," he said with a sigh, "I won't
kill her tonight." 


"Please don't. All in all, I'm rather fond of
her, and I have to say I much prefer her to the one I'm dealing with right now.
This one's kind of lazy. She even balked at making my scrambled eggs with
cheese and onions in them." 


Rafael laughed at that. "I guess it's what you're
used to." 


"I guess. But send Celena home soon. I miss
her." He shook his head. "By the way, thanks, Eph.”


“No prob. Just take care of my girl." 


"Will do." Rafael hung up the phone and
tucked it back in his pants pocket. His mind whirling with what he'd learned,
he headed upstairs to find his "breakfast" waiting. 


Grabbing a piece of bacon, he had to admit that this
was the one thing he liked about having Celena around. Unlike Jeff, she was up
all night with him and made sure that he had plenty of food prepared. She even
packed him a snack bag to take with him. Of course it was full of wholesome
foods that he poked at like an alien life-form, but it was a nice thought. 


"Hi." 


He swallowed his bacon as she brought him a glass of
orange juice. "Hi." After he took the glass, she lifted a notebook up
from the table. "I've made notes on your patrolling patterns. I've noticed
that you tend to stay here in Columbus around campus until about midnight and
then you head over to Starkville. I was thinking that—" 


He took the pad from her hand and set it aside.
"I like my pattern, Celena.”


“But it would be safer for you to patrol Starkville
first and then head back this way.”


“And I was a pirate who laughed as he died and spat in
the face of my killer. Safety's not my concern." 


"It should be," she insisted. 


"Why?" 


Her brow creased by worry, her face held a very faint
hysterical note in it. "Because you could die and become a Shade,
wandering the earth with no body and no soul, in constant pain and misery.
Wanting food. Wanting someone to hear you. Wanting someone to just touch you
and having no one able to see you. To—" 


He stopped her words by laying his fingers on her
lips. Personally, he didn't like the gruesome image she painted with her words.
"It's okay, Celena. I'm not going to die." But he could see the pain
and fear in her eyes. "That's why you should rethink your pattern." 


Moving his fingers from her soft lips, Rafael dipped
his head down to capture her mouth only to have her retreat from him again. 


He let out a tired breath. "Don't you ever
date?" 


"Not anymore. To bring an outsider in could
threaten the safety of Ephani. What if I were on a date and she needed
me?" 


"What if a meteorite fell through the house right
now and flattened us both?" She actually glanced up at the ceiling. 


If it wasn't so serious, he'd laugh. "Celena, you
can't go through your entire life worrying about what might happen." He
closed the distance between them. "Any more than you can go through life
alone. Trust me on this one. It's lonely as hell." 


"You live that way." 


"Not always. I do reach out to someone from time
to time." 


Instead of comforting her, those words brought out her
anger. "And I'm not your one night stand. We both have duties to attend
to. Oaths to uphold." 


"I would kiss you anyway, but I have a feeling
that if I tried—" 


"I'd kick you in the nuts and tear your ear
off." There was no mistaking the sincerity of her angry tone. 


"That would hurt.”


“That's the idea." 


Rafael shook his head at her. She was saucy, and as
she walked away from him he couldn't help the heat that flooded his body.
Everything about her appealed to him on a primal level. 


Honestly, he was losing his mind being this close to
something that tempted him while unable to touch it. No wonder the Council
preferred to assign only Squires who were the opposite sex of what a
Dark-Hunter lusted for. 


I can't take it. He needed some distance from her. 


"I'm going to kill Daimons now." 


"But it's early." 


"I know. But I have a feeling they're out already
and I need to patrol." Or stay here with the hard-on from hell until he
lost what little sanity he had left. As Oscar Wilde once said, he could resist
anything except temptation. 


Before Rafael could make it to the door, his phone
rang. Without looking at the ID, he answered it. 


"Rafe?" It was Jeff whispering in a panicked
tone. "Yeah?" 


"There's a group of Daimons here at the marina.”


