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  Prologue


  


  What a way to end a day that should have been one of the best days of her life, Myra Durrikan thought as she slid the cash she had just checked off back into the cash register and shut the drawer. She had never liked her birthdays. They were always melancholic, somehow. For some reason she always felt as if there was something missing from her life, a void that was never quite filled, despite the many comforts her Aunt Hazel had tried to afford her. But she had assumed that this one would be different. Twenty-one. It just sounded like a promise, an adventure waiting to happen. It hinted at distant places yet to be explored, fascinating people to meet, superb adventures to be experienced.


  She had finally hit that grand landmark age today, something she had been waiting for ever since she had passed the last landmark, eighteen, and nothing spectacular had happened. That birthday had been just as disappointing as all the others had been, and she had convinced herself that twenty-one would be the special one after all. Yet here she was, having spent an utterly unexciting eight hours selling, as she always did, behind the counter in her aunt’s queer little corner store, Hazel’s Herbs and Oils, and now locking up shop to go upstairs and spend the rest of the evening probably watching television with her aunt.


  Although Myra had had a somewhat typical teenage life, dated a little, experimented with sex and alcohol, taken part in fun activities in school, she had never been further than the outskirts of Maiden Rock, a small rural town in south Castallantra. Hazel had always been reluctant to have her leave the village for any reason, and she had always been content to stay as well. She really loved Maiden Rock and all its cozy comforts. Lately, though, she had been yearning to see what else was out there, especially in the two larger cities of Balcavia and Servania. For some reason, the need to visit those places was becoming almost overwhelming with each passing day.


  She had envisioned spending her twenty-first birthday having a picnic on the beach with some of the other youngsters in the village, laughing and chatting and playing games on the seashore. It would have been a perfect day to go for a drive into the city and explore the town monuments with her friends. She would have loved to spend the day sightseeing around the beautiful island of Castallantra, maybe even crossing the bridge into High Gate and seeing the castle for herself. Then, maybe later on they could have a night out on the town, to watch a movie or go dancing, and maybe she would indulge in her first “legal” drink of alcohol.


  But Hazel had insisted that she spent the day indoors, close to home. The elderly woman had been acting jittery and downright weird for months now, and kept saying that Myra’s time was drawing nigh. Not that she really ever paid much attention to Hazel’s bizarre behavior. The woman was a soothsayer, for crying out loud. She read people’s palms and predicted their future for money. Myra didn’t doubt her ability to foretell fortunes, though. She had seen enough evidence that her aunt did possess some sort of divine premonition, and the woman had been teaching her about mystical powers ever since she could remember. But sometimes her cryptic remarks and solemn warnings just frustrated the living daylights out of Myra, and although she loved her aunt to death, she often wished she had grown up around normal people.


  With a loud sigh, she secured the latch on the front door and lowered the blinds at the windows just as Hazel’s craggy voice floated down the stairs from their modest apartment above the shop. “Myra, hurry up, girl. I need you up here before the nightfall,” she said, and Myra sighed again. It was already getting dark outside so, with slumped shoulders, she made her way up the flight of rickety stairs, fully expecting a dinner of liver and onions with boiled potatoes to be waiting on her upstairs along with a game of cards.


  The scene that met her as she pushed the door open and entered the apartment, however, made her freeze in the doorway, her jaw hitting the wooden floor in shock. Hazel had pushed away all the furniture to leave a wide space in the center or the living area. She had used chalk to draw an enormous star in the middle of the floor, on each point of which there was a lit candle, the flame flickering in the slight breeze that entered through the half-opened window. There were bottles of oils and essence placed on the ground beside the peculiar drawing on the floor, and a black book lay inside it. The salt-and-pepper-haired woman was busy walking around the shape and sprinkling some sort of liquid methodically onto the floor. When she noticed Myra standing dumbfounded in the doorway, she quickly put down the container she was holding and beckoned for the girl to join her where she stood. “Come girl, we don’t have time to waste! The time has come for you to meet your destiny.”


  “Aunt Hazel, what is all this?” Myra asked when her wits returned to her. She took several tentative steps forward, wondering if the old woman had finally lost it after all. “I thought we were going to watch The Sound of Music again and then play cards.”


  “It is your time, dear girl. Today is the day. This is what I have been preparing you for, for all these years. Come! Take your place now, it will soon begin.”


  “Take my place? Where exactly is my place, aunt?” she queried cautiously, her feet still firmly rooted to the spot where she had stopped.


  “You are the eldest, Myra, the first. It is you who must bear the Mark first. It will begin with you.”


  As much as Hazel’s words confused the heck out of her, Myra didn’t bother to question her any further. She knew her aunt would only keep speaking in riddles so the sooner she did as she was told, the better it would be for her. Hesitantly, she walked over to where the old woman stood, and upon her instructions, she stepped over the outline of the star and went to stand in its center. Immediately, there was a whiplash of lightning, followed by a horrific roar of thunder, causing Myra to jump in fright. Where the hell had that come from? It had been a bright, clear day, no sign of rainclouds anywhere. Suddenly, all coherent thought fled her mind as a searing pain gripped the back of her neck. It felt as if someone was carving her skin with an extremely sharp object, or branding her with a hot pole. A tortured cry tore from her lips and she fell to her knees, her arms flying to the point of the pain as if she could make it stop by wiping it away.


  “Yes, it has begun,” Hazel’s voice noted solemnly. She hobbled closer to where Myra knelt, clutching the back of her neck. “Let go, Myra. Accept your mark. Accept your true powers.”


  Then the wind began howling outside, rushing in through the open window with the strength of a mid-summer Castallantran hurricane, so powerful that it whipped Myra’s hair about her face and roared loudly in her ears. In the midst of all this, the candles didn’t only remain lit, but they seemed to be burning even brighter still. Staring at them in shock, Myra suddenly noticed that inside each flame, there was the face of a different woman staring back at her. She gasped and made to jump to her feet, but Hazel’s hand on her shoulder restrained her.


  “Do not fear, my child, no harm will come to you,” the woman reassured her, and reluctantly Myra remained kneeling as the faces in the candles’ flames began to chant together. The words were in a language Myra had never heard before. There was no way for her to understand what they meant, but somehow, she could tell exactly what they were saying.


  One of three, witches that be, we grant you this day, the power to see. Strength, wisdom, and courage be yours, to find the spell caster and the other that cures.


  Then, just as suddenly as it started, the howling wind stopped. The pain at the base of Myra’s neck subsided just as the flames from the candles went out simultaneously, bringing an end to the mysterious chanting, and the apartment was once again as quiet as it always was. Myra jumped to her feet, head reeling with consternation as she turned to face Hazel. The old woman just smiled and nodded before bending to retrieve the black book from the floor. When she straightened again, she handed it to Myra and then pulled her in for a tight hug. “Welcome to the sisterhood, Myra,” she whispered affectionately. “I know this is overwhelming, but I tried to prepare you the best way I could.”


  Myra pulled away to look suspiciously at her eccentric aunt, her eyes darting down to the book in her hand, then back to Hazel’s face. “Aunt Hazel,” she began, her voice quivering slightly. “What just happened?”


  “You finally joined the family, my dear,” her aunt replied, smiling gleefully. “You now possess one third of the powers of the Great White Witch of Castallantra.”


  Myra promptly fainted.


  Chapter One


  


  He was here again. This must be like the fourth night this week and God knows how many nights in the past three weeks. He was just as mesmerizing as the first night she’d seen him, sitting at that very table, nursing his liquor in that same somber manner. He had the physique of a well-trained athlete, extremely tall and strapping, with powerful, ropey muscles everywhere. He wore his sandy blonde hair in a short trendy cut that suited him perfectly. It offset his angular face and slightly crooked nose. She wished she knew what color his eyes were, she’d never gotten close enough to him to see them. But she would bet her last penny that they were just as breathtaking as the rest of him was.


  He usually came in around ten, always alone, and spent about an hour or two just sitting there. He never picked up anyone as far as she could tell, never accepted any of the many offers he’d had from the ‘working’ girls to enjoy a little special time in one of the rooms upstairs. He simply drank a few rounds and watched. He was always watching. She swore she could feel his eyes boring into her flesh the whole time she was on stage. Whenever she would chance a look at him during her routine, she would find his gaze fixed on her every move and it was as if she could feel the warmth of his breath on her skin, his big, callused hands caressing her sensitized flesh…


  “You’re up next, get that suit on!” a loud female voice barked from behind her, jolting her from her musing. Irritation rose in her chest like a tidal wave but she did her best to tamp it down and spun away from the curtains that hid the dressing area backstage. As she slipped on the costume she had chosen to perform in tonight, she reminded herself why she was here, why she was doing this. She had no one, nowhere to go. She’d been running and hiding for months, ever since the night she had witnessed her aunt being slaughtered by a possessed beast. It had been just a few weeks after her twenty-first birthday, that fateful night when her life had changed forever. Hazel had spent those weeks explaining the history of her descendants to her. She’d given her the box of sacred gifts Myra’s mother, Seraphine, had bequeathed to her and taught her the significance of each one. But just when Myra had been coming to grips with all that she had found out, and was finally prepared to take on the task expected of her, the shit had really hit the fan.


  The beast had attacked during the night, while Myra was sound asleep. He’d obviously been sent for her but Hazel wouldn’t let him get to her without a fight. By the time the sounds had reached her and awoken her from her slumber, it was already too late. She’d peeped out of her room to see what was going on, and had witnessed the beast easily subduing Hazel, then killing her with a powerful blow to the chest. She’d been terrified, but had enough wits about her not to try and save the old woman. They’d planned for such an eventuality and she knew it was more important to save her own life at all costs. So she’d hidden for hours in the hideaway they’d created behind the back wall of her closet. She hadn’t come out until her peculiar sixth sense had assured her that the coast was clear. Then she’d taken only the box of sacred treasures with her and run, not looking back for even a second.


  Smoothing her hair with one hand, she checked her appearance in the mirror. No one would suspect that the seductively dressed vixen staring back at her was that same girl. She’d created a whole new persona for herself, one that would surely throw off anyone looking for her, even for a little while. She was a ghost here, a woman that hadn’t existed until a few months before. This was what she had to do, who she had to be. Until she found the missing pieces to the puzzle she’d set out to solve, this was how she would live.


  She zipped her boots up and straightened with a loud sigh, then smoothed her hair again. When she heard them call her name, she squared her shoulders and immediately sauntered toward the door, summoning the confidence she’d come to depend on. There was no place in her life for sexy, blond strangers that made her weak in the knees, no matter how much she wished things were different.


  


  * * * *


  


  Raven…yes, that suited her. She was just as darkly exotic as the creature her name depicted. He wasn’t even sure if it was her real name or just a stage name she used to hide her identity. Either way, it was completely fitting. Long, straight tresses of jet-black hair tumbled down her back, and onyx sloe eyes offset her stunningly beautiful face. As always, she was dressed in full black, and even her makeup was predominantly black. Tonight, her outfit was a long-sleeved, leather lingerie catsuit, with a front zipper that stopped just at her bustline, revealing full breasts barely covered by a lacy black bra. Pointy, high-heeled black boots adorned her legs right up to her shapely thighs, making her petite body seem much taller than it was. The ensemble was extremely sexy and it fully accentuated her lush curves.


  Xander Kane brought his glass of neat Bulleit bourbon to his lips as he sat staring at the girl called Raven rocking her hips in time to the erotic music on the dimly lit stage in Rendezvous Bar. Her movements were slow and sensual, provoking an answering ache in his already rock-solid cock. He’d been drawn to her like a magnet to steel from the first moment he saw her, and that feeling had only intensified each time he came to this place. He watched as she gripped the pole in the center of the stage and swung herself up on it, her back arching backward so that her hair almost swept the floor as she spun on the pole. Her breasts thrust upward and she looked so wanton in that pose that Xander’s groin tightened in anticipation. The noises of the other patrons around him in the smoky bar were completely lost on him. His entire central nervous system was attuned to Raven as she worked her way across the front of the stage. She wasn’t a stripper, she was an exotic dancer. She never took her clothes off, but his mind had no problem removing them for her. In his head, Xander was already fully acquainted with every lush curve of her body and he wanted her, desperately.


  He beckoned to a buxom blonde waitress as she passed by and slipped her a generous tip as he whispered his request in her ear. Tonight, he would have his heart’s desire. Raven would be his tonight. The pretty waitress smiled brightly and hurried away to do his bidding. He finished his drink as he watched her approach the side of the stage, just as Raven completed her final number and prepared to exit. The waitress leaned in and whispered to her, jerking a thumb in his direction. The dark-haired beauty looked his way, and even in the dim lighting, his extra-sensitive eyes could detect the frown marring her lovely features. Turning back to the waitress, she shook her head forcefully and proceeded to walk away. Xander’s chest ached at her rejection and he had to struggle to remain seated and not chase after her like a sex-crazed adolescent. It served him right, anyway, sitting here pretending he was normal, pretending a lovely specimen like that would want the creature that he was. As impossible as he knew it was, he almost felt as if she had seen through his façade, had taken one look at him and known that he didn’t belong here, that he was an imposter. The waitress looked back at him with a shrug, offering a weak smile before she walked away, and the ache in his chest intensified.


  Just then, Raven stopped short, her whole body stiffened and her little hands clenched at her side. She spun around at lightning speed and Xander watched as she looked around the bar wildly before her eyes finally fell on him again. To his surprise, she started walking purposefully in his direction until, finally, she slid into the chair across from his, her dark eyes piercing him with a heated stare.


  “I’m not a whore,” she said bluntly, and the melodic lilt of her voice enveloped him like rich silk—she sounded just as exotic as she looked. But in that instant, it wasn’t the sound of her voice or her beautiful face that held him utterly captivated. It was her scent, the overwhelming fragrant scent of her that wafted up to his keen nose and almost made him pounce on her across the table the minute she sat down.


  Xander shook his head forcefully, swallowing hard as he fought back his unnatural urge to taste the exquisite beauty sitting across from him, even as his mouth watered and his fangs threatened to descend. With great effort, he forced a playfully smirk, attempting to ease the tension he felt radiating from her. “The thought didn’t even cross my mind,” he assured her, hoping his voice didn’t sound as strained to her ears as it did to his own.


  “You offered me money…”


  “For a private dance,” he said, twisting the truth conveniently. “I love watching you move. I want you to do it just for me, for my eyes only.”


  “That’s all? Just a dance?” Her skepticism was blatantly etched on her face.


  “That’s what I offered to pay for, yes.” Though Xander had no intention of settling for just a dance, he knew he had to play his cards right, cajole her into thinking his intentions were mainly honorable.


  He watched as Raven licked her lips slowly and once again her eyes darted around the crowded bar. She shifted in her seat, her discomfort a clear contrast with the natural grace she exuded. “Do you have somewhere in mind?” she asked suddenly, turning back to him. “I have a room upstairs, but I won’t take anyone up there.”


  The urge to do several fist pumps at his triumph was almost overwhelming, but Xander remained cool and replied, “I’m staying at a motel a few blocks over. We can go there, if that’s okay with you.”


  She seemed to consider his proposal for a short moment, her eyes flickering nervously to the doorway. When her dark eyes returned to his face again, she said quietly, “Okay, let me get my bag. I’ll be just a moment.” Then she rose quickly and was gone before he could respond.


  Xander flopped back in his seat and exhaled loudly. He wasn’t even sure what had just happened. All he knew was that, without even trying very hard, he’d somehow convinced the siren that had been calling to him ever since his first trip to Rendezvous to come back to his hotel room with him, and the feeling of triumph had gone straight to his unruly cock. It was like a goddamn iron pipe in his pants right now, and he prayed he’d be able to control the overzealous organ long enough to get her to relax before he made his move.


  Moments later, he saw Raven returning with her bag, and he quickly removed money from his wallet to settle his tab and tip the waitress before rising from his seat. No words were spoken as, together, they exited the dim bar, sliding smoothly into his red Dodge Challenger and setting off for his motel. The hunter in Xander didn’t miss the way Raven kept looking behind her as if she was terribly afraid someone might be following them.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Lose the costume, keep the boots,” Xander whispered his instructions as he set up background music on the bedside table.


  “Look, I don’t strip, okay, mister …?”


  “The name’s Xander, and I don’t need you naked.” Not yet, anyway. “Keep whatever you have on under the catsuit. But remember, this is my show, so we’ll play by my rules. I’ve been watching you for a long time and I really want to see you this time.” His words were low, purposefully seductive as he sought to set her mind at ease.


  He noticed her hesitate for a moment, then her hand went to the zipper of her costume, and soon she was stepping out of the provocative outfit. Xander bit back a groan as he saw her supple flesh almost completely uncovered for the first time. The scrap of thong and demi-bra she wore were barely enough to cover the essentials and he could feel his willpower hanging by a thread at the sight of her in them. He hurried to find a suitable soundtrack for her performance, then sank his big body down on the bed to enjoy the show.


  Raven dragged the lone chair from beside the dressing table and placed it a few feet away from where Xander sat at the edge of the bed. Slowly, she began to roll her hips in time to the music, moving around the chair and using it as a centerpiece for her erotic dance. She turned her back to him and bent over at the waist, giving him a full view of her lovely backside. Xander’s balls tightened and his cock strained as he watched her body dip and sway, her firm tits tantalizingly on display, her plump ass jiggling deliciously. Her sensual dance went on for only a few minutes, but by the end of it, Xander was aching to touch her. Involuntarily, he reached out and ran his hand along the length of her spine, undeterred by the way her body tensed at his touch.


  “Come closer,” he commanded, grasping her wrist and gently tugging her to him.


  She stilled immediately, then tried to pull away from him, her face stricken with panic. “You said you only wanted a dance, and I—”


  “Shh, I just want you to dance on me. A lap dance, that’s all I’m asking for.” His voice was a deceptively gentle coo and he was pleased when she relaxed and let him pull her to him. Tentatively, she straddled his hips and resumed her sensual movements, rocking her hips and sliding her body against his. Xander inhaled sharply, drawing in her intoxicatingly rich scent, and a completely crippling lust grabbed hold of him then, causing his cock to swell to an almost painful degree. With all the rigid self-discipline he possessed, honed by years of training, he willed himself to remain focused and not devour her as the beast within him would have him do. He knew she could feel the unmistakable evidence of his arousal straining between them and he would have to be very careful not to scare her off as it was.


  Slowly, he wrapped his hands around her waist, his mouth gently nuzzling at the crux of her neck. “I want you, beautiful,” he said softly.


  Instantly she stiffened and tried to get off his lap. “I told you, I don’t take money for sex! Let go!”


  “Who said anything about money?” he said, holding her firmly in place but giving her his best seductive smile. “Believe me, I’ll pay you for the dance, but I never pay for sex. The multiple orgasms I’ll give you will be payment enough.”


  He watched her suck in a sharp breath and her face flushed a bright crimson, yet the slight shiver he felt run though her body told Xander that his words had not been repulsive to her. Seizing the advantage, he began placing soft kisses on her shoulder blade as his fingers trailed along the column of her spine, his hands traveling downward until they were resting on her hips. “You have absolutely nothing to fear with me, Raven,” he whispered against her ear. “I just want to make you feel good. I promise you won’t regret giving yourself to me. I’ll only give you pleasure in return, with my hands, my mouth…all of me.”


  A soft whimper escaped Raven and she slackened against him slightly. Her eyes met and held his and he could clearly see the misgivings shining in their depths. “That sounds so good…but I can’t do this…God, I shouldn’t.” The hesitant words told him all he needed to know—she had reservations, but she was certainly not unwilling. His cock throbbed with delight at that realization.


  He bent his head again and continued to kiss her all over, placing feather-soft pecks on her exposed skin, causing her to moan with her obviously mounting desire. “Just relax and let go, okay? You can trust me.” He covered her full breasts with his hands and squeezed them gently, brushing his thumbs across the already-tight nipples through her sheer demi-bra. Then his hands found and released the clasp at her back, so that her lush, naked breasts spilled forward. Xander tossed the bra aside before leaning forward to lick one dark nipple with his hot, wet tongue, then repeated the action with its twin. When he finally sucked the taut bud into his mouth, Raven let out a harsh cry, her back arching to press her breast more fully into his mouth. She sank her fingers into his blond hair and writhed in ecstasy as he suckled on one nipple, then the other.


  Finally, Xander relinquished his claim on her breasts and gently pushed her up so that she was standing in front of him. “Take your panties off for me, beautiful,” he rasped as his hands went to the front of his short-sleeved shirt to unbutton it and slide it off.


  He watched as she hooked her trembling fingers into the sides of her thong and wiggled her way out of the tiny scrap of fabric. His eyes fixated on the landing strip on her neatly shaven mound and he groaned as need overwhelmed him. She bent to unzip her boots, but his fierce growl gave her pause. “Leave them,” he said, his voice rough with barely restrained hunger. “I want to fuck you with those heels on. Come here.”


  When she was standing between his spread legs, Xander’s hands spanned her tiny waist as he placed butterfly-soft kisses on her taut stomach, trailing down to her nether region. “Fuck, I can smell you. Are you wet for me, beautiful?” It was a rhetorical question. He didn’t wait for her to answer before his hand delved between her legs to investigate for himself.


  He felt Raven’s legs begin to shake, slight tremors coursing through her body as he ran his fingers through the slickness between her thighs. She gripped his shoulders and shifted a little, opening herself further to his explorations. A little mewling whimper escaped her as his fingers brushed over her rigid clit before sliding up into her wet heat. “So tight…you feel so good.” He slowly undulated his finger inside her, pulling back and pushing in. Her pussy clenched around him and she rocked her hips back and forth. “Do you like that, beautiful? Do you want more?”


  She moaned and nodded her head quickly. “Yes…God yes, give me more, please,” she whispered.


  Xander pushed another finger into her tight cunt and curled them inside her, rubbing against her walls purposefully. Raven rocked her hips faster, trying to fuck herself with his fingers and create greater friction on her clit. “Please…please. I need…”


  “Tell me, beautiful, tell me what you need,” he whispered as he continued to torture her with his hands, pressing his thumb against her clit and rubbing lightly.


  “Fuck me, please. I can’t wait…I need you.” He could tell she was frantic with her desire now, the tremors going through her body getting stronger and her breathing shallow as she continued to rock on his hand.


  Xander removed his hand from between her legs and eased her away so he could slide his jeans off. He quickly extracted a condom from his pocket and sheathed himself before pulling her back to him. He watched her eyes widen as they fell on his considerable girth thrusting up between them. She swallowed hard and hesitated as he encouraged her to straddle him again. He smiled reassuringly and gently pushed her legs apart, preparing her to sit on him.


  “Don’t worry, you can take me. I promise not to hurt you,” he coaxed and she whimpered softly, uncertainty swimming in her dark eyes.


  “I…maybe this isn’t such…” she started but Xander pulled her closer to him, swallowing her misgivings with a slow, deep kiss. He wanted to reassure her that his intentions were only to give her a night she’d likely remember for a very long time. He wanted to leave his mark on her body, but not to hurt her. He just needed to crawl under her skin the same way she had gotten under his from the very first time he’d seen her up on that stage at Rendezvous.


  “Just take what you need, beautiful. You can set the pace, okay?”


  She nodded slowly, her eyes meeting his steady gaze and even though he could still see a hint of doubt in their depths, he was pleased to note that there was no fear.


  “Okay,” she whispered, making his heart thump triumphantly in his chest.


  Gripping his granite cock, he aligned it at her dripping entrance. She held onto his shoulders for support and slowly began to lower herself onto his length. He heard when her breath caught as his huge cock stretched up into her body, inch by inch. She gasped loudly, her face contorting perceptibly at the intrusion. Then she pulled back a little before attempting to push down again and Xander gently stroked along her spine in an effort to soothe her.


  “Relax, don’t fight it,” he told her. He felt her drag in a deep breath and then her small body slowly relaxed to accommodate his length. He groaned loudly when, finally, his thick cock slid all the way into her tight channel and her wetness completely enveloped him.


  “Fuck! You feel like heaven. Ride me beautiful, ride my cock,” he commanded, his voice a harsh, grating sound.


  She put her knees on the side of the bed and began to ride him in earnest, sliding up and down on his cock, causing her heated snatch to swallow the thick, hard shaft with each pass. Xander gripped her hips and bucked upward, fucking her back with equal enthusiasm. He watched as her ample tits bounced to the rhythm of her sensual movements. After a few minutes of steady fucking, his hand slid between them to find her clit and he rubbed it with purposeful strokes, causing her pussy to flutter around his cock even as she continued to ride him.


  “God! Oh God, I’m coming!” she screamed seconds later, throwing her head back in abandon, her nails biting into his shoulders as her vaginal walls pulsed around his cock.


  “Hell yeah, beautiful, come for me. Come on my fucking dick.” Xander savored the feeling of her cunt strangling his shaft as she came. He held her until her tremors subsided, reveling in the beauty of her release. A second later, he flipped her so that she was lying on her back and he was on top of her, and wasted no time sliding his cock into her heat again. “Hold your legs back for me, baby. Let me fuck your sweet pussy,” he told her.


  Raven moaned and grabbed her legs, pulling them as far back as she could as Xander pumped into her with mighty thrusts, his powerful arms holding him above her as he worked. He rolled his hips and stroked into her, the head of his cock sliding against her sweet spot and almost driving her insane. “Oh! Yes, God yes!” she cried, her hands gripping her booted legs tightly as she held herself open for him.


  “Yeah, baby, take me. Take the dick.” Xander growled as he plunged into her over and over. Soon his balls began to pull up and his cock flooded with cum. He wasn’t going to last much longer. Xander pulled back, sliding his dick completely out of her soaked cunt and gripped it in one hand. He used two fingers to spread the lips of her pussy, exposing her clit fully, then he began to rub the bulbous head of his cock over the rigid bud, pressing down on it and building pressure to encourage her climax. She moaned and writhed wantonly, biting down hard on her bottom lip as her face flushed with pleasure. When finally, he used his cock to slap against her clit several times, Raven released her hold on her legs to grab the bedhead, letting out a tortured howl as she came again, hard and swift. As she continued to convulse beneath him, Xander plunged into her sex again and fucked her hard. A short while later, his body went rigid, and then he was shooting jets of warm cum deep inside her body.


  


  * * * *


  


  Xander Kane was not used to being duped. As a well-trained warrior that had spent almost all his life training to hunt and fight, he was usually excellent at reading people and predicting potentially dangerous situations. Nevertheless, a petite, dark-haired siren named Raven had well and truly taken him for a fucking ride.


