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Felicia Hunter earned herself the nickname Leeza early in life, and well as the reputation
for being a klutz. How she landed a job in a glass store was a miracle. The bigger miracle is the
mysterious designer who brings in the most beautiful glasswork she'd ever seen. Little does she
know, he’'s an Immortal Knight Templar.

Sir Liam has spent the last 700 years as a Knight Templar, faithful to the Balance Mandate.
His charge is to protect humans from all manner mythical creatures. In the past 24 years, he's
become more attached to L eeza than his vows of chastity allow.

The closer Liam getsto Leeza, the more love and need surge through him. His feelings for
her bring him to the very edge, but if she pulls him over, he may end up broken.

Warning: This story contains unbounded passion, a little bite-and-bleed love action and a
Knight to diefor.



Highlight

“I want you,” Liam whispered.

“1 want you,” Leezareplied.

“1 am not supposed to want anyone. And | want you.”

She didn’t know what to say. “I’m sorry.” It seemed the only appropriate answer, yet truth
be told, she wasn't sorry. She didn’t want him to feel bad for wanting her. She didn’t feel bad for
wanting him—why should he feel bad about it?

She laced her fingers through his, and surprisingly, he let her, holding her hands as though
hislife depended on it.

“1 want to tell you everything,” he whispered, his eyes not leaving hers, the dark poolsfilled
with so much emotion, he looked like he could explode.

She leaned in a little bit closer. “I want you to.” And she did. In that second, she knew
whatever it was that he was going to tell her would change her entire being.

But she wanted it.

She wanted to know.

He released her hands and put a hand on each one of her cheeks. “If | tell you everything,
you will never be the same. You will never see the world around you the same. Y ou will never
see me the same again, either.”
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Dedication

For Emma. Y ou wanted thisbook, and OMG, YES, | DID... but it all worked out in the end.

Foreward

Thisisthethird book in the Moonlight and Shadows series. The first two, Unholy Night and
A Darker Trinity are available from Lyrical Press as e-books, and soon will be available in print.
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Chapter 1

Twenty-four years ago

“You have a sick sense of fun,” Sir Ewan whispered to Sir Liam as they, aong with Sir
Adrian and Sir Tomas, wandered through the gates of the Renaissance festival. The wind blew,
sending a soft haze of dust through the fairgrounds as they accepted the programs and started
scanning the listings for exhibits they wanted to see.

Mostly becauseit would be funny to see human reproductions of medieval castlesand courts.

It was Liam’ sturn to find something to do for them, and he had read about thefair in thelocal
newspaper. It had seemed like a good idea at the time. They very rarely had a peaceful moment
to go out and enjoy themselves. Keeping the peace between all mythical beings was a full-time
occupation.

And had been for these men for the last seven hundred years. The last time they had a spare
moment was six years ago. And it had been Adrian’sturn.

They went bowling.

Liam had wanted something different for histurn.

Upon entering the fair, Liam was second-guessing his idea. They were actually alive when
the Renai ssance period happened.

And it didn’'t look like this.

“Didn’'t we just leave this era?’ Adrian muttered as they started to walk around. He fiddled
with the earphones of his Walkman, trying to adjust it to fit him better.

Most men and women in the fair were dressed in current trends, but another large portion of
the people milling about wore costumes from the period.

A woman walked by, pink and blue and green streaks in her hair, a bodice cut lower than
anything remotely resembling period, and far too much makeup.

Okay, so nothing here was exactly period. They didn’t have big blue toilets available in the
era. It was amodernized version of the period costumes.

Great.

The four men were stopping traffic as they stood in the large open space near the entrance.
Artisans had tents set up, and a small area had been designed to resemble a royal court. Further
down the row, a couple of staging areas were set up.

Liam glanced at the map he’'d been given when they entered. A sword-fighting arena was
supposed to be along the far west border, and a jousting tournament was slated to start later in the
day along the south border.
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Hereally wasn't here for any of that. He merely wanted to see the artisans. He read his map,
trying to locate the ones he wanted to visit.

“Good morrow to ye, handsome knaves!” A pack of women, and a pack was exactly what
they were, headed straight for them, all dressed in wench costumes. And they were making eyes
at the four of them.

Adrian covered his mouth and looked away.

Ewan and Tomas burst out laughing. Neither one of them knew the art of subtlety. The
wenches surrounded them all, handing gifts of beads to the men.

Liam glowered.

Not that any of the women appreciated the power of his glare.

“A pleasant sight this early morn to see such strapping gentlemen!” one said, sashaying up
next to Liam, pushing her bosom out even further.

“Aroint, wench.” Liam stepped away from her.

Sheraised an eyebrow at him. “What' s that mean?’ she asked, her Renai ssance speech |ost.

“Go away,” Adrian said. “Thy lustful passes are wasted on us. Fare thee well.”

The woman stared at him for a moment. Then she glanced at the other women who were
frozen stock-still at Adrian’swords.

“Farethee well,” she said, and the troupe wandered off into the crowd.

“Maybe this was a good idea,” Tomas said, laughter filling his features. He gazed at a
collection of women dressed as gypsies. “I really think I may have to look around now.”

Ewan snorted and glanced to hisright. “Oh, look, funnel cake.”

“What isafunnel cake?’ Tomas asked, not taking his eyes off the gypsy women.

“1 have no idea, but | think we should investigate,” Ewan said, staring at the food. Though
Tomas headed after the gypsiesinstead of the funnel cake.

Adrian and Liam watched them wander off toward the snacks. And the eye candy.

“You don't think...” Adrian said, watching them walk away.

Liam said nothing. There was no need.

“Since they’ve lived this long...” Adrian’s words trailed off, more for himself than Liam.
Their lawswere absolute. To be aKnight Templar, to live an eternal life protecting mythicalsfrom
humans and vice versa, the Knights had to lose something.

They sacrificed physical intimacy.

It wasafair enoughtrade. All the Knightshad been celibate when they joi ned the brotherhood
before the turning, anyway. So it wasn't amajor |oss.

Some Knights still enjoyed the beauty of the female form.

Liam found it, well, boring.

After all the centuries, women seemed to take on a similar look to him. He had yet to see
one who made his heart flutter like so many humans and mythicals mooned over.

And after seven hundred years, surely someone would have enticed him.
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Occasionaly, he wondered if his ability to admire the female form had been lost. Had he
repressed it so much that he had broken that part of himself?

A woman in a barbarian costume wandered by, her clothes too tight for her curves, and
patches of skin hung over the edges. Liam raised his brow, glancing at Adrian. Adrian followed
his gaze and shook his head.

Maybe it wasn't just him.

“Thisisnot what | expected,” Liam said ashe and Adrian headed off in the oppositedirection
toward the artisans’ tents.

Adrian eyed a woman in a more vintage Renaissance costume. Or maybe he was looking
at his ghost. With Adrian, it was hard to tell. “Nara, who can’t stop laughing, says you need to
lighten up and have alittle fun.”

“Tell Nara she can find her entertainment somewhere else.”

“If only it wasthat easy to get rid of my indentured ghost.” Adrian had been given the ability
to not only see but to communicate with the dead. While the talent had given them a certain amount
of assistance over the centuries, Adrian had never been terribly comfortable with his gift.

Or maybe he wasn’t terribly comfortable with Nara as his liaison to the other side. Nara
had been with him since the turning in 1307, cursed to stay with a small rock talisman he wore
around his neck.

Liam had to admit he preferred his own special giftsto Adrian’s. At least Liam’s gift didn’t
control him like Adrian’ s did.

They walked in silence, observing the traveling musicians playing their instruments, while
different music floated out of al thelittle tents.

“What is that?” Adrian asked, gesturing to a—was he a man?—dressed as, well, as
something. He had horns atop his head, black and red face paint, and a pointed chin, making him
resemble a goat.

“Isit Baphomet?’ Liam asked.

“No.” Adrian shook his head. “Baphomet was more cat-like. Maybe it’ s supposed to be the
Devil?’

Liam snorted. “And the Devil always looks like that...” Lucifer was far more handsome,
quite debonair for the troublemaker that he was. “Maybe we should take a picture and give it to
him.”

“1 think Lucifer would be offended.”

They moved on, trying not to stare at the man and his outlandish costume.

Onetent they passed had swordsand chain mail init, and Adrian stopped to admirethearmor.

Though more than likely he stopped to laugh at it.

It had been alot of years since the Knights Templar actually had to wear chain mail. They
now preferred Kevlar vests whenever possible. But it didn’t mean the mail didn’t get brought out
on certain occasions.
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Liam found the booth he’ d been looking for. Inside were dozens of bowls and other pieces,
all blown glass. Some were quite pretty, others not so much, but it wasn’t the worst he’ d ever seen.

Unfortunately, though, the artisan wasn’t making any at the moment. He merely stood in the
back, setting out display items and otherwise looking over the booth.

Liam inspected the set-up, looking at the materials and such. He was always looking for tips
and tricks to help with his own glassblowing. He'd done it for centuries, having learned from an
old artisan. The pieces he made he sold at auction or in boutiques, anywhere he could, to make
extrafunds for the Templars.

Not that they needed it, but if his selling a set of four goblets got him a new vest when he
wanted it or more cigars when he desired them, then they were worth it.

And everyone needed a hobby. Even him.

As he examined the materials, he sensed another person entering the booth, quiet steps he
associated with females. He paid her no mind as he focused on his own interests.

“1 like the pretty glasses.”

Liam turned to look, half expecting to see an adult, or at least a teenager standing next to
him. Instead, he saw allittle girl, maybe five years old. Though she was tall, she had a thin body
and long, delicate fingers that stretched out to caress a bowl.

Liam didn’t see any adults standing around to claim the child. “Where is your mother?’

“Oh, sheisover there,” she said, not bothering to take her eyes off the brightly colored glass.

“Where?’

She turned her head and glanced. “ She's over there, looking at the pretty necklaces and the
pretty meninsilver.”

Liam scanned around. Sure enough, there was a woman talking to a few of the men in full
knight armor. And she didn’'t seem to care that her little girl wasn’t at her side.

“Well, do you not think you should be with her?’

The little girl turned again, letting out a very dramatic sigh. “She told me to go play.” She
picked up one of the glass bowls and stuck her face in it. “Ohhh...” she said, her voice echoing
in the bowl.

She giggled and made more “ohh” sounds.

“Hey!” the artisan in the booth hollered at Liam. “Don’'t let your kid play with that.” He
charged across the tent, snagging the bowl from the girl, and set it back on the table.

Liam raised an eyebrow. “Come on.” He took the girl’s hand and started to walk toward
where her mother had stood.

But her mother and the men in the armor had disappeared.

Perfect.

“What is your name?’ he asked as he tugged her across the grassy field.

“Leeza,” shesaid. Her hand felt so delicatein his, so tiny, hereminded himself not to squeeze
for fear of hurting her small bones.
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As she held his hand, she shifted her fingers around so that they encircled just his pinky
finger, and her grip was strong for someone so short.

“What’s your name?’ she asked him.

“Liam.”

“Leeza and Leeeecham!” And she giggled. She started repeating the chant over and over.
“Leeza and Leeham, Leeza and Leeham, Leeza and Leeham.”

He looked down at her, raising his eyebrow.

Most people would have been terrified of that look. He' d brought mythicals down to their
knees with just a glance.

Thislittle girl just gave him abig toothless grin.

Surely she lacked some of her senses.

“Do you see your mother?’ From his vantage point, he couldn’t see the woman anywhere.

“No,” she said, and returned to her chant.

Liam let out agrowl. Thiswas not pleasant. The thoroughfare started to get clogged between
workers and people dressed in costume just for sport.

If they had lived through this period, they wouldn’t be so fond of repeating it. Humans
tended to look at the past with nostalgic lenses, casually forgetting the horrorsin favor of the more
romanticized visions.

A woman in aformal golden dress, similar to that style of Anne Boleyn with the V front and
sleeves that were almost as long as the dress, came up toward Liam and the girl. Her eyes shined
with mirth, and while she met his gaze with a grin, there was a presence to her that made humans
separate without her raising afinger.

The costume merely accentuated her regal nature.

Great, exactly who he didn’t want to see.

“Sir Liam,” she said with a broad grin. “It is so pleasing to see you about the world without
your sword drawn.”

“1 wanna see your sword!” thelittle girl said.

“1 do not have asword,” Liam said to her.

“Yesyoudo. | seeit there.” Thelittlegirl pointed to the sword on his hip. Of course, humans
weren't supposed to be able to see the sword, with it being magically enchanted from mortal eyes.

“Itisnot there.”

“Fine.” Her lip stuck out in a pout, but she didn’t let go of his hand. “I still seeit.”

Dropping the subject, he turned to the woman who’d started walking in time with him.
“Aphrodite, you look lovely. A temptress just as Lady Boleyn was.”

Aphrodite raised a smug brow at him. “Where do you think she learned it?’

“1 hate to speculate.”

“Good boy,” she said.
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He glanced down at the girl, who was tugging at his arm, dancing around, her chant having
changed from “Leeza and Leeham” to “Lady Boleyn... Lady Boleyn!” The second one she’'d say
in astrange version of singing, her voice going extra high on the last syllable.

Aphrodite smirked as shewatched thelittlegirl. “ And wheredid you find thislittle treasure?’

“About to break glassin one of the artisans' tents.”

“Something so offensive you felt the need to drag her from the tent?’

“Surely you have someone else to bother.”

Aphrodite glanced around, and pointed her finger at a couple walking together. Suddenly,
the man laced his fingersin the woman’s, and the woman’ s cheeks blushed as they walked.

“Must you do that?’

“Why, Sir Liam, itiswhat | do.” Aphrodite extended her finger asif topoint it at him. “ Surely
you would not presume to tell a goddess what she can and cannot do?’

He glared at her through the corner of his eye.

She leaned in close. “I am a goddess, you know. The Balance Mandate does not apply to
my abilities.”

“The Balance Mandate appliesto every being on Earth, and you know it.”

The corner of her mouth tipped up in a dly grin. “You should read the Balance Mandate
closely, Sir Liam. Y ou might be surprised.”

“1 am certain you and Eros have spent enough time looking for loopholes to save me the
trouble.” The two of them were notorious for their need to find trouble in any situation. Liam
glanced around—he was surprised that the God of Love wasn’'t here with the goddess.

Aphrodite laughed. “You are an ornery one, Knight.” When Liam didn’t join in her
amusement, she raised her brow at him. “You should try laughing on occasion. It might soften
your heart.”

“A soft heart does not allow me to do my job.”

“On the contrary, Liam. An emotional heart might allow you to do your job better.”
While the words could have come from Aphrodite, instead, they emerged from a man who'd
appeared on Aphrodite’' s side—Eros, the God of Love, dressed in aformal King Henry ensemble,
complimenting her ornate dress—albeit Eros did not have the girth of King Henry.

Just exactly who he didn’t want to see. Of course, most all the ancient gods and goddesses
made his skin crawl. They were al intermingled in his mind. And every one of them found the
Templar Knights highly amusing. “1 highly doubt that.”

Aphrodite smirked at him. “Did you handle that problem you found?’

Eros smiled. “Love blooms as we speak.” A twinkle sparkled in his eye, so he looked as
mischievous as Aphrodite. His gaze ran over Liam while keeping a casual ook on hisface. Liam
knew him well enough to know that the god was taking in him with thislittle girl in tow. “And it
is agreat pleasure to see a servant of The Divine out and about on such a lovely day, caring for
the welfare of the little ones.”
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“I'm not little! I'm abig girl,” little Leeza said, her hands on her hips.

“Indeed you are,” Eros replied, reaching down and brushing his finger down her nose.

Leeza giggled and smiled, twisting her hips as though she had on adress. “I like you.”

“And | like you too.” He glanced between Liam and the girl. “ Such alovely companion you
have there, Sir Liam.”

Liam snorted. “Did you need something, Eros?’

“Merely was searching for, uh, Lady Boleyn.” He raised his eyebrow at Aphrodite.

Sheignored him and pointed her finger at another couple; thistime, the woman dragged the
man around the corner, between two of the tents.

Liam wanted to growl at her.

Eros shook hishead. “ Y ou are going to get into trouble doing that,” he muttered, then pointed
his own finger at a different couple walking by, and the man wrapped his arm around the woman,
pulling her close to him.

“And the difference between what | did and what you did?’

Eros sighed. “Because you work in lust and beauty. | work in love—the purest form of
emotion.”

“And the most reckless,” Liam muttered.

“Areyou two brother and sister?’ Leeza asked, staring between Eros and Aphrodite.

They glanced at each other for a second, amused, and then Aphrodite answered her, “In a
matter of speaking.”

Leezatipped her head to the side. “Like, for pretend?’

Eros got down on one knee before her. “We have grown up together, living like brother and
sister for many years.” He leaned into her ear, cupping his hand around it. “We forget we really
aren't.”

Leezalaughed. “Are you gonna get married?’

Eros smirked. “No. Our loveis not that kind.”

She looked back and forth between them. “You match. People who match should be
married.”

Liam let out asigh. “Leeza, enough of this foolish talk. We need to find your mother.” He
started to walk away from the two, but unfortunately they followed him.

And they weren’'t going to let the discussion just lie, either.

“Certainly all your years haven't turned you into a cynic, Sir Liam,” Aphrodite stated,
touching his arm as they walked. Eros remained on the far side of her, and Leeza bounced in front
of the troop, walking intentionally in a crooked line like only a child could.

“He was like that before,” Eros whispered to her, but plenty loud enough for Liam to hear
them.

“1 see what love does to people.” And he' d seen enough—men and women, fools who were
willing to destroy everything in their lives for the sake of stupid emotion.
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Pointless.

“So you see their happiness,” Eros said.

“Emotion rarely brings happiness.”

“Spoken like someone who’ s never loved before.” Eros arched hiseyebrow at Liam, asmirk
spreading across his face.

Liam didn’t reply, only shooting a warning glance at the god.

Leeza started tugging on his finger. She suddenly wanted to go see the gypsy women who
danced in asmall staging area not far away.

Thankful for the girl, he allowed himself to be dragged away from the gods. “If you will
excuse me.”

“Of course,” Aphrodite said, smiling as she faced Eros. “ Debate goesto you, Eros. Sir Liam
has bowed out.”

Liam gritted his teeth as he walked away. This was not the first time a god or goddess tried
to engage him in a debate of humanity. The nature of his heart, or any Templar heart, was not up
for discussion.

A soft heart indeed—how would that possibly benefit him in hislife?

A mere hindrance.

Emotions always were.

Little Leezagiggled as she bounced ahead of him toward the dancers. Liam followed, taking
aseat on one of the bales of hay set up around the dancing area.

Thegirl sat very closeto the front, and afew minutes later Liam, seeing how the girl shifted
around on the hay bale, decided he should sit next to her to keep her out of mischief.

She smiled at him, wiggling around on her little sliver of the bale, her face lighting up at his
attention. “I like you, Mister Leeham.”

“1 like you too, Miss Leeza.” And he did. Her eyes were clear, her mind pure, and her
innocence awesome.

She watched the dancers, shaking in her seat, trying to mimic their dance moves while still
sitting down. One of the gypsies winked at her and she started to giggle, standing up to clap and
trying to shake her hips like they did.

Liam rolled his eyes.

Y et as he watched the little girl’s innocent movements, he couldn’t help but be a bit taken
by her. Her pure soul made his empty one feel alive in ways he hadn’t experienced before.

He turned around, half expecting to see Eros behind him, his finger pointed at him. Then
he'd have to kill agod, and that was never pleasant. They were such a pain to kill, not to mention
trying to explain to The Divine why one of the gods had been deemed worth disposing of.

And shooting his magic love potions at Liam certainly wasn't worth his death. It wouldn’t
be the first time Eros, or one of the other gods, had shot some of their magic mojo at a Templar.
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The little girl, though, she was why he did what he did—to make sure that the pure, the
innocent didn’t see the ugly side of the world.

When the dancers finished, she giggled and squealed, clapping and cheering for them. She
was by far the loudest person cheering for the women. Most of the viewers seemed only mildly
entertained with the dancers.

But Leeza was not—she loved it. She was about to run up to the dancers, but Liam caught
her arm.

“Leeza, | don't think you should bother the women.”

“But | wanna dance like they do!”

One of the dancers spun around, the one who' d winked at her, and came forward. “Hi there,
little one,” she said, grinning at Leeza.

“That was so neato-torpedo!” Leeza grinned, reaching out to touch the beaded skirt the
woman wore.

“It takes alot of practice,” she said. “Want me to teach you a move?’

“Yesl”

Liam stood up while Leeza and the dancer stood next to each other, and the woman showed
her abasic rocking of the hips, back and forth. Leeza could barely follow, but she tried very hard.
Shebit her lip, squinted her eyes, and watched the woman for several minutes before trying herself.

She was close, but not quite there.

Liam gave them afew more minutes, and headed over. “Leeza, | think we should find your
mother now.”

“No!”

The dancer patted her shoulder. “You should do what your daddy says, sweetheart. But
maybe you can come back later and dance some more.”

“Thisisnot my daddy. It'smy Leeham.” She walked back over to Liam and he scooped her
up in his arms before walking away.

He didn’'t say anything about her calling him “my Leeham”. He was thankful none of his
fellow Knights were around to hear the girl’ slittle words. Odds were they wouldn’t let that go for
at least a decade.

Probably longer, knowing them.

“What isthis?” she asked, tracing the small red cross on his shoulder.

“Theiron cross,” hereplied.

“What does it mean?’

He looked into her bright eyes. “ Safety.”