“It's too early for them to be out." 


"Tell them that!" 


"Calm down and tell me what's going on." 


"It's spooky as hell. There's some kind of party
going on at the houseboat next door that started at sundown and I just saw six
of them heading for it." 


"All right. Lie low and I'll be there in a few
minutes." Celena frowned at the concern in Rafael's voice. "Is there
a problem?" 


"Major Daimon alert." 


Before she could ask anything else, he was gone, but
his words rang in her ears. Major Daimon alert. . . 


This could be bad. 


You're a Squire. Her place was at home, especially
after dark. And then she saw Eamon's face in her mind. His smiling face as he
teased her about not eating peas. 


"Did ya do yer homework, lass?" 


God, how she'd loved that man. He was like an older
brother, a best friend, and a father all rolled into one. And in one heartbeat,
the Daimons had killed him. 


Let's face it, with the exception of Ephani, you've
had a bad run with Dark-Hunters. 


The more she cared for them, the more horrible their
deaths. 


And she loved Rafael. She'd loved him since the first
moment she'd met him after she moved to West Point, Mississippi. He was
intelligent, smart, and he had a wicked sense of humor. 


Now he was going to fight the Daimons. Alone. 


A thousand scenarios went through her head, with all
of them coming to one single conclusion. 


Rafael dead. Panic set her heart to beating furiously
as she looked about his home. She couldn't pack up another Dark-Hunter's home.
She couldn't hold another vigil service to pay respect to someone she loved. 


She couldn't. 


And before she could stop herself, she grabbed the
tracer off the table and her keys. 


When Jeff had said that there was a group of Daimons
heading for a party, Rafael had taken that to mean that there were only six
Daimons at a human party. You know—a regular party with teenaged or
college-aged humans groping each other while drinking heavily. The kind of
party that he normally crashed so that he could protect the humans from the
Daimons who wanted to feast on their souls. 


What the rocket scientist had failed to mention to
Rafael was the small fact that the Daimons were headed into an Apollite
wedding reception. Something he, himself, hadn't realized until he'd walked
onto the boat that was filled with tall, gorgeous pale blond preternatural
people. 


Oh yeah, the six-foot-six bald black man dressed all
in black leather really didn't blend into the overdressed crowd of Nordic
vampires. And Rafael had to admit that right now looking at the Apollites and
Daimons who were staring angrily at him made him feel like the last steak in
the Kennel Club. 


It was so silent, the only sound he could hear, even
with heightened hearing, was his own heart beating. Though there was blood in
their goblets—he could smell it—there didn't appear to be any humans around who
needed saving. 


Except for, maybe, him. 


One of the Apollites closest to him arched a brow
before he spoke. "Bride's side or groom's?" 


"I'm with catering," Rafael said in a flat
tone. 


A Daimon stepped forward to give him a cold, feral
once-over. "Yeah, you look like food to me." 


The Daimon female beside him smiled, showing off her
fangs. "We can't really eat him, since his blood is poisonous to us, but
killing him should have some entertainment value. What do you think?" 


Yeah, he'd walked right into the lion's den. There
were at least twelve Daimons that he could sense. And another twenty Apollites.
Normally Apollites didn't fight against DarkHunters, since Dark-Hunters were
forbidden to touch them until they stopped feasting on fellow Apollites and
began feasting on human souls, thereby becoming Daimons. Then it was open
warfare between them. 


However, this group didn't seem too concerned with
keeping the unspoken truce between Dark-Hunters and Apollites. They truly were
bloodthirsty. 


And now they were attacking. 


Reaching under his coat, Rafael grabbed his steel
stake and plunged it into the heart of the first Daimon to reach him. With an
anguished cry, the Daimon exploded into dust. Two more came at him. He caught
the first one a quick hit that sent him flying backward, into the arms of
another Daimon, while he flipped the second one over and stabbed him straight
in the chest. 