  She was gone, had simply disappeared, and he felt like a goddamn chump for not seeing it coming. He had woken on Sunday morning to find himself alone in his motel bed, after spending almost all of Saturday night fucking the little temptress into oblivion. She had left sometime during the night, when he’d been knocked out from sheer exhaustion. Not before she’d ripped him off, though. She’d emptied his goddamn wallet, which he didn’t really mind so much. What got his blood boiling was that she’d taken his knife, the one his father had given to him the day he slayed his first monster, the one he always had with him, even in the damn shower. He’d immediately gone to Rendezvous in search of her, but the owners said she hadn’t been back since Saturday night. Her room was still intact, and she hadn’t taken anything with her, but it was now Wednesday and she had not come back once.


  Xander was still pissed as hell. He wanted to throttle the little bitch, but there was nothing he could do if she never intended to show her face in the bar again. The owner had no information on her to share. Apparently in-depth background checks were not a requirement for landing a job in a strip joint. No one else seemed to have any idea where she might have gone to, either. She had no friends or family that anybody knew of, so searching for her was simply a waste of his time and energy. It was as if she’d been a wraith, a beautiful ghost that had existed only in his mind.


  That thought made his footsteps halt abruptly on his way to the motel door. Could she have been something else entirely? Something more than just a mere human? Fuck, he didn’t want to even contemplate that prospect. He would have sensed if something was off with her, wouldn’t he? No, it just wasn’t possible. He refused to believe it could be possible. But after the job he’d completed in the village of Siren’s Edge several weeks ago, he’d be a fool not to consider something like that. He knew all too well that things weren’t always what they seemed. He and his team had tracked down a whole coven of witches that had been plaguing the area and it had been one of the ugliest battles they’d ever been involved in. It was the reason he was here in Balcavia these past few weeks. He’d needed a break after that hunt, just to recoup and pretend, even for a while, that he was normal.


  Walking over to his car after he exited the motel, duffel bag in tow, he slid his sunglasses over his eyes to block out the glare of the midday sun. He yanked the door of the Challenger open and tossed the bag over to the back seat. Then he slid behind the wheel, immediately shifting into gear and speeding out of the paved parking lot. Sighing loudly, Xander turned up the stereo in his car and rolled his windows down, letting the wind rip through his hair as he drove onto the highway, leaving Balcavia behind. Yeah, he was finally ready. It was time to go home.


  Chapter Two


  


  Four months later


  


  Something was wrong. Myra’s eyes darted around the courtyard of the apartment complex swiftly. Her senses had been on high alert the minute she got off the bus and crossed the street to get to her apartment. Although there was nothing she could identify that was out of place, she just knew something wasn’t right. She’d always had a sixth sense or whatever for sensing when something was off, or when danger was close by. Even before the Change—as Hazel called it—had taken place, she would always get premonitions when something bad was going to happen and that had only intensified since she’d gotten the Mark and started having the dreams. So she was positive that danger was near tonight. She could feel it in her bones.


  Her first instinct was to turn around and get the hell away from there. She needed to be as far away from this place as she could if they’d found her, if he’d found her. But she couldn’t leave Gina. She wouldn’t. The poor, misguided girl would never survive this cold, harsh world without someone more responsible guiding her. Myra really had no idea how she had become the girl’s guardian angel. She’d tried her darnedest not to get close to anyone for as long as she’d been on this quest, but somehow, fate had deemed it fit that she would be the one to keep the girl from ruining her own life every chance she got.


  Clutching her backpack close, Myra jogged across the yard to the front door of the decrepit building. She quickly punched in the access code to open it, looking about her wildly as she did so. A minute later, she was bounding up the staircase to get to the fifth floor apartment that she shared with the younger girl, whom she’d met only a few months ago while working at Hot Shots nightclub. The rusty old elevator didn’t work anyway, and even if it did, she probably wouldn’t be waiting on it, considering how edgy she was feeling right now. The ghostly silence that greeted her on the landing of the fifth floor was not unusual, but tonight, it sent eerie chills shooting up her spine, causing a sensation of impending doom to settle in her gut.


  Finally, she got to the dingy door of her apartment. Digging the keys out of the pocket of her jeans, she quickly unlocked it. She prayed that Gina was still up and they could just throw their stuff together and get out of there before the horrible feeling in her stomach became an awful reality. Darkness and more silence enveloped her as she stepped into the tiny apartment. Where the hell was Gina? She swore she would wring her pretty little neck if her crazy friend had left the apartment alone to go buy smokes or some shit like that.


  “Gina! Gina! Where are you, dammit?” Searching along the wall with her hand, she flipped on the light switch, the stillness in the apartment making her downright nervous now. At precisely that moment, there was a shuffling sound from across the room and a man’s voice swore a blue streak. “Fucking bitch, you bit me!”


  “Myra run! Run! Get out of here!” Gina’s high-pitched screams were cut off when the huge man slapped her across her face, sending her sprawling across the tattered carpet of the apartment floor.


  Myra instantly froze on the spot. Her limbs were completely numb. It was as if no blood ran through her veins. She watched in a daze as her tiny friend struggled to sit up, wiping her bloodstained mouth with the back of her hand. Gina’s assailant grabbed her roughly, dragging her up to her feet, then pressed her back to his chest so that she faced Myra. He covered her mouth with one hand and pressed the barrel of a handgun to her temple. The image caused the blood to suddenly rush into Myra’s frozen limbs and she began to tremble all over, making her backpack fall to the ground.


  “Let her go! It’s me you want, please, just don’t hurt her!” she screamed.


  “How long did you think you could outrun me, bitch?” the burly creature snarled. He was a beast of a man, his long, greasy hair slicked back in a ponytail, his face hard and menacing with two long scars on his left cheek, tattooed biceps bulging in his muscle shirt. His back was hunched over severely, making him look almost deformed—a trademark of his kind, the Trolls of Kismet Falls. Despite his scary appearance, though, Myra knew he wasn’t here to kill her. If Salem had wanted her dead, she would have been dead a long time ago. He wanted something from her and he needed her alive to get it. That was what she had to use as leverage to get his minion to release Gina.


  “I’m not running now. I’m the one you came here for, I have what you want. Just let her go and I’ll get it and come with you.” She tried to sound as fierce as she could, forcing the fear and panic from her mind so she could focus on outsmarting the creature.


  “Don’t bargain with me, you fucking cunt! The master wants what’s his and you’ve wasted enough of his damn time with all this running around. Now cough it up and let’s go, or I’ll blow her pretty little brains out.” Gina squirmed against him, fighting to free herself from his grip. The brute squeezed her harder and she screamed in pain, the sound muffled by his hand over her mouth.


  “Okay, okay! Don’t hurt her!” Myra yelled, holding up her hands in surrender. “I have what you want.”


  “Perfect. Now be a good bitch and go get it. You’ve got two minutes.”


  Myra hedged again. There was no way in hell she would ever let a minion of Salem Calpurnius get his hands on her mother’s sacred ring. “It’s just…it’s not actually…here. But I’ll get it for you, I know where…”


  “You think I’m playing games with you, bitch? I’m done screwing around now!” His words were immediately followed by the sound of two suppressed gunshots and before Myra could blink, Gina’s lifeless body was lying in a pool of blood at the bastard’s feet. Instantly, her shaking hand flew to her mouth to muffle a scream as she took in the sight of her friend on the floor a few feet away. Terror tore through her system, the icy fingers of fear clutching her by the throat and threatening to squeeze the very life from her body. Her breathing accelerated tenfold and beads of sweat broke out all over her body.


  Then the beast began to advance on her, his gun pointed purposefully toward her. She suddenly wasn’t so sure anymore that he wasn’t here to kill her. As each step brought him closer, Myra’s mind raced with a million thoughts and she remembered the knife in her back pocket. Swallowing hard, she forced her feet to remain still, battling against the overwhelming urge to make a dash for the door before he got to her. Stealthily, she reached behind her and eased the knife from her pocket, carefully flicking it open and holding it securely.


  “Now, give me what I came here for and I’ll think really hard about not making you join your friend there tonight,” the monster said, his voice extremely low and a sinister smirk on his lips. He came to stand before Myra, spreading his legs wide. He brought the gun up to her face, using it to slowly trace the outline of her jaw, then along the crease of her lips. When she flinched and jerked her head away, he bared his teeth in a nasty rendition of a smile.


  “It’s a good thing I came alone tonight. You’re a sweet piece of ass, all that delicious royal blood running through your veins. Give me the ring and then maybe you and me can have some fun before I turn you over to the Dark Lord, eh? I’ll let you suck on my real gun and then I’ll fuck you raw…”


  The sickening thought galvanized Myra. At the speed of lightning, her left hand came up and she used all her might to knock the gun away from her face, startling him. In the same instant, she thrust the knife she was holding into his stomach, shoving it as far as she could and twisting her hand to plunge it deeper before dragging it out again. The brute doubled over, his bark of agony reverberating off the walls of the tiny apartment. Myra used his momentary weakness to her advantage and bolted for the door. She yanked it open and flew out, slamming it hard just in time to save herself from two wildly fired gunshots. Without hesitation, she sprinted down the hallway as fast as her feet would take her. She didn’t look back for a second. She knew the wound wouldn’t be enough to kill the beast and he could be on his feet and after her even now.


  She sailed down the seemingly endless flights of stairs, across the vacant lobby, and was out of the building faster than she ever imagined possible. With absolutely no clue to her destination, she simply kept running, her heart pounding so loudly she could hear it over the rush of blood and wind swirling in her ears. She was across the courtyard and through the gates within another minute. Finally stopping to catch her breath, she looked about her wildly, trying to decide which way she should go. However, her momentary deliberation proved to be detrimental. When she glanced back a few seconds later, she saw the apartment entrance swing open and her assailant came stumbling out, clutching his stomach but walking quite briskly regardless. Panic grabbed hold of her and held on like a vise, overriding all other emotions in that moment. Myra spun on her heels and dashed across the street without checking for oncoming traffic. Seconds later, she was screaming in horror, blinded by the headlights of a car speeding toward her.


  


  * * * *


  


  Streaks of sunlight washed over her face, causing Myra to stir and turn in the comfortable bed. A warm, fuzzy feeling enveloped her as she came awake and the scent of freshly laundered sheets wafted up to her nose. Gina must have finally done the laundry yesterday. They’d been arguing about whose turn it was for several days and… Suddenly, Myra bolted upright in the bed and her eyes flew open. Gina! Gina was gone, she was dead. That disgusting beast had killed her. Oh God, first Hazel, now Gina. That monster would stop at nothing to get what he wanted.


  Wait, where the hell was she? She glanced around the sparsely furnished room, totally bewildered. It was a spacious, stylishly decorated bedroom, painted in soft lavender with purple trimmings. The bed she was sitting on was covered with a thick white duvet dotted with delicate lilacs. This was a place that she was positive she had never been before. How the heck did she get here, and who had brought her here? Memories of the man she had stabbed returned to her mind and a familiar panic began rising in the pit of her stomach. Did he take her here? Had he brought her to Salem?


  Myra jumped off the bed, suddenly realizing that she was dressed in a nightshirt that she was positive she didn’t own. Noticing her own jeans and black T-shirt slung over the back of a chair next to the bed, she grabbed them, hurriedly changing out of the strange garment she wore. What the hell was she going to do now? Her worst nightmare was finally playing itself out in real life. Salem had found her, he had her. And the ring! Oh God, she’d left her mother’s sacred ring behind. The small box, with all that was important to her, had been hidden in a secret place in that shitty apartment. How the hell would she find her sisters without it? She had to get out of here, she needed to get back there before someone else got hold of those items.


  She quickly grabbed her sneakers and shoved her feet into them. When she was just about done retying the laces, the door to the bedroom swung open and a lovely middle-aged woman walked in. She was dressed in a neat gray pencil skirt and crisp red blouse, red pumps clipping on the wooden floor as she crossed the room. Her chestnut hair was cut in artful layers and hung chicly about her shoulders. “Ah, you’re awake, very good. I was hoping you would be by now.” Her voice was warm and rich, with a hint of an accent that Myra didn’t recognize and was positive she had never heard before. Did this woman work for Salem? Had she come to fetch Myra to take her to her master? The fear she had felt just moments before skyrocketed tenfold at that thought. She promptly rose to her feet, instantly on the defensive. “Who the hell are you, and what do you want from me?”


  The woman’s surprise was evident on her face for a brief moment, but she quickly masked it, a sympathetic smile touching her lips. “Relax, my dear, I’m not here to cause you any harm. My name is Jazmyn Warrick, and I’d actually like to help you.”


  “Where am I?” she demanded, still not convinced that the woman wasn’t a cohort of Salem Calpurnius.


  “You’re in Servania, at a privately run shelter for displaced youth—Oasis Lodge.”


  “A sh–shelter? Why? How did I get here?” Myra was utterly confused now. She couldn’t recall anything from the night before, beyond that moment when a car had almost hit her as she ran across the street. And she had never been to Servania before. She had been raised by her aunt Hazel—who she now knew wasn’t really her aunt—in the small town of Maiden Rock, which was nestled the highlands of Castallantra. She had never left her hometown until six months ago, just a few weeks after her twenty-first birthday, when her whole world had been turned upside down. Since then, she had gotten as far as Balcavia, in her earnest quest to find her two sisters, the sisters she hadn’t known she had until then.


  “I know it must be difficult to wake up in a strange place with no recollection of how you came to be here. If you give me a chance, I will try to clear it up for you as best as I can.” Jazmyn spoke in hushed tones, her words soft and slow as if she was speaking to a very young child. For some reason, that irritated the shit out of Myra.


  “Okay, I’m listening,” she said, her irritation obvious as she spread her legs and folded her arms.


  “First of all, maybe you should tell me who you are as well. You had nothing with you that could tell us your name or anyone we could contact when we found you.”


  Myra considered lying to the woman but didn’t really see the point. Hiding her identity hadn’t really helped her much up to this point, and it surely wasn’t going to help her now if she really was in danger. “Myra Durrikan,” she said flatly. It was still her name, after all, and she had used it for twenty-one years. Finding out she had an actually title to go along with it didn’t make the name any less hers, did it?


  Jazmyn gave her an overly brilliant smile in return for her compliance, nodding approvingly. “Myra, I like that. Well, come along, Myra, breakfast time is almost over and I know you must be hungry. Let’s walk to the dining hall while I tell you what you need to know.”


  Myra thought to refuse the offer of food for a split second, but her stomach growled angrily at that idea, so she simply nodded and followed warily as the older woman exited the room. They walked down a wide corridor, bordered by several rooms to one side and an intricate wrought iron handrail to the other. Below them, Myra could see a spacious sitting area that was occupied by two young women. One was curled up reading on a chaise and another flipping through the channels of an enormous flat-screen that was mounted on the wall.


  As they made their way down the staircase, Jazmyn began to speak. “You ran in front of the car my husband was driving last night. We were heading home from a business dinner and decided to take a shortcut through Balcavia. Thank God he wasn’t speeding, or else he would have driven right into you for sure. As it was, he stopped just short of hitting you and you must have been so frightened that you just passed out.”


  They were now in the sitting area and Jazmyn paused to greet the girls that were occupying it before they walked through a door into a buzzing dining area. There were several persons in this room, young men and women alike, some seated at tables talking and eating, others walking about, engrossed in cheerful chatter.


  “Okay, here we are,” Jazmyn said, stopping next to a diminished buffet spread table, and glanced at her watch. “Take what you like, although there’s not much left. Breakfast ends at nine. The kitchen staff is just about ready to clean up now.”


  Myra helped herself to half of a blueberry bagel with crème cheese and a cup of coffee before following Jazmyn to a table. When they were seated, she took a small bite of her food before asking, “So you just figured you’d bring me to this place ’cause I passed out? Most people would have taken me to the hospital. Why didn’t you do that?”


  “Well, when we got you inside the car you were still out of it, but you kept muttering something that sounded a lot like ‘don’t let him get me,’ and that set off all kinds of warning bells in my mind. Plus…” Jazmyn paused for effect before continuing, “You were carrying a bloodied knife.”


  Myra blanched. The cup she had just taken a sip from froze at her lips and her eyes widened in horror. She quickly gathered her wits and lowered the cup to the table, swallowing hard. “Yeah, about that…where is it? I’m gonna need it, okay? You, um…you have to give it back,” she whispered, praying the woman wasn’t contemplating notifying the authorities. Last thing she needed now was the Guard on her tail as well.


  The other woman smiled almost sadly. “Oh, I have it, honey, it’s in safekeeping. But I need an explanation from you that I’m satisfied with before I even think of returning it.”


  Myra sighed and slumped back in her seat. She squeezed her eyes shut and considered her options before opening them again. She knew she had to tell the woman something, there was no way around it, so she went with the safest story she could find. “I was defending myself. My, um, my…boyfriend gets a little rough with me sometimes, but last night he went too far. I thought he was going to really kill me this time so I–I used the knife on him to keep myself from getting hurt. But I didn’t kill him. He was alive when I left and that’s the truth, I swear it.” She desperately hoped that the woman would buy her story and just let it go at that.


  “Then it looks like I brought you to the right place. We can offer you protection here, as well as the support and assistance you’ll need to get your life back on track after all is said and done.”


  Myra almost smiled at the irony of the woman’s statement. She did need all of those things, and this place would probably be perfect for her, but she couldn’t stay here. It was only a matter of time before Salem found her again and she wouldn’t allow anyone else to get hurt because of her, like both Hazel and Gina had been. No, she was alone in this, for right now. What she needed to do was to get out of here, collect the stuff she had left behind and find her sisters as soon as she could. That was the only way to put an end to all this madness.


  “I don’t need any of that. Really, I can handle him, most of the time. He’ll cool down and we’ll get back together after a while anyway.” The lie tasted bitter on her tongue, but she steeled her spine and forced it past her lips. “Just let me get that knife then I’ll be out of here and we can both forget this ever happened.”


  Jazmyn’s narrowed her eyes, a quizzical expression darting across her face, but there was a touch of pity there as well, as if she truly felt sorry for Myra. “You would go back to a man who hurt you? A man who threatened to kill you?”


  This time the lie rolled off Myra’s tongue easily. “He’s all I’ve got, lady, there’s no one else. And he gets me, you know? We get each other. Look, thanks for your help last night. I really appreciate you guys not running me over and all that, but I really should get out of here now.” She took a last bite of the bagel and a gulp of coffee before rising quickly from her chair. “I’d like my knife before I go, though. It was kind of a gift and I’d hate to part with it.”


  The other woman rose as well, seemingly unfazed by Myra’s brusqueness. Her head cocked to the side as she studied the younger woman, making Myra extremely uncomfortable for some reason. “It’s an interesting tool, your knife. Seems to be a collectors’ item, of sorts. I think I saw a picture of something exactly like it in one of our books in the library, a sorcerer’s demi-sword. Yes, I’m pretty sure it was. Who did you say gave it to you?”


  Myra’s eyes narrowed, her suspicious nature alerted by the woman’s obviously comprehensive knowledge of a knife that was actually stolen property. “I didn’t say,” she retorted tightly.


  Jazmyn chuckled mirthlessly. “No, you didn’t, did you? Well, right this way, then. I’ll take you to it so you can be on your way.”


  With that, she sauntered away, her high-heeled pumps clipping loudly as she made her way to the exit of the dining room. Myra took a deep breath before trailing after her. She was still confused as hell and right back to being entirely suspicious of the attractive older woman. Nothing they had spoken about had really cleared up why she had been brought here in the first place. There seemed to be something missing from her explanation and that did nothing to quell the fear and mistrust that had been mounting in Myra’s gut ever since she woke to find herself in this peculiar place.


  She followed the woman across the sitting room and when they got to another door, Jazmyn entered an access code into a keypad located to the side. The door slid open, letting them into a dimly lit passageway, at the end of which was a narrow, descending staircase. The hairs at the back of Myra’s neck prickled as she walked behind the woman, realizing that they must be headed for the basement of the building. She was completely on edge by the time they got to the foot of the staircase, her ever-present sixth sense kicking into overdrive. Soon, she was stepping through a doorway and suddenly found herself in a large room that looked to be some sort of conference room. When Jazmyn stepped aside, allowing her to continue into the room ahead of her, Myra’s knees instantly went dangerously weak and the breath almost left her body.


  There was a huge, oblong table in the center of the room surrounded by eight high-backed chairs. The wall at the front of the room boasted an enormous flat-screen and on the wall adjacent to that one was a large whiteboard. There was a custom-built all-in-one computer desk situated at the front to the room, holding a state-of-the-art computer system and multimedia projector. But none of those furnishings held any interest for Myra. The room could have been a barn full of hay and horse dung for all she cared, because seated at the head of the conference table was the most magnificent creature she had ever seen in all her twenty-one years. The gorgeous blond, aquamarine-eyed fallen angel she never thought she would set eyes on ever again. He was her own personal walking wet dream, the delectable creature from whom she had actually stolen that stupid knife.


  “Xander,” Jazmyn said, a slight smile gracing her lips. “This is the woman we spoke of last night. She says she is called Myra Durrikan. Myra, meet Xander Kane.”


  His eyes locked with hers and he slowly rose to his feet, his devastatingly beautiful face hard and unsmiling, eyes glinting with barely restrained hostility. “Hello, beautiful,” he whispered softly, his voice low and gravelly. “We meet again.”


  Chapter Three


  


  Xander couldn’t have asked for a more perfect setup if he had planned it himself. The girl that had just been delivered to him like a lamb to the slaughter had taken one of his most prized possessions from him in a moment of weakness. He had never thought to see her again, had mourned the loss of something he had treasured since the age of sixteen. He’d been terribly angry about it, more so than the day he had found out his true lineage, but had chalked it up to a bitter life lesson learnt. Yet, like a boomerang, it had been that same stolen item that had brought its thief right back to him.


  The girl standing before him this morning didn’t look anything like the tempting siren that had bewitched him a few months ago. Dressed in formfitting jeans, a simple black T-shirt and sneakers, she was a far cry from the catsuit-and-leather-boots-wearing exotic dancer he had fantasized about almost constantly since then. No, the astonished young woman gawking at him like he was a bird of prey now didn’t seem cold and calculating enough to have sex with a total stranger, then rob him before disappearing like a phantom.


  “You! Oh my God, what the hell is going on here?” Her eyes were satellites in her beautiful face, so wide with shock that Xander almost found it amusing. She took a step back, as if she was ready to take flight at any second.


  “Thank you, Jazmyn,” Xander said, ignoring the girl’s frantic outburst. “You can leave us now. I’ll take it from here.” The woman nodded and quietly retreated through the door, closing it softly behind her.


  When she was gone, Xander turned his arctic stare back to the girl she had brought to him. “Myra,” he said, inclining his head to study her for a moment. “Should I believe you this time? The last time we met, you were called Raven.” His tone was laced with censure and he took pleasure in the slight flush that spread across her face in response.


  Nevertheless, her back stiffened visibly and her chin jutted up in defiance. “What you believe is entirely your business. What I call myself is mine. Now, answer my question—what the hell is going on here?” she said sharply, but he could smell the fear radiating from her and knew without the shadow of a doubt that she wasn’t as confident as she would have him believe. Good.


  Xander moved from behind the table and took several slow, purposeful steps toward her, his subtle anger making him feel very much like the beast he was. “In case you didn’t notice, you are on my turf now. As you will soon learn, you cannot enter or leave these grounds unless you are allowed to do so. The ball is completely in my court now, so I get to call all the shots in this game.” He paused and watched her eyes widen slightly, and her throat worked as she swallowed hard. He pressed his advantage. “I’ll ask the questions and you’ll give me the answers I want. Is that clear?”


  She bristled, then. Xander could almost see her hackles rise as her lips thinned to a flat line. “Who the fuck do you think you are? I don’t have to do any damn thing I don’t want to, Mr. Kane. I demand to know what the hell you want from me. Why am I here? Is this about your stupid knife? Did you track me down just to get it back?” She was almost shouting now, her voice shrill with irritation, and Xander was glad for the soundproof walls of the meeting room. Otherwise, he’d have been forced to drag her into Li’s laboratory and only God knows what he would do if he found himself in a room that actually comprised a bed with this vixen right now.


  His blood boiled in response to the reference she had made to his knife, an object that held more sentimental value to him than all the money in his sizable bank account. “That stupid knife is a family heirloom,” he said quietly, anger making his voice hard as stone. “It’s been in my family for decades and it means a whole lot to me. I never intended for it to end up in the hands of some random woman I fucked one night.”


  The girl flinched at his deliberately harsh words, and her dark eyes instantly lost some of the fire that had been shining in them before. “I–I’m sorry, I didn’t know that. I just thought it was a weapon you carried and…and I needed…”


  “What did you need, hmm? Tell me. Something to remind you of your conquest? A keepsake to remember how well you conned me?” Xander was seething, the memory of waking up to find her gone still fresh in his head. He was always so alert, so aware of what was going on around him, and he still found it hard to digest that she had gotten away from him so easily. He hadn’t even heard her make a single sound.


  “God, no! I didn’t trick you, you know that’s not true! We had a deal and if anything, you were the one who tricked me into having sex with you!”


  That statement caused Xander to narrow his eyes, and a cold smile ghosted across his lips. Slowly, he stalked toward her, his icy turquoise eyes daring her to stand still as he closed in on her. “I didn’t need trickery for that, Raven. You wanted what happened between us that night, every bit as much as I did. All I had to do was touch you and you were panting for me to slide my cock deep inside you, isn’t that right?” He watched her eyes go wide again and stopped just a few feet away from her, not trusting himself to go any closer with the potent mix of anger and lust that was now pulsing through his veins. The wickedly tantalizing scent she possessed was already calling to him like a fucking siren’s song as it was, making his cock brick-hard inside his slacks.


  “Don’t fucking delude yourself, you cocky bastard. That was for me, not you.” She spat the denial insultingly, clearly aiming to cut him down a notch. “I took what I wanted and—”


  “Yes, you did, didn’t you?” he said, cutting into her impassioned tirade. “The funny thing is, you refused my offer to pay for your services but then you turned around and took my money anyway. Yet you insisted you were not a whore.” Her loud gasp told him his blow had hit home and he took perverse satisfaction in that fact.


  “I wasn’t…I’m not! I didn’t sell myself to you. I just needed that money, okay? And you didn’t seem to have any use for it. I mean, who the hell walks around with a thousand dollars in cash, anyway?”