She grinned at him. “Y ou feel safe.”

They continued to walk alittle further and she started wiggling in hisarms, unableto be till.
He let her down and she grabbed his finger again: they headed off through the crowds.
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“That was very nice of the woman to show you the dance,” he told her as they started to
look for her mother again.

“1 bet if | practice, | canlearnto doit.”

“Probably.”

“1’m gonnawork really hard.”

“Good.”

They walked in silence, Liam scanning around for the girl’s mother, but he could not find
her anywhere. Anger curled in his gut—what kind of mother would let her child just roam around a
huge fair like this without supervision? Anyone could have found the child; even among humans,
there were evil people.

The more they walked, the more distraught the child got. Her grip got tighter around his
finger, her head darting about in worried jerks. Tearswelled up in her eyes and her lip quivered as
they maneuvered through the stands, looking for her mother.

Liam knew they were at a critical moment—she was near hysterics. He'd been around
enough children in hislong life that he knew if she wasn’t quickly caimed down, he'd be dealing
with afull-blown tantrum.

Or worse.

“Leeza?’ She glanced up at him with big, tear-stained eyes. “How would you like a
piggyback ride?’

Her eyes widened. “On your back?’

“On my back,” he said, kneeling down.

She crossed her arms over her chest. “ Can you hold me? | am five and a half.”

“1 can hold you.”

Her little arms gripped his shoulders as she climbed up. He held onto her legs as he stood.
Shewasaslight asafeather, her legs not long enough to wrap around his chest, so they just dangled
at his sides. She squealed and giggled as he stood up.

“1 can see the whole world from up here!”

Liam let out alaugh as they started trudging through the fair.

“Ohh!” Leeza started wiggling around. “I think my mommy is over there!”

“Hold still,” Liam said.

“Okay,” she said, patting his head.

Liam couldn’t help it—he started to smile.

* % % %

Adrian walked alone through the fair, visiting with patrons dressed in Ren Faire attire. He' d
been looking around for Liam, but he couldn’'t find him anywhere. Knights Ewan and Tomas
remained near the food, the women no longer interesting, and stuffed their faceswith whatever they
could get. Tomaswas bellyaching about not being ableto get mead like it used to be, and Ewan was
trying to remind him that their mead would probably incapacitate most of the crowd if consumed.
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They’d both be sick tomorrow; the junk food they were loading up on would keep them in
the bathroom for the next twenty-four hours.

Still, after seven hundred years, one would think they would learn that with the Templars
high metabolisms, they tended to expel all junk much faster.

One would think, anyway.

Adrian left themto their binge and headed off to find Liam again. Hewas pretty surehe’ d find
Liam around the glassblowing tent, but lo and behold, he wasn’t there. The artisan was working,
but no Liam.

Odd.

He continued to meander around, hoping he' d stumble on his partner, but he hadn’t yet. He
half hoped Liam hadn’t scared anyone with his scowls. Stars knew it had taken him afull decade
to get used to Liam’slack of happy emotion.

Or any emotion.

Two men dressed as knights needed some assistance with dressing in their armor, so he
stopped long enough to help them properly cinch it up so they could wear it better while working.
He kept an eye open, just in case any mythicals were about, and though he saw afew werewolves,
they werein their own Ren Faire dress, enjoying themselves.

Since the full moon was two weeks away, Adrian didn’t pay them much mind.

Meanwhile, Nara babbled around him, spouting off her own personal commentary about
people from one end of the fair to the next.

She had alot to say about the woman pretending to be a psychic medium—and not much of
it was pleasant. As people would walk up to her booth, she would shout that they needed to save
their money, on the off chance that they might actually hear her.

Not that it worked.

“Really,” she said for the third time, her silvery, translucent appearance like smoke on the
wind, “I do not comprehend why humans are so gullible.”

“Simply becausethey don’t haveto listento you all thetime,” Adrian replied, hishead down
and the long blond locks hanging around hisface to block his mouth as he spoke to her. He stopped
by a booth that sold Egyptian artifacts, or rather Egyptian trinkets; it was doubtful any of them
were authentic. Not at those prices, anyway. He picked up a bottle of patchouli oil and sniffed it.

Not bad. Not bad at all.

“Oh my Zeus,” Nara muttered.

Adrian rolled his eyes. “There is no need to take Zeus' s name in vain. He might send you
back to the River Styx if you're not careful.”

Nara reached over, her hand gliding right through his chin, a cold chill running through
Adrian.

“Naral” he snapped, bringing his head up. “Do not do that!”

“Look.” She pointed out of the booth onto the thoroughfare.
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Liam was walking down the path with a child on his back. The little blond girl was giggling
and just chatting him up as they walked. She patted him on the top of the head and Liam smiled.

Hereally smiled.

Adrian about fainted.



Chapter 2

Present Day

“No, please,” the blond human ground out, blood spitting out of her mouth.

Her face was bloody, black and blue, as was her body. The night that filtered in her window
made her look dead.

She almost was.

Not that it stopped him.

He covered her mouth with one hand, not caring that she tried to bite him—it only covered
his palm with blood.

Fragile, nothing, wastes of creation.

His climax started to rise. Behind his eyes, he could feel it—the fire was coming.

Hands shaking, the orgasm took him—and thefire exploded out of him, engulfing everything
around himin aflash.

The sound was deafening.

Windows blasted out, the heat so strong the glass partially melted with the blast.

Later, when the pathetic humans try to investigate, they'll determine that it was some form
of arson, but they’'ll find no evidence of accelerant.

And they’ll be lucky if they find the identity of the female.

Not that it matters. She's merely a meansto an end.

He snarled as he walked through the flames, fire shooting out his nose.

It wasn't enough. It would never be enough.
* %k % %

Nicole Bernard's light eyes were wide with terror. “But | don’t want—I’m not ready—I
don’'t want to die.” She stared at the sword the Knight Templar, Sir Liam, held out.

“You asked metokill you. | am hereto fulfill that promise.” He could have jabbed the sword
in her heart, not bothering to hesitate, and just done his duty.

But he didn’t.

She shook her head. “1’ve changed my mind...” Her voice faltered.

“Areyou sure?’

Shelooked terrified, but not of him. Something worse had happened. She had babbled when
she opened the door about being chased before.

Not agood turn of events.

13
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She motioned for him to follow her into the house she shared with her sire mates, James
Henrick and Joseph Oliver. Because of an accident on the men’s part, Nicole had been turned into
avampire afew weeks before.

Mythicals getting lost in the throes of passion.

They had no control.

Something Liam never |ost.

Nicole walked into the kitchen, each step more solid than the one before. She went straight
for the refrigerator and pulled out a bag of blood to make herself a drink. After she’d spent afew
days at the Templar compound, she chose to drink bagged blood versus hunting down prey and
getting live human blood to feed on.

Liam hoped James and Joseph could keep her newborn vampire instincts under control. He
didn’t relish the thought of having to ash Nicole; he' d become somewhat fond of her.

WEell, as much as Liam could, anyway.

But he had his reasons.

Nicole wasn't terrified of him.

There weren’t many people, human or otherwise, who weren’t terrified of him. That could
have something to do with him being roughly the size of a car.

Or thefact that hewasaKnight Templar. The policeforce of all thingsmythical ontheplanet.

Nicole pulled her cup of warmed, bagged blood from the microwave and sat down at the
kitchen table. The sleek lines of it clashed with the bouquet of flowers that dominated the center.
The flowers were a new addition. In fact, Liam noticed alot of feminine touches around the once
sterile house.

Girly-fied.

Liam smirked on the inside.

“Sit.” She met his gaze as she took a sip of her drink.

“1 am not here for pleasantries.” He didn’t bother putting away his sword.

“Fine then. | release you from your debt. | don’t want to die.”

Liam raised an eyebrow at her, but she wasn’t done speaking.

“1 want you to find Melios. And | want you to kill him.” Her voice didn’t falter and her
eyeswere cold, colder than he’ d ever seen them. “ That bastard had goons following mein friggin’
Wal-Mart.”

“Areyou certain it was Melios?’

Now she glared at him like he was a moron. “Let’s see. Who has a vendetta against James
and Joseph? Melios. Who would want to hurt James and Joseph in the most intimate way since
they turned in hissister? Melios. Who would think to chase after me, since I’ m such anewly turned
vampire? It'snot like | have any enemies.”

Liam was about to tell her that since she was sired by James and Joseph she now inherited
their enemies, when the back door came open.
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In burst Joseph and James; the blond and brunette vampiresflew to Nicol€’ sside. Shejumped
up, and each man wrapped their arms around each other, making a sort of vampire sandwich. James
kissed her on the mouth, Joseph tipping around to kiss her cheek, and they just clung to each other
for amoment.

“You're safe,” James whispered, stroking her hair.

“We were so worried,” Joseph added, kissing her again.

Liam cleared histhroat. He really did not want to witness a mating ritual right now.

“Sir Liam.” James let go of Nicole, but kept a hand on her shoulder as she sat back down.
Joseph stepped behind her chair, his hand on her other shoulder. They both looked ready to defend
their mate in a heartbeat.

Truly, after seven hundred years, Liam should be used to the affection and passion so many
mythicals displayed, especialy for their life mates. Though he wasn’'t sure who was worse—
vampires or wolves. Both were ruled by their passions.

Yet in the last few decades, it had been getting more and more aggravating for Liam to
witness emotional attachment. Probably because it seemed useless energy.

And Liam didn’'t waste his energy.

Though today’ s visit to Nicol€' s residence seemed a step in that direction.

“Going somewhere?’ He gestured to the suitcases that were piled near the back door.

Joseph followed his gaze, then brought his attention back. “We're taking her somewhere
safe.”

“Do you think you can hide from Melios and the entire Romanian Clan?’

“We have people we trust.”

“Interesting that you run now.” Liam put his sword back in its sheath.

“What is that supposed to mean?’ Joseph snapped.

Liam shrugged. “Would you have run from Meliosayear ago?’ Though he knew the answer
—James and Joseph would never have run.

Not before their mate.

Hedidn’t get it. What was the importance of the mate?

James took a step forward. “We have to protect Nicole.”

“So you run and hide?’

Joseph’ s fangs came out, and he snarled at Liam.

James' s fangs were out as well, though he didn’t move a step closer to Liam. “When you
have amate, Sir Liam,” James said, “you will understand.”

He shook his head. “It will never happen.”

“Then you will diealonely man,” Nicole said, punching through the tension in the room.

Liam said nothing as he left, though inside he snorted.

Ironic, because he would never die.

* % % %
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“Do not move,” Leeza Hunter’ s boss Marge, owner of La Bouteille d' Art, yelled at her.

Shefroze.

Leeza wasn't the most graceful person in the world, as the two broken hand-blown bowls
now in athousand pieces on the floor now illustrated.

“1’m not moving,” she replied.

Thiswaswhy she didn’t come down from the upstairs office. She tended to break everything
she came in contact with. If Marge had any sense, she would have fired her years ago. It wasn't
the smartest thing in the world to have a klutz working in your hand-blown glass shop.

Marge appeared, broom and dustpan in hand, and started sweeping up the shards that were
strewn al over the floor.

“I’ll pay for those,” Leeza said.

“1 know,” Marge said. “It would be nice, though, if the money that came out of your check
for products were actually for products you were taking home.”

Marge cleared a path, and L eeza retreated to the back of the store, out of the way of as many
of the breakables as possible.

“Did you have areason for coming down here?’

“Actualy, | did,” she replied. “We got a call for some custom glass. Are any of the artists
able to do that kind of thing?’

“What kind of work?’” Marge asked as she dumped the dustpan in the trash, the clatter of the
glass falling sending a shiver down Leeza s back.

“Wedding flutes—customized with the bride and groom’ sfirst initial on them.”

“1’m sure someone could do that.”

While Leeza handled the books, the website and the internet work, she rarely, if ever, had
to deal with the artists themselves. Sure, she cataloged their new contributions and set up images
for the website, that kind of thing—why she could handle one glass at atime, but not walk through
the store without breaking something, she didn’t know—~but she didn’t actually know which artists
did custom jobs, or bothered to consider such requests.

The store specialized in local artisans and the original work was amazing to see. The store
had a small but loyal following in the city. The prices weren’t too high, but high enough that they
weren’t ever in the red.

Unless L eeza broke the whole stock.

Most of the time, it was her own clumsiness.

Today, though, she had to blame it on her wandering mind. It had been a couple of weeks
since she ran into him. He' d been smoking a cigar on the roof where she parked her car.

And he'd sent her heart into palpitations.

Tall. Six-three, six-four maybe? Dark cropped hair and a slight European look to him—
exotic, amost. Also, he was huge. Had she gotten right up next to him, he could have probably
enveloped her—and she wasn’t any little thing either.
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At five-nine, she wasn't exactly tiny.

She'd been thinking about mystery man when she’d come downstairs because she could
have sworn she'd seen a glimpse of him last night when she’d been coming out of the grocery
store. It was probably the shadows of the night messing with her. At least, that’s what she wanted
to tell herself.

However, there was more.

It was the smell.

The smell of the damn cigar thing he'd been smoking. Leeza never forgot a smell. It was
aweird disease with her.

She could almost taste it now on her lips. Probably why she wasn’t able to notice that Marge
had rearranged the displays again, and had bounced into one, sending the dishes flying.

Marge stored the broom and glanced back at Leeza. “Are you still brooding over the man
from the roof ?”

“1’m not brooding,” Leezareplied. “I think | saw him last night.”

She paused, mid-wipe of the front counter. “Oh, really?’

“1 was coming out of the grocery store, and | smelled the cigar.” In her mind's eye, she
saw the whole thing. Laden down with groceries, she bungled out of the grocery store, heading
for her car.

And she got that feeling—the hairs on her neck stood up.

Glancing to the right produced nothing, but when she glanced to the left, she saw the man.

Or so she thought.

It was twilight—the early darkness of spring still seemed to envelop everything around her.
The wind had been blowing sharply, coming at her from her left; what direction was that—north?
Shewasn’t sure.

Didn’t matter.

A gust of wind brought the smell to her.

And there he was, consumed by shadows and dark clothing. He walked toward her, but not
guite—aiming for the doors, like so many other patrons of the store.

Her eyes locked with the shadowed circles where his eyes should have been. Whether he
was looking at her or not, she couldn’t be certain, only that his head was turned just slightly in her
direction, his eyesimpossible to read in the dark.

Y et the hairs on her neck wouldn’t lie down.

She' d bet anything that he had been staring at her.

“Surely that’s not that uncommon.” Marge’ s words jarred her from the memory.

A flash of him filled her mind’s eye. “It iswhen it’s attached to a man that size.”



Chapter 3

The bloodlust burned inside the two vampires—they were riddled with it.

Good. They would do their job, then.

“Tell mewhat itis| want to hear.” Melios glared at them.

So new. They truly had no idea.

“Gone. James and Joseph have disappeared, My Lord.”

“That isn't what | wanted to know.”

“So sorry, My Lord.” One of the vampires bowed his head.

“And the girl?” Melios didn’t look at them, instead focused on the golden goblet he held,
an ancient relic from several hundred years ago, an old family heirloom. The blood in it wasn't
fresh anymore, but the aroma was enough to make the vampires twitch. He purposely let a drop
drip out and splash on the floor.

They followed the liquid with their eyes.

Oh yes, the lust was getting more and more powerful.

Neither one responded, their eyesintently focused on the drop of blood.

“Do not make me repeat myself.”

“She left with them. A Templar came to their residence—"

“A Templar.” Melios let out a sigh. “Stupid waste of skin.” The Templars were nothing
but a wasted band of men God deemed worthy, for some damnable reason, to try and protect the
mythical population from humans.

When it was really the humans who needed protecting.

Unfortunately, the Templar laws kept mythicals from doing what needed to be done—
enslaving the humans. Vampires needed blood, wolves needed fresh meat; all mythicals needed a
slave race to build whatever needed building.

Humans were perfect for that.

Instead, they were left to their own devices, allowed to roam free, unchecked in the world,
too busy focusing on their menial existence, and not realizing that they truly were the sub-species.
Soon enough, the mythicals would take their place as the dominant creatures on the planet.

Melios got up out of the chair. “Which Templar was at the house?’

“Sir Liam, My Lord.”

Melios nodded. Of courseit was Liam. “Find him. Covertly. Send the two animals...”

“Sir?’

“What are they? The SEALS? Send them. Use that phrasing they like—covert op. Find out
what Liam’s weakness is. Then perhaps we can find where Joseph and James have run off to.”

“HeisaTemplar. He does not have a weakness.”

18
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Melios rocked the glass back and forth, another droplet spilling on the floor. “He breathes.
He has aweakness. Find it.”

With that, he set the cup down on the table and headed out of the room.

“My Lord?

He slowly turned to look at the pleading eyes of his vampire.

“We have not fed...”

Melios began unfastening his red robe. “Why should | let you feed? Y ou did not bring me
what | wanted to hear.”

Their hearts hammered, their pulses pounded in the room. The need was getting more and
more powerful.

He headed for the door to his side room, dropping his robe to the ground. As he opened the
door, he appraised the petsin waiting—several nude humans, just waiting for him, writhing around
on the bed with each other.

Just as he liked them.

There was nothing quite like the flavor of blood charged with sexual energy.

“We shall do asyou request,” the vampire said, jarring his attention from his pets.

“Good.” He walked into the room, not bothering to shut the door as he climbed on the low
burgundy bed, grabbing the first piece of flesh that came near him, a woman’s leg, and hit it,
sucking her blood.

She winced and withered in his grip.

He paused long enough to look up at her. “Shush.” With an open palm, he smacked her
across her face, and she collapsed back on the bed, blood coming out her mouth. He took another
bite—she was almost drained.

He picked her up and walked to the door. “ Sharethisone,” he said, dropping her onthefloor,
nude and bruised, in front of the vampires.

They didn’t hesitate to bite into her.

* % % %

Clack.

Clack.

Boom.

Sir Liam was not happy.

Taking down a renegade vampire was usually not this much of a challenge, especialy on
a Thursday night.

On weeknights, even mythicals tended to relax a bit, not be nearly so powerful. Most were
working blokes, just like humans. Of course, most did not raise the Templars' attention, either.

Tonight, though, this boy, this newly turned mythical, was fighting back harder, more
skillfully than a newborn should have been.

Not agood turn of events.
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It merely punctuated that they hadn’t yet found Melios's nest and where he was hiding all
his newly turned vampires.

The young vampire grabbed a pipe out of atrash bin and wielded it like a bo staff, swinging
it around to counter Liam’s broadsword. The sword was making quick work of the pipe.

Not that the gun that resided in Liam’s back wasn’'t used as well, but this time, the sword
had seemed appropriate. Guns were nice, but they didn’t have the wonderful ashing effect that the
sword did.

Only swords, stabbed through the heart of a vampire, would turn the mythical into dust.
WEell, swords or any other particularly sharp object.

He was pissed off. A workout was always good at relieving stress. Rape-drain crimes did
that to him.

They’ d been tracking these crimes sincelast fall, and while James and Joseph had clued them
in to Mélios, they still had no solid proof that the old vampire was responsible for the small army
of unregistered mythicals. The only way to prove it would be afull-on attack against Melios.

Unfortunately, where Melioswas hiding wasaproblem. They still hadn’t figured that out yet.

The number was astounding—if Melios was responsible, he had to be turning humans on
amost a daily basis. The number of unregistered never seemed to dwindle, even though Liam
probably ashed three or four a week.

And that was just him.

Y et no onewould dare come forward, providing anything about Melios. If Joseph and James
hadn’t even admitted to seeing Melios recently, they wouldn’t have known the vampire was still
alive. Melios was so old, he didn’'t have one of the global tracking units imbedded like all other
registered mythicals.

And odds were, even if he could be found, he wouldn’t alow the procedure.

He was very against anything that gave Templars any sort of advantage.

Liam slashed upward with his sword, coupled with a spin and a kick against the young
vampire he fought, knocking him to the side, the boy crashing into the brick wall of the old
apartment building.

“Itistimefor youto share.” Liam jerked the boy up and stared into hisface. His senseswere
tingling, and he was ready to pull every bit of information out of this young one he could.

A flash hit him—everything, it was all there. Y et he couldn’t decipher any of it. So much
vague anger and pompous attitude clouded the memories that might help Liam track him back to
hissire.

The same with most of the vampires he’ d encountered—even though he could see into their
minds, he could never actually read them. It was as though their thoughts were purposely blocked
against him.

Which wouldn’t surprise Liam in the slightest.
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The vampire jerked out of hisgrip. “1 have nothing to say to you.” He spun around, the pipe
back in his hand.

Clack.

Liam’s sword met the pipe, throwing the force of the swing back at the kid.

He surged up in the air, landing with a thump in front of Liam. Even though he' d figured
out that he could jump, he hadn’t learned how to fight with typical vampire style, usingthe Y axis
in the fight.

Liam’s advantage.

They crunched and clanked against one another, the boy lunging at him, throwing the full
power of his mythical strength at him.

Good thing Liam was used to mythical strength, and had some of his own. With a twist of
his body, he jerked to the side at the last second. Hit the boy in the center of his back. The boy
tumbled to the ground, panting for air.

“You are stupid,” the vamp spat out between pants.

“How do you figure?’ Liam tried to pull more from his mind, get something concrete to
anchor the visions he’ d pulled already. He held him down, a boot on his chest, sword at the ready
to ash him.

“You'reasold asmost of the elder vampires, if not older. Y ou’ re human, and you supposedly
run the mythicals.” Hetried to get up. Liam’s boot and sword kept him in place. “Y ou could own
the world.”