Before he could straighten up from the kill, the
Daimons overran him like ants over a sugar cube. He hit the ground face-first
as they clawed at him. He could feel something biting into his back that felt
like a knife wound, but it was hard to tell as he struggled to get them off
him. 


Celena knew she was breaking the rules, but Rafael
didn't have to know it. All she was going to do was make sure he was okay, then
head back to his house. No one would ever know what she'd done. No one. 


She parked her car as close to the docks as she could
before she took off running toward where the tracer in her hand said Rafael
was. A thousand fears shredded her as she relived the night Sara had died.
Celena had been trying to get to her. They'd been on the cell phone together as
she raced to make it in time. 


The last sound she'd heard had been Sara screaming as
she burst into flames. Grief threatened to overwhelm Celena. She couldn't lose
another Dark-Hunter. And especially not Rafael. She'd loved him far too long to
let him die. 


With no clear thought of what she had in mind to do to
help him if he was in trouble, she ran onto the boat, then skidded to a stop. 


It was total chaos. 


But more than that, there was no sign of Rafael
anywhere. He appeared to be buried by the large stack of Daimons and Apollites
in the center of the boat. 


Her eyes welling with tears, she met the gaze of a
woman in a wedding dress for only an instant before she pulled a stake out of
her coat. 


"Rafael?" Celena cried, heading for the
fray. 


A Daimon turned on her then. Celena kicked him back
and kept going toward the largest group of them. She knew that was where Rafael
had to be. 


She couldn't see anything as she pushed, kicked, and
fought until she finally saw what she'd come for. Rafael knocked a Daimon off
him while another was trying to pin him to the ground. But what made her panic
swell most was the Daimon coming toward them with an ax. 


If they managed to cut off Rafael's head, it was over.



The Daimons pulled back as someone grabbed her from
behind. Reacting on pure instinct, Celena head-butted her assailant with the
back of her head and launched herself at Rafael who still lay on the ground.
From the corner of her eye, she saw the ax falling. 


She curled herself around Rafael's head and waited for
the pain of the ax slicing through her. 


It never came. 


There was a sudden silence that rang out as everything
seemed to freeze into place. Her heart racing, Celena opened her eyes to see
the Apollites and Daimons staring above her. She rolled over to find the Daimon
who'd held the ax. Only now the ax was gone. 


It was in the hands of the groom who stared not at
them but at the others with a stern glare. "Enough!" he roared.
"This is supposed to be my wedding!" He looked over at the bride,
whose face was pale, her delicate lips trembling. "And you're upsetting
Chloe. I've only got five more years with her before I die and the last thing I
want is to have what few memories I have left ruined by a bunch of bloodthirsty
assholes." He picked out with his gaze the ones who must be Daimons.
"No more bloodshed!" 


The Daimon next to Celena curled his lip. "He
killed my brother." The groom snarled. "Your brother was a dickhead
and he's lucky I didn't kill him. I told all of you that you weren't to cause
any problems tonight, didn't I?" 


The Daimon turned sheepish. 


The groom tossed the ax overboard before he approached
them. To Celena's complete shock, he held his hand out to her. 


She exchanged an uncertain look with Rafael before she
reached out, clasped the groom's hand, and allowed him to pull her to her feet.



"You can't let him go," another Daimon
sneered. 


"It's my wedding. I can do what I please. This is
supposed to be a night of celebration —" 


"Then let's celebrate by killing a
Dark-Hunter." 


The groom looked disgusted. "Someone stake that
bastard, please, and for the sake of the gods, dust Benny off the table by the
fountain. That powder's disgusting and it's getting into the blood." He
helped Rafael up. "Don't worry. It's not human blood. It's ours." 


Rafael wasn't sure what to think as he faced the
Apollite in front of him. They could have killed him and Celena both. He was
having a hard time believing that they would just let him go. 


"Why are you doing this?" Rafael asked. 


The groom looked back at his bride. "Because
life's too short to spend it fighting when you could be holding the one you
love. And love's too rare to squander it with petty concerns." He took his
wife's hand in his and held it tight. "I'm lucky I have Chloe and I have
no intention of letting a war I didn't start rob me of one second of my time
with her. Go in peace, Dark-Hunter." 