  Xander inclined his head, studying her flustered features for a moment. He’d had that amount of cash with him at the time because he hadn’t wanted to leave a paper trail from using his credit cards. He knew Thorn could have easily sniffed him out if he had wanted to, but his brother had known that Xander hadn’t wanted to be found. He had really needed the time away, at that point. Anyway, that wasn’t of any concern to this woman, was it? The question at hand was, why had she needed the money? What had made her need money badly enough to steal it from a man she had slept with?


  Folding his arms as he continued to study her, he voiced the questions that were going through his mind. “Why did you need it? What kind of trouble are you in?”


  Immediately, her eyes darted away from his and she folded her arms under her plush breasts as well. “That’s none of your business. What’s the point of my being here, anyway? You already got your knife back, so there’s no point in you keeping me here.”


  “Isn’t there? Yeah, I did get my knife back, but with someone’s blood on it.” Xander took a few steps closer to her, drastically reducing the space between them, so that he towered over her small frame intimidatingly. He watched as her pupils dilated and her nostrils flared, heard her breathing accelerate as he came to stop just inches away from her. To his surprise, she stood her ground, although her eyes were wild and frightened like a cornered kitten and the pheromones radiating from her grew more potent by the second. “How did that blood get there? Who did you harm with my knife, Raven?”


  “I didn’t harm anyone! I–I was only defending myself.”


  “From whom? Or what?” Xander spread his legs, and with his arms folded as they were, he effectively had her trapped where she was, almost pressed up against the door. He inhaled deeply, taking in the scent of her, noting, not for the first time, the added sweetness to her scent that was absent in most humans. He wanted to believe that was because he was so goddamned attracted to her, but in his gut he knew that he was kidding himself. His instincts were screaming at him to admit what was beginning to become more and more apparent to him the more time he spent with her—this woman was not what she seemed.


  “I can’t tell you that…it’s…it’s really complicated.” She swallowed and glanced around the room frantically, as if seeking some other route of escape.


  “Trust me, I can handle complicated. Try me.”


  “Please, just let it go, okay? I didn’t kill anyone, you have to believe me. I just can’t talk about it…”


  A menacing smile touched Xander’s lips, then. He wasn’t above a little underhanded persuasion. He’d been interrogating humans and other creatures alike for too long not to know that it worked only too well. “That’s too bad, then. I’m sure the Guard will find your lack of a reasonable explanation very interesting.”


  “You wouldn’t!” she cried frantically, her arms falling to her side.


  He cocked a brow sardonically. “Wouldn’t I?”


  “Come on, that’s not necessary, and you know it! The blood can easily be washed away and your precious knife will be good as new. There’s no need to get the Guard involved.” Her frightened eyes pleaded with him even more than her words did, and Xander felt a little rush of triumph as he realized he had her right where he wanted her. And want her he did. Despite all the time that had passed, despite what she had done that night, and even despite the fact that she might be something he didn’t even want to consider right now, the sight of her set his blood boiling in a way no other woman had before or after her.


  He hadn’t forgotten how it felt to be buried deep inside her. The memory would forever be etched in his brain, hardwired into his cock, just as much a part of him as the beast blood he carried. And now that fate had brought her back to him, he knew he needed to purge himself of her. He needed to get her out of his system once and for all, and he knew the only way to do that was to glut himself with the drug that was her body, until he’d finally had his fill.


  “So you have something to hide, do you, Raven?” he replied softly, calling her own chosen nickname, letting the word roll off his tongue like a warm caress. “A secret you need to keep safe. One you want me to help you keep. Tell me, what are you willing to give me in return for my acquiescence?”


  Her body stiffened again and she inhaled sharply, the frightened look on her face taking on a hint of disbelief. “Excuse me? Did I just hear you correctly? You want me to pay you not to go to the Guard?”


  Xander chuckled softly. “You could say that. Not with cash, though. That would be too easy, wouldn’t it? What I want from you is far baser than mere money. But I prefer to call it a mutual exchange, rather than payment.”


  As his words registered in her brain, shock dominated her countenance. “What the hell? If you think for one minute that I’m going to just let you—”


  “I have your prints on that knife, Raven, a knife you stole from me. There’s someone’s DNA on the blade. That’s more than enough to have the authorities sniffing at you like trained dogs. But it doesn’t have to come to that. I’m willing to work something out. It’s up to you to accept my offer.”


  The shock faded from her face then. In its place there was anger and disbelief. “And what exactly is your offer?” she asked through gritted teeth.


  “I know you need help. I know you’re running from someone or something for some reason. I can offer you a safe place to stay. I can even help make the problem go away, if you allow me to. And in return you give me…you.” His words were soft, barely a whisper, but he knew she’d heard him, knew she understood him well enough.


  Her eyes fluttered close. She took a deep breath before opening them again to impale him with her coal-black stare. “You want me to barter my body for my freedom? You’re asking me to be your whore…again.” Her words were flat, her voice filled with disgust, whether at him or herself, Xander couldn’t quite tell and honestly, he didn’t give a shit. Let her be mad, let her feel disgusted. As long as he had her under him, her soft pussy pulsing on his dick, he couldn’t care less what she thought of him, really.


  With one long stride, he completely closed the distance between them, flattening his body over hers so she was pinned against the door before she even had time to react to his movement. Careful not to crush her with the full weight of his large body, he braced himself with one splayed hand on the wall, then used the other to gently stroke her cheek. “I never called you a whore, Raven, and I never asked you to become one. But I do want you. I’ve wanted you since the first moment I laid eyes on you. And there’s no point in you pretending that the feeling isn’t mutual. You and I both know damn well that that isn’t true.”


  “Get off me, you asshole!” she cried, visibly seething as she shoved at his chest with her small hands. “You think just because I let you fuck me one time, I’ll jump right back into bed with you now?”


  Xander grabbed her hands and pinned them above her head, grinding his lower body into her pelvis so she could feel his diamond-hard erection. And then he kissed her. Hard.


  His mouth closed over hers, hot and desperate, drinking from her like a starving man. At first, she seemed utterly stunned, going completely still in his embrace, her lips clamped shut. But moments later, she simply melted against him, moaning softly as her lips parted to allow his tongue entry into the hot sweet depths of her mouth.


  With one huge hand still securing hers where he wanted them, Xander let his other hand trail down her body, brushing over one distended nipple before travelling lower to her waist. He turned his head slightly, changing the angle of the kiss, letting his tongue meld with hers, and relished the soft whimpers his ministrations elicited from her. Then his wandering hand came to the snap of her jeans and gently eased it open, sliding the zipper down slowly. She let out a deep moan when his hand slipped inside her jeans and shifted her underwear to find the hot, damp jewel waiting inside.


  Xander bit down on her lower lip, gently sucking it into his mouth as he dragged his fingertips through the slickness between her thighs. He felt her legs tremble slightly when he let one finger slide up into the heat of her soft sex. It took all his willpower not to drag her down to the ground with him and replace his finger with his throbbing cock, but he didn’t want to scare her any more than he already had. Instead, he caressed her walls with his long finger, stroking her until he felt her body tightening and liquid heat poured onto his hand, telling him she wanted this, wanted more. Satisfied, he released her lips and withdrew his hand from between her legs, pulling back just a fraction so he could see her eyes. The unvarnished lust reflected in their smolderingly dark depths confirmed what he already knew to be true.


  “You see, beautiful?” he whispered, tracing the outline of her swollen lower lip with his finger that was still covered in her moisture. “I know you want exactly what I want. It will be a fair exchange, one you will undoubtedly enjoy.”


  At his words, anger resurfaced on her face and warred with the lust still clearly printed there. She twisted her face to the side to escape his touch. “Yea, I want you. I’ve had sex with you before and it was good. My body remembers that all too well. So what? That doesn’t mean I’m willing to trade my body on your whim!” she told him scathingly.


  Abruptly, Xander let her go and stepped back. He watched her as she lowered her hands, working her shoulders to loosen the muscles that must have cramped from his hold on them. So she wanted to play hardball, did she? He was pretty sure she had no fucking clue how ruthless he could be when he really wanted something. Never taking his eyes off her, he walked purposefully toward the large conference table and picked up his smartphone. Quickly dialing the desired number, he listened until a woman came on the line.


  “Daphne, Xander Kane here, put me through to Sergeant Riley, will you?” He put the phone on speaker while still watching Raven intently, pleased when her eyes bulged with shock as she overheard his words.


  “Kane, what you got for me? Something come up on that Buck Valley case?” Aiden Riley’s booming voice resounded through the room after a few moments.


  “Nothing yet, but I think there’s something you might be to help me with. Tell me something, any interesting wounding or maybe stabbing murder cases pop up in your area lately?”


  “Wounding? No, actually, we haven’t gotten any reports like that, but there was a shooting incident in South Balcavia last night that we’re investigating…”


  “Really?” he drawled, drawing out the word for effect as he shoved his hands into his pockets and smirked at Raven. “Hmm, I think I may have someone here that you need to speak with…”


  “Wait! Oh God, wait, please!” Myra whispered desperately, rushing over to him, her arms held up in surrender. “Please don’t, I’m begging you,” she whispered, her eyes pleading with him, letting him know how truly afraid she was.


  Xander continued to listen to Aiden’s recount of the reports of a shooting given by residents at the apartment building in Balcavia, his eyes still trained on Myra’s terrified face. “Well, in that case, I’m not so sure if this is connected,” he said, a mocking smile touching his lips. “Look, let me call you back, okay? I think maybe I can deal with this one myself for the time being.”


  “Are you sure? Make sure you stay within the boundaries of the law, Kane. I’m not taking any more heat for your ass here!”


  Xander laughed. “Of course. Don’t I always?” he told the other man before cutting off the call. Folding his arms across the wide expanse of his chest, he smirked at the dark-haired beauty, who was now holding on to the back of a chair for support as she panted heavily in relief. “Ready to deal now, my sweet Raven?” he asked her quietly.


  “God, you’re a fucking douchebag!” she cried, straightening to pierce him with hate-filled eyes.


  He shrugged, his lips curling into a slight smirk. He was completely unaffected by the insult. Considering the quality of the blood that ran through his veins, it certainly wasn’t the worst thing he could be called. “Be that as it may, I take it you’re accepting my offer?”


  “I don’t have a choice, do I?” she retorted. “So let’s just get it over with right now. I’ll fuck you, then I can get the hell out of here!”


  Xander shook his head and took several steps toward her, pushing back the inexplicable ire he felt when she backed away from him each time, as if she thought he was actually going to hurt her. “That’s not the deal, and you know it. I’m not letting you go until I’m good and ready.”


  “But I can’t stay here indefinitely! You can’t just keep me trapped here. I need to go. There has to be a set time frame, or else the deal is off.”


  He found it almost amusing that she still had the spirit to challenge him even after he’d proven that he most certainly was the one in control of their current situation. But if she wanted him to relegate their arrangement to a set time frame, he could do that. He was pretty sure he’d tire of her soon, anyway. No woman had held his interest for very long before. He knew the only reason he still wanted this one so badly was because she had eluded him before, and the hunter that Liam had raised him to be hated losing.


  “Fine. We’ll say a month, then. You’ll stay here for that time, you’ll be safe from whatever you’re running from, and you’ll share my bed whenever I so desire it.”


  Her chin jutted up stubbornly and her eyes flashed. “That’s too long. I don’t have that kinda time. Two weeks.”


  Xander’s eyes narrowed and he inclined his head before responding. “Three, nothing less. I’m done negotiating.”


  Myra sighed heavily, her shoulders slumping forward in defeat. “Deal. Three weeks, then I’m out of here.”


  He couldn’t hide the satisfied smile that curled his lips at her response. Glancing at his watch, he realized Li and Thorn should be back soon from their hunt in Kismet Falls and he would need to get the details on that monster they had been tracking. “Good, that’s settled then. Is there somewhere you want to go to collect your things? I can arrange for someone to take you shortly.”


  She frowned and bit her lower lip, as if considering her options. “I…well, I don’t think I can go back there. Um…” Xander realized she hadn’t thought that far ahead as yet.


  “Don’t worry about it. You can go back upstairs now. Jazz will be waiting for you up top, and she’ll take care of whatever you need.” Turning away from her, he retrieved his phone, waiting until he heard her soft footfalls and then the door click closed behind her before he dialed. “Ash, I need you to check someone out for me. I want to know any and every bit of information you can come up with.”


  Chapter Four


  


  Myra was still in a stunned daze hours later as she stood in the huge suite that would be her home for at least the next three weeks. She kept hoping it was all a strange dream and she would wake up to find herself on her twin bed inside the tiny, dingy apartment that she shared with Gina. There was no way in hell this whole situation was real. Her mind still refused to accept that she was really here, in Xander Kane’s wing of the enormous mansion that housed a safe house and God knows what else. But even her overactive imagination couldn’t have conjured the beautiful, dark-skinned girl that was even now talking at rapid-fire speed and sorting through the barrage of clothing she had brought with her into the room.


  Anique Foxe was a striking young Native American woman. She had the perfect figure-eight body shape, sported her silky black hair in a blunt-cut, chin-length style, and had mesmerizing, deep-set chocolate eyes. But it wasn’t her looks that had drawn Myra in the minute Jazmyn had introduced them. The girl, who seemed only a few years older than Myra, was almost too likeable for words. Nique, as she preferred to be called, was so full of life and positive energy. Her eyes sparkled when she spoke and everything she said seemed to be completely honest. As much as Myra would have loved to despise her just for sharing space with the wretch that had blackmailed her into staying in this place, she found she simply couldn’t. Jazmyn had turned Myra over to Nique immediately after they’d left Xander in the meeting room, and the girl had been nothing but friendly and supportive all day. She introduced Myra to some of the other people around, explained how things worked around the house, and lightly worked her into the schedule of duties for the upcoming week. They’d spent the remainder of the afternoon sifting through department store donation boxes to find items of clothing and other personal stuff that Myra could use.


  “So I guess that’s it, then. You’re all set for at least a few weeks,” Nique said, closing the closet she had just stocked with a ridiculous amount of clothing and shoes, some brand-new, others gently used. “Xander really should have let you go pick up your own clothes, but I’m really happy I could help anyway.”


  “Thank you, I appreciate the help.” Myra said, offering a small smile and hoping she didn’t look as forlorn as she felt. Picking up her own clothes wasn’t even an option at this point. She couldn’t afford to go back to that apartment so soon, although she desperately needed to retrieve the box that held all her sacred possessions. But she knew from that phone call Xander had made earlier that Gina’s murder had been reported and that the Guard had been by the apartment to investigate. As much as she needed to get out of here, it would probably be best for her to lay low for a little while and just hope against hope that no one would find the box where she had hidden it.


  Clearly oblivious to Myra’s inner turmoil, Nique continued to talk. “You know, he’s never brought a woman here before. I didn’t even know he was dating anyone,” she said casually.


  Myra chuckled lightly. So no one had clued this sweet girl in about the circumstances of Myra’s being here. It figured. “Well, I wouldn’t call this dating, exactly,” she told the other girl as she quickly continued to dress. She had taken a well-needed shower while Nique was busy unpacking the bags of clothing. Apparently, the girl was a pretty good judge of size, because everything she had selected for Myra to wear fit her perfectly, from the underwear to the sundress she had just slipped over her head.


  “No? What do you call it then?” Nique asked, quirking an eyebrow at her. “You’ve pretty much moved in with him. If that’s not dating, I obviously don’t know what is!”


  “Trust me, it’s a lot more complicated than that,” Myra retorted with a stilted laugh and looked away from the other girl’s expectant eyes, concentrating on her reflection in the mirror as she brushed her hair. How would she explain this situation to her anyway? Oh, we’re not dating. He just blackmailed me into sleeping with him for the next couple of weeks by threatening to set the Guard on my tail if I don’t cooperate. Myra almost laughed out loud at the thought. Yeah, that would work.


  “Well, this is still very unlike my brother, and I’m kinda hoping that’s a good thing.” Nique said, dragging Myra out of her internal musings. She was surprised to hear the term the girl had used to refer to Xander, whose sandy blond hair and turquoise eyes made him so very different in appearance from this girl.


  “Did you say brother?” she couldn’t help asking, her curiosity more than just a little piqued.


  Nique laughed merrily, clearly amused by the surprise on Myra’s face. “Not blood brother, of course, but brother nonetheless. We are both adoptees of Jazmyn and Liam. Have you met him yet, our father?”


  “Um, no, I haven’t. But I was told he was the one who pretty much saved my life last night.” She shrugged carelessly as she slipped on a pair of flats she’d just removed from the closet.


  “Yea, that sounds like Li. My father has a peculiar penchant for rescuing creatures of all kinds.”


  Myra straightened abruptly then and frowned. “Creatures?”


  Nique laughed again. “It’s just a term, Myra, don’t look so spooked. Come on, let’s get out of here and I’ll show you around the rest of this place, okay?”


  “Yeah, sure,” Myra replied, with a smidgen of hesitancy. Hazel had raised her to believe strongly in the existence of so-called mythical creatures. She had constantly been told stories that were steeped in Castallantran folklore about witches, werewolves, and bloodsucking daemons. The older she got, the more she believed them, and after what had happened on her last birthday, there was absolutely no doubt in her mind that all her aunt had told her was true. Could these people know about those things as well? Did they somehow know what she was?


  She shook off the eerie thought just as quickly as it flashed through her mind. There was no way they could know, that was simply impossible. She hurriedly dropped the hairbrush on the dressing table and followed Nique out of the apartment. She wasn’t sure what to expect when they got downstairs. The surreal feeling that had been with her ever since she stepped into that conference room and come face-to-face with Xander Kane never left her for one second. The events of the past few months were almost overwhelming as it was, but now it was as if everything was finally coming to a head and she was nowhere closer to finding the missing pieces of the puzzle than she was when she’d first left Maiden Rock. Salem was getting too close, too fast. It seemed that his locating spells were getting better and better each time. She had already begun to suspect she wouldn’t be able to accomplish her goal on her own, and now that she had lost the only clues she had to work with, that fear was even more real.


  And then there was Xander Kane, who was a whole other problem all by himself. The man was delectable beyond words. Just thinking about his hard muscles and thick cock had her insides melting like butter on a hot pavement. It would certainly be no hardship for her to share his bed. The pleasure she had experienced that night she had let him seduce her was completely unparalleled. The promise that she had seen in his eyes this morning only made her yearn to relive that experience over and over again.


  But she knew this arrangement was not primarily for her benefit, no matter that he had offered to keep her safe in return. He wanted revenge. He was dead set on making her pay for the disappearing act she had pulled on him several months ago, and that was what scared her the most. She didn’t know much about him, and she wasn’t sure she really wanted to get to know him further anyway. A man who would blackmail her as ruthlessly as he had definitely wasn’t someone to underestimate. God save her from coldblooded, vengeful men. They seemed to be at her back at every turn.


  She followed apprehensively as Nique gave her the grand tour of the mansion. There were so many rooms, passageways, and doors that Myra was sure she could never keep track of them all. However, she did try her best to memorize what she could, making note of certain places such as the rec center and adjoining gym, as well as the library full of fascinating old books. Not that she would ever be using any of those places. She didn’t plan on being here very long anyway, but still, it couldn’t hurt to know where things were.


  Finally, they came to the dining hall where dinner was already put out for the evening. The room was abuzz with activity, young people talking and laughing as they made their way to the buffet, others already seated and enjoying their meals. Jazmyn waved to them from where she stood arranging platters on a table in the far left corner of the room and hesitantly, Myra followed Nique over to her. “Don’t look so worried,” the girl told her with a soft chuckle. “Jazz isn’t as bad as all that. She is really a nice person once you get to know her. A little stern sometimes, but that’s just her way, you know? Don’t worry about it.”


  Myra didn’t respond. She seriously doubted that, after the way the woman had deceived her earlier that morning. Instead, she asked, “So she’s in charge of everything here?”


  “Yeah, pretty much. I assist her with the management of the day-to-day activities, but Jazz is really the person that keeps it all together. This is kind of her baby, after all. She’s a therapist, you know, spent years working with abused and abandoned youngsters in state-run orphanages. She never had children of her own and decided that creating a place like this would be just as good as being a real mother.”


  That bit of information didn’t really surprise Myra. For some reason, she got the feeling that Jazmyn would be good at messing with other people’s heads. “So, this big ol’ mansion belongs to her?” she asked, her curiosity more than just a little piqued.


  “Actually, this was Liam’s family home. He and Jazz transformed it into this place several years ago.”


  “And Liam, is he a psychologist, too?”


  “Nope,” Nique replied. “He’s a scientist. Biochemist. He does lots of research in his lab for days and days, sometimes. But mostly, he and the boys go hun—”


  Her words cut off abruptly and Myra realized that they had gotten to where Jazmyn was. The older woman was skewering Nique with a look of chastisement, which immediately set off warning bells in Myra’s brain. What was the girl going to say? Why didn’t Jazmyn want her to say it? She watched as the two women engaged in a not-so-discreet silent conversation and she literally itched to ask the questions aloud.


  “Myra, my dear, I see you’ve settled in nicely,” Jazmyn said, offering her a wide smile when she finally tore her eyes away from Nique’s now discomfited face. “Did Nique get you everything you needed?”


  “Yes, she did, thank you,” Myra responded, hoping her mistrust of the woman wasn’t apparent in her tone.


  “Good, I’m glad. Well, you go ahead and get something to eat. I’m sure Xander will sort out whatever else there is later on. Nique, may I speak with you in the kitchen for a moment?”


  Nique shifted uncomfortably, her eyes darting to Myra’s face before she looked down at the wooden floor. “Um, is something wrong? I left very explicit instructions for Mrs. Petersen about the menu tonight and—”


  Jazmyn cut her off with one raised, delicate, manicured hand. “No, no, of course not. Celia followed your instructions to the tee. I would just like to have a word with you,” she said, turning to return to the kitchen as she spoke.


  “God, me and my big mouth!” Nique whispered when she was out of earshot, expelling an exaggerated breath as she turned to Myra. “I guess Xander’s not back yet, so you’re stuck dining with us common folk. Help yourself to a plate and grab a table. I’ll be back to sit with you if I get a chance, okay?” With that, she was hurrying away in the direction Jazmyn had gone.


  What the hell that was all about? Myra wondered as she took her time perusing the buffet. She wasn’t very hungry, although she hadn’t had much to eat all day. Her appetite seemed to have taken a hiatus in response to the peculiar situation she’d found herself in today. And things just kept getting weirder and weirder by the minute. Not even a full day here, and she could tell there was something more to this place than what the eye could see. A biochemist and a psychologist that ran a shelter for displaced youth? Shit, she seriously hoped this place wasn’t a cover operation for some sort of God-awful, illegal activity.


  Eventually, she served herself a small plate and went to take a seat at the furthest table she could find. She was acutely aware of the heads that turned to glance her way as she sat pushing the food around on her plate. They probably were all wondering what her story was, and if it was similar to their own. She just hoped her stern demeanor was enough to keep them from approaching her. She really didn’t want to be rude, but she would prefer to just be left alone right now.


  “Is this seat taken?” A deep, sultry voice invaded her reminiscing. Startled, her eyes flew up to find a devilishly handsome man smiling down at her. Without waiting for her response, the delicious specimen slid into one of the chairs across from her. Totally taken aback, Myra stared at him in silence, her fork dangling midair, eyes round like saucers. His overlong shaggy, dark hair almost brushed his shoulders and flopped carelessly across his forehead, nearly falling into his startling grayish-blue eyes. He had rich, olive-toned skin coupled with exotic features, and although he was probably much older than Myra was, his boyish features made him look like he would fit perfectly into a pop boy band.


  “Asher Valentino, or just Ash,” he said with a wide grin that only intensified his dazzling good looks. “I’m guessing you’re Myra. Kane didn’t tell me you were such a stunner.”


  “Um, should I know you?” she asked, frowning in utter bewilderment at his calm familiarity.


  “I don’t know, should you?” he said, then laughed when her look of perplexity intensified. “I’m messing with you, relax. I work here…Well, not here, here. I work with Kane. He’s my brother.”


  Mara smiled a little then. “I’m beginning to think that’s a password around here. Is everybody else here adopted as well?”


  He chuckled. “No, not all of them. Don’t think the state would allow that. Most of the others are…I guess you could say boarders, kind of. They’re in training.”


  That instantly got Myra’s attention. “In training? What kind of training?” she asked, resting her fork down for the moment.


  Ash smiled boyishly, and it was an utterly disarming sight. “Oh, this and that. They specialize in different areas,” he said. When Myra continued to stare at him with curious eyes, he continued, “It’s my job to train some of them, too. Computer Systems and Electronics Specialist at your service, ma’am.”


  Myra laughed softly. “That’s a whole lotta big words to just say you’re a technician, isn’t it?”


  “Not just any technician. I’m the very best! And I’m a pretty dangerous guy, too. I’m fully trained in cyber warfare and weapon development.” He frowned with exaggeratedly feigned indignation as he spoke, which only caused Myra to laugh some more.


  “Ooh, a gun totin’ technician! Nice!” she teased. It really wasn’t very hard to like this guy. His carefree manner was completely refreshing and almost made Myra forget all about the possibilities she had been pondering earlier.


  “Yep, and don’t you forget it!”


  “Of course not! How could I forget that? It’s not every day that a girl gets to meet a big, bad, dangerous geek, you know.” She was still chuckling as she said this and he simply joined in her laughter, not in the least offended by her statement. When the moment passed, she resumed picking at her food, aware of his eyes on her face as she ate.


  “So, Myra, where’re you from? From what I heard, you’re a little displaced at the moment.”


  She glanced up from her food sharply, studying his face with narrowed eyes. Had Xander been discussing her with this man? “Balcavia,” she responded flatly. It wasn’t a lie, exactly. She had lived in Balcavia for a short while.


  “Yeah? Best nightlife activities in Castallantra, right?”


  “You’re a big fan of nightlife activities?” she asked, cocking a brow at him.


  “Isn’t everybody?” he quipped, and chuckled at his own joke. “Born and raised in Balcavia, then?”


  Mara’s eyes narrowed. What the heck was this guy’s deal? “No,” she answered simply and continued to eat.


  “I’m not prying into your affairs or anything, okay? Don’t get all uptight on me now. I’m just making small talk, really,” he said quickly, obviously keen on reassuring her of his pure intentions, even though her instincts told her they probably weren’t.


  “Hmm,” was all she said in response.