“Not our mandate.”

“There’ sanew mandate coming.” The boy grabbed Liam’s boot and tried to twist his ankle.

Liam stepped on his crotch with his other foot. The vampire cried out in agony. Of course,
who wouldn’t? Liam weighed somewhere around two-eighty.

“Uh huh.” Liam grabbed the boy’ s hand.

“When we get the Blood Stone, thingsare going to change.” Hislight, silvery eyes shonewith
adifferent kind of clarity than his pompous attitude before. This boy was a believer. He believed
every word he spoke—with al his soul and being.

A flash hit Liam—nhis mind seeing beyond what was in front of him, and showing him far
too many details of what this vampire had been privy to. Thistime, clearer, with certainty, asif he
wanted Liam to know exactly what was coming.

The evidence spilled out before him; Melios' s plans, the orgies on human flesh, and the goals
of this new army Melios was building.

“The Blood Stone?’ Liam asked, twisting his foot on the vampire's chest. He was unable to
fathom any vampire's belief in a damn rock. A red rock, roughly the size and shape of a human
heart, that had no power or charm attached to it, at |east none that Liam had ever witnessed.
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That didn’t stop the legends from arising about the rock’s importance. Many believed it
wasn't just a rock, but the Stone of Cain, a talisman of Adam’s son Cain, forsaken to walk the
world in eternal night, The First Vampire.

And supposedly the Stone of Cain could cause agreat deal of damage to the mythical aswell
as the human population. If someone of the pure bloodline of Cain could wield it.

For centuries, vampires had been trying to get their hands on it, with many claiming to be
some long lost child of Cain.

Y et no one had been able to find it.

“When we have the stone,” the vamp said, “we will change everything.”

“There are no direct blood descendents of Cain.” He smirked as the vampire winced. Just
hearing the name of The First Vampire could throw terror in the heart of most vampires.

Thefact that thisonewasn’t running for the hillsjust showed how young and foolish hewas.

“We have one.”

“The bloodlines are dead, boy. | killed the last myself.” He shoved his heavy black boot in
the boy’ s throat.

“You...you...” He wheezed.

Liam let up just a bit.

“You...missed one...” the boy managed to get out.

“No, | didn’t.” Liam plunged his broadsword into the vamp’ schest, and in an instant, Liam’s
foot slammed on the ground. What was once the vampire’ s body became nothing but soot and ash
in the air, swimming around for a brief second before settling on the ground like ugly gray chalk.

Liam pulled out his cellphone, and with atap, connected to Adrian. He exhaled afew breaths,
calming himself before his partner answered. Their exchange was brief, and Adrian was on his
way to pick him up.

Liam still considered the vampire' s words.

All bloodlines, every last one of them, had been destroyed, as required by the gods. Surely,
they hadn’t missed a direct descendent of Cain. It couldn’t be possible, after all these centuries.

But if it was, they had more problems than just a bunch of unregistered vampires out there,
causing a commotion.

A living blood relative of Cain.

Even without some talisman, a vampire with that kind of power could screw up everything.
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Leezawalked acrossthe street to the parking garage. The night was cold for thistime of year,
not quite dark yet, and she wished she had bothered to wear acoat with her blouse. Instead, the thin,
pretend-silk shirt she wore felt like a sheet of ice dancing across her skin in the wind. And every
hair pinintheworld wasn’t going to hold her baby-fine blond hair up initstwist, not with thiswind.

The weather didn’t appreciate her need for business casual.

“Leezal” cameacall behind her.

Leeza froze in the middle of downtown, that yell being one that would aways make her
freeze.

Marge needed something.

Two cars honked at her as she spun around and ran back toward the shop. She waved at the
driverswhile they cursed her for running back acrossthe busy street. At least she hadn’t gotten hit.

Today.

One of these days, she'd learn not to run through downtown streets at quitting time.

Marge stood at the entryway of La Bouteille d’ Art. “Girl, you are gonna get squashed like
grape,” she said, mimicking Mr. Miyagi from The Karate Kid.

“Not today. What do you need?’ While she’ d been busy all day with stock and updates, she
wasn't exactly tired yet. Maybe it had something to do with the ticket to the moviesin her pocket.

Dinner and amovie alone wasn't the most glamorous thing she could be doing tonight, but
heck, it was a chance to get out. And a good action-shoot-’ em-up film sounded wonderful.

While she probably could have gone with agirlfriend, more than likely any of her girlfriends
would want to see the new romance that had come out the day before. And that did not sound good.

Nope, tonight was a night for explosions, guns, and fight scenes way more interesting than
her self-defense classes. Shetook self-defense classesfor protection; they didn’t makeit look nearly
as cool asinthemovies.

Most of the time, Leeza still felt like aklutz.

“1 have to go, family emergency.” Marge danced from one foot to the other. “And I'm
expecting a delivery tonight.”

“It's Friday night,” Leeza countered.

“I know, and | gotta go. It'sabig family thing.”

“And you think | don’t have plans for a Friday night?’

Even Marge wasn't buying that one. She shifted her purse on her shoulder, glancing up at
the sky, and started to dart across the street.

“Yeah, okay, | know, that waslame.” Leeza sdating life hadn’t been very interesting for the
last, oh, four years. She dated every so often, but she hadn’t been in anything seriousfor four years.

23
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Getting laid on occasion was a different story.

Okay, well, not really, but there had been a couple of random men in the last few years. And
as far as she was concerned, they could stay random in her mind. They were that unimpressive,
but they were there when she needed arelease.

After the last one, though, she vowed no more “friends with benefits’. It was too confusing.

A thought came to Leeza. “Why are you expecting a delivery? | handle all that stuff,” she
hollered toward Marge just as Marge was about to disappear in the garage.

“He'll be here in an hour, and he's always prompt.” With that, Marge disappeared into the
garage.

“Wait,” Leeza said, cursing to herself. She knew exactly who was coming, and why Marge
practically ran across the street to get away, because if she had said who was making the delivery,
then Leeza would have never agreed to stay behind and wait for it.

Theone and only “Sir” Liam.

Asif hereally was some kind of royalty.

Whatever.

* % % %

Leeza seated herself behind the counter of the shop, making a point to stay there and not
dare move around the glass. She started by going through and dusting the shelves, but when three
bowls amost crashed onto the floor, she stopped herself.

So now all shedid wasgaze at the pretty glass. The specially-placed light in the store bounced
around over the hand-crafted pieces, making them all glimmer and shine.

LaBouteilled Art was closed for the night, and she considered shutting off some of the light
so no wandering passerby would think the place was still open.

The last thing she wanted to do was handle any late-night customers. Being alone in
downtown wasn't the brightest thing she could be doing. She jingled her keysin her pocket.

Maybe she should lock the door. Leezatried with all her might to think of something positive
about this. And ignore the irritation at missing the movie she' d wanted to go see.

“Positive, be positive,” she reminded herself. “At least I'll get to see thisfamous ‘Sir’ Liam
for once.”

Not that she wanted to. His glasswas some of the most popular in the store. Even now, Leeza
could glance around and spot his work over the others. There was just something about it—finer
details, thinner glass than anyone else made, delicate yet till very strong.

Not once since she'd worked there had she ever shattered one of Sir Liam’s pieces. It was
like the pieces had sonar in them, and pushed her away from them before she could break them.

She'd painted a mental picture of him over the few years she’ d been at the store. Probably
five-six, Albert Einstein gray hair and moustache, and a pot-belly from too much time not moving
around.
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So when the six-foot-six guy with cropped black hair camein the shop door, she thought for
sure she' d gotten an actual customer. Or someone |ost.

Maybe she should have locked the door.

“Hi, can| helpyou?’ Sheforced asmile on her face, and was taken aback by the size of him.
My God, were men supposed to be that large? Large as he was, he was familiar to her.

The air around her crackled and she bit her lip.

“Whereis Marge?’ His gaze narrowed on hers, the dlits so small, she could barely tell what
color his eyeswere. They just resembled angry black voids.

“She's not here. Are you here with the delivery?’ Surely this couldn’'t be the infamous Sir
Liam.

Not possible, he was far too...too... A thousand thoughts came to mind, and every one of
them sent ripples of desire through her. Desire that moved her focus off of why she was here on
a Friday night.

Business. Thiswas business.

He turned toward the door, looking more like a bull in the store than she did when she
meandered around in it. “1 will come back.”

Leeza got awhiff of the air, the smell lamming into her like a semi truck. “You!”

Hefroze.

“You're the guy who was on the roof that day.”

“Pardon?’

She came around the counter, bumping her hip on a table and making the glasses wobble.
He jerked fast, catching the tall vase on the end before it tumbled to the ground.

“Thanks,” she said, taking the vase back and placing it in its original place. “You are the
man who was on the roof afew weeks ago.” She may not have recognized him when he camein
the door, but she knew the smell—that cigar smell of him haunted her dreams.

“Y ou have me mistaken for someone else.”

“No, | don’t think so.”

“You do.”

Evidently, this guy thought she was an idiot, because the finality of the comment was his
attempt at intimidation.

Intimidation never made her very happy. “Don’t lieto me.”

“WhereisMarge?’ He crossed hisarms over hisbroad chest, his pinched expression looking
even more unpleasant. She ran her eyes down his chest, hisarms, and his legs.

He was massive! She'd be surprised if she could wrap her arms around him and touch her
hands.

The thought of that was enough to send more of those desirous ripples through her body. All
her girly parts stood up at attention.

She needed to stop this.
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He glared at her like he knew what she was thinking.

Hmm, maybe thiswasn’t aguy to antagonize. There was something definitely spooky about
his glare. She decided that she needed to not be so confrontational. Pissing off someone of hissize
couldn’t be good. Surely he knew what to do with abody...

And he was an artist—his work sold better than most in the store. Marge would have her
head if she ran him off.

He was interested in Marge. So she should tell him what he wanted to hear. “ She had some
family thing to take care of .”

“What kind of family problems?’ He looked outside, like he was expecting a plane to fall
out of the sky or something.

“She didn’'t say.” Odd, that, because usually Marge was very open about her family. And
now that Leeza thought about it, it was not good if she wasn’t telling her what was going on.

He returned hisintense expression back to her, though he didn’t look quite so mean, and she
could amost see the color of his eyes, sun teawhere the sun was beaming through the teafrom the
other side of the jar: brown, yet golden, but brown still.

“1 will get my stuff.” He stepped back out the door.

“Good.” Sheforced asmile on her face and waited near the door as he walked to the...wow,
pretty plain-Jane sedan he had there. He just screamed enormous SUV.

Or big full-sized diesel truck.

As he bent over the back end of the car to pull out a box, Leeza had to force herself to wipe
the drool off her face.

And then she got afull-on view of his ass.

The drool started again.
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Liam forced himself to squeeze the hand cut-outs on the cardboard box before lifting it out
of the trunk.

What in the Heavens was she doing here?

Thiswas bad. Thiswas so very bad.

Hisheart hammered in hischest. Hewould take Marge out and beat the ever-loving-werewolf
right out of her if he thought he could get away with it. There was an extremely simple reason why
he never dealt with Felicia, or Leeza, as she liked to be called, when he brought in his glass.

The woman made him crazy.

And now he had to deal with her. A few weeks before, when he’ d been forced to talk to her
on theroof, he knew the strange sensations she created in him were getting worse—hiswhol e body
felt on edge, and it had taken aweek to get over it.

Fortunately, the number of mythicals that needed taken care of had been high enough he
could take his frustration out on them.

Liam watched her. He didn’t interact with her.

That was the rule. He ordered himself to take the items inside and leave. Speaking wasn't
necessary, being nice wasn't necessary, anything that would make him stand out in her mind was
unnecessary.

He just needed to get out of here asfast as he could.

He had a dozen things he could go beat up as soon as he | ft.

Because he damn sure didn’t want to deal with the rush of feelings inside when he looked at
her. Thiswasworsethan when she’' d caught him on theroof. If that had been hell on hisequilibrium,
this was going to be sheer torture, the likes of which he hadn’t experienced in seven hundred years.

He inhaled a breath, reminding himself of his promise. In and out. That’s al he had to do.

He pulled the box out, careful of everything in it, and headed back to the shop.

Feelings were irrelevant. He had ajob to do.

And it wasn’'t to moon over some human female that would be dead in fifty years.

He reached the door, and just as he was about to balance the box on his hip, the door popped
open, Leeza holding it so he could come inside.

Naturally she couldn’t hold it open like anormal person and come outside. She had to stand
inside the shop, propping it open with her arm, half-standing in the doorway.

Liam scowled.

He barely fit through the door as it was, and now he had to squeeze through with the box,
and get by her?

Oh, thisjust kept getting better and better.
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Liam started to force himself through the door, hoping to use his body to push her back into
the store and away from him.

Not that it worked.

She stayed there, holding the door open, and Liam, try as he might, couldn’t seem to get past
her without brushing up against her.

“Oh, sorry,” she muttered, but the slight graze was enough for him to know that she wasn’t
sorry one bit—her emotions and thoughts spread out before him like a picture, and for the first
timein his seven-hundred-plus years of life, Liam saw himself through the eyes of ahuman female
who wasin heat.

Liam grabbed her, pulling her against his body. His arms wrapped around her, swallowing
her frame as their lips crashed together, their heads rocking...

The vision continued in detail, powerful and complete.

Thiswas bad. Thiswas so very bad.

“Control yourself,” he said. He dlid past her, heading for the counter. Her hand brushed over
his arm as she let go of the door, and a ripple of sensation surged through his body. Though the
contact was innocent, the thoughts that he gleaned—which was odd since usually it took more than
just a casual touch for him to read anyone’ s thoughts—were enough to make the hairs on the back
of his neck stand up.

“What are you talking about?’ Her voice was dlightly lower, and her tone breathy—maost
certainly awoman needing.

Great.

He had to get out of here.

Liam growled. “Nothing.”

“Not my fault you're friggin’ hotter than hell.” He doubted she intended for him to actually
hear the words.

He walked to the counter, setting his box down with care. When he spun around, she stared
at him, her eyelidshooded, her chest pushed forward, her lips wet—she was primal, radiating signs
of desire.

A surge ran straight down his body, like an electrical stab, from his head, through his chest,
down between his legs. His male area pulsed, waking up in away it hadn’t around afemalein...
inavery, very long time. If ever.

The Templar teachings had taught him that male bodies reacted to stimuli. While it was
nothing to be ashamed of, Templar practice was to stay away from external triggers and focus on
inner peace and harmony.

Looking at Leezaright now only fanned the flames of the reaction.

He had to get out of here.

He needed to get far away from Leezaand her lustful stares, fairy-delicate curves and wispy
hair that he wanted to touch.
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These thoughts were not helping him.

Leeza s eyes roamed up and down his body, and she sucked the corner of her lip into her
mouth, her teeth just grazing the plump berry-colored flesh.

He stood up straighter, his manly area starting to throb, the ache so strong. He' d never felt
this way before—not for any female. Not in seven hundred years.

He would have remembered this kind of sensation.

“You think I’'m hot?’ he asked before he realized what he was saying. He wanted to hit
himself upside the head. Of course she did. Her body language screamed that she found him
attractive. He'd seen it many times before. It wasn't the first time he had been called attractive.
Most of the time, it was by mythicals who were in heat and attracted to the power of the Templar
Knights.

Never by an innocent—by a human.

Shetipped her head to the side. “Well, yeah, | do.” Her cheeks tinged pink at the admission,
and she suddenly became very fascinated with ablue vase on thetable near her. “ Isthat aproblem?’

“I’'m not used to it,” he admitted honestly. At least not from humans.

“Well, don’'t get any ideas, bub. | can think lots of people are attractive, that doesn’t mean
I’m going to do anything about it.”

Hisshouldersrelaxed at her admission. “ Good. Because | would hateto haveto disableyou.”
He stepped away from the counter, but unfortunately in the small store, that meant he had to step
closer to her.

And he found himself inexplicably drawn to her hair. The soft blond strands hung around
her face, fluttering in the air, and he realized the ceiling fan was what made her hair dance like that.

She looked angelic standing there, fair and gentle and delicate.

“Hey, | know karate.” She held her hands out in a fighting stance. Albeit an incorrect one.

“Uh huh.” He tried to glide past her without any more physical contact.

Not that she’d let him. She made some sort of attempt at a karate swing, accompanied by
agrunt.

Liam caught her hand and spun her around, her back to his chest, and yanked her against
him. Her fluttering hair tickled his nose and he suddenly felt like his whole body was on fire.

“Hey!” She kicked at him, though it was more like a fly bite than anything.

“Stop squirming.” As shewriggled, her bottom brushed against his cock. The sensation from
before was nothing like the jolt that hit him now. He let go of her, stepping backward, dropping
her like she had the plague.

“Geez.” She spun around to face him, and her head tipped to the side, sizing him up. “Are
you okay?’

“Fine.” Hewalked around asmall display table, making sureto keep the furniturein between
him and her.

He had to get out of there.
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“You look like you’ ve seen aghost.” She met him at the door, though she was at |east astute
enough to stay out of his reach. Probably because she didn’t want to wind up restrained again.

Unfortunately, Liam couldn’t be sure he could trust himself not to do it again.

Just because.

“1 need to go.” He reached for the door handle.

“Okay then.” She glanced around the shop. “Would you do me one favor though?’

No, | will not. | need to get out of here. “What?’

“Let me get my bag, and you can walk out with me?’

No. That's what he should have said.

No.

Instead he heard himself agreeing to wait on her, and he remained by the door as she took
the box he’d brought in to the back. As she did whatever it was she was doing back there, she
babbled, telling him the pieces he'd brought in looked very nice, that she'd inventory them next
week and have them out for sale soon.

She came back out into the store proper with her purse slung on her shoulder, and stopped
behind the counter for a moment.

“Give mejust one second,” she said as she pressed a security panel behind the counter. The
machine started a low monotonous beep, signaling they had only a few secondsto get out.

She darted around the counter and was at his side, a key in her hand. He walked out, her
right behind him, and she locked the door.

Liam reached up, automatically pulling on it to make sure it was secure before he walked
away.

“Thank you for staying,” she said, glancing at the sky. There was no sun left for the day, the
sky wasinky black—interrupted only by thetall, overly decorative street lampsalong the sidewalks
on either side of the street. “It’s starting to stay light later and later now, but | till hate walking
out by myself.”

“Do you require assistance to your car?’

“Only if you want to.”

Hewanted to, hereally did. Against every rational and logical thought in hismind, he wanted
to.

If only to prolong...

Prolong what? A sensation that he wasn’'t supposed to be feeling anyway? More of the
burning that still hadn’t left his gut, and probably wouldn’t for days to come?

He was a fool. A seven-hundred-year-old fool who was befuddied by a woman he could
break with aflick of hiswrist.

Unfortunately, FeliciaZanna Hunter had been doing that to him her entirelife. That wasthe
reason he stayed away from her.

It was better to observe rather than be involved. He could be clinical when the need arose.
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Y et looking at her face, her delicate features, he wanted to do whatever she asked.

Walk her to her car? Of course.

Liam was about to tell her that he would walk her when his cellphone started to ring.

“Yeah.”

It was Adrian. “We have packs and clans.”

“Who?" He glanced both ways down the street, and saw it was clear, and started to escort
L eeza across.

“Three from Drigan, two from Aztec. At the YMCA.”

Liam paused for amoment. “The YMCA?’

“1 don’t make this stuff up,” Adrian said.

Liam pinched the bridge of his nose. It was going to be one of those nights, and it wasn’t
even afull moon.

Leeza held up her hand, pointing at her car just inside the garage. Liam nodded. She walked
into the garage. The man in the booth waved at her as she headed for her car, and she waved back
at him.

He wasn’t the usual man on duty in the morning, but Leeza seemed to know him.

Liam watched her press her key fob to get in, climb in and start the car. Backing out of her
spot, she headed out of the garage, and right toward Liam. He had to get out of the way before she
ran him over. She raised her fingersto wave at him, asmile on her face.

Liam waved back, the tiniest hint of a smile on his face too.

“Liam. Liam?’ Adrian jerked him back to the phone call.

“Onmy way.”

A smile spread over his features, only for amoment, but it had been there.

* % % %

“1 could just kill you,” Leeza said into her cellphone as she drove home. It was too late for
the movie anyway—not that she could concentrate on a movie right now if she wanted to.

She mostly wanted to wring Marge’ s neck.

Marge laughed. “ So it was him, then?’

“It was your buddy, yes.” Leeza corrected her steering as she drove down a curvy road near
her house. She lived in asmall housing district, one of those sections of town that hid behind strip
malls and places the Ladies Who Lunch frequented.

Ironically, the housing addition was older than the strip mall and the homes not nearly as
modern as those that the Ladies Who Lunch would spend timein.

“1 had afeeling it was him when you mentioned it.”

“And why didn’t you say something from the first instant?’

“What would have been the fun in that?’
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Leeza groaned as she pulled into her driveway, taking her time to slide into the car port.
The tennis ball that hung from the roof just grazed her windshield, her signal to stop the vehicle
so she didn’t hit the house.

She scooped up her purse. “ Y ou areterrible,” she told the woman. Even though her mystery
was solved, she still was obsessing. Why, she didn’t know. He was even more intriguing than
before when she didn’t know who he was.

It didn’t help that he was even more incredible-looking up close than she remembered—and
the smell of him...

A swig of cigar and the aroma of pure man.

Oh, it had been delicious.

But something occurred to her. “Marge, can | ask you a question about him?’ She stuck the
key in her door and let herself inside.

“Sure.”