Rafael was surprised by his words, but even more so by
his charity. "You're a good man." 


The Apollite scoffed. "I guess we'll see in about
five years, huh? If I die peacefully, then I'm good. If not, then we'll face
each other again as predators." He indicated the ramp with a jerk of his
chin. "Now go before I change my mind." 


Deciding not to press his luck, Rafael draped his arm
around Celena and held her close to him to protect her as they made their way
off the boat. He didn't stop walking until they'd made their way over to the
dock by his boat. He paused at the prow to turn back and see the Apollites and
Daimons resuming their party. 


"That was flipping amazing!" He looked up to
see Jeff in the shadows. He reminded Rafael of a kid who'd just got away with
something. "I thought you were dead. Man, I was in the process of calling
Acheron for help when I saw the two of you leaving. How did you manage
it?" 


Instead of removing his arm from around Celena, Rafael
leaned his head against hers. "Luck . . . which I'll take over skill any
day." 


Jeff's face sobered as he realized Celena was there.
He actually gulped. "I'm dead, aren't I?" 


Rafael held his breath as he met Celena's speculative
gaze. He expected her to shove him away from her and go after Jeff. 


Instead, she wrapped her arm around Rafael's hips.
"I made a deal with Rafael, and it seems you're safe from me." 


A small smile hovered at the edges of Rafael's lips as
he stared at her in the moonlight. "Go home, Jeff." 


"Okay, let me pack and—" 


"No," he said sternly. "Go home right
now and don't stop until you're safe in your room. You can get your stuff
later." 


He could tell Jeff wanted to argue, but luckily for
his Squire, the man caught the tone of his voice and immediately left. And as
soon as he did, Rafael did what he'd been dying to do. He finally kissed
Celena. 


Celena moaned at the taste of Rafael as his tongue
swept against hers. He cupped her face in his hands as she inhaled the sharp
scent of his skin and aftershave. It was a breathtaking combination, and all
she wanted to do was peel his clothes off him and lick every inch of his body. 


She knew she had no business with him, and for once
she didn't care about rules. The Apollite had been right. There were some
things more important than something so trivial. 


Rafael pulled back from the kiss. "Why did you
come for me?" 


"I was afraid you were in danger." 


He shook his head at her. "You know that was
amazingly stupid of you. I'm rancid meat to them, but you . . . you're a
buffet. You're damn lucky they let you go." 


She smiled up at him before she repeated her earlier
words. "Yeah, well, I'll take luck over skill any day." 


He laughed before he kissed her again. "And that
still doesn't tell me why you came after me. You broke a dozen rules by
following me tonight." 


And for some reason that didn't bother her. Nothing
had mattered to her except seeing him safe. "I know, but I couldn't let
you die." 


"Why?" 


She bit her lip as the reasonable side of her brain
begged her not to say anything else. But all the years of her hiding her
emotions for this man rushed to the forefront, and after being with him for
this last week, she couldn't hide it anymore. "Because I love you." 


Rafael couldn't have been more stunned had she stabbed
him. He stood there in complete shock as he watched her eyes dilate ever so
slightly. In all the centuries he'd lived, only one other woman had ever said
those words to him . . . 


And she had died in his arms on their wedding night
under the assault of his enemies. He'd never had the chance to taste her. Never
had a chance to show her just how much he loved her. 


He wasn't going to take that chance with Celena. His
body burning, he scooped her up in his arms and carried her on board his boat. 


"What are you doing?" she asked as she
wrapped her arms around his neck. "Carpe noctem. I'm seizing the night.
But most of all, I'm seizing the woman in my arms." 


Celena didn't say another word as he took her below
the deck. As soon as they were out of the sight of any passersby, she literally
ripped the shirt from his back so that she could finally touch the body that
had haunted her dreams for the last few years. 