  “I like meeting new people. Personality defect, I guess,” he said with a cheeky grin. “And finding out where people are from is always interesting. I’ve found that most of the people in this area aren’t originally from Servania. Take me, for instance. I was born in Mist Haven, in East Castallantra, and ended up here after my parents died.”


  As he spoke, a burst of electricity shot through Myra’s body and exploded in her mind. She sat transfixed as a vision unfolded from what seemed like a cloudy mist, until the picture was as clear as if she was seeing it on a television screen.


  A small girl, about three or four years old, with long, black hair stood with her tiny hand clutching a brawny man wearing a long, dark cloak. She was sobbing softly and the man crouched in front of her, raising his hand to brush the tears away from her cherubic cheeks. He whispered, “No tears, princess. Mama doesn’t want you to cry. You must be fearless now, a big, brave girl. Okay?”


  She squeezed her eyes shut to try and stop them, but the tears came harder, wretched sobs racking her little frame. She felt as if her heart would burst. “Don’t leave me, Papa. Please, Papa, I want to go home.”


  “Shh, it will be all right, princess,” he said softly, leaning forward to kiss her cheek. “I will come back for you.” With that, he rose swiftly and nodded to a brown-haired woman who stepped out of the cottage behind them to stand behind the little girl, resting one hand on her small shoulder.


  “No, Papa, come back!” But the man just turned and began to walk away from her, his head held high, hands clenched at his side. She watched as he strode back to the waiting vehicle, and her eyes immediately darted to the two other little girls waiting inside. “Saige, Eryn! Don’t leave me, please!” she cried, the sobs racking her frame becoming even stronger as the man climbed into the vehicle and drove away.


  “They’re gone.” As the vision faded like the clearing of a thick fog, the words slipped from Myra’s lips before she knew she had even thought them. Her eyes widened in shock as she realized she’d spoken aloud. Instantly, she noticed Ash staring at her with an inquisitive look on his face, his eyes narrowed in speculation.


  “Is everything okay?” he asked, his wariness evident is his hesitant tone.


  Myra swallowed and glanced around the room, hoping no one else had been privy to her weird zoning-out. “Um…yeah. Sorry about that, I just got lost in a…memory…there for a moment.” Yeah, a memory she hadn’t known existed until that very moment. She knew that the little black-haired girl was her past self and she had recognized Hazel, but the other people were complete strangers to her. If Hazel hadn’t tried to explain what was going on to her before she left home, she would probably think she was going crazy.


  “Yeah, I saw that. Must be a terribly sad memory to bring you to tears like that, huh?”


  Myra’s hand flashed to her cheeks and shock reverberated through her when she felt the wetness there. What the hell? She quickly used the back of her hand to wipe her damp cheeks, smiling sheepishly to hide her bewilderment. “Um, yeah I guess you could say that.”


  “Well, I’m glad it’s over then. Sadness doesn’t suit you,” he said with a smile, then changed the subject abruptly. “So, do you have any family in this area?”


  Her features hardened. She was getting a little annoyed with him now. What was he playing at with all these questions, anyway? She pushed her chair back to rise as she said, “I don’t have any family, anywhere. Now, if you’ll excuse me…”


  “Hey, hey, easy there, okay?” He reached out and held onto her hand to prevent her from standing, offering a sheepish grin. “Come on, finish your meal. No more questions, I promise.”


  She shot him an annoyed look, but she settled into her seat again and picked up her fork. After a few moments of quiet, Myra decided to turn the tables and ask him a few questions. “Do you live here, too, then? In this mansion?”


  He chuckled softly again, amusement swimming in his gray-blue eyes. “Yep, I do, actually. I’ve lived here all my life. Makes no sense for me to move out if I’m pretty much here all the time anyway, does it?”


  “No, I guess it doesn’t. Married, or girlfriend?”


  “Neither, lone ranger,” he said with a self-deprecating grimace.


  “Meaning, you’re playing the field.” Myra knew men. Hazel had made sure she understood the workings of a man’s head, and she could safely say that this one was definitely a lover of women. He was clearly the Cassanova type, the smooth-talking kind that could knock a girl off her feet without even trying.


  “What can I say? I haven’t found that ‘one’ yet. Who knows, maybe I already met her and I just don’t know it yet.” He winked at her and she had to laugh, but a few seconds later, the sound got stuck in her throat as her eyes were suddenly drawn to the entrance of the room. Xander’s powerful form stood just inside the doorway, his sea-blue gaze fixed on where she sat conversing with Ash, a deep scowl marring his forehead. Instantly, her whole body responded to the sight of him. Her flesh prickled with hypersensitivity, gooseflesh breaking out all over. She was acutely aware of his presence, despite the several feet of distance that separated them.


  As if noticing her sudden distraction, Ash swiveled in his seat to look behind him. “Ahh, Big Kane is back, and he’s pissed about something,” he said, swishing his gaze back to her. “Looks like I need to go now, pretty lady. Duty calls.”


  Dragging her eyes from the magnificent figure standing in the doorway with great effort, Myra returned her attention to Ash. “Work? At this hour? It’s almost seven p.m.”


  “Nature of the job, babe,” he said, grinning at her impishly. “No rest for the wicked, as they say. I’m always on call.” He hopped up quickly then, pushing his chair back under the table as he did so. “Take it easy, pretty Myra. I’ll be seeing you around.”


  “Yeah, see ya.” She waved him off and tried for a friendly smile but didn’t quite accomplish it. Her lips were almost frozen, because she could almost feel Xander’s eyes boring into her. A shiver of anticipation combined with a discomfiting sliver of dread trickled up her spine when she recalled that, not a few hours from now, she would be sharing his bed. Picking up her plate, she rose and swiftly spun away from where the two men now stood talking. Seeking to quell the nervous energy that threatened to cripple her, she almost ran to the kitchen to return her dirty utensils. With any luck, she would find some odd job to do in there that could keep her hands busy and help take her mind off what lay ahead.


  Chapter Five


  


  What was she supposed to do with herself now? It was only after ten and she’d already washed up and changed for bed. She frowned at the black-teddy-clad reflection staring back at her from the mirror of the dressing table. Ordinarily, she’d be getting ready to go on stage to dance round about this time. It felt weird to be doing anything other than that. Not that she missed it, really. Dancing in seedy bars and nightclubs wasn’t even close to what she wanted to be doing with her life. But that kind of job was easy to get without any need for proper documentation, and it helped her earn money so she could support herself and afforded her freedom during the daytime to carry out her quest. And in the few months she had been doing it, she had actually become quite accustomed to it. Dancing half-naked on a stage in front of a crowd full of strangers was actually the one of the few places she felt completely confident and in control.


  Tonight, however, confidence was an almost foreign concept to her. She felt so far from in-control that it was pretty laughable. About an hour ago, she had returned to the lavish apartment that she was to share with Xander Kane for the next few weeks. Upon entering the bedroom, she had found the black teddy and thong she now wore waiting for her on the bed. There was also a note, written in bold, masculine handwriting that said, “Wear this.”


  Fissions of apprehension trickled up her spine, leaving goose bumps in their wake. She brought her hand up to her lace-covered breasts, trailing it slowly down her torso to her hips and thighs as she watched her reflection. She could almost feel Xander’s big hands caressing her, arousing her senses, and as incomprehensible as it was, she ached for him, even as the little voice inside her head called her a slut for it. She really wished he would just get here. She hated waiting for him like this, hated the unsettling mixture of anticipation and dread simmering in her bloodstream. She was sure it would drive her berserk if he didn’t get here soon.


  Dragging in a ragged breath, she quickly turned away from the mirror and stepped out of the bedroom. She scanned the rest of the apartment, eager to find something to distract her. The whole place was utterly masculine, from the earth-toned furniture and carpet to the rich olive drapes. The spacious living room boasted a plush leather sofa set and other modern furnishings. There was a small adjoining kitchenette and breakfast bar and a sliding glass door leading out to the terrace that overlooked the back garden of the mansion.


  There were several paintings on the walls, most of them dark, abstract pieces that were completely in sync with the décor theme of the apartment. Myra trailed her hand over one as she passed it, walking over to the huge bookshelf on the opposite side of the room. To one side of it, there was almost a shrine of framed photographs, most of them very old. She recognized a younger Xander, his hair longer, his eyes just as startlingly blue. There were pictures of him with two other boys, one of whom she recognized as Ash, standing on the front porch with a sandy-blond-haired man. There were many others of Xander as he now looked, standing with a group of boys and girls, Jazmyn together with the blond man from the other picture, and snapshots of people smiling and laughing in the front yard of this very mansion. She wondered who they all were, what relation they were to Xander. The hole in her heart seemed to widen as grief welled inside her. Grief for the family she never knew, grief for all she had lost without even knowing it. And fear, a fear that never left her, a fear that made her wonder if she would ever be able to—


  “What are you doing?” The sharp, rebuking voice came from the direction of the door and Myra almost dropped the photograph she was holding as she spun around at the startling sound. The ever-present scowl on his face set her nerves on edge even more than they had been, even as her traitorous body responded to the mere sight of him. Her nipples peaked beneath the thin lace and liquid fire rushed down to pool between her legs.


  “Nothing! I was just looking around, you know…”


  “Did you find what you were looking for?” he said, his voice dark and harsh.


  She gasped at his insinuation, a heated blush washing over her face as her irritation swiftly mounted. “I wasn’t looking for anything,” she snapped hotly, replacing the photograph and moving away from the bookshelf. “I was bored, so I just thought I’d have a look around. Do you really expect me to stay here for three weeks and not touch anything?”


  Xander walked further into the room, dragging his shirt from the waistband of his slacks and unbuttoning it as he did so. “Bored? My apologies then. I shouldn’t have kept you waiting so long. But don’t worry, I’ll take care of that shortly. I guarantee you, ‘bored’ will not even be a word in your vocabulary after tonight, little bird.” He shrugged the shirt off his shoulders as he spoke, revealing the gloriously tanned muscles of his chest and arms and against her will, Myra’s heart ricocheted inside her chest.


  She swallowed hard as his sensuous promise inflamed her frazzled nerves. Her eyes followed the sprinkling of chest hair that trailed down to the rigid bumps of his abs and even further to the sexy V of his hipline, which was so deliciously displayed in the low-slung slacks. A wicked smirk touched the corners of his sexy lips. He advanced on her, taking deliberately unhurried steps to close the short distance between them. By the time he got to her, Myra was almost trembling with yearning. She hated herself for wanting him the way she did, hated how much her body was eagerly awaiting his very touch. When he reached out to trail his fingers along her cheek, fire ignited on her skin. She felt as if she’d been set ablaze. Involuntarily, a soft whimper escaped her lips.


  “So beautiful,” he whispered softly. “This outfit is perfect for you. Black is definitely your color, Raven, my dark beauty.” With that, he bent his head and captured her lips.


  Myra let out a full, deep, throaty moan then. Immediately, her lips parted and she relished the feel of his satiny tongue plunging inside her hot mouth. The kiss was an erotic mating of their tongues, a sensuous dance she wished would never end. Xander shoved his hands into her long hair, holding her firmly in place for his carnal onslaught. Her hands flattened on his massive chest, caressing the sinuous muscles as he continued to feed on her lips. When he finally tore his mouth away from hers, there was smoldering heat in his sea-blue gaze, a passion that sent heat waves coursing through Myra’s core.


  “I’m going to fuck you, beautiful, all night long.” His hot breath feathered her face as he whispered the tantalizing words into her ear, setting her body ablaze anew. “I’m going to sink myself so deep into your body you won’t know where I end and where you start. I’ll make you come like you never have before…with my hands, my mouth, my cock.” As he spoke, his hands reached down to find her swollen, aching breasts, squeezing them gently, tweaking the hard nipples with his fingertips.


  She cried out softly, her traitorous body all but liquefying in his embrace. Her legs trembled, the moisture flowing out of her body making the juncture between them slippery. Her mind cursed her, calling her a despicable whore for responding so wantonly to a man who had so ruthlessly blackmailed her into his bed. But she was beyond caring about that now. All that mattered was his hands on her flesh, slipping the lacy teddy from her shoulders as he bent his head to suck the aching point of one nipple into his mouth. The need in her belly spread like wildfire throughout her body as he licked and sucked her breast hard, then teased the nipple with torturous little nips. She felt a gentle push on her body and she fell back onto the arm of the large sofa as Xander continued to lavish her breasts with ardent attention.


  Soon he was kissing his way down her body, leaving a hot trail in his wake. Myra thought she would go mad as his lips got closer and closer to her most secret place. Her pussy clenched in anticipation, and she let her body fall back to lie on the sofa when she felt him ease away the thin scrap of thong to expose her drenched sex. “Mmm, please. Please…” she moaned, her body shaking with barely restrained need when she felt him drag one finger slowly between the lips of her pussy.


  He was on his knees now, lifting her legs onto his shoulders, opening her to his hungry eyes. “You want me to taste you, Raven? Do you want my mouth on this soft pussy?” he asked in a strained voice. His breathing was uneven and there was a hint of wildness in his tone that signaled his own fierce desire.


  “Oh God, just do it now. I can’t wait, don’t make me wait!”


  Suddenly, a sharp pain shot through her pussy as Xander pinched her clit, causing her to squeal with a mixture of surprise and pleasure. “I say when, beautiful. I’ll lick you when I want to, fuck you how I want to, make you come when I’m good and ready. This pussy belongs to me right now, understand?”


  Myra whimpered softly, as frustration mounted in her core and threatened to drive her insane. But somehow, it only served to make her hotter, wetter, far more turned on to know that she was completely at his mercy. “Y–yes. I underst–stand,” she croaked, her throat dry with desire.


  “Good. Now answer me, do you want my mouth on you?”


  “Please…yes, please.” She almost hated herself for the need that rang clear in her trembling voice, but she was sure she would die if he didn’t put his mouth on her soon.


  “Good girl,” was all he said before dragging his tongue slowly through her dripping folds. Myra had never known such pleasure. She was almost convulsing now, her body writhing in ecstasy. Her legs were spread wide, her body arched backward as she lay in the sofa with her ass still seated on the arm of it. Sinking her fingers into Xander’s soft blond locks, she groaned as he fed on her. He flattened his tongue and lapped at her sex, bathing her with his tongue for endless minutes before sucking her rigid clit into his mouth. Her body bucked almost painfully then, shards of white-hot electricity shooting through her body. She was so close, so close…


  “Don’t come.” Xander’s voice was like a battering ram slamming into her head, interrupting the intoxicating sexual high she had been experiencing.


  “No!” she screamed when his lips left her sex, his head moving from between her legs.


  He chuckled softly, gently easing her legs off his shoulders and rising to his feet. “I say when, beautiful, never forget that. You come when I tell you to, only when I tell you to.”


  She had to bite her tongue to quell the annoyance that welled in her stomach at his words. Who the fuck did he think he was? She wanted to tell him to go fuck himself. She wanted to knee him in the groin and get the hell out of there. But when he took her hand and pulled her off the sofa, she couldn’t find the will to even resist for a moment. She was desperate for him, desperate for the pleasure she knew he could give her. Moisture seeped between her thighs when she noticed the lustful animal ferocity in his sea-blue eyes and her anticipation returned with full force. Oh God, maybe she was a whore after all!


  He spun her around so that the fronts of her thighs were touching the arm of the sofa. He ran his hand over her shoulders and down her arms, reaching around to cup her breasts, as he used his body to push her forward. She was now fully bent over the sofa arm, ass held high, head lying on the soft cushions. She whimpered when one of his hands trailed a heated path along her spine to finally splay at her waist and hold her in place. His other hand delved between her thighs, easing the thong fully to the side as he sank two long, thick fingers into her body with exquisite gentleness.


  “So eager, so fucking wet,” he whispered as he withdrew his fingers to fondle her clit before sinking them into her heat again. Myra couldn’t stop herself from gyrating on his hand. Her pussy clenched and gushed reflexively, loving the feel of his fingers inside her sex, wanting even more still.


  “Please…please, I–I’m so…God, don’t make me beg.” Hot tears stung the back of her eyes when she heard the desperate, pathetic words that had just been uttered from her lips. How did he do this to her? How did he reduce her to nothing more than want and need without even trying?


  “You don’t need to beg, beautiful, at least not tonight. Tonight I’ll freely give you what you desire, all that you desire.” He pulled back then, leaving her momentarily to quickly sheath himself with a condom. Then he was plunging into her, his powerful cock forcing its way into her tight channel, stretching her almost painfully. A loud gasp escaped Myra when she felt him sinking into her. God, she’d forgotten how big he was. Jesus, he was so damn huge! She gripped the sofa for support as he filled her to capacity, inch by glorious inch.


  “Christ, you feel good. So fucking good around my cock,” he rasped, his voice shaking with unleashed lust. He pulled back, sliding his cock completely out of her. She glanced over her shoulder wildly, afraid he would stop. Did he plan to just leave her hungry and desperate like this, to punish her? God, she wouldn’t survive it.


  “Don’t go! Xander, please, I—”


  “Shhh,” he said, and she watched as he held his magnificent cock in one hand and slowly rubbed it against her moist slit, teasing her until she was wiggling against him, pressing back to try and force him to enter her again. Then suddenly, he was at her entrance again, his thick member sliding into her like it was made to be there. She cried out as he began to fuck her steadily, pulling back and pushing in, finding a delicious rhythm that made her pussy clench and flutter.


  “Yes…Jesus, yes!” she cried, curling her fingers into the cushion. Xander grabbed her hips and continued to fuck her at an almost leisurely pace, pumping into her with slow, torturous thrusts. Myra worked her hips, pushing back on him to try and get him deeper into her body.


  “That’s it, beautiful, fuck me back.” His voice was a harsh grate now and she felt his pace quicken, his thrusts becoming more powerful with each roll of her hips.


  “Ahh, fuck yes! Harder, please…faster.” She could feel her core tightening in response to his forceful fucking. His hand reached under her to cup one breast, squeezing the nipple and rolling it between his fingers. Her pussy clamped down hard and Xander almost roared behind her.


  “Fucking hell, you grip me so tight. Let me feel that come, beautiful, come for me now!” Sensation immediately exploded inside her and without further warning, her body seized under him, a powerful climax washing over her like a tidal wave. Her release continued for so long that her body almost felt as if it had disconnected from her mind. She was simply a mass of nerves, whimpering and writhing in agonizing pleasure.


  Then Xander’s hands were digging into her ass, gripping her with brutal pressure as his thrusts quickened. He fucked her hard now, pumping fast as if he was no longer in control of himself. She braced herself and took what he gave her, screaming loudly when at last his body stiffened and his thick semen was flowing into her body in hot squirts.


  Chapter Six


  


  The next few days passed in a kind of lust-infused haze. Now, Myra stood by the window in the office upstairs while Nique sat typing on her laptop at the desk. She’d been helping the other girl place orders for food supplies and check off donations made by several organizations that had come in that morning. Over the past few days, the two women had become fast friends, and Myra found that having another woman to talk to made her time at the mansion seem less daunting. She didn’t see much of Xander during the day. He was always busy with his work or off doing God only knew what. Even when she woke to find him still in bed with her, he would have his way with her body and then he was gone for the rest of the day, so having Nique was really a small blessing.


  She watched now as he stood on the back lawn with a small group of young men, all dressed in loose-fitting pants and athletic tops. His hard body was slick with sweat as he demonstrated several moves to the group and they imitated him.


  “Ah, what’s going on down there?” she asked, pointing out the window to show Nique what she meant.


  The other woman rose from her seat behind the mahogany office desk and walked over to where she stood. “Oh, combat training,” she said after peeking outside to see what Myra meant. “That’s Xander’s specialty. He demonstrates what he wants them to do before he pairs them off and lets them spar.”


  “What exactly are they training for?” Myra wanted to know. Since she’d been here, she had seen them doing weapons training, special workout routines in the gym, and now this. Yet no one had explained specifically why they had to do all these things, and she couldn’t help the curiosity that she felt as she watched them.


  “Well, Xander operates what you would call a security company. People hire them to protect their businesses, homes, and even themselves if the need arises. Those guys are recruits. They have to complete the specified training before they are placed on any jobs.”


  “Oh, okay,” Myra said, still staring intently out the window. A huge, dark-skinned man had joined Xander now. She remembered Nique saying his name was Thorn when she’d seen him around the day before, but they hadn’t had a chance to meet officially as yet. The two men soon became engaged in a sparring match. It was a fair pairing, since the man was nearly as large as Xander was, his muscles equally defined.


  They went at each other with obvious enthusiasm, both attacking and counter-attacking skilfully. At one point, Xander hauled back and dealt the other man a massive right hook, sending him careening across the lawn. But instead of landing on his ass as Myra had expected, he flipped himself midair and landed firmly on his feet. Seconds later, he was literally flying through the air at Xander, who instantly charged forward, then suddenly ducked so that the large man sailed right over his head. Before Myra knew what hit her, he was on his feet again and at the man’s back, securing him in an unexpected chokehold.


  “Whoa! What the heck was that?” she asked, whipping her head around to stare at Nique in disbelief.


  The girl laughed and spun away from her, walking off to return to the desk and resumed her work. “That’s called Xander and Thorn showing off,” she replied.


  Myra shook her head, quickly glancing back out the window so she wouldn’t miss the rest of the match. “How the hell can they even move that fast?” she queried, unable to hide the wonderment in her voice.


  Nique chuckled again, but didn’t look up from her work. “Years of practice. They’ve been doing that kinda thing since they were teenagers, you know,” she said matter-of-factly.


  Myra wasn’t sure she bought that story. She was almost positive that years of practice alone couldn’t make a man move with the kind of speed and agility she had just witnessed. As the match continued, she pushed off the wall she’d been leaning against and began making her way to the door. “I think I’m gonna go down there for a bit, okay? If you don’t need me anymore, that is,” she told Nique.


  “Of course, that’s fine. I know you don’t get to spend much time with that man of yours during the day time.”


  “He’s not my…”


  “Mmmhmm, sure. Whatever you say,” Nique said sarcastically and winked at her. She just rolled her eyes and walked out of the room. She didn’t want to start thinking about Xander in that light. She didn’t want to get attached to him in any way. This was a temporary arrangement and as much as she enjoyed what he did to her physically and knew he enjoyed it, too, it was clear that there was no future in it. She was caught up in her own mess right now, and it didn’t seem to be coming to an end any time soon. On top of that, she knew he didn’t feel anything for her more than mere lust. Getting any silly happily-ever-after notions in her head would only leave her with more pain to carry around with her when she finally left Oasis.


  She jogged down the staircase and hurried outside, eager to see how the match had ended. By the time she got there, however, it was all over. The younger men had separated into pairs and were now sparring with each other. Xander and Thorn stood to the side, clearly catching their breaths and watching them train. Myra stopped just outside the doorway that led to the back patio and watched as Xander bent to retrieve his things. He’d removed his shirt and the sight of his muscles rippling beneath his sinuous, sweaty flesh as he straightened again had her blood roaring in her ears and her pussy clenching between her legs. God, he was magnificent. She almost envied the towel he was now using to wipe the sweat from his face and chest.


  Just then, he turned away from Thorn and began striding toward the mansion. Myra’s breath hitched and her heartbeat slowed dangerously before speeding up again, hammering away in her ribcage like a jackhammer. His sea-blue eyes held her gaze steadily, the lust-filled look in their depths sending spasms of electricity pulsing through her bloodstream. Finally, he was standing just in front of her and the heat radiating from his powerful body, the strong, manly scent emanating from him, almost reduced her to a puddle right then and there.


  She swallowed hard, her eyes darting downward as she sought to control her overwrought senses. “Um, hi,” she said, then wished she could bite her stupid tongue when she heard how fragile she sounded. What the heck was wrong with her? Why did this man have the power to make her feel so small and helpless when he was near her?


  “Hello, Raven,” he replied. Then he crooked a finger under her chin to force her head up again. “Is there a reason you can’t look at me?” he asked.


  “N–no, um, I…I was thinking to go out for some fresh air. I didn’t know you’d be out here,” she lied, and prayed he couldn’t see through her. She certainly didn’t want him to know she’d been watching him all this time, or that he was the reason she had come out here to begin with.


  His hand fell away from her chin, and suddenly he was kissing her. It wasn’t a hard, passionate kiss. This kiss was tender, almost sweet, and the spontaneity of it surprised the heck out of Myra. When he moved away again, she caught a look that she didn’t quite understand in his eyes, but it was gone just as suddenly as it had appeared, his face becoming inscrutable, totally devoid of expression. “That’s a good idea,” he said brusquely, then he moved past her, his body brushing against hers a little as he strode through the doorway.


  Myra exhaled harshly, her breath rushing out of her lungs with staggering force. She reached up and lightly touched her lips with the tips of her fingers, her head still reeling from the unexpectedly tender kiss. She had no clue what to make of that exchange, but that kiss had unearthed a desire inside her that she had, just minutes before, tried to deny. Oh God, she really didn’t want to fall for him. It would be ludicrous to do so, but even as she thought the words, she knew her traitorous heart was already involved in the equation.


  In an effort to take her mind off that potentially dangerous topic, she returned her gaze to where the men were sparring and noticed that the large man called Thorn had put his shirt back on and was walking away from the group. He was heading down a narrow stone path, toward the edge of the lawn where there was an enormous garden. He had a messenger bag slung across his chest and earbuds in his ears, head bobbing to whatever tune he was listening to as he followed the path. When he disappeared into the garden, Myra’s curiosity skyrocketed and she was eager to know what he was up to. Without even thinking about it, she stepped off the patio and hurriedly passed the training young men, making her way toward the garden as well.


  She passed the trim hedging made from a bright assortment of flowers and entered the garden, continuing along the path, passing bushes and small trees into a grassy clearing. At the center of the area was a three-tiered fountain, topped by the statue of a sweet-faced cherub. The water from the fountain spilled over into an octagonal pool of water contained by a large, stone cistern. Close by this lovely centerpiece stood an ancient oak tree, its branching spreading wide like the wings of an eagle. Sitting beneath the huge oak was Myra’s target. He was leaning against the trunk of the tree, knees bent and head bowed. His messenger bag was resting on the grass beside him and what appeared to be a sketchpad was resting on his bent legs, and he was busy sketching something with a pencil.


  Careful not to startle him, Myra moved as stealthily as she could to another position and quietly took a few steps closer, trying to get a better look at what he was drawing. When she was almost directly behind him, she peered around the tree surreptitiously but almost jumped out of her skin when Thorn’s rough voice said, “Nobody ever told you it’s impolite to sneak up on people?”