She started going through the motions of being home—setting down her purse, flipping on
lights, turning off her home's alarm system, all that fun stuff.

“IsLiam, well, is he odd or something?’ She pulled a glass out of the cupboard and poured
herself a glass of wine.

“What do you mean?’

“1 don't know.” Leeza dropped onto her couch and put her feet up on the ottoman. “I...”
She paused.

“What?’

“Hejust... It waslike he knew what | was thinking, you know?’

“Oh.” Marge paused before saying anything, sounding like she took a drink of something.
“Liamislike that. He s very observant.”

Leeza shook her head. “ This was more, though, | think.” How he seemed to respond to her
very thoughts—her mind had gone rampant, imagining a kiss from him when he was getting his
stuff—it was like he knew.

“Areyou asking meif he's psychic?’

“Maybe,” shereplied, sipping on her glass of wine.

“Trust me when | say Liam isn’t psychic. It may seem that way when you're around him,
but he's not.”

Leeza nodded, more for herself than for Marge. “I just wondered.” She decided to not
mention the fact that he sent shivers through her whole body when they touched.

“Did he still seem to flip your trigger when you spent time with him?”

Leeza snorted. “Yeah, hedid.”

“Redly?
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“Now, Marge, | know you’'re awidow and sworn off men, but surely you can see how hot
heis.” In her mind s eye, images of Liam flashed, and all of a sudden, she felt that rush she’d had
before—was it as strong?—she wasn’t sure, but it was powerful.

“1 have a hard time seeing him that way.”

“Oh please, you're not dead.”

“Leeza,” Marge began in that tone Leeza knew as the “Mom tone” or what she would have
imagined the tone to be like if she had a mother worth anything. “Y ou know, in aclinical way, |
can see other men, but really, no man shines as brightly as my husband did.”

Leezalet out asigh. “1 hope someday I’ll wind up as happy as you and your husband were,
Marge. Maybe I'll get lucky. Y ou think Liam would go out with me?’

“If he didn’t, it would be hisloss.”

Leezasmiled at that. “Y ou’'re awfully good to me.”

“Someone has to be.” She shifted the phone around, it clattering against whatever earrings
she had on. “Look, | don’t know Liam that well, but I do know this about him. He' s not dangerous.
He would never harm you.”

“So he' s not a sociopath?’

“Would a sociopath blow glass?’

“l don't know.” Leeza let herself get drawn into a conversation about work and the latest
piecesthat Sir Liam had brought in. Shetold Marge the pieces he brought in were stunning, amazing
blue and red pieces that had super delicate detailing in them.

When they got off the phone, she couldn’t help her mind rambling around thoughts of Liam.

It amazed her that his enormous hands could do something so delicate and tiny. Hell, it
amazed her that his huge body even fit in the store.

She scolded herself. After al, he was an artist. An artist... She wasn't going there. She'd
known far too many artists that got under her skin, made her burn in ways that were not good.

Picking up the history book that laid on her end table, she opened it to the bookmark inside.
History, especially medieval history, wasone of her favorite subjects. The Crusades and the knights
from that time were fascinating to her.

Probably because her mother dragged her to countless festivals when she was a kid.
Mom, while a decent person inside, was a knight groupie. She knew all the men who did the
demonstrations at the festivals. And occasionally they knew her, in the most biblical of senses. Not
many children grew up surrounded by as much armor as she had always been.

Ironic, considering the honor so many knights were supposed to have had in the medieval
period.

She couldn’t focus on the words in the book, so she forced herself to start reading aloud.

“Thelargest mystery that now surrounds the Knights Templar, the one that has carried down
through the centuries, was not whether they were guilty of the crimes they were accused of, but
what happened to the treasure that King Philip tried to seize on that day in October of 1307.”
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She continued reading for awhile, the description of what was assumed to be in the Knight
Templar treasure troves amost incomprehensible.

“To get hold of just one little item from that collection.” She imagined just an ornate cross,
something that might have been a family heirloom from the period, given to the Knights for
payment of something...

An image came to mind.

A huge, meaty hand accepting a golden cross, one encrusted with stones, handed over with
painful reluctance. Following the hand up, the face became apparent.

Dark hair, close - cropped to the head, a beard, short and meticulously groomed, but the
eyes ...

She knew those eyes.

Her own eyes snapped open.

Whoa.

Sir Liam must have made an impression, his huge hands filling her mind’ s eye.

An overactive imagination wasn't always a good thing.



Chapter 6

“Areyou sure it was not atrick of thelight?” Melios asked. The vampire who knelt before
him was one of his new disciples. One of the SEALSs. The fear was exuding from his pores, and
Melios could feel him questioning himself.

His fear was ironic, considering he was supposedly one of the human military elite. Yet
Melios frightened him.

How interesting that was.

“It was asmile,” the SEAL said. “The woman drove by him, waved at him with a smile on
her face, and he smiled back.”

Melios paced around his office room, his heavy robe rattling around him as he walked, the
only sound in the room.

Until the door dlid open.

Then she camein.

He brought his head up to look at her. “Child,” he whispered, “thisis not the time.”

The girl of only twelve came over to his desk, her pointy chin raised up, asif to dare him
to counter her whilein front of adisciple.

“1 believel should be here,” shereplied, taking aseat on hisdesk chair. Sheflipped her sand-
colored hair around so she could stroke the braid that hung over her shoulder.

“Why isthat?’ he asked, watching the way she stared at her ends.

Her violet eyes met his. “ There' s something in the air. It crackles.”

Melios smiled at her. “So there is.” He faced his disciple. “He claims he saw a Templar
smile.”

“« Gy’

“Yetif itisthe Templar Liam...” Meliosreplied.

The girl blinked. “I see.” Even at her young age, she understood that Liam smiling said a
great deal.

Sir Liam didn’'t smile. His reputation would probably crumble if rumors leaked out that he
actually knew how to smile.

Therefore...

He faced his disciple. “Well, now, go and find out everything you can about the woman
and...”

“Bring her back?’

35
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“No. Just gather information.” He reached down, grabbing the vampire by the chin and
raising him up to meet his eyes. “You are immortal now. It is best you learn that haste is
unnecessary. Everything takes time and planning to make sure that all elements play out asthey’re
supposed to.”

“Yes, master.”

He let go of the vampire's chin, and he dropped back down on his knee, his head down. But
he did not move.

“Go. Be gone with you.”

The vampire scurried out of the room.

Melios laced his fingers together, tapping his chin with hisindex fingers.

“Sir Liam favors ahuman?’ the girl asked.

He faced her. “Yes, child, he does.”

She shivered. She knew, aswell as most, if not more intimately, what that could mean—for
Liam and for the human woman. She had seen Melios stastes over the years, and knew that when
he had a goal, no cost mattered to achieve it. Even when she disagreed with his choices.

More than once, she'd attempted to thwart his plans, bonding with other humans he
manipulated in his quests to achieve his goals.

Regardless of what the girl said—she was older now, and claimed that she didn’'t care what
Melios did with humans anymore—he knew better. She was not a convincing liar. Which was
why the child was kept far away from Melios' s more private habits. She was sequestered from the
humans he fed upon, as well as the humans he turned.

Henever hid hisvampire statusfrom her, but hewas careful what shelearned about mythicals
and humans and their places in the world. Or where they should be in the world. He couldn’t risk
terrifying her. She was too important to lose. The monks who’d cared for her before were not as
dangerous as Mélios.

“Y ou understand this course of action?’ Melios asked her.

“No, not redlly.”

He let out a sigh. Perhaps her comprehension of things wasn’t as advanced as he thought.
“Sir Liam isaway to finding James and Joseph and their woman.”

She nodded. “ And finding them isimportant.”

“For?’ he asked.

Sherolled her eyes. “For avenging the death of your sister.”

He didn’t twitch at the impetuous little girl’s comment. For that he was impressed with
himself. Any other person, he would have ripped their throat out for such disrespect.

And the thought had crossed his mind more than once to rip her throat out and be done with
her.

Y et she was part of amuch larger scheme that was centuries in the making. One moment of
temper would destroy what he and the others had been working on for many years.
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Y et no one had any idea dealing with a teenage human could be so taxing.

She stood up, apparently unaware she'd irritated him—or perhaps she was aware, Melios
couldn’t be certain, and straightened her skirt. “I get how it works,” she said. “Those vampires
deserveto be destroyed. But how long isit going to take? Surely you’ ve given up by now. | would
have.”

“1 am hundreds of years old, child. | do not give up.”

She walked out from behind his desk. “Obviously. But you're going to have to hire the
animalsto do the deed, aren’t you?’ A shiver ran over her.

“Yes.”

“Just keep them away from me.” She crossed her arms over her chest, her foot stomping
on thefloor.

“Oh, dear girl, they will not come near you. | cannot risk that.”

She stuck her lip out. “So just turn me, so | can go kill them.”

He couldn’t help smiling at her. This was what he wanted—even though she drove him to
distraction, this attitude, this particular frenzy was what he needed, what he knew she had to have,
if she were to succeed in her destiny.

Y et she was far too impatient.

“When the timeisright. Y ou are too young now, and while your strength grows every year,
you still are too vulnerable. If you were released to the world now, you would be killed by the
Templars. You know this.”

She stared at the floor for a few minutes, then brought her eyes up to his. “What if you're
wrong?’

“Have | ever been wrong?’

She shook her head, saying nothing else as she headed for the door. She knew, as well as
Melios, that if the Templars knew exactly who and what she was, they would destroy her—they
had to. She was the one who could destroy everything they held dear.

Especialy when she became immortal. Normally, Melios didn’'t hesitate about turning a
human, even ayoung girl, as she was. Y et she wasn’t ready. Her strength wasn't fully devel oped.
And while all humans grew stronger as vampires, if Melios was correct—and he almost aways
was—the girl would be far more powerful than any vampire alive.

Even him.

So he waited—keeping her from turning until she was more mature, and could handle what
she would become.

She still wasn't ready yet.

For now, the girl would pout, go to the small gym he'd created for her, and spend the next
hour breaking things.

Probably because the sound of glass shattering hurt his ears.

He said nothing as she left the room. When the door closed, he relaxed for a moment.
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Just as she said, the air was thick with something—a sensation of anticipation crackled
between the molecul es.

He could feel it aswell.

Finally.

He closed his eyes. “Finaly, sister, | will avenge thee.”

* % % %

Sir Adrian rubbed the back of his head while Sir Liam surveyed the collection of mythicals
before them, a haze of ash swimming in the air where the two Aztec vampire clan members had
once been.

They’d managed to get the mythicals outside, to a relatively private area away from the
prying eyes of humans before ashing the two vampires.

The wolves, members of Drigan pack, irritated Adrian more than the Aztec did. The wolves
should know better. The Drigans were some of the better behaved mythicalsin the area.

The Aztec vampires were primal in all ways—while North America was in essence neutral
territory, the Aztecs were not appreciated there.

Too primitive.

Anything could set off an Aztec. Most of the vampire clans steered clear of the Aztec.

And usually, most wolves did as well.

“And you didn’t provoke anything when they showed up?’ Liam asked. The three men were
sitting on the ground, one holding atowel to his head.

“We were in the gym. Working out,” Neil Drigan snapped.

Liam crossed his arms over his chest.

“Don’t you have agym at your compound?’ Adrian asked. He' d had to head back there last
fall because of some problems they were having with their pins, and he’ d seen an impressive gym.

Neil looked at the other two, his brothers Jacob and Noel. Noel bowed his head, his ears
turning a bit red. Of course, that might have been from the fact that he'd just got Slammed into
awall afew times.

“We do.” Jacob hit his brother Noel in the shoulder. “But lover-wolf here is mad about a
ga who works here.”

Liam growled.

Adrian just shook his head. “Is this a mate for you?’

“1 don’t know,” Noel said. “I’'m still figuring it out.”

Jacob snorted. “Like Neil was last fall.”

Adrian crossed his arms over his chest. “How is Marissa doing, Neil?’

“She's fine. I'll tell her you both stopped by.” His voice was riddled with sarcasm. Not
surprising, though. The previous fall Neil was almost ashed because he had escaped his pin and
roamed the streets. Fortunately though, the time he got out, he managed to save a human and not
shred her to pieces.
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Now they were married.

“Y ou should know better than to mess with the Aztecs.” Liam was not a happy man. There
was a harder, bitterer edge to him tonight than usual. He slayed the two vampires quicker than
Adrian had ever seen him move.

Something was bothering his partner.

“He could be having an off day,” came Nara's sweet voice. Adrian glanced around, but
covertly so the others wouldn't think he was talking to air again.

“Doubtful,” Adrian replied. Whether Nara was just incredibly in tune to his emotions after
seven hundred years or if their bond allowed her to read his thoughts, he didn’t know. But she did
always seem to know what he was thinking.

Annoying habit of hers, it was.

“The bump on your head is healing itself,” she told him. “You should be fine soon, then
your head will stop hurting.”

Adrian growled at her. My head never stops, since | constantly have to listen to you.

Liam continued to drill the three wolves about proper behavior in public. It wasn’'t so much
alecture as it was him threatening them with their very livesif this happened again.

“Liam,” Adrian said, “we need to hit it.”

Liam nodded, but glanced back at the wolves. “I will not be so forgiving again.”

“We hear you,” Neil said.

They turned to walk away.

“Remind him about registration,” Nara whispered to Adrian.

He paused, spinning around and facing Noel. “ Get your registration in now.”

“1 don’'t even know her name...” Noel said.

“Thenfindit out.” With that, Adrian turned around and heleft. Now he could see Nara, she'd
been behind him before, but now was floating in the space just beyond his personal space. They
had one rule. No matter what, she wasn't to enter his personal space. If he could reach his hand
out, he didn’t want to be touching her.

It was such an ugly feeling to stick his hand in what might have been her breast or her nose
or her butt. She didn’t need to actually touch him to do what she did—when she had messages
from the other side, it was akind of energy transfer for him.

No physical contact.

Not that there could be with a ghost.
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Dawn broke through the sky when Liam and Adrian returned to the Templar complex.
Exhaustion had wiped them both out.

They said very little as they headed through the main hall. Adrian had his iPod on as soon
asthey entered the house. Two men, one afreed Djinn, the other a dragon, walked past them both,
neither one speaking, merely nodding their heads.

They knew that words were unnecessary in the early dawn.

The night staff meandered about the house—they employed several mythicals to work as
support staff for the Templars. Every one of the ten bases had a support staff of some kind; thisbase
employed several clan-less vampires, among other species of mythicals, who handled paperwork,
calls, and whatever el se needed to be done. They were a necessary addition to the Templars work.

Only fifty-two Templars existed on the planet. That wasn’t enough on their own to handle
the worldwide mythical population. There was far too much to be done.

“Good evening, Sir Liam,” Daniel, avampire who was about seventy-five years old, greeted
them as they walked by.

Liam nodded to him.

“Sir Liam,” Daniel began, trying to match Liam’s pace as he headed through the house. “ A
cal camein for you earlier, sir.”

Liam stopped and faced Daniel. “And why wasn't | contacted?’

“It was of a personal nature.” Daniel’ s voice was almost inaudible in the hall, yet Liam felt
like the entire place paused to hear what was being said.

He stared at the boy—albeit Daniel was hardly aboy, his century mark not that far off. Liam
did not believe him. He did not receive personal calls.

Unless one considered Nicole, who only wanted him to kill her.

But that hardly counted. That was still Templar work.

“And what wasit?’ he asked, noticing that, yes, every available pair of eyeswere upon him,
even Adrian’s.

Daniel stared at him for amoment, then cleared histhroat. “Y ou areto contact aLisaHunter.”
He held out a piece of paper. “The phone number is there.”

He glanced at it, though nothing was there except the number. “Thank you.” He wadded the
paper up and shoved it in his pocket.

He refused to say anything about what it was, and continued on his way upstairs. Daniel
glanced at Adrian, and Adrian didn’t say aword, just followed Liam up to his room.

The two Knights shared aroom, had for decades. As soon as the door shut, Liam went to his
bed. He started stripping off his paraphernalia, including his Kevlar vest and his broadsword.
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“So you gonnatell mewhy Lisa—"

“Leeza,” Liam corrected.

“Leeza Hunter is calling you? And how she got the number here?’

“No.”

Adrian said something under his breath, waving his hand in the air. “1 will tell him, Nara.”
He pulled off hisown Kevlar vest. “Nara seemsto think...”

“1 know what Narathinks. And | will not discussit.” He wasn't ready to discussit. And he
knew better than to think anything about the call. Leeza was the buyer for the glass store that sold
hiswork. More than likely, she wanted to ask something about pricing or some such thing.

She would not be contacting him for personal reasons.

No matter how much just feeling the paper in his pocket made his heart beat faster and his
mind race back to things he had no right to be thinking about.

* % % %

L eeza stumbled around her house, the coffee not quite waking her up. Late last night, Marge
had sent her atext with Sir Liam’ s phone number in it, including a note that he was a night person,
so she could call him anytime in the evening.

And she'd called. Maybe it was the wine that made her do it. Maybe the romantic movie she
watched where the gal called the guy and he actually was interested...

Who knows what made her do it. Except that, even as weird as he had been, he still made
her heart strum.

Too bad when she called she got some guy who promised to relay a message to him since
he wasn’t around.

Now she was on that crazy girl-thing of waiting, and she just hated it.

Especialy since she didn’t know if she could come up with an excuse for her late night call.
It was Saturday, she wouldn’t be in the office to do work, so she had nothing there, and he'd left
with her, so it’s not like she could pretend she went back to work or something.

“God, I’'m pathetic,” she said as she took awhiff of coffee before sipping more of the warm
liquid. “If hecalls, and | stressif, I'll just tell him I...1 thought he was cute and wondered if he'd
want to go to dinner sometime. Or lunch, if he’ d prefer something less date-like.”

True enough—she did think he was cute. Though cute seemed, well, not right exactly. He
wasn’t cute. Hewas... He flashed through her mind—dark hair, tight jeans, ass that wouldn’t quit.
Y eah. Bad boy to the max.

Probably why he was on her mind—she was a sucker for that sexy bad boy look. And Sir
Liam had it in spades.

She walked through her house to the back porch and opened her sliding glass door. Outside,
the deck was quiet. The only sounds this early in the morning were the chirping birds and a gentle
morning breeze rattling the treetops.
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It was chilly. The morning sun hadn’t yet warmed everything, and dew glistened on the grass
and the budding blooms of flowers.

Everything was so peaceful and quiet. Thetreesframed out her yard aswell asthe neighbor’s,
blocking most of the noise from the street, making her back yard a peaceful getaway. She let her
head rest against the back of the chair and closed her eyes.

The rising sun made her eyelids glow and she let the rays that snuck through the trees wake
and warm her.

Until everything shadowed.

She flicked her eyes open, expecting to see a cloud had passed over the sun.

There was no cloud.

L eeza screamed.

Sir Liam stood before her, arms crossed over his chest, and he glared down at her. God, did
he ever have alook that wasn’'t a mean-ass glare?

“What in the world are you doing here?’

“You caled me”

She blinked. “That didn’t mean | wanted you to come over!”

“Then what did you want?’

She jumped up. “And how did you find my house?’

He raised an eyebrow at her. The expression said a mouthful. She wasn't really crazy about
that look.

“What did you want?’

“1 didn’t want you to come to my house!” She reached out, pointing afinger at him. “And
thisis my backyard. Y ou don’t just come walking into someone’ s backyard. You're lucky | didn’t
pull out a baseball bat and hit you or something.”

“1 would have caught it.”

“Who are you?’ she asked, her chest heaving. His eyes wandered down her body.

Shewasin her pgjamasand robe! The silky pajamasthat barely covered anything. She pulled
the robe tighter around herself, trying to cover up her body. Hard to do with arobe that was pretty
much transparent.

When she met Liam’s gaze, his eyes were dark and feral.

Her whole body responded with its own shiver and she looked down him. He wore a black
t-shirt, asmall red cross on his |eft pec.

And what a pectoral muscleit was. Not realizing what she was doing, she took a step toward
him. Her robe fell open as she stepped into his space, but she didn’t care. She reached for him,
meeting the fabric, then the hard muscle of his pec.

His face tensed, his eyes pinching shut.

She let the hand run down the broad muscle.

Liam’s eyes opened, and his hand snapped up, grabbing her wrist. “Do not touch me.”
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“I’'m sorry,” she said, pulling her hand back. It felt charred from the contact. She cradled
her wrist in her hand.

“Do you need assistance?’

She shook her head. “No, I’'m fine.” She held up her wrist, showing him that it worked just
fine.

He crossed hisarms again. “Y ou should not call unless you need assistance.”

Leeza blinked. “Assistance? What if | just wanted to talk to you? Take you to dinner or
something?’

He closed his eyes and opened them, like aforced blink. “I do not date. | do not socialize.”
He turned to walk away. “Do not contact me again.”

She stared as he stepped off her deck and walked down the little path to the gate. “Maybe
you should date,” she muttered. “ Then you wouldn’t be such a grump.”

He froze, snapping to face her, hisdark eyes glaring at her. “I am not agrump.”

Leeza s mouth gaped open from shock, partially that he heard her, but mostly that he didn’t
think he was a grump. “If you're not a grump, then I’'m friggin’ President of the United States.”
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The remaining sooty mess of the once small ranch house looked like a blackened painting,
like a child had thrown a temper tantrum and scribbled over the drawing.

Unfortunately, no child had drawn this house. The smell of charred remains mingled with
the smell of the wet burnt soot. Firemen had fought for most of the night to stop the fire, but even
then, their job wound up taking far more energy than a normal house fire should have taken.