Her career as a Squire was over, but she didn't care.
The only thing that mattered right then was being with Rafael. She shivered as
he pulled her shirt over her head and cupped her breast through her bra. 


Closing her eyes, she savored the heat of his hand as
he pushed the satin aside to touch her flesh. She captured his lips with hers
as she feverishly opened his fly, then dipped her hand down to touch him. He
hissed in response, making her soar in satisfaction. "Boy," he
whispered against her lips, "When you break the rules, you seriously break
the rules." 


Celena didn't respond as he pulled her pants down her
legs. She sucked her breath in sharply between her teeth as she saw him
kneeling on the ground at her feet. Lifting her foot, she let him remove her
shoes, which he tossed over his shoulder before he undressed her. 


His dark eyes flashed an instant before he reached up
to remove her panties. Her entire body burned as he bared her to his hungry
gaze. Reaching down, she traced the outline of his lips as he gently tongued
her fingertips. She'd dreamed of this moment a thousand times. 


He was the main reason she'd never really dated. After
she'd met him, other men never seemed to compare. They weren't as handsome.
Weren't as dangerous. 


Weren't as forbidden. 


And now she was finally going to know what it felt
like to hold him. . . Rafael couldn't breathe as he slowly rose to his feet. He
still couldn't believe that Celena was here with him. That she who lived for
rules and regulations was willing to sacrifice her Squire's oath. 


His heart pounding, he reached down to brush his hand
against the softness of her abdomen, then lower to the short, crisp hairs until
he found what he sought. He groaned at the sensation of her wet heat against
his fingers while she stroked him with her hand. 


Unable to stand it anymore, he pinned her back against
the wall and kissed her passionately. 


Celena clung to him as she lifted one leg to wrap it
around his hips. Taking the invitation, he drove himself deep inside her. 


Rafael's head spun as an unimagined ecstasy tore
through him. Celena had almost died to protect him. No woman had ever done such
a thing for him before. Her strength, her courage . . . 


It was unlike anything he'd ever known. 


And now she met him stroke for stroke as they made
love furiously. He smiled as each thrust was punctuated by the sound of the
beads on the ends of her braids scraping against the wall. 


Celena buried her lips against Rafael's throat as she
forced herself not to think about what was going to happen tomorrow. She
couldn't stay with him. She knew it. He was a Dark-Hunter. But here for the
moment, he was hers, and that was all that mattered. Arching her back, she
cried out with every powerful thrust of him inside her as she clutched him to
her. He dipped his head down to capture her breast and tongue it in time to his
strokes. She cradled his head to her as her body was overwhelmed by pleasure.
With every stroke it increased until she finally couldn't stand it anymore. Her
body burst into a thousand tendrils of ecstasy. 


Rafael growled as he felt Celena climaxing. Wanting to
give her even more, he quickened his strokes and watched as she threw her head
back and moaned. His smile faded as he lost himself to his own orgasm. Burying
himself deep inside her, he shook with the force of it. Her breathing ragged in
his ear, she gently stroked his back as he slowly drifted back into himself.
This was one of the most amazing moments in his life. Not because of the sex,
but because he was being held by a woman who was willing to sacrifice herself
for him. A woman who was willing to break the rules. . . 


Most of all, a woman who loved him. 


He kissed her tenderly on the lips. "Don't leave,
Celena." 


"I'll be here until morning." 


"No," he said, his voice thick with the
emotions that were churning inside him. "I mean don't leave. Ever." 


Her mouth opened ever so slightly. "What are you
saying, Rafael?" 


"I love you." 


She couldn't believe her ears. It was more than she'd
ever hoped for. "You don't have to say that." 


"It's not that I'm saying it. It's that I'm
feeling it." 


Thrilled by his words, she squeezed him tight.
"So what's to become of us now?" 


"Looks like I'll be joining the human race
again." 


"Are you sure?" 


Rafael grew quiet as he considered it. If he continued
being a Dark-Hunter, he'd have to let her go. 