  Her hand flew over her mouth to stifle her startled shriek. When she regained her composure, she noted that he hadn’t even looked up at her. His head was still bent, his hands working the pencil he held dexterously across the paper.


  “Got eyes in the back of your head, huh?” she quipped, matching his deadpan tone precisely.


  He shrugged and continued to draw. “You breathe really heavy. And your footsteps aren’t all that light, for someone so small,” he stated, almost as if he was sharing information about the weather.


  “Hmm, thanks for the info. I guess I’ll have to work on that in future,” she retorted, then shook her head in exasperation when he still didn’t look up at her. Obviously, he had no interest in getting to know her, but as curious as she was, she couldn’t say the same about him. Taking matters into her own hands, she hunkered down beside him. “Mind if I join you?”


  He did glance at her then, his brows knitted together in an almost unfriendly frown, his peculiar hazel eyes boring into her. Then he looked away again, going right back to his work as if she wasn’t there. “Suit yourself,” was all he said.


  A small smile touched Myra’s lips when she recognized that he hadn’t actually told her outright to go to hell. That was something, right? “I’m Myra, by the way,” she offered.


  “I know who you are,” he deflected.


  She pressed on, undeterred by his brusqueness. “And you’re Thorn. Interesting name. Is that you’re real name?”


  “You like interesting names, huh? That why you nicknamed yourself Raven?” he asked, staggering her a little. She wasn’t aware that anyone else here knew about that name.


  “Um, I guess you could say that,” she replied, then promptly changed the topic. “That’s pretty decent work you’re doing there. Great detail. You’ve got a good eye.” She was referring to the sketch he was working on, a replica of the cherub and fountain that was situated only a few feet away from them.


  “Yeah, thanks,” he said with another arrogant shrug.


  Frustration welled inside Myra when her gentle prodding did nothing to encourage him to engage more freely in the conversation. However, she was determined not to be put off by his terse manner, so she tried again. “So, is this like a hobby you just picked up and practiced, or did you get formal training in art?”


  His head shot up instantly and his keen amber eyes pierced her intensely. “Are you gonna keep talking like that the whole time?” he snapped, scowling at her.


  Myra inhaled sharply, totally taken aback by his outburst. She quickly jumped to her feet, brushing the grass from the bottom of her jeans as she did so. “Okay fine, you win. I know when I’m not welcome. Sorry I intruded on your private time,” she clipped, spinning on her heels to walk away from him.


  With lightning speed, he was on his feet as well, tossing the sketchpad and pencil to the ground as he lunged after her. “Whoa little girl, easy, okay?” he said as he grasped her wrist and spun her around to face him.


  Incensed, Myra yanked her hand back, trying to escape his grasp. When his grip on her hand didn’t budge, Myra pulled at her hand, with greater force this time, stepping back a little as she did so. At that very moment, Thorn loosened his grip and she stumbled backward. “Shit, watch out!” he cried, realizing what was about to happen and reaching out to grab hold of her again. But before he could do so, she tripped over a twig and tumbled squarely, backside first, into the cistern.


  Myra emitted a squeal of dismay, gasping for air as the water from the fountain poured onto her head, plastering her hair onto it. She floundered around in the pool of water, arms and legs flapping wildly as she tried to regain her equilibrium and hoist herself to her feet. In the midst of her struggles, the rich, deep sound of male laughter wafted to her irritated ears and a few choice expletives escaped her when she realized that the big oaf was actually laughing at her.


  Then she was being lifted, like a sack of potatoes, out of the pool of water. She was soaked through and through, her clothes clinging to her body and water streaming down her face. “Put me down, dammit!” she screamed, her annoyance multiplying as he continued to chortle.


  He dumped her unceremoniously onto the ground, but had the courtesy to hold onto her so she didn’t fall over when her feet hit the grass. “Shit, I’m sorry,” he said, trying unsuccessfully to stifle his snickering. “You gotta admit, though, that was seriously funny.”


  Myra’s cheeks flamed with indignation. She used her hand to wipe some of the water from her face. “No, it was not!” she cried, spinning around and starting back in the direction if the big house.


  Thorn jogged a little to catch up with her, falling into stride beside her quickly. “Look, I know you’re my brother’s guest here and I didn’t mean to piss you off. I’m sorry if I did. It’s just that I come out here for a little peace and quiet, you know? It’s kinda my thing and, uh, everybody kinda just lets me be.”


  Myra sighed, wringing water from her hair as she walked. “Okay, fair enough. I didn’t mean to bug you, I just wanted to introduce myself. I’ve been here two full days and I think you’re the only person I haven’t officially met.”


  “That’s probably true,” he said, then stopped walking, holding onto her hand to halt her steps as well. When she stopped walking, too, and turned to look at him, he extended his hand to her, waiting patiently until she took it somewhat warily. “Hello, Myra. I’m Damien Thorn.”


  She couldn’t stop herself from smiling back at him, happy to see him no longer scowling so severely. “Damien, I like that. It suits you, but then, so does Thorn,” she told him.


  He shrugged again and released her hand. “It’s a name, I guess,” he replied. He quickly jogged back into the garden to retrieve the stuff he had dropped, and a few seconds later, he was beside her again. “Come on, let’s head back. Kane will be hunting my ass down any minute now anyway.” Then they strolled back to the house in companionable silence.


  A few minutes later, they were climbing the steps of the back patio. Myra wished she didn’t have to drip water through the sitting room to get upstairs, but resigned her mind that it couldn’t be helped. She turned to bid Thorn good-bye, telling him she’d see him around when she noticed him staring over her head, his face once again inscrutable.


  “What the hell happened to you?” a familiar voice barked behind her, and her whole body stiffened instantly. She spun around to see Xander standing in the doorway, wearing a fresh pair of jeans and a soft blue T-shirt. His aquamarine eyes were hard as steel and her throat went instantly dry in response.


  “N–nothing. I had an accident by the fountain in the garden,” she replied, trying her darnedest to sound nonchalant.


  Xander’s eyes traveled up and down her disheveled frame, then darted back and forth between her and Thorn. Thorn cocked an eyebrow at him and grinned cheekily, causing Myra to blush in consternation. “Yeah, she tripped and fell in and I had to lift her out.”


  “Is that right?” Xander drawled, his eyes dangerously narrowed now.


  Thorn grinned wickedly and slapped his brother on the back as he made his way around Myra and passed them both to enter the house. “Oh yeah, bro, you know how much I love rescuing damsels in distress,” he said in a playful tone and Myra realized that he was just trying to provoke the other man.


  When he was gone, she chanced a glance at Xander’s face, cringing at the deep scowl that marred his forehead. “Ah, I should get out of these wet clothes,” she said, eager to put some distance between them.


  “Yes, you should get out of them,” he replied. Then his lips curled in a smile that didn’t touch his eyes one bit. “See that you don’t replace them when you do. Strip down, dry off, and remain undressed. I want you naked when I come upstairs in a few minutes. Understood?”


  Lightning shot through Myra’s gut and exploded in her clit. She quivered as her knees went weak and her pussy clenched powerfully at his words. Words failed her and she just stared up at him like a dimwit.


  “Is that understood?” he repeated, taking a tiny step toward her.


  She nodded briskly, not trusting herself to speak, her head bobbing up and down like a bubblehead doll. Then she simply fled, her feet carrying her up the staircase so quickly she hardly felt them move.


  Chapter Seven


  


  He needed to run. The beast inside him was clawing to be released, to take over his system and make him let go of his steely control. He felt restless, uneasy, a thousand thoughts tearing through his mind at lightning speed. The urge to shift was becoming more potent as the minutes passed. He was standing beside his bed, looking down at the sleeping dark angel he had all but kidnapped, and his body suddenly felt supercharged, almost as if he was alive for the very first time. He wanted to get out of this skin and run ten miles at top speed without stopping to take a breath. What the fuck was this woman doing to him? Against his will, his mind flashed to the disappearing act she had pulled that first night they had been together and he had to squelch the familiar fury that reared its head every time the thought crossed his mind.


  He’d fucked her over and over again in the past week or so, and still he couldn’t seem to get enough of her. The more he had of her, the more he wanted, like some miserable, weak-minded drug addict. The sight of her in his bed each morning, or at night after she came out of the shower looking all soft and sweet, or even fully dressed and watching the men do combat training in the gym, was slowly destroying any remnants of control that were left inside him. It was as if she had taken over his body, his mind, his fucking soul.


  Yet he still knew so very little about her. Where had she come from? What exactly was she trying to escape? What was it that she was so desperate to hide from him? He tried not to let the answers to those questions matter too much to him, tried to focus on using her body the way he had planned to from the first day she was brought here. But as time passed, that plan had become far more irrelevant, his focus shifting from his obsession with her body to a much more dangerous objective—the woman inside that body.


  The events of the night before had only helped to concretize that fact in his cynical mind. He’d returned to the mansion, after checking on the patrol team at a site they were securing in Mist Haven. His thoughts had been consumed with Raven all day. He had wanted to bury himself so deep inside her that he’d have to dig himself out again when they’d both been fully sated. But the scene that greeted him when he entered his apartment was so far from anything he could have imagined that he’d stood for almost a full minute in the doorway, trying to process what he was seeing.


  “Oh hey! You’re back,” she said, smiling a little guardedly when she looked up from her place on the ground and noticed him standing stock-still in at the entrance. “I really hope you’re hungry. You missed dinner downstairs almost every night this week, so I thought I’d save some for you tonight. And…and I haven’t eaten as yet either, so I figured we could maybe have our dinner together…I mean, if you don’t mind, that is.” Her words came out in a flood of uncertainty, and it was clear that she was seeking his approval for what she had done.


  To say he was surprised would be a gross understatement. “Flabbergasted” would be a more appropriate word. They hadn’t spent much time together since she’d been here, aside from sleeping in the same bed and getting lost in each other’s bodies every night. She was here under duress after all and he was certain she wouldn’t want to have anything to do with him beyond what was necessary. He wouldn’t have dreamed that she would want to do something like this. It was definitely an unexpected treat.


  Cocking his head, Xander walked slowly over to the center of the spacious room to where she had laid out a large blanket over the carpeted floor and spread out containers of food on it. He crouched down swiftly, hands resting on his knees as he took in what was on offer. There was a chicken pot pie, a fresh fruit salad, and slices of cheese. There were also two wine glasses and a bottle of white wine chilling on a bucket of ice.


  “Well, this certainly is a surprise,” he told her, his eyes flashing from the spread blanket up to her face. She was blushing profusely now, and she couldn’t quite meet his gaze. His lips curled in an amused smile as he realized she was embarrassed or maybe nervous about what he would think of her gesture, but he hurried to set her mind at ease. “Thank you, though. It was sweet of you to think of me. And of course, I don’t mind dining with you.”


  Her blush intensified significantly, making him chuckle softly as he lowered himself to sit on the carpet next to the blanket. “You’re mesmerizing when you blush, beautiful, but there’s no need to be embarrassed. Now come closer, and let me feed you. You’re going to need the energy for the night I have planned for you.”


  She’d gasped loudly at his words, her blush becoming even brighter, but the responding desire that had flared in her eyes had almost made him push the blanket of food away and take her right there on the carpeted floor.


  Xander swallowed hard, shaking his head in an attempt to eradicate the tantalizing memory. Shit, he needed to get out of this goddamn apartment, needed to regain control of his senses, before the need for her that was constantly raging through his system completely took him over. With a loud sigh, he forced himself to walk out of the bedroom. Scrubbing one large hand down his face, he quickly made his way down the passage that led into the sitting room. The apartment was dark and silent, but he didn’t need the aid of a light source or the carpeted floor to make it to the sliding glass door that led to the balcony without making a sound. Stealth was a part of what he was, a Shadow.


  Carefully, he slid the door open and stepped outside, into the incandescent moonlight. A few minutes passed while he just stood there, letting the night sights and sounds envelop his mind. But the scenic beauty of the estate garden below the balcony did nothing to soothe his nerves. The cool night air on his shirtless back only set his nerves on edge, making this regular nighttime ritual a lesson in discomfort for the very first time.


  He felt the heat unfurling in his gut, the need to run becoming even more potent, and he knew he had no choice now. Glancing over his shoulder quickly to make sure the coast was clear, he let the heat take over, cringing as it spread through his bloodstream from his gut to the very tips of his limbs. Then he began to shake, a quivering so extreme he wasn’t sure he would ever get used to the sensation. Moments later, his body began changing from its human form, taking on the shape of the beast of his choice tonight, the one he most preferred, the wolf. His nails became claws and he felt the fangs descend, transforming his features to the vicious monster that lived inside him. The transformation still caused him a small amount of pain, but it happened within seconds now, so the pain was no longer insufferable. When finally he was standing on four legs instead of two, his body completely covered in fur, he turned his long snout to the heavens and let out an earsplitting howl before leaping over the rail of the balcony and running at full speed across the yard, heading toward the edge of the woods.


  Within mere seconds, an enormous black panther joined him, assuming position at his flank and matching his speed effortlessly. It took them less than a minute to cover the considerable distance to the secret meeting place of the Shadows, nestled deep in the woods. Just as the two animals reached the tiny log cabin, a huge gray-and-white falcon swooped down from the roof, coming to perch on the rail of the small porch. Suddenly it disappeared, and in its place a tall, rangy man sat lounging there with his ankles crossed and arms folded.


  “Hello, ladies, took you long enough,” Ash joked as they approached him.


  Immediately, the panther beside Xander let out a fierce growl and its big body began shaking. Moments later, it shifted form and became a powerfully built dark man, his torso almost completely covered in tattoos. “Fuck you, man,” Damien Thorn said, the usual nasty scowl darkening his features. It was no secret that the two adopted brothers were very competitive and often challenged each other’s speed when the Shadows went hunting.


  Ash chuckled softly but didn’t respond to him. Instead he asked, “What’s up, big Kane?”


  Xander quickly shifted back to his human form as well. He and his brothers could communicate through animal telepathy while they were creatures, but it was far simpler to just meet as humans now that they were in their secret place. “The girl. I need to know where she came from and what kind of danger she is in. I know she’s running from someone, or maybe something. I have to find out who or what that is.”


  Thorn scoffed loudly. “So this is about that hot chick you moved into your apartment. Figures,” he said, moving to sit on the step of the porch.


  “I couldn’t get a good read on her when we were chatting the other day. She had this weird aura, but I’ve never come across anything like it before. One thing’s for sure, though, she’s more than she seems, but I can’t tell exactly how,” Ash told them.


  Xander sighed and a hand flew up to course through his short hair. His brother’s words did not really surprise him. He’d begun to figure as much himself. “Yeah, I think you might be right about that. Her scent is different, unlike any one I’ve ever encountered. Her blood makes me want to taste it…” he trailed off, swallowing hard. He’d never bitten anyone besides in a fight, ever. He’d always satisfied the occasional thirst that accompanied what he was by feeding on small animals far out in the woods. But Myra’s scent was like nothing he had ever smelled. It was like a heady elixir that made him yearn to taste her.


  “Shit, man, don’t bite her!” Thorn exclaimed. “You don’t really know anything about her, for all you know she might not even be human.”


  “Relax, bro, I have no intention of biting her.” Xander prided himself on being able to control that part of his instincts, no matter the circumstances. His urge to drink blood was never overwhelming anyway, like it was for other bloodsucking monsters. Liam surmised that that was because he had been born this way and not created like the others. His bite was not venomous, either, but it still had an adverse effect on many of the creatures they had hunted in the past. He had no way of knowing what would happen to Myra if he ever sank his teeth into her flesh.


  “Then how do you guys even have sex, man? I mean, damn, if you wanna sink your fangs into her so bad, how can you stand to get so close to her?”


  Ash’s puzzlement on the topic made Xander chuckle softly. “Let’s just say one potent urge overwhelms the other at that time.”


  “You ever tried using your mind trick thing on her?” his brother continued, clearly fascinated by Xander’s private life.


  “No, I haven’t. I don’t do that unless I need to. You know that, Ash.” In his teens, Xander learned that he had the ability to put thoughts into people’s minds and influence their behaviors if he so chose to. But his “calling” only seemed to work on humans. It had proven useless on most nonhumans he’d tried it on.


  “Well, maybe you should,” Ash insisted. “I mean, that would probably be a surefire way to tell if you’re dealing with something more than just a girl in danger, don’t you think?”


  He knew his brother was right, knew he probably should have tried it from the very beginning. But somewhere in the back of his mind, he knew he was simply scared to try it and have his worst fears confirmed. What the hell would he do if she really wasn’t human? If he found out he’d actually taken something sinister into his family home? If he was honest, he would admit that he was hoping against hope that, if she did turn out to be something more than a human, then she’d be like him, or his siblings—genetically altered beings that wanted nothing more than to be normal.


  “Yeah, well, that could backfire on me, though,” he countered instead of acknowledging the truth of his brother’s words. “If I did succeed in planting a suggestion in her mind, she’d definitely know that I had something to hide, too, wouldn’t she?”


  “Hmm, I guess you’re right.”


  “So how do you plan on finding out what’s up with her?” Thorn asked, rising from his seat on the step, and began pacing back and forth.


  “That’s why I called you guys here. Aiden told me that there was a killing in the apartment right across from where Jazz and Li found Myra. He said the body was removed and the place dusted for prints, but nothing came up and there was not one resident who heard anything strange going on in that apartment. So I’m thinking we should go check it out. I’m almost positive that Myra had something to do with that incident, based on how Jazz said they found her.”


  “Okay, so what are we waiting for? Let’s go, lead the way.” Thorn was already shifting as he said the words.


  Ash shook his head and laughed softly. “Nice try, bro, I’m still gonna beat you there!” Suddenly there was a soft whooshing sound and the falcon appeared once more, spreading its wings wide and soaring through the sky as the enormous black cat began running through the woods at top speed.


  Xander sighed and let the heat in his guts consume him, shifting to animal form again, this time appearing as a tiger. Bounding forward with one mighty leap, he chased after his brothers, catching up to them within seconds. The two large cats tore through the forest at lightning speed, dodging trees and thickets as they appeared in their paths. Xander could see flames illuminating from the tips of Ash’s wings as he soared above them and knew his brother wasn’t far behind them.


  


  * * * *


  


  Less than an hour later, the two powerful cats came to the edge of the thick woods in Balcavia, Servania’s twin territory. Thorn and Xander quickly shifted back to human form and Ash did the same as he landed next to them. “Okay, now what?” he asked, straightening his T-shirt and brushing a leaf from his shaggy hair.


  “We’re about half a mile from our target, so we’ll walk from here,” Xander said. It would be dangerous for them to go into such an open space in “were” form with no idea what the setup would be like. They needed to be sure they’d be able to shift without being seen by human eyes. The island of Castallantra was known for its mystical folklore, but the humans that lived there still liked to pretend that they were the only inhabitants of the place, as if pretending that “creatures of the night” didn’t exist would keep them safe from such things.


  The three men made their way to their destination without further discussion. Walking in human form was much slower than traveling as beasts, but they were generally stronger and faster than the average human was anyway, so it didn’t take them very long to get there. They entered the building from the back, after leaping over the high wall that surrounded it. Without hesitation, Ash gripped the handle of the door, a tiny flame igniting in his palm instantly, and seconds later he pushed the door open, the metal lock completely melted in.


  “That shit never gets old, bro!” Thorn whispered, and they all chuckled softly as they ghosted up the dark stairwell.


  “It’s on the fifth floor,” Xander told them. “Riley said to be careful not to fuck shit up in there. His ass is already in the hot seat for that mess you guys left over in Kismet Falls the other day.”


  “Hey, that wasn’t me!” Ash piped up, grinning roguishly. “This ogre still doesn’t understand the fine art of interrogation without fists.”


  “Screw you, asshole. That goddamn troll was getting on my nerves, he was asking for that beatdown,” Thorn said, his voice loaded with annoyance, causing Ash to laugh even harder.


  “Well regardless, I don’t need a mess right now, okay?” Xander’s voice was low, but his words forceful. “I just need to know if Myra was involved in this, and how.”


  “No problem, bro, we got you,” Thorn said with a nod, acknowledging that his brother was no longer messing around. When they got to the apartment door that read 5D, the door was cordoned off by yellow police tape that read: crime scene do not cross. Ash reached forward to unlock the door and let them in, but it was already unlocked and swung open as soon his hand touched it. With a shrug, he stepped inside, his brothers hot on his heels. They walked down a short, narrow passage that led past a tiny bathroom, into a small space that was furnished somewhat like a living room but had a single bed in the far corner. At the back, there was a kitchenette and to the left, a door led to what could only be the bedroom.


  Ash walked over to a stained spot on the wooden floor that was situated directly beside the single armchair. “Guess this must be where the killing took place,” he noted as he stooped to examine what appeared to be a dried-up pool of blood.


  “Yeah, I guess so. Riley said the victim was a small blonde chick, double gunshot wound to the head. Nobody came forward to identify the body as yet, but the name they got from her ID is Regina Jenkins,” Xander replied, walking over to stand beside his brother.


  “Any shells picked up by forensics?” Ash asked, as he rose and straightened to his full height. Both men turned to see Thorn perusing what appeared to be several gunshot holes in the door and drywall.


  “Several, all silver bullets, too. That’s how I figure we’re not dealing with a human here.”


  “So the dead girl wasn’t human?” Thorn asked, frowning at them. Xander understood his confusion. While silver bullets could kill a human the same way any other bullet could, they were used specifically when hunting creatures that were not human and often caused those creatures to disintegrate after they had been shot. There would be no body left behind to tell the tale. However, a hunter would know that he’d need to shoot the creature through its heart for that to happen, not in the head.


  “No, not her. But I think someone else was here, and that someone is who I believe isn’t a mere human.” Xander was musing more to himself than to his brothers but they both understood him quite clearly.


  “Ah, you’re thinking he was after your little friend,” Ash surmised.


  Xander began prowling around the tiny room. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure there’s some connection. From what Jazz told me, she was running from the direction of this apartment building some time after seven. And based on Riley’s report, this woman was found shortly after that.”


  “Maybe they were roommates. They could have probably shared the apartment, right?” Thorn offered, leaning against the drywall and folding his arms.


  Ash laughed. “This place doesn’t even look big enough for one person, man, let alone two women. Can you even imagine yourself sharing this place with someone else?”


  Thorn rolled his eyes at his brother. “Believe me, I’ve seen worse.”


  Xander wasn’t listening to their banter anymore. His mind was racing with a million questions. Had Myra been here when the girl was killed? Did she know her? Was she in some way responsible for the other girl’s death? What the hell was really going on with her?


  “All right, split up and let’s see what we can come up with. I’ll take the bedroom, you guys concentrate on out here and anywhere else you think might be of interest,” he said, then spun on his heels and strode through the door that led into the miniscule bedroom.


  There was another small bed in there, a twin, maybe, along with a chest of drawer and nothing else, yet walking space inside the room was still limited. He immediately moved over to the closet and flung the door open. It wasn’t jam-packed as a girl’s closet normally would be. There were just a few items of clothing inside, mainly tops and pants, most of which were predominantly black. On the floor, there were a pair of sneakers and two pairs of black boots. But even though the color scheme of the closet instantly brought Myra and her penchant for dressing in mostly black to his mind, that wasn’t what made him conclude that the closet definitely belonged to her. It was her subtle scent that still clung to every garment hanging in there that made him know for sure. He could smell her everywhere, even over the crisp scent of detergent and other chemicals that they had been laundered with.


  Having gotten his confirmation that she had indeed lived here, Xander began searching for things of value that she may have left behind when she ran off as she had. He felt along the walls inside for anything that might be hidden and came up blank. Turning away from the closet, he walked over to the chest of drawers, pulling out each draw and rummaging through it carefully. Again, there were only a few items of clothing in there as well, underwear, pajamas, and so on, all drenched in Myra’s intoxicating scent. Slamming the last drawer shut, he quickly inspected the toiletries on the top of the chest, then bent to check under the bed, lifting the thin mattress and feeling under it.


  “Hey, Kane! Come ’ere for a sec,” Thorn’s deep, booming voice shouted from the next room. Xander rose swiftly, dusting off his hands as he did so, and hurried back through the bedroom door.


  “What’s up?” he asked when he joined the other men. They had emptied the contents of a small shoebox onto the floor and were squatting on the floor, riffling through its contents.


  “Found this stuff in a hidden compartment under the floorboards. It was underneath the bed and almost impossible to detect. Good thing Ash has such a good eye.”


  Xander walked over to where they were and crouched down as well, watching as they took up each object individually and perused it carefully. There was a bunch of different items inside, including a wad of money held by an elastic band, an old watch, a small golden chalice and a paten, both of which were inscribed with a dark pentacle. There was also a curved-blade knife, which Xander knew was called a boline. His heart jumped from its place inside his massive chest and became lodged in his throat, its rhythmic beating rapidly increasing as the things his brother’s held, confirmed his worst fears. Every single item they were looking at screamed of only one thing—witchcraft.


  Swallowing against the huge lump that had formed in his throat, he continued to examine the things on the ground. Ash was now holding a small, black velvet box, and Xander prompted him to open it. He did so slowly, cautiously, as if he was afraid that what was inside it was going to jump out and attack him. Finally, he revealed an intricately designed silver ring which boasted an oversized, peculiar-looking ruby. The precious stone was shaped very much like an eye, and the brothers exchanged knowing glances as they all realized what it was—a talisman.


  Thorn lifted a curious-looking sealed bottle containing a clear liquid with sticks and red seeds floating inside it. It was tied inside a hand-sewn drawstring cloth bag, and the labeling on the bottle read “the bond of blood.” Xander gasped sharply and quickly dropped the peculiar object as if it had burned him. He glanced up at his brothers and knew that the horrified look on both their faces had to be mirrored on his own.


  Quickly looking away again, he picked up an ancient black leather book with browned, time-worn pages. It was bound by a golden satin ribbon and the words “Book of Secrets” were engraved on the front in elegant golden letters. Xander slowly untied the ribbon that bound the book and with slightly shaking fingers, he opened it. On the first page was a drawing of a very beautiful woman, dressed in regal attire and wearing a crown. It was captioned, The Great White Witch. He skipped a few more pages until he came to a drawing of three dark-haired babies, all obviously female. This one was captioned, The Vessels of the Final Blood. Each babe was described below her picture—the seer, the healer, and the caster.