Sir Liam and Sir Ewan stood off to the side, the Fire Chief standing next to them. The chief’s
face was covered in grime, his eyes hollow, like he couldn’t stand looking at the skeleton of the
home and its only occupant, but he couldn’t look away either.

He greedily sucked up a cup of coffee, wiping the dribbles off his chin as he stared at the
home. A stark sound in the early morning, the slide of a zipper seemed to signify the end of the
battle.

And they had lost again.

“And you think it’s the same?’ Ewan asked, sipping on his own cup of coffee.

The Chief nodded his head. “Though you know | can’'t say anything on the record.”

Ewan arched his eyebrow at the Fire Chief. “Have | ever been on the record?’

Liam stayed back, out of the exchange, merely listening. The Fire Chief was Ewan’sdomain.
He was the liaison for the Templars to governing bodies. Possibly because Ewan wasn't as large
and menacing as he was. He' d been barely able to saddle a horse when the change had occurred.
After, he'd peaked at six foot, the shortest and leanest of all the Templar Knights. Between his
dlightly smaller physique and his natural charm, he was able to talk around most any situation. All
of which helped him form bonds with public servants like the Fire Chief.

The Fire Chief let out a sigh. “1t’s not like anything I’ ve ever seen. | can find the point of
origin, | can trace back every damn starting flame in the place. But unlessthisgirl’ s spontaneously
combusted, | got nothing on this one.”

“Like the other one?’ Liam asked.

The Chief walked over to a police cruiser, and motioned the two of them to follow.

Laid on the back end was a set of blueprints, marked up with lines and angles all over it.

“The originis here, on the bed.” The fire chief tapped the plans. “Y et we have small bursts
here, here, here, and here.” The small bursts were down the hallway toward the door. “We figure
maybe they were lit before, but we can’t be sure. But there’ s no propellant, nothing can be found
that starts the fire.”

“And the woman?’ Liam asked.
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“She' s going straight to the coroner to see what they can tell us. If it’s like the others, they
may be able to tell if she was assaulted before.” The chief took another sip of his coffee, then
glanced at Liam. “Y ou don’t think thisis arson, do you?’

Ewan shrugged. “Has to be something.”

The man sighed again. “And what do | tell the police on this one? A case of spontaneous
combustion?” Hiswords thinly masked hisirritation. “ She was just ayoung woman. Mid-twenties.
She didn’t deserve this.”

“Neither did the others,” Liam muttered. He and Ewan exchanged glances.

Thiswasn’t a human problem.

Thiswas amythical problem. A really, really big one.

Just exactly what they didn’t need to be dealing with right now.

* % % %

The Bible spoke of Sunday being aday of rest.

The Bible didn’t have the Templar Knightsin mind when that ideawas formed. While many
of the respected customswerefollowed—two K nightsto aroom, prayersto and trustin The Divine,
certain aspects were lax. Meals were not eaten in silence. Hair was no longer chopped short, and
beards were no longer required.

Most of all, though, Sunday wasn’t a day of rest. Mythicals didn’'t rest. Neither did the
Templar Knights.

As was custom, the Knights met in what would have been aliving area in the large house
that Grand Master William had converted into akind of war room for debriefing.

Themajority of their staff |eft at dawn—some because they didn’t agree with sunlight, others
because a good portion of the Knights' business was done at night.

A small support staff worked during the day, mostly doing paperwork. Unfortunately, the
life of aTemplar wasn't all fighting the bad guys. Every mythical that waskilled had to be recorded
—fortunately, that was now a powerful computer database, but for centuries, it was kept in large
books.

Even with the assistance of certain magical mythicals, it took amost a decade to transfer
everything into the machine. The Knights were busy men. Now, their system was connected
through the internet, and the database stored everything, including not just deaths but all recorded
living mythicals, their family trees, and so forth.

There wasn’t too much the Knights couldn’t get on a Mythical if they needed it.

Except for the old ones.

Those mythicals who' d been around for near millennia were not quite as nice about giving
their information.

Unfortunately, Melios was an old one from the Romanians.

Liam shifted from one foot to the other, waiting for permission to sit. Grand Master William
had already led them through morning prayers. Now they all waited to begin the meeting.
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William shuffled through a few of the papers on his desk.

Liam had a strong feeling today’ s meeting would be long and trying.

And it didn’t help that Leeza seemed stained in his brain. Try as he might, he couldn’t get
images of her out of hismind. Her blond hair fluttering like grassin the breeze, the way the sunlight
danced over her face as she sat, the morning’ s dawn caressing her features.

The touch of her hand against his chest, exploratory, sweet and savory all at once.

He gritted histeeth.

Thiswasn’t helping.

What waswrong with him? 1t wasn't like he' d never been around afemale. In seven hundred
years, he' d seen women in various states of undress many times before.

None, however, had filled him with such mental imagesthough. Thevisionstainted hissleep,
what little he got.

Even Adrian had complained that he was grunting in his sleep. A glance out of the corner
of his eye made him wonder if he’ d done more than grunt. Though he didn’t do it often, talking in
his sleep was usually a sign of distress. And last night had been filled with distress.

He hadn’t woken up with ahard-on like that one since he’ d becomeimmortal. He' d forgotten
the sensation amost completely. Were they supposed to ache like that?

He spent afew hoursin prayer, early, hoping to calm his body down and determine what he
needed to do—the answer was painfully obvious to him, though. Leeza Hunter no longer required
his assistance.

She was a grown woman now—he didn’t need to look after her like he had most of her life.
She didn’t have dishonorabl e suitors anymore who would mistreat her. She didn’t have a mother
who would choose sex and drink over caring for her child.

Liam could move on. The Jackstone Foundation was aways there if she needed future
assistance. He could put her on the private assistance list, the one reserved for human relatives of
victims of mythical crime.

Sir William glanced up at the Knights, atilt of hischin allowing themto all take aseat. Then
his gaze settled rather pointedly at Sir Liam.

“1 have received word from all the other bases around the world. James Hendrick and Joseph
Oliver are nowhere to be found. They have even masked their tracking chips.” William didn’t like
the idea of vampires running for cover. They were in the Americas, after all. It was supposed to
be safe here for all mythicals.

Or so the Templars fought hard for. Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough. Never enough. Even if
their numbers were tripled, it wouldn’t be enough. Why just this handful of Templars were turned
—when at the time there were literally thousands of Templar Knights in Europe—Liam would
never know. That was for The Divine to answer.

“Do you know where they have gone?’ William asked Liam.

“No.”
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William hesitated for amoment, considering hisresponse. He stroked the length of hiswhite
beard that hung down to his sternum. He was the only Templar left who actually wore afull beard
like the old tradition. It tended to make him ook much older than he was. Well, he was over seven
hundred years old, but still, he would look younger if he'd shave. “Would you tell meif you did?’
William asked.

“No.”

William nodded. “Very well. The lessthat isknown about what happened to them, the better.
It might cool Méelios's attempts at finding them.”

“l doubt that,” Liam stated. Melios was tenacious, if anything. The mythical spent years
planning hisrevenge, perfecting every possible outcome so that he won, no matter what happened.

“You are probably right. Have we found any trace of Meliosyet? He needs to be questioned,
spoken to at the very least, to determine if he is the one responsible for the ondlaught of newborn
vampires.”

“Heis,” Liam replied.

“And you know that for certain because?’

“1 saw him turn a newborn | killed three nights ago.”

“In hismind?’

“Yes.

William didn’t speak for a moment, perhaps giving Liam a moment to elaborate. When he
didn’t, the Grand Master continued. “Do you know what Meliosis up to?’

“He wants the Stone of Cain.”

William sighed. “ And why would he want it? There’ s no need for it now.”

“He believes he' sfound a descendant of Cain.”

“Not possible. Youkilled the last onesyourself. Aresled you to that particular one, correct?’

That had been plaguing him. Had he missed someone in the bloodline? He couldn’t answer
the question, because he just didn’t know.

“Yes.” Liam’s mind flashed back to the last time he'd gone after a rumored bloodline of
Cain. It was a family of four. Two parents and two children, a boy and girl. All were killed, as
required by The Divine. The parents had been missed in an earlier sweep decades before, because
the father, who was the one with the gene, had been adopted out. It wasn’t until he was an adult
and married that the Templars became aware of his existence.

It was like Cain’s gene taunted them—daring them to extinguish it. Every time over the
last couple of centuries they thought the line had been squashed, somehow, somewhere, a tiny
smattering of the bloodline survived.

And any version, even one that diluted, still proved to be a threat.

“How can there still be an element of Cain out there?” Tomas asked.

Adrian shook his head. “There’s more.”

“And what would that be?’” William asked.
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Adrian grimaced. “ The prophecy of the oneto bring down all mythicals.”

Williamrolled hiseyes. “ Thereisno prophecy. Thewordsinthe Balance Mandate are merely
awarning. It has been seven hundred years. Surely the prophesized one would have appeared by
now.”

Adrian jerked like he' d been hit upside the head, and from the expression on his face, Nara
was giving him an earful. “Yes, yes, | know, Nara. | know,” he whispered.

“Your ghost has a contribution to this conversation?” William asked, detest dripping from
his voice. While Liam’s mind reading and Ewan’ s charm gift seemed to not bother him, Adrian’s
connection to the dead troubled him more than any other Knight gift.

Not that he hadn’t benefited from the gift in hislong lifetime.

Didn’t mean that William liked it.

“Shewishesto remind everyone here that there are no wasted wordsin the Balance Mandate.
The laws are absolute—there is no exception, a gift from The Divine. He specifically created each
and every word for the Templar Knights and all mythical creatures. No phrase can be dismissed as
improbable.” Adrian let out along breath, his shoulders tense, like he' d forgotten something and
he was getting chewed out for it.

William made a fist at the table. “She wouldn’t want to provide a time table or literal
trandation of these alleged prophetic words, would she?’

“No.” Adrianreplied, histeeth gritted like he was avoiding hitting something. Then he began
to speak the prophetic words that his ghost had alluded to:

Blood flows,

Anger surges.

Power mixes with passion,

Bring the downfall of the Knight.
Chaos will raise the future.

The light will come from the blood.

Y eah, they knew those words.
And Liam wasn't looking forward to them coming true.
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He's an utter asshole, Leeza thought to herself Monday morning as she worked her way
through her office, sorting paperwork and boxes of glass that needed to be properly placed and
marketed.

She grabbed her digital camera and slapped a memory card in it.

“Stupid asshole,” she muttered as she pulled out a set of wine glasses that Sir Liam made.
It took every bit of her strength to take the pictures right, light them properly so the glass looked
its best for the sales.

It was so tempting to take crappy ones and post those on the web page.

Y et she couldn’t bring herself to do it.

It wasn't the glasses' faullt.

“Just the guy who made you—he' sthe asshole.” Leeza placed the set of wine glassesback in
the box, then carefully pulled out each piecein the collection, setting them out in anice arrangement
on the little table she used to stage the glass pieces.

And it wasn’'t that she was mad at him for turning her down—that happened enough in life
that Leezawas used to that.

It was that he had barged into her backyard while she was having her private moment, her
safe time.

That was horrible.

It was rude.

It was scary.

It made her want to call the police and report him.

But of course she didn’t.

It was just weird. What kind of guy just shows up in the backyard when you’ re having your
morning cup of coffee? And in her pj’ s? She wasn't sure which was worse—him barging in or him
seeing her in her pajamas.

Not that she was horrible to check out, but still, she wasn’t exactly presentable. Her hair
hadn’t even been combed. And she hadn’t brushed her teeth yet.

Her mouth had probably smelled like road kill—that’ s probably why he ran off.

“Get agrip,” she whispered. “He didn’t go running off because you had dragon breath first
thing in the morning.”

49
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A knock sounded on the office door. The upstairs of the store was L eeza’ sdomain. The shop
itself rented out the ground floor, with Leeza's office upstairs. Outside Leeza' s door was a hall to
several other small offices—a couple of attorneys, some accountants, and a computer company.
Her door had the name of the store on it, and occasionally people knocked on the door to get
directions to one of the other offices.

“It’sopen,” she called back toward the door. It was probably just someone |ost.

A man came in. Dressed in a dark gray suit and red tie that bent in the light like it was on
fire, shining against the dark colors. His hair, asblack asLiam’s...

She wasn't thinking about that asshole.

However, this guy’s hair was as dark, but soft-looking, brushed back away from hisface in
soft waves covering his ears. Not like Liam’s, al tight and coarse and stuck to his head. This guy
looked like a fashion model.

“Can | help you?’ Leeza asked, stepping over a few boxes. She subconsciously patted her
hair, trying to brush the baby fine blond stuff into some kind of respectable order, and hoped it
wasn'’t covered in dust or packing peanuts or something likewise embarrassing.

“1 hope so,” he said with asmile that revealed perfect teeth. “1 waslooking for the Jackstone
Foundation?’

She blinked. “Wow, you're off by a few blocks. That place is over on Market Street, |
think.” She headed over to her desk to pull out a phone book. The Jackstone Foundation was a
charity organization that hel ped out peoplein need, providing college tuitions, homes for orphaned
kids, and other charitable work. Dropping the thick book on her desk with a thump, she couldn’t
help looking at him again. “You don't look like the type to need the assistance of the Jackstone
Foundation.”

He smiled that killer grin again. “No, probably not.”

Leezaflipped through the book to find the address.

He stepped more into her office, hislong legs stretching over piles of boxes. “I’'m alawyer.
I’m heading over there for some legal counsel.”

“Ahh,” shereplied. The closer he got to her, the warmer she felt, like he was radiating heat.
She thumbed down the listings until she found the building. “1t’s over on Market Street.”

“And how do | get there from here?’ he asked.

“Go up to the light, that’ s Douglas, and make aright. Go down three blocks, then turn left.
Shouldn’t be far from there.”

He nodded. “| see, okay, thank you.”

“No problem.” She smiled back at him. “Do you want the number?’

“Certainly.”

She grabbed one of her business cards and scribbled the number on the back as well as the
street address.
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Handing him the card, his finger grazed hers, and it was incredibly warm. A blush stained
her cheeks and she amost dropped it.

For a second, she swore she saw steam coming off him. “Isthere anything else?’ she asked.

“No, thanks, this is enough,” he replied and started working his way backward out of the
office. He read the front of the card. “La Bouteille d’ Art.” He pronounced it in perfect French.
“‘The Bottle of Art,” huh?’ he asked, his eyebrow raised. “Interesting name for an office.”

She grinned. “We sell hand-blown glass pieces. Our store is downstairs.” She gestured to
the stairs tucked away in the corner of the office.

“1 see. And you're Felicia Hunter. Acquisitions Executive?’

She blushed at histone. “It'safancy way of saying | handle the new itemsfor sale.”

“1 wasimpressed.” He stared at her for amoment, the room feeling fiercely hot. “ Thank you
for your help, Felicia Hunter.”

“Leeza,” she heard herself say. “Everyone calls me Leeza.”

He tipped his head. “WEell, Leeza, thank you.”

“No problem.” She watched the way he moved around with a grace over the boxes of glass,
and marveled at someone so tall having such comfortable confidence. He had almost made it back
to her door when he stopped and spun back around.

“Have dinner with me.”

Leeza blinked. “ Excuse me?’

“Have dinner with me. I'm new in town. Show me around. Take me to an expensive
restaurant. I'll buy.”

“Uh,” she stuttered out. Granted he was hot, very hot, but she'd just met him, for goodness
sake. Men didn’t just ask women out because they were lost—it sort of killed the manly alpha part
of their appearance. “1 don’t think so,” she answered.

Her girly partsdidn’t like that reply.

“Comeon,” he said, flashing that grin at her again. “Y ou won’t be sorry.”

“1’d have to think about it.” Okay, at least her girly parts were alittle bit less angry at that
comment.

“Good. I'll call you in an hour.”

With that, he was out the door.

Leezastared blankly where he' d just exited. “What the hell wasthat?’ She didn’t even know
the guy’ s name, for crying out loud! What was she thinking?

She'd just haveto tell him she wasn't interested.

And that was that.

So lost in her own thoughts, she barely registered Marge coming in.

“Leeza, what's wrong?’ she asked, her voice an octave higher than usual. “What's the
matter?”’

She blinked, turning her head to Marge. “I think | have adinner date.”
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Marge took asniff of theair. “It’shot up here.” She walked to the window and opened it up.
The cool air flew into the room, vanquishing the heat that had envel oped the room.

It didn’t dawn on Leeza how hot it had gotten in the office until the cool air of spring washed
in through the room.

Marge sniffed the air again, thistime, alonger breath. “Who was up here?’

Leezablinked at her. “And | thought | was the one with the sensitive nose thing going on.”

“Can’t you smell that cologne?” Marge looked around.

Leeza shrugged. “I think you’ re losing your marbles.”

“1 can’t believe you can’'t smell that. Did someone come by with a delivery?’ She snapped
her head from one side to the other, asif expecting the boogie man to jJump out at any moment.

Leeza shook her head. She started picking up more of the boxes she had to go through. “No,
but a guy stopped by who was lost.”

“Who?" Her posture stiffened, and Leeza swore she grew an inch just standing there.

“Don’t know. Just some lawyer-type, looking for the Jackstone Foundation.”

Marge's eyes went wide for a second. “And you gave him directions?’

“Sure,” Leezasaid. “Why areyou acting soweird?” Marge' sbehavior didn’t make any sense.
It was like she was on guard, nervous or something.

Marge shook her head, and the posturing was gone. “ Where' sthe new glassfrom Sir Liam?”

“Over there.” Leeza pointed to abox still on the floor near the door.

Marge walked over and started opening it. “I can’'t wait to see it—if it's as nice as you say,
it'll look great in...the... What the hell isthis?’ She pulled out one of the goblets.

It was tilted and warped.

“Let me seethat,” Leeza said, heading across the room. She twirled the glass on the stemin
her hand. Thetop of it was dented in, like...like it had melted.

“It wasn't like this earlier,” Leeza said.

Marge looked through the box. All four glasses, which were beautiful jewel-toned wine
goblets, now were warped and bent in like they’ d been reheated. “Maybe it was hotter in here than
you thought.”

“Something,” Leeza muttered, staring at the glasses, unable to fathom what would make
them do that. She'd just handled them. They weren't like that before. “1 guess1’ll haveto call him
and tell him to come back and get them. We sure can’'t sell these.”

“No, wecan't.” Margelooked around at the other boxes. “Let’ s check therest of them, make
sure nothing el se has been damaged.”

Leezalet out asigh. Yeah, it had been hot, but surely not that hot up here.

Weird.

* % % %
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It was getting closeto closing time, and L eezawas beginning to wonder if Sir Liam wasgoing
to show up for the damaged pieces. She'd called him earlier in the day, and while he' d been gruff,
she remained business-like, and he' d claimed he’ d be by before closing time to pick the glasses up.

So far, though, he hadn’t shown, and the store would only be open for another half an hour.

And Leeza was excited to get out of work.

The lawyer from earlier had called. She' d even managed to get his name—Orlando Horak.
Against her better judgment, she'd agreed to have dinner with him. In the back of her mind,
something nagged at her about him, but she wasn’t sure exactly what it was.

Still, the prospect of going out on a date with someone new had its charms. She hadn’t been
out in awhile. Maybe that’s why she’ d been so wrapped up in Sir Liam—it had been quite some
time since she met someone attractive.

Surely he wouldn’t be all that now that she had some distance from him and the prospect
of someone else.

A knock resonated on the inner door to her office, the one that came up from the shop.

“Comein,” she said. Though she was pretty sure she knew who it was.

Sure enough, Sir Liam walked through the narrow door, tilted dlightly to the side to fit
through.

She could smell the cigar on him as he invaded her little office. “Hello, Sir Liam,” she said,
smiling at him with her best professional expression.

“You have something for me?’ His face revealed nothing. He looked as big and menacing
as he had in her lawn. Maybe more so, since the small office felt much smaller with himinit.

“Yes. | don't know what happened to these glasses,” she said, heading to the door near the
hallway where the box was till sitting. “They were fine earlier, and then they just got warped.”

Liam followed her, and every sense in her body tingled—his presence enough to make her
body sensitive.

Trying to ignore the overwhelming sensations, she pulled one of the bent glasses out of the
box. “ See, they’re just...warped.”

Liam took the glass, and when he did, his finger grazed hers.

Electricity fired through her. Not like the vibe from the lawyer guy, but something else
entirely. It wasn’t the same, but more. More powerful, more mystical maybe?

Whatever it was, it was more.

It made her want to touch him everywhere. To grab his hand and start there, working her
way up hisbody, in aslow, methodical pattern, examining every part of his skin. With her fingers,
her eyes, her lips...

What was wrong with her?

She glanced up at Liam’s face.

His lips were pressed into a tight line, a little crease in his brow, like he was ready to hit
something. And he was staring at her.
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“Sorry,” she said, though she didn’t really know what she was apologizing for.

He closed his eyes, then opened them again, a slow blink, like he was trying to sort out his
thoughts.

“Itisfine,” Liam said. “You just... There are things | shouldn’t be thinking about.”

“What things?’ Leeza asked.

Again, the little crease revealed itself in his brow. “It is not your concern.” He shifted the
box in hisarms. “1 will bring you new glasses.”

“Liam,” she called out as he turned his back to her.

“Yes?' Hedidn't face her.

Like some unknown force propelled her, Leeza closed the gap between them, and put her
hand on his back; a feather-light touch, but the muscles seemed to dance beneath her fingers, his
body tensing.

Y et she couldn’t stop herself.