The Apollite's words rang in Rafael's head. He'd been
alone for all these centuries. Not once in all this time had any woman ever
made him feel his emotions more strongly than Celena. She made him crazy, angry
happy. . . 


But most of all, she made him feel like he could fly. 


He didn't want to live without this. Without her. 


"Yeah, I'm sure. That is, if you're willing to
take Artemis's test.”


“For you, my pirate, I'd walk through the fires of
hell." 


Epilogue 


TWO MONTHS LATER 


Celena stared at Acheron, the Dark-Hunter leader, as
he explained that in order to free Rafael from Artemis's service she would have
to kill him. "You've got to be kidding me.”


“Do I look like I'm joking?" 


She raked her gaze from the top of his long black hair
to the tips of his custom-made Goth biker boots with bat buckles. And at six
foot eight there was a lot of him to rake, too, but every bit of his long, lean
frame was deadly sincere, which made her sick to her stomach. 


How could she kill the man she loved? What kind of
psycho had instituted that policy? 


Then she looked to Rafael, who was standing behind
Acheron, in the hallway. His handsome face betrayed nothing but trust. His
black eyes were kind and gentle, encouraging, and that made the love she felt
for him swell. 


"I can't kill him." 


Acheron let out a patient breath. "He won't be
dead long. You simply stop his heart from beating, then you hold the stone
against his bow and arrow tattoo. His soul will leave the stone and return to
his body." 


"You can do it, baby," Rafael said with that
decadent accent of his. "You told me just last night that you wanted to
choke the life out of me." 


Instead of smiling, she grimaced at him. "That
was for hogging the remote, and I wasn't serious. This is entirely
different." 


Acheron shrugged. "Fine then, he continues being
a Dark-Hunter, and the Council will reassign you away from him." 


Her heart stopped at the mere thought of not seeing
him anymore. "You can't let them do that." 


"I control the Dark-Hunters. The Squires are
their concern, not mine. I have no jurisdiction there, which is why Jeff is now
cooling his heels in Squire jail for writing that story. I personally thought
it was funny, but the Council doesn't really have a sense of humor, do
they?" 


Frustrated, Celena wanted to argue, but she knew
better. If she and Rafael were to ever have a normal life, he would have to be
human again. 


Right now, the Council knew nothing about their
relationship, but sooner or later they were bound to find out and then there
would be hell for her to pay. 


Unless she and Rafael were already married. Then there
was nothing the Council could do. There was no law prohibiting her from
marrying a human male. It was the only loophole they could hope for. 


"Okay," she said with a determined sigh.
"I can do this." 


This time it was Acheron who hesitated. "There's
one more thing you need to know." 


She gave Acheron a peeved stare. "And that would
be?" 


"The stone with his soul in it will burn your
skin the minute you touch it, and it won't stop until his soul has returned to
his body. If you drop the stone before that time, he'll be a Shade." 


Oh, that was a pleasant thought. In freeing him, she
could very well be damning him to an eternity of hell. Shades couldn't eat,
couldn't be seen or heard. It was a fate far worse than death. 


And she could be the one to gift him with that oh, so
not pleasant existence. Still Rafael's gaze burned into her. "I want to be
with you, Celena. As a man." How could she argue with that? What's more,
she wanted it, too. So long as he remained a Dark-Hunter, they couldn't have
children. But if she freed him . . . 


They could have a family. They could be married and
grow old together. It was all she wanted. 


"Okay," she breathed. "Tell me what to
do." 


Acheron pulled a long, evil-looking dagger from his boot
and handed it to her. "Pierce his heart and leave the dagger in until he
goes limp." He shrugged his black backpack off his shoulder and took out a
black box that was about the size of a softball. He opened the lid to show her
a vibrant blue stone that was chiseled with intricate markings. It was a
strange, compelling object that seemed to hum with life. 


She reached for it only to have Acheron move it away. 


"Remember, it burns. I'll hand it to you and then
you press it to Artemis's mark." She gulped as she stared at the stone. It
was hard to fathom that was Rafael's human soul in there. "Are you sure
this works?" 