  “Fuck!” Xander exclaimed loudly, finally breaking the silence that had fallen over the three men.


  “Yeah, ‘fuck’ is just about right man. She’s a witch.” Thorn said, his voice filled with disgust coupled with an equal dose of horror.


  Ash instantly dropped the things he was holding and stood, his hand coursing through his thick, overlong hair as he began to pace the length of the small living area. “Hell no!” he said forcefully, shaking his head in disbelief. “I don’t believe that shit. My witch radar is always on fucking point, you know that! I would have picked up on that, bro. There’s no way she’s some witch and I didn’t see that.”


  Thorn jumped to his feet as well, ignoring Ash’s denial as he stared at Xander with angry eyes. “God dammit, Kane! Of all the women in the territory, you had to go fall for a damn witch.”


  “I didn’t fall for anyone, dammit!” Xander shouted, getting up and striding purposefully over to his brother. “She means nothing to me, absolutely nothing, you hear me?” He put a hand on Thorn’s shoulder to stop him from moving as he sought to reassure him of his loyalty.


  “She can’t be a witch, man. I don’t believe it. I know they can disguise themselves and all that, but she just doesn’t fit the bill, I know it,” Ash insisted, still shaking his head adamantly when Xander turned away from Thorn to face him.


  “Whatever she is, I will find out for sure, make no mistake about that. And if she is involved in any sort of evil, I will fucking kill her myself!”


  “So you say now,” Thorn scoffed, his voice laced with cynicism. “But you and I both know that a beautiful woman with magical powers at her disposal can bring even the strongest warrior to his knees.”


  Anger surged inside Xander at his brother’s suggestion and he fought hard to tamp it down again. He knew Thorn had his reasons to feel the way he did, and he had every right to hate the very existence of witches, but that didn’t give him the right to doubt where Xander’s loyalties would lie if they were ever put to the test. They had been together for far too long, been through too many battles together, to doubt each other now. No matter how he was beginning to feel about Raven, no matter how much he craved her, he would not let her come between him and his brothers.


  “Just trust me, all right, brother?” he said as calmly as he could manage, pleading with Thorn to believe him. “I’ll take care of it. I’ll make sure she doesn’t harm anyone. Come on, let’s get out of here now. We’ll take these things with us, and leave the rest for Aiden to scour through.”


  Stooping again, Thorn quickly helped Ash to put back the contents of the box they had emptied. When that was done, they made sure the apartment was as they had found it before slipping out the door and making their way out of the building the same way they had come in. Within fifteen minutes, they were back at the edge of the woods getting ready to change their forms again.


  “Thorn, you shift first and I’ll strap the box onto your back.” Xander instructed. “Take it back to my apartment back at the mansion. The girl should still be asleep when you get there, so just leave it where she can see it when she wakes up. I want her to know that I know.”


  His brothers wore different degrees of the same bewildered expression, but Ash was the one to voice their question. “So…you aren’t coming with us?” he asked, arching a brow at Xander.


  He shook his head solemnly. “No, not right now. I need to run alone for a while, to clear my head. I’m not ready to face her yet,” he told them, hoping that they couldn’t tell how badly disappointed he was by what they had discovered tonight.


  Thorn sighed loudly and it was his turn to place his hand on his brother’s shoulder and reassure him. “Look, man, I get that this is hard for you. I wish it hadn’t turned out this way, too. Take all the time you need, okay? We’ll keep an eye on her for you.”


  Xander nodded, but said nothing, and Thorn recognized that there was nothing further to say. He stepped away from him and quickly shifted, changing into the large black panther in seemingly no time at all. Xander strapped the box down on his back with a cloth belt he’d taken from the closet in the tiny apartment, then gave him a pat on his flank and the beast began to run. Moments later, the rustle of the wind around him alerted him that the huge falcon had taken to the sky. When his brothers were gone, Xander stood staring into the darkness, his vision still perfect even though the woodland was pitch-black.


  A witch. He’d slept with a witch, fucked her time and time again. How had he not seen what she was? How was she able to disguise herself so well, from him, a beast that had been hunting and slaying witches and warlocks since he was a boy? Rage tore through him. A potent anger akin to nothing he had ever felt before took hold of him as he pondered her deception and what her true nature might be. Had he played right into her hands? Had she been sent to destroy him by some unknown enemy? Could that be the reason why she had taken his knife all those months ago?


  Even as he tried to rubbish the far-fetched thoughts that were racing through his mind, the fire ignited in his gut without warning and his system erupted in a tsunami of tremors as the beast within him tore free. Seconds later, the enormous sandy-brown wolf raised its snout to the sky and howled—it was an earsplitting, ghastly sound. Then he was off in a mad run through the woods, turning off his humanity and letting the beast run free.


  Chapter Eight


  


  Myra…Myra…Myra, my child…Myra came awake to the sound of the sultry, singsong voice calling her name. She sat up quickly, gasping as she realized she was lying on the ground in the mansion’s garden. How in hell had she gotten here? Completely bewildered, she whipped her head around to see the three-tiered fountain, with the cherubic statue atop it, spilling over into the octagonal pool below. Standing next to it was the most exquisitely beautiful woman she had ever been blessed to look at. She was dressed in an elegant powder-blue gown, her glorious mane of dark hair piled high on her head in a lovely chignon. Myra recognized her instantly—Queen Seraphine of Castallantra. Her mother.


  “Mother?” she whispered, the awe she felt each time she saw the regal woman was resoundingly clear in her voice. She quickly rose from her place on the grassy ground, taking a few steps closer to where the woman stood. She had to shield her eyes from the glare of the luminescent light surrounding the woman.


  “My child, the dark one comes. He gets closer and closer. You are running out of time,” her mother replied.


  “I know, he found me again, that’s why I’m here. I’m going to lay low for a short while, then I’ll start looking for Saige since I’m in Servania…”


  “You must not stop looking, Myra. There is no time to waste!”


  “B–but I can’t leave here right now! I have to stay here, just for a while longer.” She didn’t know how to explain to her mother that, although Xander had basically forced her to remain at the mansion, somewhere along the line she had figured out that she wasn’t here under duress, not really. She was pretty sure if she had wanted to leave, she could have found a way to do so a long time ago. If she was honest, she would admit that she wanted to be here. She wanted to be with Xander. She was enjoying what they had and wasn’t ready for it to end yet.


  “You must leave! There is evil here, you cannot stay here!” Seraphine’s soft brown eyes were alight with dismay as she spoke.


  “Evil? How can that be? I would have sensed it by now if that was true.” She couldn’t accept her mother’s allegation. She knew there was more going on here than what she saw on the surface, but that didn’t mean it had to be anything evil.


  “You are young, Myra, and though the magic is in your blood, you have not had much practice with using it. Things are not always what they seem. Please, heed my words! You must leave now and find your sisters. It is the only way to defeat the evil one.” Seraphine stepped closer, the glowing light that surrounded her causing Myra to squint and raise her hand to shield her eyes once more.


  “I’ve been searching and searching, but it’s no use! Each clue is a dead end. The visions keep leading me in different directions,” she said, throwing her hands up in frustration.


  “Your ring—you must put it on, wear it always. It is an amulet, to keep you safe, but it is also your guide. When you wear it, your powers will increase considerably and you will be better able to connect with your sisters.”


  Myra frowned in confusion. “Wear it? Hazel told me to keep it safe. She said it will play an important role in defeating Salem…”


  “And she was correct, but the safest place is on your hand. No one can take it from you there. The ring is your guide, Myra. You must wear it…wear it…” The glowing light around Seraphine began to shimmer and her image started to fade, the sound of her voice floating away on the air as her last words echoed in Myra’s ears.


  “No! Come back! Mother, please, you have to help me…”


  Myra’s eyes flew open as she jolted out of her sleep, her body freefalling from where it had been levitating to land on the huge bed with a loud bump. Shit! Her hand shot up to course through her hair, brushing the damp locks from her face as she struggled to regain control of her breathing. Her stomach felt knotted and queasy, and she knew she would probably throw up if there had been any food inside her. The aftereffect of her dream levitation was always an uncomfortable feeling, and she was pretty sure she would never get used to it.


  In that same instance, the memory of where she was and who she was with flooded her sleep-addled mind. Looking around her frantically, she almost went faint with relief when she realized that Xander was no longer beside her in the bed. She had no clue how she would have explained to Xander why she had been floating in the air above the bed in her darn sleep. A loud breath rushed from her lungs, her body sagging as the tension that had gripped her a few moments before left her body as swiftly as it had come. She pushed off the sheets that covered her nakedness and rose from the bed. She still couldn’t believe he hadn’t allowed her to sleep in any clothes at night, the arrogant, overbearing asshole. It was always hell for her to get to sleep when she was lying so close to his hard-muscled frame, after he’d driven her to orgasm over and over again. But the knowledge she was naked, while he wore his pajama pants and sometimes a vest, made it even worse.


  Reaching over to retrieve the T-shirt that had been carelessly thrown across the back of a chair in the corner, Myra froze in shock as she noticed the small wooden box that had been strategically placed on the same chair. Her box of sacred things. Myra gasped loudly, and quickly spun around, looking warily behind her. She half expected to see Xander standing there, because this could only mean one thing. He knew! He had to know. Oh God, if he’d found her stuff and brought it here, then he knew everything. She was trembling like a leaf by this time, hardly able to control her hand enough to lift the disconcerting object and open it. Rummaging through the contents, she saw that everything was still inside…well, almost everything. The book was gone, dammit! Belatedly, she noticed the note that was lying on the chair as well. It read, “Be prepared to talk later.”


  Suddenly her head was pounding and she felt weak. The things she was holding fell from her hand as she squeezed her eyes shut, swallowing convulsively. What the hell was she going to do? What would she tell him later? How could she explain this whole mess to him? Would he believe her, or would he think her some kind of a freak and just turn her over to the Guard? Would he regret the things that had happened between them this past week, regret that he had kept her here? Her chest felt tight now, her stomach queasy. She was practically hyperventilating, struggling desperately to breathe.


  “Okay, Myra, get a grip!” she chastised herself loudly, using one hand to fan herself in an effort to calm down. “You’re doing great, you’ve done great so far, don’t lose it now. You can handle this, you can handle him.” She took a deep, cleansing breath and exhaled slowly, forcing herself to relax.


  Once she’d gotten over the initial shock and the atypical rush of panic, she thanked her lucky stars that the ring hadn’t been taken as well. She quickly picked up the black velvet ring box, flipping it open reverently. For a moment, she just stared at the gorgeous, single-stoned ruby ring that lay inside. She had never put it on before. When Hazel had given it to her along with the other sacred contents of her special box, she had told her to always keep them safe. In the weeks following her birthday that the old woman had spent teaching Myra how to control her powers and understand the workings of witchcraft, they had made use of all the items in the box except for this ring. So Myra had never removed the ring from its velvet box, had never once thought to actually wear it. She wouldn’t want to risk losing it or for it to get damaged somehow.


  But the words her mother had spoken in her vision kept reverberating in her head, their meaning unmistakable. This ring was her talisman, an amulet to keep her safe, and a force to guide her. With shaking hands, she gently lifted the ring from where it was nestled and slipped it onto the ring finger of her right hand. Suddenly, a jolt of electricity shot up her arm and the skin beneath the ring became so warm, it was almost as if the silver was burning her flesh.


  Frightened, Myra grabbed the ring and tried to tug it off again. It wouldn’t budge. It seemed to be branded to her finger and no matter how hard she pulled at it, it wouldn’t come off again. At that moment, the ruby stone began to glow and sparkle, emitting a radiant red so bright that Myra had to shield her eyes from the glare. But just as suddenly as it had started, the glowing stopped and the burning sensation faded from her finger, and the ring just looked like any ordinary piece of jewelry on her hand.


  Myra stood staring at her hand for several seconds, turning it over several times and flexing her fingers, as the odd occurrence replayed in her mind. Then she shook her head, clearing the slight amazement that had taken hold of her. She really should be used to these strange happenings by now. After all, this wasn’t even close to the weirdest thing that had happened to her since she turned twenty-one.


  She took a deep, cleansing breath to focus her mind again so she could figure out what she should do now. There was no question that she needed to get out of this house as soon as possible. Her stomach clenched painfully at the thought, hating the idea of being on the run again so soon, of having to leave Xander before they even had a chance to really get to know each other. But if he knew what she was, any sort of deeper connection between them would probably be shot to hell anyway. Plus, she had no idea how many of the others in the house knew about her, too, and she was afraid to contemplate what the repercussions of that could be.


  Witchcraft was still very much a taboo in the territory of Castallantra. The humans did not understand the magical world, and they tended to fear what they did not understand. Neither did many of them accept that there was a difference between white witches and dark witches. They simply distrusted all workers of magic, branding them as evildoers. So, even the suspicion of involvement in witchcraft could have someone turned over to the Guard in some areas of the territory and many of the accused were sentenced to death, sometimes even without a trial.


  She hurriedly washed up and dressed in jeans and a navy tank top, and donned her sneakers. Riffling through Xander’s closet, she located a black backpack and quickly emptied the contents of her secret box into it. Then she dragged on a hooded jacket and hastily left the apartment. The mansion was teeming with activity. Most of the residents already finished with breakfast and had started on their activities for the day. When she got to the sitting room, Myra immediately began scanning the area for any sign of Xander. She needed to make sure the coast was clear before she attempted to find a route of escape. She cautiously peeked into the dining room, but had to quickly pull her head back when her eyes fell on Nique, sitting with a group of youngsters at a table. Satisfied that Xander wasn’t in there, she decided to take her investigation outside. As she spun on her heels to walk away from the dining room doorway, she ran headlong into Jazmyn and her husband Liam.


  Myra bit back a groan and plastered her best smile onto her face, before greeting them. “Hey,” she said. “How’s it going?”


  “Hello, Myra, we were just talking about you. Weren’t we, Li?” Jazmyn said, her voice saccharine-sweet and an overly bright smile on her face.


  “Uh, really?” Myra replied, trying for a friendly tone while eyeing the man quizzically. They had only met in passing a few days ago and exchanged pleasant hellos. He was very rarely anywhere to be seen around the mansion, preferring to spend his days and often nights as well in his basement laboratory, according to Nique. He looked to be around the same age as Jazmyn, or maybe a few years older. He was a very handsome man. He had the air of a cultured sophisticate, a world traveler, maybe. The tinge of gray at his temples and in his neatly trimmed beard added to the charm and charisma that emanated from him.


  Liam gave her a warm, disarming smile. “Yes, I was just telling Jazz that I hadn’t had a chance to meet you officially as yet,” he said. His voice was mellow and inviting, like a gentle caress. “I’m happy to see you in much better shape than that first time we met.”


  Myra chuckled, despite the anxiety welling in her stomach. “No more than I am, believe me. Heard I have you to thank for not running me over the other night. Since I was out of it that night, you have the advantage of actually remembering our first meeting.”


  “Ah, well, cognizance is highly overrated in my book. Give me a little hapless disorientation any day,” he responded with a wink that caused Myra to chuckle again. For some reason, her spirit was drawn to this man. He made her feel at ease, safe, somehow.


  Jazmyn cleared her throat. “So, have you eaten already, my dear? We were heading in to see if we could find something in the kitchen for an early lunch since we both missed breakfast. You’re welcome to join us.”


  Myra’s eyes darted around the room quickly, as she sought a reason to end the conversation and excuse herself. “Um, yes, I have,” she lied. “I was actually trying to find Xander, have you seen him?”


  “Oh, he’s not here right now. He had some business to attend to in town,” Jazmyn informed her almost smugly.


  “Yes, that’s right, I totally forgot. He did mention something about that last night, silly me,” she said, her knees almost buckling with the relief. She hoped her forced laugh sounded more genuine to her audience than it did to her own ears.


  Liam smiled apologetically. “He’s a terribly busy man. Operating a security firm is a very demanding job,” he said gently.


  “I’m sure it is,” Myra replied. “Well, if you’ll excuse me, I was going to take a walk outside. Some fresh air would be fantastic right now.”


  “That’s a great idea,” Jazmyn piped up, a little too quickly. “By all means, go! The gardens of the mansion are vast, and the scenery is extremely breathtaking.”


  “Just don’t stray too far, my dear,” Liam added, giving her a strangely serious look. “The woods are very close by and you never know what could be out there.”


  “Nonsense!” Jazmyn scoffed, waving her hand in derision. “Don’t listen to him. Those woods are just as safe as it is inside this house. Go have your walk, it should be quite relaxing.”


  Although she was a bit puzzled by that queer little exchange, Myra didn’t stick around to query what either of them meant. The quicker she got out of this house, the greater her chances for finding a means of escape. She bid them both good-bye and quickly exited the mansion through the elegant French doors, stepping onto the polished wood of the front patio. The day was still fairly cool, and although it was bright and sunny out, a gentle breeze fanned her face and soothed her frazzled nerves. She stood staring out at the wide expanse of the garden for a short while, carefully perusing the area for anyone that might be watching her and trying to ascertain the location of possible hidden surveillance cameras. A few minutes later, she decided to just take her chances and hurriedly descended the wooden steps of the patio into the crisp late morning sunshine.


  


  * * * *


  


  Perfect! The little witch was finally going out of the house. Jazmyn had been waiting for days for this opportunity and there was no way that she would let it pass. Liam turned to head into the dining room but she quickly thought of a reason not to join him immediately.


  “Sweetheart, I just remembered. There are some papers that I need to sign this morning so Nique can send them off before noon,” she told him, putting on what she hoped was an exasperated expression.


  Li frowned as he turned back to her. “I’m sure they can wait just a little while longer, my dear. A few minutes to eat won’t set you back too much, right?”


  Jazmyn struggled not to roll her eyes. This damn imbecile was just wasting her precious time. She plastered a cajoling smile onto her lips and patted him on the shoulder with one delicate hand. “This won’t take long, I promise. I’ll be back before you know it. Just go ahead and start without me, okay?”


  He sighed, but she could tell he wasn’t going to push her further. She knew she had him completely wrapped around her little finger. “Fine, do what you must. But hurry back, please, I want to spend a little more time with you before I have to get back to work.”


  Her smile widened and she stretched up to place a kiss on his cheek. “Will do sweetheart,” she told him then rushed out of the dining room before he could respond.


  Alone in the office upstairs, she sat behind the desk and waved both hands over its surface. Instantly a male face appeared there, looking up at her. “Raphe! Nice host,” the man called Bashlar snickered appreciatively.


  “Oh shut up, you idiot!” she snapped, her tone rich with irritation. “Where is Gyron? The girl is on the move. She’s heading to the gardens. This is our chance to grab her without being noticed.”


  “Very good!” Bashlar cried, rubbing his hands together as if he’d won a tasty treat. “The Master will be pleased. Gyron is ready to strike, I will send him immediately.”


  “She must not be harmed! The dark one needs her alive, you had better remember that,” she warned.


  “Of course. Gyron will simply subdue her and take her back to the liar, then she can lead us to the others.”


  “Do not underestimate her, Bashlar, she is a white witch! She may not have her full powers right now but still…”


  “I know, I know. Don’t worry my friend Gyron is the best at what he does. I assure you, I will have her here in a matter of minutes!”


  “Good, see that you do because I need to get out of this hellhole of goodness!” She crinkled up her nose as if she smelled something foul and Bashlar laughed.


  “Poor Raphe! Not liking all that makeup are you?” he said, laughing even harder.


  Jazmyn waved her hands in annoyance and his image disappeared as suddenly as it had appeared. Despite her irritation at the man’s silly teasing, she slumped back in the chair with a satisfied smirk. The master will be very proud indeed, the mission had been accomplished in only a few days. Soon he would have all he required to make himself the most powerful sorcerer on the planet and those he favored would be rewarded handsomely indeed. Her smile widened to an almost painful degree at the tantalizing thought.


  


  * * * *


  


  Myra followed the neat stone trail that led down to the garden, walking as briskly as she could until she got to the hedge of colorful flowers that surrounded the garden. Myra continued to walk, not really noticing the lush greenery around her, intent of finding a way of getting off the mansion’s property. She passed the fountain pool with the little cherub, rounding the large oak tree, and just kept walking. Soon, the flowers and trees became denser and denser until the stone path came to an end, right at the edge of a large, murky lake with its surface overrun with fern and water lilies. A few feet behind it, she could make out a huge perimeter wall that was obviously the boundary of Liam’s land. There was a large, weathered wooden gate that led into the forest. It was chained and padlocked, but not so high that she couldn’t climb over it. But how was she supposed to get across this stupid lake?


  Myra leaned forward to peer into the gooey, greenish water, trying to see how deep it was. Swimming across its murky depths wasn’t even an option. Only God knew what could be lurking under all those lily pads. She used her hand to brush a fern aside so she could see more clearly, causing the water to ripple. To her surprise, as the ripples settled, the reflection of a face that was not her own suddenly appeared on the surface of the water. Myra screamed and jumped back in fright, before she recognized that it was another vision of Queen Seraphine.


  “You wear the ring, my child, you have the power,” the image said. “The elements will do your bidding. Call upon them for help.”


  Myra shuffled back to the edge of the pool. “Wh–what?”


  “You are a white witch, Myra. The elements are your allies. The wind, water, earth, and fire, they will come to your aid if you summon them.”


  “Summon them h–how? The book is gone and I didn’t memorize all the spells in it! How am I supposed to know what to say?”


  “Listen to the ring, my child, it is your guide. It will give you the words,” Seraphine said. Then the water began to ripple again and her image slowly faded away.


  “Mother, don’t go! Will you stop talking in riddles and just tell me…dammit!” Myra gave a little scream of frustration when she realized she was once again staring at her own reflection on the surface of the water. A peaceful silence engulfed her, punctuated only by the sporadic croaking of frogs and the loud cawing of a bird above her head. She sighed and flopped back on her haunches with a defeated sigh. How the heck did she summon the damn elements? The water was stagnant, the air extremely still. There wasn’t even a gentle breeze to rustle the leaves.


  Just then, the ring finger of her right hand began to sting. It didn’t hurt, really, but it was an uncomfortable burning sensation that made her whip her hand up to look at the ring. She was shocked to see that it was again glowing, a bright ruby red. The stone actually looked like it was melting somehow. It resembled a swirling river of rich lava atop the ring. Instantly, Myra sprang to her feet, flashing her hand fervently in another futile attempt to dislodge the ring. But it was a pointless effort. The thing obviously had no intention of ever becoming separated from her finger.


  Suddenly, there was a loud clap of thunder that seemed to shake the very earth beneath her feet. Myra jumped in surprise at the same time the bird up in the tree cawed loudly and flew from its perch. The wind began to swirl about her, lashing her hair against her face and howling in her ears. Of its own accord, her right hand stretched over the lake with the palm upward and fingers spread. There was another earsplitting clap of thunder and then Myra began to speak. Words she had never heard in all her life, let alone said, began pouring spontaneously from her lips.


  “Sit in aqua est coniurata ortum,” she whispered, her voice blending with the whooshing of the wind, then getting louder as she repeated the phrase, “Sit in aqua est coniurata ortum.”


  As if on command, the water in the lake began to churn and whirl around slowly, much like the melted lava of the ring on her hand. Before her astonished eyes, it separated into two parts, each side rising up into the air like great walls of liquid. Myra swallowed as she looked from side to side. She could hardly believe this was happening. Just then, the loud cawing of a bird high up in the trees snapped her out of her reverie, reminding her of her purpose. Without further hesitation, she stepped off the banking and onto the now-dry land at the bottom of the huge lake, then ran as quickly as she could until she got to the other side. As soon as she was safely on the other bank, the great walls of water came tumbling down, falling back into place with an uproarious splash.


  For a moment, Myra stared at the now-tranquil body of water in slight shock, still scarcely able to believe what had just happened, that the water had actually parted to allow her to cross. Then a sudden burst of laughter exploded from her lungs and she giggled like an exuberant schoolgirl. That was totally awesome! A rush of adrenaline coursed through her bloodstream and she quickly turned and briskly walked toward the wooden gate.


  When she got to it, she examined the latch and heavy, metal padlock that secured it. It was definitely properly secured, but as she had surmised, climbing over the gate would be no hardship. It really wasn’t all that high, and she was surely agile enough. Hitching her right foot on one rung of the gate, she hoisted herself up and began climbing to make her way over. As she climbed, her mind drifted to Xander, and a pang of guilt settled in her stomach. This was the second time she would be running off on him without an explanation and somehow that thought didn’t rest well with her. She found herself wishing things were different, that she could have been honest with him. She wished she could just stay here with him, and he would keep her safe forever. But that didn’t make any sense at all. She hardly knew the man, and her loyalties were to her family. They had to be.


  Suddenly, a very large, hawk-like bird swooped down from the trees above her head, cawing loudly as it came to perch on the top of the gate. Myra shrieked in fright and reinforced her grip on the wooden gate. She’d been so distracted by her thoughts that she almost lost her balance and fell to the ground. “Shoo!” she yelled, gripping the weathered wood with one hand and using the other to try and chase the bird away. “Go on, buzz off!” The bird just stared at her pointedly for several seconds then spread its mighty wings and flapped them several times, letting out another shrill caw before it surged up into the air again.


  Myra expelled a harsh breath, sagging against the gate in relief. She shivered as an eerie feeling settled over her, but quickly shook it off and continued to climb the rest of the short distance to the top of the gate. Finally, she was sitting on the top of it. She swung her legs over the side, then spun her body so that she could now see the other side of the gate. The sight that greeted her made her gasp loudly in surprise. Although it was not yet midday, the woodland beyond the gate was so densely forested that hardly any sunlight could pass through to light the area. It was almost as dark as late evening. A shiver trickled down Myra’s spine and she had to take several deep breaths to bolster her nerves before she leaped down from the gate onto the mossy ground.


  Immediately, she began to run in the direction she hoped would take her away from the mansion. With scarcely any light to guide her, she was operating on pure instinct now. The forest was silent, aside from the crunching of the leaves under her feet and the eerily persistent cawing of the huge bird that seemed to be following her. She glanced up to see where it was, looking away from the path she was following for a few seconds. She didn’t see the bird anywhere, couldn’t make it out through the dense overhanging limbs of the trees. But she could feel its presence. She was certain that it was still following her, and she wasn’t sure whether to be terrified of that fact or not.


  Suddenly, the low growling of an animal caught her attention, and she whipped her head around to look down again. Instantly, her feet came to an abrupt halt as her eyes fell on the source of the sound. Just a few feet away from where she stood, assuming a menacingly predatory stance, with teeth bared and legs crouched, was the most humongous beast Myra had ever seen in real life—a mountain lion.