Each muscle, she drew a line with the tip of her finger, feeling the curve of them—how
strong he was. His body was powerful, massive, aforceto be reckoned with; that much was certain.
Slowly, she increased her pressure, running her hand down his spine, and touching the indentation
of each of hisvertebrae.

“Leeza, you shouldn’t,” he said.

But he didn’t move.

Shedlid her hand down to hisjeans, then ran it back up, the tone of the musclesunder the shirt
sending shivers through her. His body wasrigid, hard as marble under her fingers—she wondered
if he was even breathing.

She didn’t think she was.

Shetouched across his shoulder, down his arm. She brought her other hand up to caress him,
now both her hands running over the surface. She didn’t want to stop—she couldn’t stop.

“Leeza, please, | beg you.” Liam took a step away from her. The box dropped as he faced
her, the shattering of glass a strained accompaniment to their dance.

But she was on a mission. She had to feel him, she had to touch him. The box was kicked
out of the way; whether she did it or he did, she didn’t know. She just stepped into his body, her
hands running over his chest. Her palms grazed his nipples, and they puckered, Liam inhaling a
sharp breath.

She caressed the curve of his biceps, his triceps, his forearms, all of him, even the lines of
hisfingers.

He squeezed her hands, and she brought her head up to meet his eyes. They werefera, dark,
like he didn’t know what he wanted.

“Touch me back,” she whispered.

“l can't.” Hedidn't let go of her.

So Leezadid it for him.
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She brought their clenched fingers up to her face and ran his palm down her cheek. He jerked
at first, but he didn’t stop. Hiswarm hand slid down, hisfingers caressing the corner of her mouth.
She didn’t dare move.

The urge to kiss his fingers almost overwhelmed her, but in her gut, she knew she couldn’t
respond—she couldn’t do anything back, or he’d run away.

Hereleased her hand, letting hisfingers graze over her face, delicate, soft touches smoothing
over her skin, feeling her. They dlid up by her eyes, and she closed them, just as he passed over
her lids.

It was like he’ d never actually touched a woman before.

Hereached into her hair, feeling the strands. “ So soft,” he whispered as he stroked her locks.
“1 didn’t know...” He continued down the back of her head, stroking her neck, around to the front,
his fingers dliding across her shoulders. Down her arm he moved, and every nerve in Leeza was
onfire.

She’ d never been so turned onin al her life.

His finger skimmed back up her arm, across her shoulder, pausing at the center, just under
her neck, where her blouse neckline was open, revealing her skin. His focus was completely on
her skin, that tiny flash where her shirt was unbuttoned, and he traced the small half-moon of the
bone in the center.

She let out a shuddering breath—nhis touch was warm, so delicate for someone so massive.
Since she' d met him, she’d wondered how someone so large and powerful could blow glass, such
afragile process. Yet feeling how his calloused finger barely touched her, she knew. He touched
her with the same care that he used with the glass.

Part of her wanted to yank him to her, to wrap her arms around him and kiss him until their
worlds erupted, but she didn’t move. She didn’t want to break the trance he wasiin.

His name lingered on her lips, but she didn’t expel it. Instead, she rolled her lips into
her mouth, wetting them, scraping them with her teeth, something that wouldn’'t break his
concentration.

Yetit did.

His gaze flicked from her neck to her lips.

One of those fingers reached up and caressed her lip, the moisture making it slide alittle. He
paused, his finger lingering on the center of her mouth.

And she couldn’t stop herself. She wrapped her lips around that fingertip and placed akiss
onit.

It was enough to break the spell.

He snapped his hand back, his eyes wide, like he’ d been burned. “No.”

The force of hiswords had her stepping backward, and he grabbed the box at their feet and
in aflash he was gone.
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Tearsfilled Leeza s eyes, but she had no ideawhy. They didn’t leak out, but it was enough
that she knew they were there.



Chapter 10

Liam half expected to be struck by lightning as he stormed out of La Bouteille d’Art. He
wouldn’t be surprised if The Divine struck him down, even before he got out of the building.

What had he been thinking?

That was the problem, he hadn’t been thinking.

How could he? How could he allow himself to be touched by her? His body screamed in
protest. How could he not?

He was over seven hundred years old. Seven hundred and thirty-one years, to be exact. And
he’ d never been with awoman, never, in all his years, touched a woman intimately.

Because if he did, he would die.

It was written in the Balance Mandate. The Templar Knights were required by Divine law
to remain celibate. If not, they would die. He would die.

Yet inside, his heart screamed that this was wrong, that regardless of Divine law, there was
something pure and specia about Leeza Hunter, and that she was somehow made for him. He'd
never felt this way about anyone. Ever.

Certainly, he'’d admired women, found them attractive over the centuries—what man
wouldn’t? But never had anything felt so strong, so powerful as the pull of her.

Now, morethan ever, he knew he needed to stay away from her. Now that he’ d felt her flesh,
touched those fine, silken threads of hair, the smooth roundness of her lips—he had to stay away.

Because he wasn't sureif he could stop himself from wanting more.

Not too long ago he found it sickening how James Henrick and Joseph Oliver were so needy
of their trinity mate, Nicole. Now Liam was feeling that kind of pull toward a woman.

He shook his head as he entered the storefront, carrying his box. At least he recognized the
temptation for what it was—atest of hisfaith, his devotion to being a Templar.

Because if he hadn’t been...

He grimaced to himself. If he wasn't a Templar, he would have never known Leeza Hunter.

The store had onelast customer init, and Marge was at the desk, finishing up the transaction.
He gave a cursory nod to the female as he headed out the door.

“Sir Liam,” she called just as he put his hand on the door. “ Can you wait just a moment?’

Liam stopped. “What do you want?’

She handed the lady she was helping a bag, and bid her good night. The customer slipped
by Liam, giving him awide berth as she stepped out of the store.

“1 need to talk to you,” Marge said.

Liam waited. He didn’t really want to talk to her, but the laws he lived by mandated that he
listen to what a mythical had to say.
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Shetook his silence as a cue to continue. “L eeza has a dinner date tonight.”

Liam blinked, and was rather impressed with himself for not showing that he felt sucker-
punched. “With whom?’ Even his voice sounded calm.

“That’s just it,” Marge stated, shaking her head. “I don’t know. But | think it's the same
person who melted your glasses.” She reached for the box. “They’re melted. Like from extreme
heat...” Somehow, even with him dropping the box upstairs, one of the glasses was still intact so
that he could see how the glass had warped and fallen in on itself.

Liam gritted histeeth. “Like from adragon in heat.”

Marge nodded. “Exactly.”

“I’ll keep an eye,” Liam stated as he walked out the door.

* % % %

“So are you going to tell me why we're following around a human tonight?’ Adrian asked
Liam.

Liam had called as soon as he left La Bouteille d’ Art, telling his partner he was off on
personal businesstonight. It wouldn’t be the first time he' d run off on personal businessinvolving
Leeza

Whether Adrian knew who Leeza was or not, he didn’t know—nor did he care.

Wasn't hisintention to tell him.

And he' d planned on keeping this to himself completely, until he saw Leeza's dinner date.
The man, though he used that term in the loosest of meanings, had met her at the store, followed
her home, then taken her to dinner.

Nothing terribly exciting about that.

Except that the man was adragon. A large one that radiated heat. At least three times, he’'d
overheard Leeza say something about the heat.

Never agood sign with a dragon.

The hotter they got, the more volatile.

“1 think thisis our arsonist,” Liam said, acigar in his hand. The tip glowed red in the dark,
and they watched as L eeza and the dragon entered her home.

“You know, William will have your head if he seesthat cigar,” Adrian muttered.

“And?’ Liam replied.

Adrian didn’t say anything.

The static of Leeza deactivating her alarm, and then their voices as they had after-dinner
conversation crackled in their stereo.

What was she thinking? Had she completely lost her mind? L etting a stranger into her home
like that? Surely she'd know better. She was grown, she should know how dangerous that was,
with men or mythicals.

Adrian shifted in his seat. “New guestion.”

Liam gave him a sidelong glance.
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“There areason why she’ s bugged?’

Liam kept his gaze on the house and didn’t respond. They were listening to bugs placed
inside her home—something Liam had done several years before, just to protect Leeza. He had his
reasons several years before—one of her boyfriends wasn’t horribly trustworthy. He' d just never
bothered removing the bugs.

A good thing.

Laughter and simple conversation came through the house, though it sounded like Leeza
was a bit drunk.

He didn’t like that development at all.

“And you're certain this guy isthe arsonist?’ Adrian asked.

“No. But hefits the profile—new in the area, an unregistered dragon.”

Liam opened up his cellphone and pulled up afile. “And he fits this as well.” He showed
Adrian thefile that he' d received from another Templar base.

It was several past cases, from different areas across the country. It seemed that some kind
of mythical was working his way across the United States, and women were winding up roasted
as hetraveled.

Human authorities were baffled.

The Templars were certain it was mythical in origin, but the perpetrator was moving fast
enough that they had yet to pin him down. While nothing concrete had emerged, this was the first
lead they had. Some of the other bases around had confirmed deaths that were mythical in nature.
Still, no one could lock down a pattern to them yet.

The few dragon families still out there were not being helpful with the situation. Like any
mythical, they didn’t like the idea of one of their own being blamed for something like this.

“Itisso hot in here,” Leeza's voice echoed through the speakers. “I feel like I’'m melting.”
Feminine laughter made the audio monitors light up like rainbows.

“What isgoing on, Liam?’ Adrian asked. “And don’t lieto me.”

“I would not lie.”

“Y ou would avoid.”

He didn’t say anything.

Adrian sighed. “You're doing it now. What is going on with this woman?’

Liam grimaced.

A new peal of laughter came from the house—L eeza was enjoying herself. Pain stabbed in
his chest.

“Remember the Renai ssance convention we went to?’

Adrian nodded. “I remember.” Understanding filled his face. “The little girl? The one on
your shoulders?’

“Yes.

“Does she remember you?’
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“No.”

“Ahh.” Adrian smirked, his gaze scanning outside, around the neighborhood, not really
looking at him. “Y ou know, you're not the first one to watch over someone.”

The words hit him like a punch in the gut. “I’m not?’

“We've all doneit on occasion.”

His voice had the sound of experience behind the words. Enough to make Liam pause.
“When?’

Adrian didn’t say anything for afew minutes, and his eyes stared out into the night, though
Liam was pretty sure he didn’t actually see any of the neighborhood. “ She was a widow. Husband
had died in the American Revolution.”

Liam remembered Adrian being distant for afew decades. He' d been lost in a strange place.
Crankier. He'd written that period off as Adrian having a mid-life crisis. Most of the Templars
had a period like that—an angry time when it dawned on them exactly what they had lost in their
devotion, and how long eternal life really was.

It had never occurred to him that a woman could have been involved.

“What was her name?’ Liam asked before he could stop himself.

“Elizabeth,” Adrian replied. A smile slipped across his face.

“Wasit love?’

Adrian shrugged. “It was something...” He glanced backward, away from the two of them.
“1 know,” he snapped at his unseen ghost in the backseat.

“What did Nara say?’

“That she thought | wasin love. Madly in love.”

“Wereyou?’

“1 don’t know. We aren’t supposed to love.”

“1 know.” It wasn't right, but Liam had learned to deal with it. Even though with Leeza,
there was more. He'd let her touch him. What had he been thinking? He wasn’t supposed to do
such things. He wasn’t supposed to allow that kind of ...of ... He didn’t even know what to call it.
Just that it was bad—so very bad. If things progressed with her any further, he could have wound
up dead right there in her office.

“Did you ever haveto interact with her?’

His partner shrugged. “ Sure. Can't really watch out for someone for twenty-seven years and
not interact with them somehow.”

“How did you meet her?’

“| can’'t remember,” Adrian said.

Liam nodded, though he was certain Adrian was lying. He remembered every single detail
in every instance he’ d been around Leeza, from childhood until now.

Hedidn't call his partner out. Because calling him out would reveal too much about hisown
relationship, and what he might have to admit to.
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Instead he sat there, in silence.
Listening.
Like he did with Leeza.
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Chapter 11

Okay, so Leezawas alittle drunk.

WEell, maybe alot drunk.

Two of those fish-bowl margaritas would do that to a person. Why on earth she' d drank that
much, she didn’t fathom. It was careless.

But Orlando was so handsome.

And charming.

And hot.

And the drinks seemed to cool her off. Temperature-wise, anyway. Hejust seemed to radiate
heat. No matter what she did, she felt like she was in atanning bed, surrounded by heat. It pulsed
off hisbody, and she wouldn’t be surprised if she had some kind of tan tomorrow.

Orlando sat next to her on the couch, smiling brightly, though his eyes were dark, like a
depth lingered behind them. Interesting as it was, the drinks from dinner were starting to make
her drowsy.

She glanced at the clock.

Almost eleven. She really needed to get to bed. She did have to work in the morning. After
all, onedidn’'t go out and party on a Monday night.

“Look, Orlando, we' ve had agrrreat time, but, uh, | gottaget some sleep.” Her wordsweren’t
totally slurring, but she could feel the buzz of the a cohol behind her tongue. In her mind, she could
hear the mistakes, but she couldn’t seem to correct them.

“Of course,” he said. Though he didn’t get up. Instead, he leaned closer, the inferno that was
his body making sweat bead up on her brow. He reached up, running afinger across her slick brow.
“You don't look so well. Perhaps | should tuck you in?’

Sheblinked. “I"m fine. Just...just, uh, tired.” Shewiped away his hand, which felt like she'd
just brushed her brow with a hot plate.

“So let metuck you in.” He scooted even closer.

Leeza shook her head. “I don't... Man, it's hot. It’s just burning up in here.” For a second,
she swore she saw heat waves coming off the guy.

Which had to be aresult of the alcohol. People didn’t radiate heat like that.

Did they?

“1 don’t feel heat,” Orlando said, taking her hand.

She jerked away, her hand hot like it had been burnt. “ Stop.”

“Perhaps you had too much to drink.”

“Maybe,” Leezasaid. She started fanning herself. “I need...um, | need somerest.”
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Was she drunk, or did she have somekind of heat stroke? She half felt likeit was heat stroke,
not drunkenness after all. Her head was swimming, and everything in the room spun abit.

He grabbed her arm. “Come,” he said.

“No,” shereplied, shaking her head. “Y ou need to leave now.”

“1 will. Inaminute. Let me get you to bed.”

Everything was fuzzy. Everything but the knowledge that he needed to leave. “No. Y ou go.
I'll sleep later.”

He grabbed her arm, and pulled her up with him as he stood. “I’m not leaving yet.”

She shoved against him, or shetried to, anyway. But it was like trying to move steel. Molten
hot steel. “What is the matter with you? Why won’t you go?’

“Because, dumb girl, I'm not finished here.” Whatever charm he’ d started the evening with
was gone, and panic flooded her. He dragged her through the house toward her bedroom, her skin
feeling like it was being burned to the bone. Leeza let out a scream as he squeezed her upper arm
just before he threw her on her bed.

Lashing out with all she had, Leeza grabbed a vase off her nightstand and hurled it at him.

He didn’t seem phased at being hit with aheavy glass object. The water in the bottom sizzled
on contact, creating a flash of steam that burned her.

She screamed again.

Orlando punched her in the face, a punch of burning coal. She managed to squint up at him,
and flames shot out of hisnosg, fire like adragon, searing the tops of the bedding. Smoke started to
fill theroom, and Leezatried to cover her mouth to help her breathe, but it wasn’t doing any good.

He was practically on fire.

What was this? It couldn’t be happening. Not here. Not now. A dream. It had to be adream.
It couldn’t be real. Men weren’t made of fire like that. The room filled up with smoke as the fire
on his body radiated out, licking at her bedding and furniture.

“You'refinished, dragon,” came a voice that Leeza knew quite well.

In the heat and smoke, she saw Sir Liam, a bright silver sword drawn, yanking the man off
her. Sparks flew out of Orlando’s nose and mouth, but Liam didn’t seem to notice, or even care,
that he’ d just been shot with fire.

Another man, one Leeza didn’t recognize, joined him. Clad in the same black that Liam
favored, he held out hisown sword. They held their weapons up like shields, and the flames seemed
to arc around them, as though they were protected by some kind of force field, like on Sar Trek.

Orlando screamed, and fire exploded. Liam and the other man flinched at the onslaught, but
the battle began.

The fuzz of smoke filled the room. Through the waves of heat, Leeza could make out the
three forms, but it was hard to tell who was winning and who wasn’t. Orlando flew across the
room, slamming into the far wall, and his head—or maybe it was the heat—cracked the window
pane. Like flying fire, Orlando charged.
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Liam met his attack with a kick, stopping him dead in his tracks. Orlando flashed fire. A
blast caught Liam’s shirt. One swipe of his hand and the flames were gone. Orlando landed two
well-placed punchesin Liam’s face, sending the huge man backward a few steps.

His partner lunged in, using powerful martial arts moves that could have been in a Jackie
Chan movie, fending off Orlando for a moment.

Which was evidently all Liam needed.

Liam charged forward, battle cry erupting from him, sword pointed right at Orlando.

Orlando didn’t have time to blink.

The sword impaled him. Orlando incinerated, a blinding red and orange ball of heat, before
disappearing in a puff of smoke, gone. Nothing but ash fluttered in the room.

Well, ash and a helluvalot of smoke.

“Window,” Liam said, unfazed by the smoke.

The second man darted over to Leeza s bedroom window and threw it open. The cool air of
the night swirled in, pulling out all the smoke. The two of them swatted at the smoldering bedding,
smothering the flames. In a few moments, the remaining fire was gone, and the smoke started
thinning out. It took only afew seconds. Or maybe a few minutes.

Maybe Liam was blowing it out.

Leezadidn't know.

Leezadidn't care.

When she woke up, this would be a helluva dream. She'd have to tell Marge about it in the
morning. She'd get akick out of knowing one of her artisans charged into her house, sword drawn,
rescuing her from the dragon man.

Isn’t that what Liam had called him? Dragon?

It fit.

WEell, better than any logical idea Leeza could come up with asto why he was all fiery.

Liam came over to her. “Areyou injured?’

Leezablinked at him.

Something flashed in her mind—an ancient, repressed memory. This man, this huge man,
with the huge head, walking around with her at afair. She smiled, reaching up to touch his face.
“Leezaand Leeham.”

“What was that?’" the other man asked.

“Shock. She's in some kind of shock. Get a kit,” Liam ordered, and the man darted out of
the room.

“I’m not in shock,” she said. “I’'m dreaming.”

Liam’ s hands roamed over her body, and her nipples tightened as he ran his hands down her
stomach. “ Are you burned? Did he burn you?’

He touched her arm.

Leezalet out a scream. If she were in shock, would it hurt? She didn’t think it would.
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This must be a dream.

“Adrian!” Liam cried out. “Get in here with that kit!”

Leezaturned her head. Her upper arm, where Orlando had grabbed her to drag her into the
room was burnt—nher shirt fabric gone, the skin looking like it might fall off. Her eyes went wide,
and for a second, she could feel her stomach churning and ready to expel.

“Look at me, Leeza. It'syour Leeham. Look at me.” He touched her cheek, turning her face
away from the wound. She focused on his face. He was mere inches from her.

“My Leeham,” she whispered, the words coming out almost musical. Like she was a child,
not here, not where her arm was burnt so severely that it looked rotted. And she was looking into
his eyes—the ones that she needed to see.

He would keep her safe.

Her Leeham. Behind her eyes, the world was huge, shewas high in the air, seeing everything
like she'd never been able before—the world spread out before her. She was on Leeham’'s
shoulders.

And he kept her safe there.

“You'regoingto beall right. I’m here. Leeham won't let anything happen to you.” He laced
his fingers through hers.

“Leezaand Leeham.”

“That’ sright. Leeza and Leeham. I’'m going to take care of you, like | aways have.”

He leaned forward, his lips mere millimeters from her forehead, and he hesitated, a wisp of
breath brushing her brow, but then he moved the extradistance, and pressed hislipsto her forehead.

“Liam?’

He froze. His friend had come back, a big black bag in his hand.

Liam didn’t give hisfriend time to think. “Give me a patch.”

“Liam? Did | just—"

He snapped his head around, moving so fast, Leeza barely registered the movement. One
second he was looking at her, the next, he was looking at the other man. “Give me a patch!”

The guy reached into the bag, pulled out a big white thing. Liam snagged it out of his hand
and shook it.

“Leeza, thiswill hurt at first, but soonit’ll feel better. | promise.”

She nodded.

Liam ripped it open, and the strangest aroma hit her nose—something natural, but also
pungent, like it was an old fashioned potion that an old witch would use a few hundred years ago.

He wrapped the fabric-like bandage around her arm.

Leezalet out a blood-curdling scream just before passing out on the bed.

* % % %

“I’ll get it from her before | leave.” Liam’s voice was all echo-y and swirling around the
room.
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Leeza didn’t open her eyes. She knew he was there, and she was safe. Like she'd aways
been around Liam.

Even though she barely knew him, in her core being she knew she was safe with him. He
wouldn’t let anything happen to her.

“1 am not leaving you alone with her.”

“Yes, you are”

“No, really, I’'m not. Not until I know your head is on straight.”

Leeza' s eye finally opened, and she let out a sigh. Mentally, she’'d wanted to say Liam’'s
name, but it got stuck, mashed around on her tongue, and it came out a groan.

“I’'m here, Leeza, I'm here,” Liam said, his hand running down her face.

“Liam!”

He stroked her cheek again, his large calloused hands feeling so soothing against her face.
“1 will be just outside the door.”