"Kyrian, Talon, Valerius—" 


"Okay," she said as Acheron listed off the
Dark-Hunters she knew had gone free. "Let's do it." 


Rafael pulled his shirt off so that she could see the
double bow and arrow mark on his left shoulder. 


Her heart pounding, she gripped the dagger tight in
her hand and met his obsidian gaze. The love there scorched her. 


"You can do it," he whispered. "Just
pretend I'm Jeff." 


She wanted to laugh at his joke, but she couldn't even
muster it. Instead, she ground her teeth and did the hardest thing she'd ever
done in her life. 


She tried to stab him, but the dagger didn't so much
as pierce his skin. Stunned, she tried harder, but still it wouldn't budge.
"What's wrong?" she asked. Acheron grimaced. "Damn. We forgot to
drain his Dark-Hunter powers out of him. 


You can't kill him while he's immortal... at least not
and leave his body whole." 


"Then what do we do?" 


Acheron scratched the back of his neck. "I'm not
supposed to interfere, but what the hell? For you two, I'll make an
exception." 


He took the dagger from her hand and plunged it into
Rafael's heart, up to its hilt. Rafael staggered back before he slid slowly to
the floor. 


"Oh God," she cried, horrified by what
Acheron had done, as she knelt down beside him. 


Rafael's face was contorted by pain as a small trickle
of blood left the corner of his mouth. 


Instinctively, she reached for the dagger to pull it
out. 


"Not yet," Acheron said, pulling her back.
"He has to die or he can't go free." Tears filled her eyes as she
panted along with Rafael. He cupped her cheek in his palm as he offered her a
small smile. "It's okay, Celena." 


She only hoped he was right. 


Covering his hand with hers, she held it tight as she
watched the light fade from his eyes. And she gave a small cry as the last
breath was expelled from his body. Acheron took the stone from the box and held
it out to her. His swirling silver eyes bore into hers. "Don't drop
it." 


Nodding, she took it from him only to scream out as a
furious pain seared her skin. It burned worse than any imaginable fire and it
was all she could do to maintain her hold. The only thing that kept her from
releasing it was the knowledge that Rafael would die if she did. 


She ground her teeth as Acheron helped her place the
stone over the mark. Tears flowed down her cheeks from the pain and fear as she
waited for Rafael to open his eyes. It seemed an eternity had passed before
Acheron pulled the dagger out of his chest. An instant later, Rafael took a
deep breath and blinked his eyes open to look at her. Celena laughed in
giddiness as she saw eyes that were no longer black. Now his eyes were a light
amber brown that sparkled with human life. He was even more handsome than he'd
been before. 


Biting her lip, she pulled him into her arms and held
him close. Acheron moved away and returned the dagger to his boot. 


"Thanks, boss," Rafael said as he pushed
himself to his feet. Acheron gave him a kind grin. "I'm not your boss
anymore, Rafael. She is." Rafael laughed. "That doesn't bother
me." 


Acheron snorted. "Yeah, be glad you're human now.
Nothing like answering to one single woman for eleven thousand years to make
you wish for the end of time." 


Celena laughed again. "Thank you, Acheron." 


He inclined his head to them. "You kids have
fun." 


Rafael looked down at the woman in his arms and
tightened his hold on her. "Trust me, we will." 


And as soon as Acheron was gone, Celena pulled him
down for a fierce kiss. Rafael's head swam at the taste of her. It was a taste
he would now spend the rest of his life savoring. 


 





cover.jpeg
SHERRILYN KENYON
 CHARLAINE HARRIS
SIM BUTCHER .

ACOUECTION OF
INEW SHORT STORIES
EDITED BY.

P.N. ELROD





image001.jpg
SHERRILYN KENYON
_ CHARLAINE HARRIS
"BIMBUTCHER .

A COUECTION OF
INEW SHORT STORIES
EDITED BY

P.N. ELROD