  Immediately, her whole system seemed to shut down, her veins became flooded with ice and she was rooted to the spot. She was petrified beyond words. The mountain lions of the Castallantran highlands were one of the most feared creatures in the territory, and this one looked more vicious than any she had seen in her school textbooks. It was beyond huge, with paws the size of small cushions, its bared teeth overly large and pointy. If it ever got hold of her, it would surely tear her to pieces in no time at all.


  For a moment, Myra stood staring at the beast in astonishment and it just stared back at her, growling and snarling as it got ready to pounce on its terrified prey. Then it started to advance on her, with a slow, menacing prowl, and the fear that gripped Myra morphed into a rush of adrenaline. She quickly spun on her heels, taking off in a mad run in the opposite direction. She glanced over her shoulder to check where the animal was and was just in time to see the lion pull itself back and make a mighty pounce toward her. A terrified scream ripped from her lungs and resounded off every surface in the quiet woodlands. She watched in horror while the ferocious animal began bounding toward her with unbelievably powerful leaps.


  Chapter Nine


  


  Myra ran as fast as her legs could take her, tearing through the thick cluster of trees at what seemed like the speed of light. She could hear the huge animal behind her, its snarling becoming louder by the second, and she knew it was only a matter of seconds before it caught up to her. Her heart felt as if it would explode in her chest as she looked back again to see where the beast was. At that moment, there was a flash of light above her head and the path was suddenly brightly lit. Startled, she glanced up quickly to see the hawk-like bird that had been following her now hovering above the trees, its wings spread wide and fire blazing from their tips. Shock overwhelmed her then, causing her to trip as she ran, falling to the damp ground.


  Within seconds, the lion was above her, its gigantic body looming over her. It growled loudly and bared its teeth again, froth spilling from the sides of its mouth as if it was rabid. Myra tried to scramble away but the beast just kept advancing on her, clearly toying with her before it was ready to devour her. But before the crippling fear she felt had a chance to consume her, the bird that had been looming above them swooped down on the lion, using its talons to scratch it across the face before flying off again, cawing even louder than before. The lion gave a mighty roar as it fell back a little, bending its head to rub the scratch with its fur. Myra took that opportunity to jump to her feet, getting ready to run off again, but the lion noticed her movement instantly, rushing forward to pounce on her again.


  Suddenly, another earsplitting roar resonated through the forest and a massive ball of black fur leapt through the air, colliding with the lion midair and bouncing the other animal away before the lion could land on Myra. The jet-black beast landed on its feet just inches away from where she lay on the ground, trembling like a leaf. Another horrified scream tore from Myra’s lungs when it turned to look at her with its teeth bared. But instead of attacking her, it turned back to the lion, which was now on its feet again. The black cat swiftly crouched down, then leaped forward with a mighty roar just as the lion pounced at it, and the two cats became entangled in a horrific battle.


  The panther brought its massive paw down and gave the lion a powerful blow across the cheek. The beast fell back, but quickly bounced back to its feet, pouncing forward to grab the panther by its neck. The black panther jerked its body rapidly, effectively shaking off the lion’s grasp. Then both beasts reared up on their hind legs and began throwing mighty blows at each other with both paws. Their terrifying growls reverberated through the forest as they lunged at each other, both swinging their enormous paws and raining down horrific facial blows to the other. The sound of flesh tearing and teeth gashing rang out around them and the awful smell of blood permeated the air as the fight became more intense. Each animal was now desperately trying to overpower the other and pin it to the ground, opening its mouth wide as it attempted to sink its teeth into its opponent.


  Myra sat curled up on the ground, her hands over her ears to try and shut out the awful snarling and growling as the two beasts continued to fight. She didn’t know what to do. She was too petrified by what was taking place before her eyes to run anymore, and she was certain her legs wouldn’t take her far anyway. That’s when she felt the burning on the right ring finger and her mother’s words began to replay in her head. “The elements are your allies, Myra. The wind, water, earth, and fire, they will come to your aid if you summon them. Listen to the ring. It will give you the words.”


  As if on cue, Myra’s right hand stretched above her head and she began to speak. “Anulus ignis prohibere iniuriam…anulus ignis prohibere iniuriam,” she chanted softly, the words falling unbidden from her mouth. Suddenly there was a burst of flame directly beside her, which immediately began traveling along the ground in a perfectly curved line until it completely encircled her. Myra gasped as she watched the fire trap her where she was, but even though it blazed high and surrounded her, she felt no heat. She was simply safe behind the wall of burning flames.


  Looking up, she saw that the bird was now flying in a circle above the two fighting beasts, the fire from the ring around her illuminated the entire area so she could see it much more clearly. Then a loud roar rang out, causing her to quickly revert her eyes to the fight. The lion had tossed the black panther onto its back and pounced on it, pinning it down on the ground before it got a chance to get back on its feet again. Moments later, the echo of another thunderous roar resounded through the woods as the mountain lion sank its teeth into the black cat’s flank. The ferocious beast flashed its head from side to side in an attempt to sever the other animal’s flesh. The panther’s powerful body reared up as it tried to dislodge the lion that was holding it captive on the ground with its massive body. Its hind legs thrashed out, dealing several massive blows to the lion’s face, but even then, the lion did not release its death grip on the panther’s flesh.


  Meanwhile, the hawk kept swooping down intermittently, let out shrill caws as it tried to knock the gigantic beast away from the black panther. Finally, it soared high into the sky, then swooped down with a great rush of wind and sunk its talons into the animal’s back where it landed. Its wings flapped rapidly as it began to relentlessly peck at the lion’s neck and back. It was very long before the bird’s persistent attack seemed to distract the lion from its purpose and it released its grip on the black cat, rearing up powerfully as it tried to unseat the bird.


  As soon as it was free, the panther swung its hind legs up and served the lion a great blow, throwing it off its body, making it fly like a missile through the air to land several feet away. Instantaneously, the hawk soared up, then swooped down again, landing between the two large, wild cats. Amazingly, it was no longer a bird. Instead, it now stood in the form of a very tall man. He was holding a bow aimed at the lion and immediately began shooting arrows with fire at the tips of them at the startled beast. The animal gave a resounding roar as each dart found its mark and then suddenly disintegrated in a cloud of dark smoke.


  Myra knelt in the circle of fire watching the scene in utter amazement. The man, who she recognized to be Xander’s adopted brother Ash, rushed over to where the black cat was now lying on its side, whining in obvious pain. Even from her position behind the flames, she could see that it was bleeding and could hardly move.


  “Hey, man, don’t you fucking die on me,” she heard Ash whisper to the whimpering panther, holding one of its paws in his hand. “You need to shift, Thorn, I can’t take you back like this.” The cat groaned loudly, a pitiful sound that tugged at Myra’s heart, as it tried to lift its head but couldn’t quite make it.


  “Thorn, please, you have to try,” Ash continued to plead, his voice thick with unshed tears. “Come on, you fucker, you can do it…shift!”


  As she watched the man kneeling beside the large wild cat, tears formed in her eyes, and Myra knew she had to help them. Despite her misgivings about them, they had both helped her just now. For whatever reason, they had been here to save her from being devoured by that god-awful beast of a lion. The least she could do was try and help them in return. She was a witch. She didn’t doubt that anymore, and what use was it to have powers if you didn’t use them to help others?


  Rising swiftly to her feet, she made to step over the flames, but as she lifted her leg, the fire blazed as if it had been fed gasoline. Shit! Had she permanently trapped herself inside a ring of fire? She glanced down at the ring on her finger, then a thought came to her. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath before opening them again. Then she quickly extended her hand over the flames, spreading her fingers wide, and just as she expected, the words she needed simply came to her.


  “Meum servábit, transeamu,” she chanted once, then twice, and in an instant, the flames simply disappeared, leaving the ground just as it was before, not one burn mark in sight. Myra gasped when she saw that she was no longer surrounded by the flames. Fricking awesome!


  She rushed over to where Ash was still whispering to the huge black cat, which was lying almost completely still now. As she knelt beside it, she could see its side barely rising as falling and she knew it was struggling to breathe. She could feel Ash’s eyes burning a hole into the side of her head and knew that he was probably blaming her for what had happened to his brother. Glancing at him nervously, she mentally prepared herself for his rebuff, then asked, “What do you mean when you say shift? What do you want him to do?”


  He eyes darted back to where his brother lay, the expression on his face one of extreme anguish. “We’re shapeshifters,” he explained. “Shifting means to change shape from one animal to another. He needs to get back to his human form so I can take him back to the house and let Liam take care of him. But the transformation requires energy, both mental and physical, so I don’t think he’ll be able to shift when he’s this weak.”


  “Okay, I understand. I’m still getting the hang of this whole ‘magical powers’ thing, but I know I won’t be able to heal him,” she said, speaking rapidly to avoid wasting any more time. “I don’t have that power, but maybe I can help him in some other way. Let me get closer to him and hold his…um, paw for a sec, will you?”


  “Sure! Anything…anything at all you can do,” the rangy man said anxiously, shuffling over quickly so that Myra could take his place at Thorn’s head. “Just…just don’t let him die, okay? Please.”


  Myra dragged in a ragged breath, saying a silent prayer that she would indeed be able to help. When she was kneeling at the head of the beast, she took his paw between both of her hands. Staring at the ruby red amulet on her finger, she concentrated on what she hoped would happen, willing the mystical stone to understand what she needed as it had done before. Within seconds, she felt the familiar dull stinging where the jewel rested on her flesh and saw that the stone was again glowing. She opened her mouth to let the ring speak for her but the big wild cat she held suddenly gave a weak groan and tried to pull its paw from her grasp.


  “No wait, don’t move! Just relax, okay? I’m only trying to help you,” she whispered to the animal soothingly, holding onto his paw firmly.


  “Thorn, take it easy, okay? Come on, man, let her help you,” Ash added, pleading with the creature fervently. “I know how you feel, but Kane would have my ass if I ever let anything happen to you.” The big cat whimpered dolefully and turned its pained gaze to Myra’s face.


  “Shh, it’s all right,” she cooed. “You’re going to be all right, I promise.” Then she turned her eyes to the ring once more, focusing intently on the bright ruby stone. Dragging another deep breath into her lungs, she opened her mouth and began to whisper the chant as it came to her. “Mater terra, audi me terra, da fortitudinem tuam.”


  Myra repeated the chant several times, her voice raising an octave each time. The big, black panther began to whine as she chanted, building up to a low growl, then slowly getting louder until he gave a fairly loud roar. Myra repeated her chant, her finger beginning to sting a little as the ring grew hotter, causing her to chant even louder. Suddenly, the cat dragged its paw from her grip and reared up, springing quickly to its feet. It was still wounded and bleeding, but standing firmly nonetheless. Then its great body began to tremble, great tremors racked its frame and it emitted a thunderous roar as its body slowly began to change its form right before Myra’s stunned eyes.


  “That’s it brother, keep pushing…come on, harder!” Ash encouraged. “You can do this, Thorn, just a little more.”


  Myra looked down on the ring on her hand and saw that its glow was becoming dull now, the swirling of the lava stone much slower. “Hurry! You don’t have much time, I can feel the power waning,” she cried.


  Thorn was now kneeling on the damp ground, his body still half-animal, and massive tremors ripping through it. Suddenly, he threw back his head and a ghastly shout resonated through the forest. Moments later, he finally slumped to the ground in full human form again.


  Myra and Ash dashed over to where the large, olive-skinned man lay in a heap, groaning loudly. She quickly threw off her jacket and rolled it into a ball to press against Thorn’s side, attempting to stem the blood that was still gushing from his wound.


  “Here, let me,” Ash said, grabbing the cloth from her hands and quickly tearing it into strips. Using the strips as bandages, he wrapped each piece around his brother’s midriff. “That should do the trick for a while.”


  “He won’t be able to walk back all the way to the mansion like this. He’s way too weak,” Myra pointed out.


  Thorn grunted and shot her a disgruntled look. “Don’t talk about me like I’m not here, little girl,” he said breathlessly, trying to sit up as he spoke. “I’m stronger than you think.”


  “Be careful, man, don’t get any stupid ideas right now,” Ash told him.


  “Just give me a hand, will you? I need to get outta here before this thing heals on its own and Liam has to re-break my fucking bones,” the other man said, his voice filled with annoyance despite the obvious hint of pain behind his words.


  Ash grabbed his brother by the hand and pulled him to his feet, allowing the man to lean on him for support once he was upright. Myra threw one of his massive hands over her shoulder, but her diminutive height made it awkward for them both. “There has to be an easier way to do this,” she said.


  Thorn chuckled, a weak pain-laced mimic of a laugh. “Easy isn’t really our style, is it, Ash?” he joked.


  “You got that right, bro.”


  “Well, maybe there is a spell I can use or something,” Myra insisted. “Lean him up against that tree and let me try something…”


  “No more fucking witchcraft, little girl!” Thorn fairly shouted. “Only God knows what you did to me already!” He scoffed and pulled away from her with as much strength as he could muster, hobbling over to lean against a nearby tree.


  “What? Don’t be ridiculous! I helped you! Why would you even think something like that?” Myra cried in utter bewilderment, stalking after him.


  “Don’t mind him, Myra, he isn’t really a big fan of witches,” Ash responded in a calm, even tone, skewering his brother with an irritated look.


  It was Myra’s turn to scoff. “Like everyone else in the damn territory. Well, you can relax. I don’t know that much about this whole witchcraft thing anyway. I didn’t even know I was a witch until a few months ago! Plus, I’m a white witch for God sake. The kind that practice magic to do good, in case you didn’t know.”


  Both men stared down at her with matching guarded expressions for a few moments, then exchanged a dubious look before Ash said, “Well, I guess at this point we just have to take your word for it, don’t we?”


  Myra rolled her eyes in annoyance and folded her arms across her chest. “I guess so,” she replied tartly.


  Thorn hissed suddenly and gripped his side, wincing as pain overwhelmed him. “Okay, little girl,” he panted, “Do your thing. But if you hex my ass, I swear to God…”


  Myra rolled her eyes again and shook her head. “Christ, you’re a piece o’ work!” she muttered. Stepping a little closer to where he stood leaned up against the tree, she raised both her hands with the elbows bent, palms upward. She closed her eyes and opened her mind, focusing on the four elements of nature as her mother had instructed. Then she began to chant, “Mater natura pulchra sunt omnia diva…”


  Suddenly, there was an earsplitting howl from behind where the trio stood. Myra stopped talking mid-chant and spun around in fright, just in time to see a gigantic, sandy-brown wolf leaping through the air toward her. Fear exploded in her chest and gurgled upward to escape her lips in a resonating scream.


  “Xander, no!” Ash shouted, leaping forward in an effort to block her with his body. But he wasn’t fast enough, and moments later, the wolf crashed into Myra’s body, sending her flying through the forest. Her body crashed to the mossy ground a few feet away and the last thing she saw before darkness engulfed her mind was the horrific monster of a wolf prowling toward her with bared teeth.


  


  * * * *


  


  The huge wolf bounded forward, its mind intent on tearing its prey to pieces. Ash left Thorn to support himself against the tree and immediately shifted, chasing after the wolf.


  “Xander, stop! You don’t wanna do that, man,” he yelled in his mind, knowing full well that the other beast could hear him.


  “I will destroy her for what she did to Thorn!” his brother replied.


  Ash soared over the wolf’s head and swiftly swooped down to perch directly in front of Myra’s unconscious form. “She isn’t what you think she is, you idiot! Stop and think for a minute!”


  Xander came to a screeching halt just inches away from his brother. “Why are you protecting her, when you know what she is? Did she bewitch you, brother?”


  Ash instantly shifted and stood as a man between his brother and the girl. “She didn’t bewitch anyone! She was helping him, helping us. And then you had to come along like some self-righteous shithead and totally fuck everything up,” he yelled at the wolf, his face red with fury. Spinning away from Xander, he dropped to his knees beside Myra’s prone form, quickly testing to see if she was still breathing.


  Just then, Thorn came hobbling over to them. “Fuck, Kane, she’s such a tiny thing. Did you really have to throw her like that?” he said. He slumped to the ground beside Myra’s body as well, wincing with the effort the motion cost him.


  Xander shifted then, letting the heat spread through his gut till his big body shuddered and changed its form. “What the fuck is going on here?” he shouted when he could speak aloud once more.


  “Obviously not what you think, you big loon,” Thorn grated through gritted teeth.


  “What happened to you?” Xander asked, crouching to inspect his brother’s wound.


  “Mountain lion attack, big cat fight, clearly I lost,” the other man replied nonchalantly, although he was still panting in pain.


  “Fucker was after Myra,” Ash added. “I was keeping an eye on her like I said I would. I tailed her when I saw that she intended to try and escape from the house. Then that thing attacked her as soon as she made it over the gate.”


  Xander frowned, leaving his brother’s side to get a closer look at Myra as she lay cradled on Ash’s lap. “A mountain lion in these woods? They don’t usually stray beyond the highlands.”


  “Yeah, we figured as much, and it turns out we were right. It wasn’t a real one. The thing disintegrated on contact with Ash’s fire spears.”


  “A minion, shit!” Xander concluded.


  “Looks like it. Whoever is after her knows where she is, man. It’s only a matter of time before they send another underling after her.” Ash replied.


  As much as he distrusted Myra now that he knew exactly what she was, the thought that she’d been in danger frightened Xander more than he cared to admit, worst of all to his brothers. Leaning forward, he carefully inspected her body for broken bones or bleeding wounds. When he was satisfied that everything was still intact, he gently lifted her from Ash’s embrace and got to his feet. “Can you shift, Thorn?” he asked.


  “Nah, I don’t think so. I think I might have a few broken ribs. It took all the strength I had just to get back like this a few minutes ago.”


  “All right then. Ash, you take Myra to the cabin and stay with her till I get back. I’ll take Thorn back to Liam and be right back,” Xander instructed quickly.


  Ash rose and Xander transferred his load to his brother’s waiting arms, then he bent to hoist Thorn to his feet. When the man was standing, Xander crouched his body to allow him to climb onto his back.


  “If she wakes up before I get back, do not let her leave that cabin, you got that?”


  Ash nodded his understanding, then quickly bid his brother farewell. Moments later, both men gripped their cargo firmly, and set off through the woods in opposite directions, at an inhuman speed.


  Chapter Ten


  


  Coming awake suddenly, Myra tried to sit up, but immediately realized that she could only move just a little and no further. She tugged at her hands when she noticed that she couldn’t move them from their positions on either side of her head. Panic ripped through her with lightning speed, and she whipped her head from side to side, shocked to see that her hands had actually been bound to the bedposts with sturdily knotted silk scarves. In the next instant, she also realized that she was completely naked.


  “What the hell?” she cried in dismay, thrashing on the bed and tugging at the bonds that held her in an effort to free herself.


  “Stop that before you bruise your skin. It’s pointless, anyway. you’ll never free yourself that way.” The cool, calm voice wafted to her from the corner of the old-fashioned bedroom and she quickly turned her head to see Xander lounging in an armchair and watching her with a slight smirk on his face. He was fully dressed in snug jeans and a gray sweatshirt, which pissed Myra off in light of the fact that she was actually buck-naked.


  “What the hell kind of game are you playing at, you bastard? Untie me!” she screamed angrily, tugging at the bonds again.


  His response was to lean back in the chair and make himself more comfortable, crossing one ankle over the opposite knee. He smiled widely at her then, but it was an ominous thing, not pleasant in the least. “Now why would I do that, hmm, my sweet little witch? So you can cast a spell on me and escape yet again? I don’t think so.”


  Myra instantly looked to her right ring finger, seeking assistance from her talisman. She gasped loudly when she found that it no longer adorned her hand.


  “Looking for this?” Xander asked snidely, holding up the ring between his thumb and finger and twirling it teasingly.


  “How–how did you get that? What did you do?” Myra cried in shock. The ring was supposed to stay on her hand. She had tried to get it off herself and couldn’t. How the hell had he been able to take it?


  “Even magical powers have their limits, Myra. Didn’t your precious Book of Secrets tell you that? Overusing its power can effectively weaken any talisman, and your powers are already weak to begin with, isn’t that right?”


  “Damn you, where is my book? Those are my things, you have no right to take them!” she screamed at him, incensed by how casually he was speaking, as if her being tied up and spread out before him in all her naked glory was a normal, everyday occurrence.


  “The shoe doesn’t fit so well on the other foot, does it, Raven? I recall someone taking something from me a while back, something very precious to me, and just disappearing into thin air.”


  “That’s not the same thing, and you know it! I didn’t know that you…wait a minute!” Her words trailed off mid-sentence as the memory of their encounter in the woods came rushing back to her mind, causing her to swallow hard in horror. “Oh my God, you’re one of them too, a sh–shapeshifter! Y–You were a wolf, I s–saw you. Ash said your n–name…” It was almost impossible for the words to get pass her nearly closed-off throat, the rising panic making her throat dry and aching as she thought of what he was capable of doing to her in this current vulnerable state.


  “Well, it seems we all have our little secrets, don’t we? But since I’m the one currently not naked and tied to a bed, I get to ask the questions at this point,” Xander told her smugly, a satisfied smirk stretching across his handsome face. He rose from where he had been sitting, and slowly strolled over to the bed, sinking down to sit beside her when he got there. His hand reached out to gently brush a wayward lock of dark hair from her face, and she flinched, a shiver coursing up her spine when he trailed the back of his fingers down the side of her face.


  “Such a beautiful face,” he whispered, disregarding her unfavorable response to his touch. “So sweet and innocent. No one would guess what you are from just looking at this lovely face, would they? Tell me, Raven, what are you running from?”


  Myra jerked her head away, trying to get away from his touch. She wasn’t sure she could handle him touching her when she was in such a defenseless state. There was no way she would be able to resist him. And that cut her like a knife to the gut, because she knew without the shadow of a doubt that all he felt for her now was disdain. “Well, you have the Book if Secrets, don’t you? I’m sure you already know that,” she scoffed.


  Xander gave a derisive laugh. “And I’m sure you know that all the really important parts of your precious book were written in a language I cannot decipher. Don’t take me for a fool, Myra, you know that it would never reveal its secrets to just anyone.”


  “But you aren’t just anyone, are you? You chastise me for not telling you what I am, yet you are a creature…a beast, and you didn’t think I needed to know that?”


  His body stiffened as soon as the hapless words fell from her mouth, his greenish-blue eyes instantly reflecting all the turbulence of a storm-ravaged sea. He gripped her chin firmly and turned her face so that she could stare into their tempestuous depths. Then he bent his head and captured her lips in a slow, deep kiss, plundering her mouth as if his life depended on it. His tongue dipped into the hot cavern of her mouth before she even had a chance to clench her teeth and keep him out. He dominated her with his skill as he licked the insides her mouth and tackled her tongue with his own. Myra whimpered softly and wriggled against him, trying halfheartedly to free herself but feeling her resistance slipping away the longer the kiss went on.


  When he pulled away, his eyes were ablaze with heat, his breathing ragged. He continued to hold her face in place as his fiery gaze bore down on her. “Does the blood that runs through my veins matter that much to you, Raven? Does knowing there is a part of me that isn’t human repulse you?” he asked, his voice low and husky, and she saw a flicker of something akin to pain flash across his face.


  Her eyes flared angrily, the irony of his question instantly provoking her ire. “You have the nerve to ask me that? When it is you who are revolted by me? You are the one that cares about what I am, Xander! It’s you who have condemned me before you even tried to find out my story!”


  He released her completely then, twisting his big body away so she could no longer see his face. “I could never be repulsed by you, Raven, never,” he whispered adamantly. “You make me feel many things, but disgust will never be one of them.”


  Myra’s breath caught in her throat as he spoke. She licked her lips slowly, feeling how swollen they were from his kiss, and realized that no matter how freaked out she might be at the thought that he could be a monster, she still wanted him. Her body was a slave to the pleasure he could give her. She craved him and she feared it would always be that way. “That’s exactly how I feel, too,” she whispered.


  His head whipped round immediately, and the passion she saw flashing in their depths sent a jolt of pleasure shooting through Myra’s system. He groaned softly, the sound a mixture of agony and sheer pleasure, and without another word, he bent his head to nuzzle the crux of her neck. She heard his harsh intake of breath and realized he was inhaling her scent. Then his lips were on her flesh, placing gentle kisses on her neck and shoulder blade. He kiss his way down to the valley between her breasts and her nipples hardened into painfully tight buds as his tongue shot out to lick the sensitive flesh there. An irrepressible moan spilled from her lips when he shifted his head to rain kisses all over her breasts, yet avoided all contact with their extremely taut tips.


  “Xander!” she cried, her back arching and her body bucking up.


  “Yes, beautiful? What do you want?” he rasped as he continued to kiss her exposed flesh, his lips traveling in a line from her breasts down to her navel and back again.


  “Don’t tease me, please. Please…” her head thrashed from side to side as anticipation pooled in her stomach, causing the secret place between her legs to throb almost painfully.


  He lifted his head then, a knowing smile gracing his full, gorgeous lips. “No teasing, beautiful. I would never tease you. But tonight, you will beg me for what you want.”


  A loud gasp escaped her, her eyes forming huge discs in her face as the erotic threat penetrated her brain. She swallowed hard, trying to quell the unbidden excitement that threatened to overcome her as he rose swiftly from the bed and deftly lifted his sweatshirt over his head. The sight of the thick muscles of his chest and abdomen rippling in the dimly lit room brought moisture pouring down between her legs. He was an absolutely magnificent creature, all lean muscle and taut flesh and she wanted to touch him so badly that she thought she would go mad from just that need alone. Watching as he released the snap at the waist of his jeans and pushed them down his powerful thighs, her breath caught in her throat as his enormous cock sprang forward, like some glorious offering from the Gods.


  “Now, where were we?” he said, the naughty smirk once again adorning his gorgeous face. He sauntered back to the bed, the weight of his large body causing it to dip slightly as he crawled up its length to settle between her legs.


  Myra flexed her hands again, the urge to touch him almost overwhelming now. “Untie me,” she demanded, but quickly corrected herself when noticed the censure that instantly flickered across his features. “Please…I mean, please untie me.”


  Xander smiled widely, that ominous curling of his lips that nearly frightened her. “Uh-uh. I kinda like having you at my mercy. Makes my cock throb with pleasure to see you spread out for me like this.” He used his finger to circle one nipple, flicking the tip gently, then holding it between his thumb and finger and rolling it.