Leeza nodded her head, and as he stood, the bed groaned like his weight had been too much
for the old box spring mattress. He stepped to the doorway, but he didn’t go all the way out.

His friend went outside with him.

Immediately they started talking, but Leezadidn’t pay alot of attention, their voicesbuzzesin
the background, the soundtrack of hysteria. She knew she was very, very near the point of hysteria
—who wouldn’t be after witnessing aman made of flames getting stabbed by another with asword?

Sherisked apeek over the edge of her bed, expecting to see Orlando lying there, acrumpled
body on her floor.

Nothing was there, though—just dust on her carpet and singe marks on the floor where
Orlando had been standing.

The bedroom window was still open, and the chill of the spring night slipped around her,
and she reached for a blanket.

And that’s when she felt it.

Soot marks.

Her comforter was singed all over—what was once an old country white and blue quilt-like
comforter was now black and rough and burned. Her walls, once baby blue, were now gray and
black, like they had been on fire. Her old antique high boy dresser was singed all over the front,
black marks like wild waves covering it.

Nothing looked burned through—well, except her comforter, but still, what wasoncealovely
feminine bedroom looked like someone had played too long with a flame thrower.

She turned her head to her arm.

The thick white patch was wrapped around her. And the skin there felt tingly, like whatever
was on the thing was trying to sew her skin back together. She desperately wanted to scratch her
arm, the itch so intense.

It wasn’t adream...
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Shefelt sick.

All that she’'d seen—the fire man—it wasn’'t a dream. Liam had saved her from the...the
dragon. The man was like adragon. Or that flame-guy from Fantastic Four. He' d practically been
awall of firein her room.

He'd tried...

Had he tried to rape her? Attack her, yes. If his motive had been rape, well, she thanked her
lucky stars that Liam had shown up when he did. If he hadn’t have shown up, she would have—
well, things would have been really, really bad.

And self-defense classes or no, she wouldn’t have been able to fight Orlando off. He had
been strong.

So strong...

She shivered. Orlando.

On the floor, just at the edge of her bed, the carpet was black as night, burnt to a crisp and
sprinkled with ash. She stuck her toe out, brushing the burnt carpet.

It was then that the smell hit her—Ilike her nose had conveniently shut down for the time
being, until that very second, and the smellsfinally registered.

Burnt carpet, soot and ash permeated the room, even though nothing was actually burning
at the moment. Her bedspread felt like a war zone—soft and smooth in one spot, hard and crusty
in another.

She needed to get out of thisroom.

Liam’svoiceraised in the doorway. “1 know the rules.”

“Well, you certainly aren’t acting like it.”

Leezaremained on the bed, unwilling to even try to move with Liam blocking the door, the
other guy arguing with him. Not exactly a bright fellow, arguing with someone the size of Liam.

“Get out of here. I'll finish up,” Liam said, motioning his friend away.

“You're not staying alone with her.”

“Y ou arenot my keeper.” Hisvoice had gonevery low, and he practically growled thewords.
Liam spun in the doorway and faced her.

His partner grabbed his arm. Leezajerked at the contact, and realized the friend was aslarge
as Liam was—even alittle taller.

Holy crap. Wherever they' re from, they grow them big there.

“1 won't let you destroy yourself,” the friend said.

“1 am doing my job.”

The second man mumbled under his breath, “Nara says to be very wary of the path you
travel on.”

“1 am aware of my path.” Liam came back to her bed, and though he spoke to his partner,
his dark eyes remained locked with her. “1 will perform my duty. She will not remember.”
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“This is kinda hard to forget,” Leeza muttered, glancing around the room at her seared
bedroom. How would she replace all this stuff? She doubted that homeowner’ s insurance covered
men incinerating themselves in the bedroom.

“Trust me,” Liam said.

The other man let out asigh. “Don’t break the rules.”

Liam reached down and stroked Leeza s cheek again. “1 am already broken.”

Neither of them spoke as the other man left the room. They just sat there looking at each
other.

Leezareached up and stroked her arm. “1’m not going to remember any of this, am |7’

He shook his head.

“Will you tell mewhat is going on?’ She pushed herself up, resting on her good arm.

“Do you really want to know?’

She blinked at him. “You killed a man in my bedroom. Granted, he was attacking me, but
you killed him. | think | have aright to know something.”

“He was not a man.”

“A dragon then.” Shelet out a sigh. Maybe she was in shock, because that was surprisingly
believable. “Whatever he was, you killed him.”

“1 did.” He glanced down at the ash on the floor. The smoke had dissipated and the room
was starting to smell of the cool night.

Leeza shivered. Liam grabbed the comforter, and started to put it around her. “No.” She
shoved the blanket away, the singed fabric smelling horrible.

“1 will get thisreplaced,” hetold her. He glanced around the room. “Is there another blanket
somewhere?’

“You mean you don't know?” Now more than ever, she was certain that he had been in her
home. But shedidn’t feel upset about it. Why, shewasn’t sure, but it wasjust... It waswhat it was.

What it was, though, she wasn’t quite sure. There was a strange stalker edge to it, but Liam
didn’t scare her. Infuriate her? Absolutely. Scare her? Not in the dlightest.

Helet out asigh, stroking his hair from the crown to hisforehead. “| have been here before.
| have not been through your things.”

She arched an eyebrow at him. “So why have you been here?’

“To make sure you are safe.”

“What, do you come in my house to watch me sleep?’

“No.”

She shivered again. “In the closet.” He took a couple of stepswasin and out of the closet in
amoment, ablue quilt in hisarms. He wrapped it around her, and she didn’t realize how much she
was desperate for the smell of something not singed until she smelled the faint scent of the laundry
soap from the blanket, and she brought it to her face and inhaled.

She glanced around the room. “1 can’t sleep in here.”
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He nodded his head. “Do you require a hotel 7’

“No.” She stood, the blanket wrapped around her, and headed for the living room. While the
smell was still in the house, it wasn’t as bad in there. She began throwing the pillows and cushions
off the couch to get to the hide-a-bed. It was old and stubborn, and even after she yanked on it a
few times, it wouldn’t budge.

“Let me,” he said, reaching for the handle. He barely moved his arm, and the bed came out,
groaning against being disturbed.

Like a precision machine, the two of them unfolded and readied the bed for her, and she
couldn’t help marveling at the fact that he acted like he could read her thoughts—he knew exactly
what she wanted, which blankets, sheets, pillows, all of it, as though she spoke the words aloud.

“Thiswill be better,” she said as she sat down and started to crawl under the covers—when
sherealized shewas till wearing her pants. Unfastening them, she pushed the pants down her hips.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Liam jerk and spin around, his back to her.

Any other time she would have probably found his gentlemanly behavior amusing, but not
tonight. Tonight, she appreciated it; she appreciated being treated with respect. She shoved the
pants off and dlid into bed, taking a moment to stare at his back—the muscles tight and tense, like
they werein her office this afternoon.

She had touched those muscles, felt them under her fingertips. Whilethelast thing shewanted
was sex, she couldn’t help recalling their few moments together this afternoon. Touching him,
feeling the texture of hisbody...

Him touching her.

She'd always been a sexual person, loved a good erotic romance and everything, but those
moments in her office this afternoon had been so much more...

God, had it just been this afternoon?

That just didn’t seem possible.

“I"m sorry.”

He turned back around. “No need.”

“No, thereis.” She fluffed the blankets around herself. “I’m sorry for this afternoon.” She
had pushed, she knew she had. She had seen that in his eyes.

She saw it now as he stood at the foot of the hide-a-bed.

His jaw clenched and his eyes went dark, like he held back his emotions, tied them to the
tree outside. Maybe it was just the angles of the light. “It is forgotten.”

She almost snorted at that comment. She didn’t believe him for amoment. “Are you sure?’

His head jerked in asingle nod. “Do you require me to stay here?’

She smirked at his quick subject change. Still, she wasn't sure how to answer that. The fact
of the matter was that the danger was gone. It wasn’t like Orlando was coming back to get her,
waiting in the bushes for Liam to leave.
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Y et she still felt scared, like pretty soon, something was going to happen. If he left. Perhaps
it was the shock finally settling in—that something was going to come back, to make it worse.

“Would you mind?’ she heard herself say before she'd realized she was thinking it.

A tiny hint of asmile graced hismouth. “1 would not mind.” Hetook a seat in the chair cater-
cornered from the couch, but he sat down awkwardly init, like...

“Didn’t you have asword?’ she asked.

“1 do,” he replied, and patted his hip. The hard sound of flesh against metal echoed in the
room.

She squinted at his hip. Even with the light from the hallway, she couldn’'t see even the
shadow of the weapon. “How come | can’t seeit?’

“It is enchanted.”

She shook her head. Why that particular piece of information made her snap, she didn’'t
know, but it was like the final element. The last thing to click into place and prove she wasn't in
Kansas anymore.

A hysterical laugh came out of her mouth, followed immediately by tears. In a flash, her
laughter had shifted to sobs—the snotty-nose, unattractive sobs that hysterical women made—and
they were coming out of her.

She scratched at her arm where the white patch was, but couldn’t get the damn thing off.
“l can’t... | can’t...”

* % % %

Liam jumped up, frozen in space between the need to run over to Leeza and comfort her,
and the need to remain strong, and help her find her own strength without touching her.

Yet going even another second without touching her seemed the worst possible kind of
torture. Worse than anything done to him in the Spanish Inquisition seven hundred years before.

She dug at the patch on her arm, but it did no good—the patch wouldn’t come off until the
wound was healed.

“Leeza, stop,” he said, across the room in a step, one knee on the bed, as he fought with
himself to grab her and hold her steady, or to hold her and...

Possibly break the rules.

His heart was torn in a thousand pieces, watching her like this. This was worse than just
catching her being hurt—this was a thousand times worse, because he had snapped her sanity.

He' d seen it before, of course. Human minds were rather stubborn about accepting new
possibilities. Yet never had it ripped him up inside like this did.

She was hurting.

Because of him.

“Leeza,” he whispered, his words clogged with—what was that? He reached up, stroking
his face.

His eyes were wet. By all that was holy and pure—was he crying?
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Leezatucked her knees up to herself, rocking back and forth, muttering nonsensical words.
Her face was blank, like she was lost in some kind of dark hollow, her whole body shaking as she
rocked. More than likely, she didn’t even know he was there.

“Leeza,” he reached out, touching her arm.

And like aflash, he was slammed with every thought going through her mind.

Her mind flipping from an imagined rape, one that might have happened had the dragon been
able to complete his goals, to bursts of fire, Liam charging in, the fight completely from her eyes,
her mind unable to make sense of the images, like she watched a fantasy movie.

He closed his own eyes, pushing the images back as he scooted closer on the bed. His sword
poked at him as he scooted, and he unhooked it, tossing it on the floor. It landed with a clatter, and
Leezajerked her head toward the noise, squinted at it, then buried her head in her knees again.

Moving completely on instinct, he pulled her into his arms, and she coiled in his embrace.
Shifting hislegs so she sat in hislap, he tried to envel ope her, hoping the contact would take away
her fear.

“Not real.” She shook her head. “Dream. Can't beredl...”

He stroked her soft hair, the strands delicate and tangled, and he moved his fingers to not
pull on her hair. Though maybe he should—maybe it would snap her out of it.

He didn’t know what to do.

In al his seven hundred years, he’' d never had to handle this part. He' d never stayed around
long enough to see what became of a human after hisinterferencein their lives.

He came in, did hisjob, if necessary removed the memories, and went on. Sometimes he
didn’t have to—the human denied so much of what happened, it didn’t matter.

Or they didn’'t understand what they saw.

He started whispering to her, anything to soothe her.

Her breathing started to slow down a bit, and she grabbed onto him; he leaned backward,
resting against the couch, and Leezalaid her head on his chest. She clung to his shirt, her knuckles
white with pressure. He half-wondered if she'd rip the fabric.

He continued to stroke her head, but blocked her thoughts from him.

However, it wasn’t hard—with her whole body pressed against him, he felt a powerful need
building in him, overwhelming his ability to think clearly. Every part of her body that touched his
felt too hot, like electricity sparked between every contact point.

Her legs uncoiled, and as they dlid down his, the electricity flew through him, up his leg
toward his groin, and the heady sensation made him rock his head back and stare at the ceiling...

Not that he could make out anything.

Her hips shifted, putting pressure on his groin, and his whole body tensed, the male parts of
him straining against his clothes, and he froze.

It was a horrible sensation.

An amazing sensation.



72 Broken Shine

A desperate war raged in his body, one that screamed for release of some kind—a removal
of the pressure, like a pressure cooker about to explode.

Something.

She rooted her head into his chest, sniffing at his shirt. “Smoke,” she mumbled.

He grimaced. He had a job to do, and it wasn’t coddling her. He started stroking her head
again. Thistime, he did tap into her mind.

With everything he had, he made himself focus. He started removing all the memories she
had of what had happened, of Orlando, even finding the meeting of the dragon in her mind and
pulling it out.

He found the memories of that afternoon in her office. How she had felt when she touched
his back, his chest...

The sensations were too powerful. Now, not only did he have his own urges and desirestied
to the memories, he had hers as well, seeing how the intimacy had affected her...

And she had been as overwhelmed as he was.

He grimaced. He couldn’t have this. Thiswasn't what it was supposed to be. There was but
one course of action he had to take. Before he could hesitate, he did it.

He wiped everything clean.

Leeza let out a sigh, and he rolled her off him, tucking her into the bed as he climbed out.
Pulling out his cellphone, he made a call.

Adrian answered on thefirst ring. “I’ ve got the cleaning team. We're on our way.”

“It'sdone,” Liam replied. “Binding her now.”

“We'll betherein fifteen.”

Liam shut the phone and let out a sigh. She was an angel when she slept. He had not lied
when he said he didn’t watch her sleep—at least not intentionally. He had been there, though, when
she was asleep, and had seen her before, curled up, covers all over her, ajumbled mess of fabric
wrapped around her, her eyes shut, her lips barely parted.

This image was nothing he hadn’t seen before. Y et every time, it sent a shiver through him,
atug in his soul that both exhilarated him and pained him.

Something he could never have.

Y et something he wanted so badly.

He shook his head.

| really am broken.
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The basement of the Templar compound wasn’t terribly fancy. None of the compound was
elegant by any means, but the lower level had an even more utilitarian feel to it. A hall ran the
length of the house, one end with a collection of plain rooms, all made with locking mechanisms
on both the outside and the inside, all sealed with two small beds—temporary vampire quarters.
On the opposite end, asmall concrete areawas outfitted for werewolves and other more dangerous
mythicals—ones that couldn’t control themselves. Other rooms lingered in the basement—an
interrogation room, the storeroom, one of the Templar safes.

And Liam’ sglass-blowing studio. The room had been specifically transformed into astudio,
ventilation installed, everything that a proficient glassblower would need. Or so Adrian understood.
He didn’'t know anything about blowing glass, other than it was hot, and Liam spent days down
there, working on a piece.

The heat from the stoves worked with the heating in the compound aswell, fueling the house
—rprobably the only reason Grand Master William had allowed the construction of the room in
the first place.

Adrian could hear the clatter of metal against concrete, and if he wasn’t mistaken, some of
that clattering might have been hot glass too.

Grumbles followed the breaking.

Yep, Liam was not having a good day. But was Adrian really that surprised? Not even a
little bit.

“Y ou know, he might very well try to stick you in that oven,” Nara said, her ghostly form
floating just off Adrian’sside.

“Hemight.”

“And then you'd be just as ghostly as| am.”

Adrian raised his eyebrow. “And | would be able to avoid you.”

“Oh now, Sir Adrian, surely | am not that much of a nuisance.”

“Do you truly want me to answer that one?” And he would, but his ghost wouldn’t like it
one little bit. Because she was a nuisance. Nara was always around, floating about, chatting him
up about thisthing or that, and only a small percentage of it actually worth listening to.

“Nara, are you lonely?’ he heard himself ask.

The ghost stopped short, and Adrian felt suddenly warmer, like he'd stepped out into the
sun for a moment.

“Areyou?’ Naraasked. “Or does this have some strange connection to Sir Liam?”’

73
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He hesitated in his thoughts—he hadn’t actually been thinking of Liam, or of anyone in
particular. Except Nara. She’ d been a companion for so long, he could hardly remember the days
without her at his side. Even when he didn’t want her around. “No. | was asking you.”

“Of course not. Why would you think | was?’ Narareplied.

He turned to face her. “I would just think you would want to be around other spirits. Be
around your own kind more.”

She pursed her lips, her ghostly white face getting darker at her mouth. “I can come and go
whenever | please.”

“Unless | need you.”

Shelet out asigh. It was abone of contention—she could come and go as she chose, except
when the gods or goddesses needed her to pass on a message. Not that space and time had any
meaning to her.

Of coursg, it rarely had any meaning for him anymore, either.

When she did come through, she came through in a big way, of that there was no doubt.
Dealing with Hades and some of the other gods and goddesses on aregular basis would be taxing
for anyone.

Y et she didn’t need to be around al the time.

Or at least Adrian thought so, anyway.

There was only one time that he could remember when she wasn’t around all the time, and
that had been when he’ d been watching after Elizabeth.

Hmm...

Interesting, that.

Adrian shook his head. Asfascinating as that whole train of thought was, he was distracting
himself from why he’' d ventured down into the basement of the Templar compound anyway.

He didn’t particularly like to come down here—the last time had been when they’ d fetched
James and Joseph.

The basement had acell-like atmosphereto him. Possibly because so many hundreds of years
before, when they’ d had to endure the Inquisition, many of their cells were locked below ground,
deep hollows in the earth where no light came through.

This basement was not much different—no light permeated the concrete here, either—for
practical reasons, granted, but still.

It bothered him.

More metal clanked around.

He didn’t knock on the door, which was cracked open. He preferred to surprise Liam—see
exactly what the man was up to.

Entering, he stepped to the side. And ducked as a piece of steel came flying at his head,
barely missing him.

“At least your aim is till fairly accurate.”
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“What do you want?’ Liam had smudges of, well, of whatever it was he got all over himself
when he was down here. The heavy apron he wore to protect himself was old and torn, like it was
an old blacksmith’s apron.

It probably was.

Adrian leaned up against asmall areaof thewall that wasn’t taken up by shelves of materials.
Or shelves of finished glass, though the shelves of completed glass projects had dwindled since
the last time he’ d dared venture into Liam’ s space.

“To see how you were.”

Liam growled at him.

Adrian shrugged. “Y ou cannot hide down here forever.”

He raised his hand like he was going to throw something, but his hand was empty. “What
am | supposed to do?’

Adrian opened his mouth to speak, but Nara whispered for him to be silent.

Liam continued talking. “ Show me a mythical, and I'll tell you how to kill it. Give me a
compound, and I'll tell you how to take it. But this... What am | supposed to do?’

Adrian shook his head. “ After what | saw, | don’'t know.”

“And you don’t know everything,” Liam replied.

Adrian froze. “What don’t | know?’ He saw him kiss her brow. What else had he done?
Liam could have doomed them all. He knew the laws as plainly as any of the other Templars.

No Templar can lie with a mortal woman.

Period.

Or they would die.

Liam turned hisback on him. If ever therewasadismissal, Adrian couldn’t imagine aplainer
one.

Nara whispered more to Adrian. “Eros. Tell him to contact Eros.”

Adrian shook his head. “ That’ s the last thing he needs.”

“But it will help,” Narainsisted.

“1 can’t imagine that he would do any good to this situation.”

Liam paused, turning his head just a bit to glance back at him. “He who?”’

“Forget it.” Adrian waved his hand in the air, trying to push the words out of the air.

“Who?’

“Tell him!” Narasaid, almost at the same time Liam had spoken.

Adrian put hishandsto histemples. “Fine.” Heglanced at Liam. “Narasaysto contact Eros.”

Liam snorted.

Adrian glanced at Nara. “| told you.”

Nara brought her ghostly finger to her lips and gestured to Liam. “Wait.”

“Eros... He sjust the love god. How could he—" He froze mid rant. “Maybe...” He started
muttering to himself, looking himself over. “Not good to be like this...”
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Adrianwatched asLiam started straightening everything upin hisworkroom, lost in astrange
daze.

“Liam?’

Liam finally brought his eyes up to Adrian. “He can fix this.”

Adrian took a step toward him. “Y ou are actually going to listen to aminor god about this?’

“He knows what is going on.”

“You are not in love with her, are you?’ Adrian asked.

When Liam met his gaze, the answer was written on his face.

He was.

He was madly in love with that woman.

Adrian made a silent prayer.

Divine, save his broken soul.

* % % %

It took Liam very little time to prepare for the summoning of Eros.

After aquick shower, he headed out to the rear of the compound, where asmall white chapel
had been constructed. The building was simple in shape and design, square and small, something
that might have been found on the prairie in the nineteenth century. There was no large steeple,
no heavy ornate doors.

Simply a place to worship and contact the gods and goddesses.

Inside, the detailing wasn’t much more complex. A few simple pews sat to either side of a
center walkway, and in the back was a long marble slab. Liam walked straight to the candles on
the far right side and lit them—the flicker the only light in the chapel that wasn’t seeping in from
the windows. In the center of the marble slab was a large round basin, made of gold, probably as
old as Zeus himself.

After helit the candles, Liam went to the center, staring up at thelargeiron crossthat hung on
the wall. Just below it was a copy of the Balance Mandate, opened to a page about coming events.

Days lost.

Days gained.

The shine of the sun will guide,
The loss of the night will bind.

Shaking his head at the words, he flipped through the pages to the necessary instructions for
contacting residents of Mount Olympus. There was atime, many years before, that he would have
considered the words prophetic, the book being open to that very passage a message for him.

Not anymore.
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Too many decades trying to make sense of senselessness written in the Balance Mandate
had hardened his soul.

There was no coming apocalypse—the world would continue to turn forever more.

And he would be taking care of mythicals for the rest of eternity.

That was what he was supposed to be doing, right? Y et he was here, about to call upon a
god, looking for...

Guidance.

He whispered a prayer before heading for the cabinetsin the far corner of the chapel, where
the necessities were stored. Hopefully something good would come out of this.

An answer of some kind.

Liam pulled out the elements in order to contact the God of Love. Like a phone cal, the
combination of specific elements, mixed just so, created a beacon through space and time to reach
the god and bring him forth.

If the god felt like putting in an appearance, that is.

Eros could decidethat Liam was not worth histime. Considering Eros' s attitude on occasion,
Liam wouldn’t put it past him.

Liam paused as he pulled out items, heading back toward the basin, and started double-
checking the ingredients again in the Balance Mandate. So far, he had everything—the herbs, the
stone, the flint, the oil...

He placed everything in the bowl, laying it in layers, and stared down at it.

It didn’'t look right.

Or sméll right, or something.

He glanced at the Balance Mandate again. What had he forgotten?

“Oh,” he whispered, reaching up on his head and snagging afew strands of hisown hair and
dropping them into the mix of dried herbs.

In his seven hundred years, he'd contacted the minor gods maybe four times—there was
rarely a need for it. Adrian’s ghost usually kept them in contact with the Divine side without
resorting to this archaic method of summoning.

It wasn't terribly different from what the ancient Romans did to bring forth the godsin their
time...

Of course, a couple of key elements were not available to them at the time. The main one
being the hair of an immortal human.

Drizzling a few drops of the oil over the mixture, he stirred it three times in a counter-
clockwise motion, combining all the ingredients.

He grabbed his flint and sparked the herbs.

As the red-orange fire began to burn, he grabbed the last element, a red garnet, and threw
it into the flames.
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The stone shouldn’t have done anything for the fire. If any human would have dropped the
red stone into the mix, it would have landed with athump in the bottom of the bowl and been just
alump taking up space.

However, this wasn’t just any garnet, or any human adding it to the mix. When it hit the
bowl, the flames exploded, flying out in all directions. Liam jumped back to avoid being singed.

“They don’t mention in the Mandate that the fire explodes like that,” Eros said, coming up
the center isle of the chapel.

Liam spun around, and knelt before Eros. “Eros, God of Love, | request the honor of your
presence to guide me in a difficult situation.”

Eros's dark hair hung to his shoulders and he brushed it back out of his face. “Sir Liam,
get up. | don’t hold to formality after all these centuries.” Eros took a seat on the front-most pew,
throwing his arm over the back, and tipped his head to the side. “1 am surprised, though. | would
have thought you' d rather deal with my sister than with me.”

“Y our guidance seemed more prudent.” Liam remained kneeling.

Eros shook his head. “ Get up before | get irritated.”

Liam stood, standing at military rest position, his mind racing, the most prevalent question
in hismind if he wasin love with Leeza.

“Well, at least you're not bowing.” Eros studied him for a moment. “The answer to your
guestion isyes.”

Liam blinked. His chest heaved at the simple word. Though some part of him knew that he
was in love with her, and had been for a very long time, he could never name it.

Andif it wasn’t named, then it didn’t exist.

Now, however, the emotion existed. And it was tearing him apart. How could this happen?
How could something like this happen to him? He was a Templar! Schooled for hundreds of years
to control himself, to control his emotions and reign them all back, hold onto himself when others
were losing their minds.

How had this happened?

“Is this your doing?’ Liam asked, suddenly angry that Eros had caused this. “Then, that
day...”

Eros blinked, his eyes going wide. “The little girl from the fair? That iswho you'rein love
with?’

“You did not do this?’

“1 would never do something like that. Not to a child—and not to you.”

“Why do | not believe you?’

“1 may be mischievous, but I’m not mean. Y ou’'re in love with a mortal female?’

Liam jerked his head once in a curt nod.

“What is her name?’

“Felicia Zanna Hunter.”
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Heraised abrow at him. “Interesting name.”

Liam gritted histeeth. “How do | fix this? How do | make it go away?’

Eros shook his head and laughed. “Sir Liam, you are in love. You can't just take a potion
and it’ll stop. It doesn’t just go away.”

“1 am off-balance. Nothing feels right. Every part of meis sensitive, like | am onfire. It is
worse when sheis near. How can | live like this?’

“Like every other human out there. You go, one day at atime. Every day, it gets a little
better. Distance between you both would be prudent, as well. The less contact you have with her,
the less likely you will have more of these feelings.”

Liam nodded. “Distance would be good.”

“Perhaps you can transfer to another base for a few decades? Give her time to marry, get
old, al of that.”

“But will | always feel thisway?’ he asked.

“You will always love her, yes. But distance and time will make it lessen. No one ever gets
over their first love, Liam. Not even you.”

| need to.
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Like amoth to aflame, Liam couldn’t seem to stay away from Leeza. Regardless of Eros's
advice.

Which waswhy, when herose in the mid-afternoon on Wednesday, he ran through hisrituals
and prayers, darting out of the compound in record speed.

He arrived at the parking garage about an hour before the store closed, and waited, cigar in
his hand, for Leezato emerge.

Liam had promised himself that he would only be here to make sure she was safe, to watch
over her while she crossed the street and came up to her car.

That was hisintention.

But when she emerged from the building and she and her coworker entered the parking
garage, he couldn’t bring himself to move.

Even when she came out of the elevator and started across the concrete, he remained frozen
in place.

At first she didn’t see him, fiddling with her keys as she headed toward her car. The wind
ruffled her feather-light hair and it danced around her face. The evening sun made her features
glow, and Liam’s heart pounded in his chest, his breath coming in short gasps.

So when she did see him, and smiled, al he could do was stare.

“Hey you,” she said as she got closer. “1’ve been meaning to call you.”

“Oh?’ He was impressed his tongue was able to formul ate that short answer.

“The glasses you brought by the other day? | can’'t seem to find them. | have them in the
computer, pictures and everything, but | can’'t find the actual glasses. Did you pick them up for
some reason?’

He nodded.

She let out a sigh, her shoulders relaxing. “ Good, because | thought | was losing my mind.
| couldn’t find them anywhere. | knew | had them at one point, but | can’'t put them up for sale
if I can’t find them to sell.”

“l am sorry,” he stated. “1 will get them back to you soon.”

She shrugged. “Bring them back, or give me something else, if you have anything.”

“The glass has not been forming well for me as of late.”

“That’ s too bad. Your work is very popular.” She walked over to her car door, sticking the
key in the lock, then pausing. “What are you doing here, anyway?’

“l...” He didn’'t know what he should say. A thousand things ran around in his mind, but
nothing seemed to come out. At least not of his own volition. “I... Did you want to go get coffee
somewhere?’ Inwardly he cringed. Even to him, the words sounded hollow and dead.
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Leeza s eyes went wide. “Coffee? Not redly.”

Liam turned to walk away, the ache in his chest so powerful, he thought he might throw up.
Regardless that his invitation had been, well, inappropriate to say the least, it till hurt that she
turned him down.

Maybe this was what humans called rejection. It stabbed in his chest. He understood their
ache.

Leezatook a couple of steps; her touching his arm sent a shockwave of eectricity through
him. “But I’d love to grab dinner somewhere. I’'m starving.”

He froze, pivoting around to look her in the eye. “It would be my honor to escort you to
dinner.”

She smiled. “I wouldn’t consider it an honor, but I’d love to have dinner with you, Liam.”

“1 would.”

* % % %

They were off rather quickly, each in their own vehicle. While Liam had considered driving
her in his car, she would probably see some of his un-enchanted weapons in the back and get the
wrong idea.

The battle axe and the mace were pretty menacing. Not to mention the police-like radio set-
up in the front seat. Probably would require an explanation.

Leezaled in her car, driving to an out-of-the-way Mexican restaurant not terribly far from
her home. Liam parked next to her in the lot, and he managed to get to her car door before she
got out, holding it open for her.

She arched her eyebrow at him.

“Are men not supposed to open doors for ladies?’ he asked as she climbed out of the car.

“It’s not terribly common anymore, no. But while we're on the subject of manners and
etiquette, riding in the same car is better manners than taking two vehicles.”

“Manners seem to sometimes contradict practicality.”

Leeza shrugged as they walked inside. “It’ s an art to find a balance between the two.”

“Areyou an artist?’

She shook her head. “You're lucky | don’t burp at the table.”

Liam grinned as they entered the dark restaurant. From the smell of the food, he knew he'd
have to be very careful what he ate. While it all smelled appetizing, being a Templar, he had been
blessed, or cursed, depending on point of view, with a super-powerful digestive system.

Which one might think meant he could eat anything.

Not exactly.

He could eat anything. But if it wasn't healthy for him, the substance ran right through him.
A fast food cheeseburger would leave him in the bathroom for a good hour. Fries were worse.

Liam and Adrian learned that the hard way—when fast food first came around, they were
just astempted as any human to try it.
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They paid for it in the bathroom, flushing all the impure food out of their bodies. In a most
unpleasant way.

“What’swrong?’ Leeza asked, interrupting Liam’s thoughts.

“Nothing,” hereplied, looking at the worn carpet and well-used booths.

“Doyou not like Mexican?’ she asked asthe hostesstook them to alittle booth in the middle.

“1 do,” hereplied, sitting down on the leather seat, the springsin the cushion so used that it
felt like he was dliding over a speed bump. He adjusted the sword on his hip—he' d never bothered
removing it, the armor like a second skin to him.

L eeza accepted the menu and flipped it open. “Whileit’ s not the prettiest place in town, the
food isamazing. And you get alot for your buck.”

“A good valueis aways appreciated.” Liam opened his own menu and started to ook over
the offerings.

Therewasn'’t alot that would below infat content on this menu. Which could pose aproblem.

When the waitress arrived to take their orders, Liam wound up ordering a chicken fajita
platter, and L eeza ordered a chimichanga.

“What isachimichanga?’ Liam asked her after the waitress | eft.

“Basically adeep fried burrito,” Leeza said with a shrug. Liam must have had some strange
look on hisface, because sheimmediately continued. “ That’ s probably not the best way to describe
it. They really are good. I'll give you abit when mine comes—I never have room for al of it.”

“| shall take your word for it.”

“They really are good.”

Liam nodded. “1 have no doubt, but | will not take food from your plate.”

“Why not?’

“Bad manners.”

Leeza grinned.

* % % %

Liam couldn’t remember the last time he’d had such a nice time. Well, actually, he could,
and it was at a Renaissance fair. With her. Though nice seemed hardly the appropriate word for
this instance.

They’'d talked easily enough through the dinner. Leeza was pretty good about just telling
him things, leaving him to say very little about hisown life. They did talk about glassblowing and
how he liked doing it.

And as she promised, she did give him a part of her chimichanga. And it was very tasty—
though he doubted it would stay in his stomach very long.

He probably would have continued having a nice evening if his cellphone hadn’t rang.

He pulled it out of its holster on his hip and glanced at the number. He didn’t recognize it.
“Liam,” he said.

L eeza watched him with a strange look on her face.
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“It' sNicole,” came the female voice.

Liam sat up straighter. “Areyou al right?’

“We'refine. | don’t havelong.” Sheinhaled abreath, like she was about to recite something.
“We're under Jobe' s protection, where the trees are like Templars.”

Liam nodded his head, his free hand moving around. In a flash, Leeza had a piece of paper
and apenin front of him, and he started scribbling down her words.

“Sun is rare, though we're not in shadows,” she continued. “Soon we'll go where the
nightmares began, until the night says we can return.” Then the phone went dead.

Liam finished writing her words down, though he was pretty sure he knew what it all meant
anyway.

Leeza watched him. “Work?’

Liam nodded. “A, uh, client was apprising me of her status.”

She didn’t say anything for a moment, shifting the leftover food around on her plate. “ So
now it’stime for me to ask you a personal question.” Leeza wiped her mouth off with her napkin
and threw it on the plate, her chimichanga and sides pretty much gone.

Liam was still working on the rice that came with hisfgjita. “Which is?’

“What isthe whole‘ Sir Liam’ thing? Isit ajob title or something?’

“l am aknight.”

She raised an eyebrow. “For real or for ajob?’

“1 was sworn in as aknight by legal means.”

“Huh. Didn’t think there were any out there anymore. Not real ones.” She sipped on her
water. “Do you have a sword and chain mail and all that jazz?’

Liam couldn’t help letting the side of his mouth tip up in asmile. “1 do. Heavy armor, light
armor, chain mail, and several swords among other melee weapons.”

L eezasmirked and shook her head. “ Somehow I’ m not surprised. So what do you dowithit?”

“With what?’

“The armor, the weapons. What do you do with it?’

“Protect the innocent.”

“Of course you do,” Leeza said. “And where does this fantasy play out?’

“Qut there, on the city streets.”

“] see.” But it was obvious she didn’t see. She was starting to throw up her defenses, like
she thought he was not mentally stable. Maybe she would run from the restaurant screaming.

Probably not a bad thing—if she thought he wasn’t stable, she might not want to be around
him. And that could only help him control his emotions properly.

“Aren’t you afraid of the boogie man?’ Liam asked.

A bit of asmile quirked up on the corner of her mouth. “The boogie man used to scare me.”

He raised his eyebrow. “And who defends you from the boogie man?”’

“Men likeyou, | guess.” She grinned thistime.
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And he joined her in the smile, raising his glass of water to her. She clanked her partially
filled glass of iced tea againgt his, the plastic clacking together like a child’ s toy.

“You are something, Liam.”

“And so areyou, Leeza.”

Leezalaid her hand down on the table, her finger tips precariously close to his. He didn’t
realize it at first, well, he never actualy expected her hand to touch his—it was such a casual
gesture, he didn’t realize it was more.

At least not until she brushed hisfingertip with hers. And in that second, hefelt aslamming of
her emotions, of her thoughts, and he knew exactly what her intentionswere, her desires, her wants.

Which only intensified his.

“Leeza,” he whispered, his heart hammering in his chest.

“Am | making you uncomfortable?’ she asked as she outlined one of his fingers with hers.

He should have moved his hand.

He could just jerk it away.

Y et it was like some unforeseen force was holding his hand in place, keeping it there for her
to touch. He glanced around the restaurant, half expecting to find Eros or even Aphrodite around,
feeding him with feelings.

Y et the feelings were genuine—both hers and his, wrapping around him, enveloping his
mind in an arousing onslaught. All his adrenaline was pumping, asthough he' d just beenin afight.
He gritted histeeth and finally his hand became unglued from the table.

He pulled his hand away, letting it rest closer to his body.

Leeza pulled her own hand back, a look partialy of disappointment, partially of irritation
passing over her features.

“You don't like being touched, do you?”’

“No.”

She nodded her head, as if something was clicking over in her mind. “1’m sorry.”

“It is okay.”

Sheran her fingers through her soft, fluttery hair. “I can’t help myself, it' sweird. I’ ve never
quite felt such a strong pull in my life to anyone. | just wanna jump on you and ride all night...”
She slapped her hand over her mouth. “Oh my God, | just said that out loud, didn’t 17?7’

He nodded, his cheeks tinged pink.

How was she ableto do that to him? It wasterribly...what was the sensation? Embarrassing.
Though he didn’t know what was worse: knowing that she'd said such erotic things, or the fact
that his own face blushed like a silly girl.

* % % %
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When they finished their meal, Leeza and Liam headed for the door, after Leeza offered to
pay her portion of the meal. Liam proceeded to remind her that men paid, and while she fluttered
abit over it, she didn’t insist again. The sun had gone down and the sky was a soft twinkling of
twilight, and he realized they’ d been in there much longer than he' d thought.

He had thingsto do.

He was going to walk her to the car, put her in, and send her home.

That was his plan.

But like so many thingsintheworld, it didn’t go according to plan. When he stepped outside,
the air was thick with mythical energy.

Not that hisgift allowed him to sense the mythicals, by any stretch. That wasn’t his particular
gift. But after seven hundred years, he could feel them, even if it was just a tingling on the back
of his neck.

He smelled the scent of blood in the air. The scent was sharp and crisp—recently fed
vampires, he'd bet his sword on it. Y et they were hiding in the shadows...

The restaurant was a solitary structure, and an alley for trash bins left a gap between it and
the neighboring building, a hardware store that was aready closed for the night.

He put his hand on his sword, ready for battle.

“What, what isit?’ Leeza asked, turning her head from one side or the other, looking for
whatever had made him tense up.

He didn’t see anything, but he couldn’t help the gut feeling.

He turned toward the corner, Leeza right behind him.

“What isthe matter?’ She put her hand on his shoulder, trying to get his attention.

Anger surged—not from the situation, but from her touch. It made his insides light on
fire again, and it was distracting. Yet at the same time, it made him want to protect her with an
unyielding passion. “Get in your car and go home.” He didn’t bother looking at her as he spoke.

“Oh sure, send the poor defenseless girl away...” she muttered, staying right behind him.

A stride away from the corner, he stopped, and Leeza ran into the back of him. He turned
his head to glance back at her. “I mean it, go now.”

But it wastoo late.

One of the vampires emerged from the side of the building, and Liam jerked out his sword.
Thevampirewasin full regalia, teeth exposed and baring the overly red mouth of the recently fed.

“Oh my God, what the...” Leezasaid, trying to get back around him, but he kept her behind
him.

“Go home,” he said, glaring at the vampire, who was joined by another one.

They were new. Strong, but new. Liam bared hisown teeth, and brought his sword up to bear.

“Where did that damn thing come from?’ Leeza whispered.

He tipped his head to the side. “When | say, you run.”

“What's going on?’ She held him like she was trying to scramble up his back.



86

The vampires dlid back into the shadows. Liam took a couple more steps.
“Run.” With a shove, he pushed L eeza back.

She didn’t run away.

It was too late for Liam to stop his attack.

Broken Shine
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She would have expected, when witnessing two men getting stabbed in the heart and turned
into ashy messes, to be upset, distraught, or even a bit hysterical.

Leezawas pretty sure someone had given her alobotomy when she wasn’t looking, because
shewasn't at all upset by the fight.

Or that Liam had killed those men.

Creatures.

Whatever.

She knew, in some rational part of her brain, that Liam was a protector, and he had been
protecting her. She’ d considered hiswhole knighthood gig abunch of baloney initially. Seeing him
in action, though, made her reconsider her thoughts.

Shewas still up in the air about him.

There was such a strong pull—she hadn’t been kidding at the table when she'd said that
she’d loveto ride him al night. She just hadn’t meant to articulate the words.

But therewas so much that wasjust, well, alittle crazy. Thewholeknight thing wasgenerally
weird, but understandable. Heck, there were guys who lived out old civil war battles all the time,
and they were pretty much normal. Rednecks, but normal.

But those creatures he'd destroyed. And destroy was the optimum word—as soon as he
stabbed them in the chests, they disappeared into ash; a sooty mess that danced in the air before
settling everywhere.

She could still smell the stuff, and in the back of her mind, she wanted to go wash her hair.

Y et they weren’t human.

Human bodies didn’t do that. So it didn’t count as murder, did it? He was defending her,
right?

Everythingwas so hazy, shedidn’t quiteget it all. Therewas something missing. And deeper,
undernesath the haze in her mind, she was pretty sure he'd done this before. The protection thing.
While it was obvious from how he fought that he’ d been fighting creatures for a very, very long
time—the fight wasn’t really that much of one—she was more certain that he'd done this before
for her.

But she couldn’t remember.

They arrived back at her house. Liam had afew good gashesin hischest, the shirt stained with
blood around the slash marks, yet he still seemed in perfect control of himself. He' d followed in his
car and circled the house twice, making sure there was no sign of another one of those creatures...

Vampires.

He'd called them vampires.
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She shook her head as she pulled out her first aid kit. How insane had her world gotten that
now vampires walked around?

What was next? Werewolves?

Liam sat on her couch, his hand on something that was there, but not there. She imagined
it must have been his sword. She'd seen it just before the fight started, but she hadn’t seen it on
him at dinner.

Or now; she couldn’t seeit, but the way his hand rested, she could tell he had it across his
lap. Would she be able to touch it, she wondered. If she put her hand out where his was, would
she feel the cool metal ?

She shook off the thoughts and started going through her first aid kit. “ Take off your shirt.”

Liam jerked his head around and stared at her. “ Excuse me?”’

“For your wounds.”

“l am fine.”

Now it was her turn to glare at him. “You’re not fine. Y ou have cuts on your chest and left
forearm. I’ m going to bandage them up. Now take off your shirt.”

He let out a sigh-slash-growl! as he did as she told him. She grabbed the antiseptic with her
back to him, saturated a cloth, and turned back around to face him.

And paused.

She knew he was huge. There was no doubt of that—men didn’t fill out clothes like he did
without being large. And sitting next to him on the couch, well, she’d seen how much the couch
sank in under hisweight.

Y et not until she saw his bare chest did she comprehend the massiveness of him. His arms
were the size of her thighs—cut with all the lines of a man who spent alot of time in agym. His
pectoral muscles were huge squares of rock; granite or slate, maybe. The only marring of the skin
was where he’ d been slashed from the fight—several red lines curving downward on his chest.
Though not even that seemed to take away from the architecture of his body.

A dlight, an