  “Oh God, Xander, take it into your mouth. Please, I want your mouth on me,” she begged, moaning and writhing as frustration mounted in her gut.


  “Good girl,” he commended, with a pleased smile. “Ask for what you want, and you just might get it.” He lowered his head and closed his warm mouth over the nipple of her other breast, sucking it into his mouth like a juicy fruit, while he continued to toy with the other between his fingers. He flicked his tongue out to lick the pebble hard nub rapidly then nipped it with his teeth before sucking it into his mouth again. Myra cried out and her hands tugged at the scarves that restrained her. Her pussy clenched and fluttered as need inundated her system, and warm liquid flowed freely between her legs.


  After a few moments of torturing her breasts with his talented mouth, he abandoned them completely, sliding his big body back until he was fully kneeling between her legs. Then he pushed her legs apart so he could stare at the glistening jewel between them. “You have such a gorgeous pussy, Raven, I could look at it all goddamn day,” he muttered, his voice hard and gritty with his obviously potent need.


  Myra blushed to the roots of her hair under his relentless gaze and squirmed a little, trying fruitlessly to free her legs so she could close them. Xander held her steady and lifted one of her legs, bringing it up to his mouth to place a soft kiss on the inside of her knee. Slowly, he began an upward journey, kissing his way along the inside of her thigh. Myra sucked in a harsh breath as his lips made their way to her waiting cleft but disappointment flooded her when he finally got to the top of her thigh and suddenly stopped. He released the leg he was holding and lifted the other, repeating the same torment on it as well. As his mouth reached the apex of her leg he nipped the flesh of her inner thigh, making her yelp in surprise, then moan wantonly when he closed his mouth over the spot and laved it with his tongue.


  “Ohhh, mmm, Xander!” she screamed, her pussy clenching and releasing repeatedly in anticipation of feeling his mouth there.


  “Mmmhmm, beautiful, tell me what you want. Say the words,” he commanded, still laving at the sensitive skin of her inner thighs.


  Myra thought she would go berserk with frustration in that moment. Her clit was hard and aching between her legs, her pussy soaked with the evidence of her need. He lifted his head to cock an eyebrow at her quizzically and she was positive he knew what she wanted. She almost hated his guts for reducing her to this wanton, needy creature that would scarcely hesitate to beg him for pleasure. “Please…please, God, I need you! Eat my pussy, Xander, please!” she cried, the words torn from her like a plea for salvation.


  A look of utter triumph washed over his countenance at her words and he inhaled deeply, drawing her scent into his lungs before lowering his head and closing his mouth over her heated flesh. The wild cry that escaped Myra’s lips as he began to lap at her soaked folds with his expert tongue was almost animalistic in its fierceness. Her body bucked up and she threw her legs over his broad shoulders to hold him in place as he fed on her sensitized sex. When he stiffened his tongue and slid it up into her heated cavern, her world immediately shattered into a million tiny splinters, her vision going slightly dim for a moment as an unbelievably powerful climax gripped her body.


  Xander continued to feast on her pussy as she came, slipping his tongue from her hot hole and closing his mouth over the nub of her clit. He nipped it gently, then began to alternately lap at it with his tongue and suck on it hard. Myra’s climax spun into another, her body jerking with pleasure as her cataclysmic release went on indefinitely. When she finally settled down again, her back touching the bed once more, she lay there trying to drag air into her deprived lungs. She felt as if she was floating on thin air, her entire body completely sated. But when Xander rose from his position between her legs, licking his lips in an attempt to hide his pleased smirk, she recalled what he had said to her the night they had made love in his apartment—she could only come when he told her to do so.


  “Uh, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…I mean, you didn’t say…” she stuttered.


  Xander chuckled softly, stretching over her to untie the bonds of one silk scarf and then the other. “Don’t worry, beautiful, when I wish to withhold your pleasure, you will know it,” he told her matter-of-factly.


  Surprise that he had actually untied her wrists rendered her speechless for a moment, so she didn’t respond to his statement. Myra simply stared up at him warily as she lowered her arms and flexed them to get the blood circulating again. Suddenly, Xander grabbed her waist and rolled onto his back, taking her with him so that she was lying on top of him. “Now it’s your turn to pleasure me, beautiful,” he told her.


  “Really?” she asked, a sliver of anticipation trickling down her spine. “Does that mean I get to bind your wrists then?” She quickly reached for the scarves he had abandoned, but he just laughed and caught her wrist, preventing her movement before she could get hold of them.


  “Don’t even think about it,” he told her, still chuckling a little. “Your bonds couldn’t hold me for very long anyway, unless you intend to use your powers against me.”


  Heat suffused her face as his words instantly awakened annoyance in her. She pulled away from him a little, sitting up on his massive, muscled thighs. “I’m not what you believe me to be, Xander. My magic isn’t evil. I don’t use my powers to harm anyone. Whatever it is that made you distrust witches the way you do, it’s really unfair for you to transfer that distrust to me. You hardly know me.”


  He sighed and ran a hand down his face. “I’m sorry, forget I said that. I honestly didn’t mean to upset you, but you have to admit that you didn’t exactly set a very good precedent for me to judge you by to begin with.”


  Her brows knitted in a deep frown as she acknowledged the truth of his words. Then she sighed heavily, forcing herself to let go of the annoyance. “Believe me when I tell you, there was a very good reason for what I did the night we first met. Being with you that night was an impulse, something I did because I couldn’t seem to help myself, even though I knew I should have been focusing on what was going on in my life. When I left, it was because I had to. I had no choice.”


  His eyes smoldered with uncertainty as he stared up at her, but his face remained stoic when he spoke again. “That, I do understand, but what about today? Weren’t you doing exactly the same thing today? Stealing away without so much as a good-bye?” he asked, with a hint of what Myra could have sworn was pain in his voice.


  “Look, I know we had a deal,” she replied, holding his gaze steadfastly so he would know that her words were real. “But everything is just so complicated. This whole magic thing and being a witch comes with some really great responsibilities. The only thing I’m sure of right now is that I. Want. You. As crazy and messed up as that is, it’s true.”


  No sooner had the words left her mouth, did she feel an answering twitch in his cock. She glanced down and saw that his heavy shaft was still standing firm and tall against his taut abdomen. Heat suffused her at once, her vaginal walls contracting powerfully with an overwhelming need to taking his length inside her body. When she looked up again, the smoldering heat in his turquoise eyes spoke volumes and she knew that he was just as desperate for her as she was for him.


  Without another word, she reached down and took his wide girth into her hand, heat shooting through her stomach at the sight of her fingers barely touching as they encircled him. “God, you’re so goddamn big!” she exclaimed, then bit down on her lower lip as she began to stroke the rigid length.


  “Mmm, you like that, do you?” Xander whispered, his eyes drooping with pleasure and a self-satisfied smile touching his sexy lips.


  “Like isn’t really the word I’d use,” she replied, with an impish little grin. She ran her hand over the engorged head of his cock, letting the pre-cum that had gathered on the tip moisten her hand before stroking down his length again. Xander groaned and rolled his head to the side, biting down hard on his lower lip as she used her other hand to fondle his heavy balls.


  “Fuck, that feels good,” he bit out breathlessly.


  “Yeah?” Myra teased, then suddenly leaned forward, bringing her head down to swipe her tongue across the purplish head of his dick.


  “Shit!” he cried, his hips bucking forward involuntarily in surprise.


  “Mmm, delicious,” she whispered, relishing the taste of his hot pre-cum on her lips. She closed her mouth over the head of his rock-hard cock, sucking on it and flicking her tongue across the slit on its wide tip. A feeling of absolute power surged through her when he groaned as if he was in excruciating pain and sank his fingers into the silky tresses of her hair. Myra bobbed her head up and down, slowly moving her wet lips up and down the length of his shaft over and over. Then she pulled back, letting the thick cock slip from her mouth only to flatten her tongue and lick the entire length of it from root to tip in one sweeping glide.


  “God dammit! Let me fuck your mouth, beautiful. I need to fuck your mouth,” he said, his words ending on an agonized moan.


  “Mmmhmm,” Myra responded, but didn’t take him into her mouth again. Instead, she slid her head further down and gently sucked in one of his cream-filled balls. She carefully sucked on one and then the other before laving them with her tongue. Then her head traveled up his length again in another teasing lick until she got to the head and swallowed his length once more.


  “You’re gonna fucking kill me if you keep that shit up,” Xander said, shoving his hands into her hair and holding her in place so she couldn’t continue to tease him. “Put your hands behind your back for me,” he told her. When she obeyed, he began to rock his hips slowly, holding her head in place and sliding his cock up into her mouth. She gagged as his dick touched her throat and he pulled back then, giving her a few moments to breathe. Finally, he gripped her head harder and began to push her down on his length, forcing his cock further with each thrust. Myra sucked in her cheeks and pulled on his massive cock powerfully while he thrust up into her mouth. Her hands clasped behind her back made her feel vulnerable, but that only heightened the eroticism of the moment.


  Then suddenly, he released his hold on her head and pushed her up gently. She looked up in surprise to see his face flushed and his eyes wild, like an animal. “I need to fuck you,” he rasped. “I want to come inside your pussy.”


  Myra’s insides were ablaze instantly and her pussy clenched in anticipation. She straightened and made to climb over him but paused when he said, “Turn around and straddle me.”


  She was a bit surprised by his command, but she didn’t hesitate to do his bidding. She quickly turned her back to him and shuffled backward until she was sitting on his firm lower abdomen. Just the thought of putting him inside her in this position had her pussy creaming and she knew he could feel the slickness of her lust dripping between her thighs. Slowly, she lifted herself up on her knees and gripped his cock firmly, fitting it to her entrance without delay. She felt him grip her hips and began slowly guiding her down. A low gasp escaped Myra as her body stretched to accommodate him, followed by a wanton moan when she felt how full she was as he slid all the way home.


  “God, your pussy was made for me.” He groaned behind her, hands still holding her ass.


  She began to move on his cock, sliding forward and backward, up and down as she found her rhythm to ride him in reverse. “Ahhh,” she moaned. “I love how you feel inside me.”


  “Oh yeah, beautiful, you feel so fucking good around me, too. Ride that dick for me now.”


  Myra continued to rock her hips on his cock, aided by his big, strong hands that held onto her hips and gently pushed her up and down. Soon she was panting and moaning as her pussy began to tighten around him, signaling the arrival of her release. She leaned forward, reaching down to grasp his muscular thighs for support. Her long, dark hair swept the bed as she bent over and positioned herself to ride him with greater intensity. His hands slid up to her waist then, and his hips bucked up to meet her every downward thrust. Suddenly her walls clamped down on his cock, her body trembling uncontrollably as her climax crashed into her like an earthquake.


  As she bucked on top of him, her body still inundated with almost crippling waves of pleasure, Xander pulled out of her and shuffled them both into a kneel position. Then he was plunging into her again, his callused hands gripping her ass as he slid his cock into her wet heat once more. Myra screamed as her pleasure intensified, another unexpected climax washing over her as she felt the first of his hard thrusts. Then he was fucking her, hard, fast, relentlessly, his hands holding her steady as he plunged into her over and over.


  “Oh God, yes!” she cried, her hands curling into the sheets. “Fuck me, Xander, just like that!”


  “That’s what you want? You want this big cock, don’t you?” He slid one hand up to grab a fistful of her hair, lightly tugging her head back as he fucked her. Then suddenly he slapped her soundly on one buttock with his other hand and she screamed at the sting it caused, even as her cunt gushed like a river on his thrusting cock.


  “You like that? Like when I spank your ass?” His hand came down on her ass again, and then again, and just like that her world fell apart once more. Her climax tore through her as he continued to ride her with his hand still tugging lightly on her hair. But before her pussy could stop clenching, before the tremors racking her body subsided, she felt him stiffen and an almost feral cry escaped his lips as he shot hot streams of semen into her welcoming snatch.


  Chapter Eleven


  


  The gentle shaking of her shoulders roused Myra from her sleep. She opened her eyes to find the most beautiful aquamarine gems set in an equally breathtaking face, staring down at her intently. In the next second, she recalled where she was and why she was here and a feeling of acute awkwardness engulfed her. She wasted no time sliding her body into a sitting position, and pulled the sheets up over her naked breasts.


  “Hey,” she said, a little cagily. “Um, what time is it?”


  Xander shifted a little, giving her the distance she clearly desired. “Almost seven. You’ve been out for quite a while. Ash came by with something for you to eat.”


  “That was thoughtful of him,” she commented, running her hand over her hair self-consciously in a futile effort to smooth her rumpled bedhead.


  “Yeah, that’s Ash,” he replied with a shrug as he pushed off the bed to walk over to the dresser. When he got there, he picked up a plate and glass that were lying on it and brought them over to her.


  She took the proffered food from his hand as he stretched over to rest the glass on the bedside table to her right. She hadn’t realized how hungry she was until the scent of the roast beef sandwich wafted up to her nose, making her stomach growl angrily. She quickly picked it up and took a huge bite.


  “So does that mean we’re not going back to the mansion tonight, then?” she asked around a mouthful of food.


  “Depends,” he replied when he was sitting next to her again, his intense blue-green eyes trained on her face. It took all the focus she could garner not to squirm under his intense scrutiny.


  “On what?” she asked cautiously, looking away from him and biting into the sandwich again.


  “I think we need some time to talk, don’t you? There’s a ton of stuff we need to discuss.”


  She swallowed and then bit off another piece of her sandwich instead of responding. A few moments passed while she took her time to chew before speaking again. “How’s Thorn doing? Did you make it to Liam in time?” she asked, sidestepping his question completely.


  Xander’s eyes narrowed perceptively and the shrewd look he gave her told her she wasn’t getting off the hook that easily. However, he answered her question. “Thorn is fine. He’s tough as a brick and he heals five times as fast as any human would. Trust me, it would take a lot more than a few broken bones to keep his ass down for very long.”


  “Good, I’m glad. I couldn’t stand it if he was seriously hurt because of me.” She reached over for the glass to have some of her drink, but Xander reached out and caught her wrist in a firm grip, stopping her before she got to it.


  “We are going to talk, Raven. Tiptoeing around the issues won’t make them go away. I know we got off to a terrible start and we still know very little about each other, but there is something between us, you can’t deny that. We need to figure out what the heck we’re gonna do about it.”


  She stared down at the plate she was holding for a long moment before lifting her gaze to lock with his. She knew he was right. Everything he’d said made perfect sense. After what had happened between them earlier, she couldn’t deny that there was something between them, and it was growing stronger and stronger by the second.


  “Okay,” she whispered. “You’re right. I just don’t know what to tell you about what’s going on with me. I’m not sure how to explain it all. The whole thing is still so new and frightening to me as it is.”


  Xander inhaled sharply then, his whole body tensing for a moment as he sought to pull the air into his lungs. “Fine. I understand how hard it would be to share something like that. I guess I’ll start, then,” he said finally. He pushed himself off the bed to stand, then moved away from her. “Before I start though, I just want you to know that you have nothing to fear with me. I was born the way I am, but I was trained to control the beast that lives inside me. That part of me doesn’t determine who I am as a man.”


  The stern look on his face as he spoke caused a sliver of apprehension to slither up Myra’s spine and she mentally braced herself for what he was about to say. But whatever it was, it couldn’t be that bad, right? He was here with her. She had seen him as a beast, she already knew he wasn’t fully human, so the rest was just clarification, really, wasn’t it? She sure as hell hoped so.


  “I’m listening,” she said softly, taking a quick gulp of her drink before turning back to him. Then she realized he had turned his back to her and shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans. She watched the muscles in his back ripple and he flexed his shoulders in an effort to relax. When he finally spoke, his voice low and harsh and she could only imagine the severe expression that was on his face.


  “I am a half-daemon, Myra,” he said. “A creature known as a Cambion, born of a human mother who was impregnated by a demon called a skin walker.”


  Myra almost choked on the gasp that exploded from her lungs. Her hand shot up to cover her mouth as she fell back against the pillows in shock. “Is that…is it even possible?” she whispered.


  Xander turned to face her then, one brow cocked mockingly at her. “This from a woman who can call upon unexplainable magical powers contained inside a ring,” he taunted.


  Myra chuckled a little at his blithe remark, although her gut was still twisted with slight unease. “Touché. Okay, so maybe that wasn’t what I wanted to ask. What I meant was, how did they…”


  “He visited her at night while she slept and seduced her mind in that weakened state. Their sexual liaisons eventually resulted in my birth.”


  “So you are flesh and blood, then?” she asked, then tried again when she realized how silly her question must have sounded. “I mean are you…are you…alive? Do you bleed like I do?” She hoped he understood her stuttered questions, because she knew what she wanted to say but she kept tripping over the words in her wonderment.


  He threw back his head and laughed heartily in response, causing her to flush to the roots of her hair, feeling utterly stupid for asking such a ridiculous question. “I’m sorry, I don’t really understand…”


  “It’s okay, Raven, I know what you meant,” he told her, his eyes still twinkling with the remnants of his laughter. “I am just as alive as you are. I am not an undead or vampire, if that’s what you’re thinking. I’m alive, I bleed, I eat, I sleep and all that good stuff. I do drink blood occasionally, though, when my thirst is unbearable.”


  Myra gasped again. “You what?” she cried, scooting back on the bed a little, her eyes becoming wide circles in her face.


  Xander chuckled again and took a teasing step toward the bed. “I sure do. Skin-walkers are blood sucking daemons, so naturally I inherited the urge to ingest blood as well. Li’s research shows that it makes me stronger, faster, more agile. And did you know that I’ve wanted to get a taste of you since the first day I held you in my arms?” His grin was wide and his eyes alight with laughter, yet Myra got the feeling he was dead serious. She swallowed hard and tried not to let her fear get the best of her. She wanted to get to know him, the good, the bad and the ugly.


  “Y–you want to b–bite me?” she asked. “Really? You want to drink my b–blood?”


  His face softened a little at her question, taking on an expression that almost bordered on yearning. “I won’t lie and say no, beautiful, because I do. Your scent is very peculiar. It makes me curious to know what it would taste like. The urge is stronger sometimes than other times, but I do know how to control myself. Liam taught me how rein in my baser instincts a long time ago.”


  She looked into his gorgeous eyes and somehow knew he was telling her the truth. And for some odd reason, she felt no fear at his admission. Some crazy part of her was actually excited by the thought of him biting her. It was like some twisted, masochistic turn-on for her. “Would it hurt, though, if you did? C–could you k–kill me that way?” she asked softly, averting her eyes as a blush spread across her cheeks.


  Xander walked over to sit on the bed beside her. He slowly raised his hand and brushed the short bangs from her forehead. “Believe me when I say this, beautiful,” he whispered. “That’s something we are never going to find out. I won’t ever bite you, no matter how much I want to.”


  Myra blushed again, a little embarrassed and disappointed even though she knew that was ridiculous. What was she thinking, anyway? He was a daemon, for God’s sake. Of course his bite could probably kill her. She quickly changed the subject, hoping he couldn’t tell how crazy and random her thoughts had become. “So, what happened to your mother? How did you end up here? I mean, with Liam and Jazmyn?”


  He shoved his hand through his hair and moved away from her, his face twisting slightly as if he was recalling something unpleasant. “I am told my mother died shortly after I was born,” he said quietly. “The story as I know it is that she was from a well-off family, set to marry some young nobleman. But she met my father one night and instantly fell under his spell. She began to see him in her dreams, or so she thought. The visions becoming more and more sensual in nature until they were lovers. She didn’t believe the sex was real at first. She thought the soreness and small bruises she would notice the next day were figments of her imagination. Then she became mysteriously pregnant and her family disowned her, so she took refuge at the mansion, because Liam was a childhood friend. He told me she barely survived the pregnancy. Carrying the offspring of a creature that was much stronger than any ordinary human caused her health to deteriorate, and she eventually died.”


  “I’m so sorry,” Myra whispered, her voice low and pained. She wasn’t quite sure what to say. The whole story was just so surreal, yet she could identify with it, somehow. Having lost her own mother at a tender age, she certainly could understand how it would be painful for him. And she was in a much better position than he was. She now had a very real connection with her mother through her visions.


  His face hardened and took a somber expression. “Not as much as I am. I never knew her but I am sorry that I caused her to lose her life. If I could undo that somehow, I would do it in a fucking heartbeat, even if it meant I wouldn’t exist.”


  “But that wasn’t your doing! It was your…father’s fault. And what about him? Do you even know him?” Myra would have sworn that she was not afraid of him, but the look that appeared in his eyes at the mention of his father scared her to the very core of her being. They actually glazed over, becoming as cold and flat as the expansive arctic sea.


  “No. I don’t know who he is, exactly, but I do know what he is,” he said, his voice hard as steel. “Liam’s research was quite extensive. The skin walker was originally an extremely powerful witch that practiced dark magic. He sold his soul over to the darkness and in return, he was granted great demonic powers and the ability to transform himself into any animal of his choice. I’ve been trying to track him down ever since I learned how to use a weapon. But he’s an elusive fucker.”


  “So you…you want to find him to…” Myra’s voice trailed off and her eyes grew wide as the exact nature of what he was suggesting hit her.


  He turned the full blast of his icy aquamarine gaze on her then, and she almost cringed. “Do you blame me? He killed my mother, Myra. I will make him pay for that, if it’s the last thing I do.”


  “N–no…I don’t blame you for feeling that way,” she answered softly, fully understanding his point of view. She also understood a little better why he disliked witches so much. “I lost both my parents when I was very young and I would do anything to avenge their deaths. I’ve been running, hiding, searching for months now, trying to find a way to make that happen. But I keep running into dead ends and now I’m thinking I may never be able to.”


  “Why don’t you tell me your story from the beginning? Maybe I can help you. How did you lose your parents?” He was staring at her intently now, concern replacing the menace that had been etched on his face just moments before.


  Myra sat up a little straighter, brushing a lock of hair behind her ear and she contemplated where to start talking. “Okay, here goes,” she began after a while. “I grew up in Maiden Rock with my Aunt Hazel, only she isn’t really my Aunt Hazel. She was the village soothsayer and medicine woman and she raised me to believe in magic and evil powers and all that stuff. When I was old enough, she began to teach me some of the things she knew. Nothing great, just mixing herbs to make simple potions and how to read palms, stuff like that. She used to always tell me that I was very special and that one day, I would be someone really powerful.” She paused and glanced over at him to find his eyes still fixed on her face. “Bored yet?” she asked jokingly.


  Xander chuckled lightly and said, “Boring isn’t an adjective I’d ever use to describe you, beautiful. Go on.”


  “All right, where was I? Oh yeah, well, I wasn’t really sure what she meant, but when I turned eighteen, I started seeing things, having visions and crazy dreams, you know? I didn’t know what they meant, but Hazel took that as a sign that my transformation had started. Then on my twenty-first birthday, she performed some weird ritual and I finally got the Mark.” She turned quickly and moved her hair to the side so he could get a closer look at the dark star that was branded to her nape.


  “That’s not a tattoo?” Xander asked, his voice filled with bewilderment as he traced the shape with his fingertips.


  Myra laughed softly and turned around again. “Nope, it just appeared there on the night of my twenty-first birthday. It’s my sacred Mark, Hazel said. She finally told me where I came from and who I was. I am one-third of a triplet born to King Archimedes and Queen Seraphine. My mother was an enchantress, the last of the Castallantran Great White Witches. They were a small family of witches who practiced white magic, the kind that used their powers only to help others. The good they did caused their powers to become stronger over time and, being the last of them, Seraphine was said to be the most powerful witch to ever inhabit the territory.”


  “I remember hearing stories about the witch queen when I was younger,” Xander remarked, his eyes narrowing in speculation. “Wasn’t she burnt at the stake by her own people when they found out what she was, or something like that?”


  “That’s the story that was spread by her chambermaids and lady-in-waiting. According to The Book of Secrets, though, she actually took her own life,” Myra told him, her voice filled with sadness.


  “Shit! Why the heck would she do that? She wasn’t happy being Queen?” The puzzlement on Xander’s face would have been utterly amusing if Myra had been in the mood to laugh just then.


  “No, no, it wasn’t anything like that. Although I’m…I’m not so sure I should tell you why she did it. It was for the greater good, though.”


  “If you don’t tell me, then how can I help you?” he asked gently, shuffling a little closer to her on the bed and taking one of her hands in his. “And based on what Ash told me happened today, I’m pretty sure you do need some help with whatever you’re trying to get away from.”


  Myra sighed heavily and glanced at her hand in his, the ruby ring glistening like a beacon against her skin. “It’s all very complex. It took me a while to understand what I do, and I know there is still some stuff I don’t get.”


  “That’s okay. Just tell me what you know.”


  “My mother was being sought by an evil sorcerer for years. The Book states that her blood was the final ingredient he needed to make himself immortal and possess the highest level of magic that exists, but he needed her alive for it to be effective. Her ancestors warned her of his approach through dreams and visions and she knew she wouldn’t be able to defeat him on her own. So she decided to take her own life, rather than let him have her blood and unleash his true evil on the territory.”


  “Fuck, talk about selfless!” Xander commented with a look of genuine awe on his face. “But what about you and your siblings? What happened to you when she made that choice?”


  “My sisters and I inherited my mother’s powers. We are what the Book calls Vessels of the Final Blood. Each of us possesses only one third of her magic, but together we are supposed to be even more powerful than she was. Seraphine instructed my father to take us to three different corners of the territory and hide us away so the sorcerer couldn’t find us. I was taken to Maiden Rock, but I don’t know exactly where my sisters were hidden.”


  “So why didn’t you just find your father and ask him?”


  “That’s the first place I visited on my quest. He’s gone, too. I learned that he couldn’t bear the thought that Seraphine had taken her own life. He just didn’t want to live without her and lost all will to live. He withered away a few months after she died, and his brother, Alexavier, took control of Castallantra. The present King, Eryx, is his son who is also my cousin.”


  “Did they remember you? Have any information about your sisters?”


  “I didn’t tell anybody who I was. I wasn’t sure it was safe. After I found out that Archimedes was dead and the story of Seraphine the witch queen was no longer so sensational, I moved on to finding my sisters on my own.”


  He sat up straighter then, the look of concentration returning to his face. “The Shadows are excellent hunters by nature. We should be able to help you find them. But you have to provide us with everything you know about where they could be.”


  Myra knew that at this point she didn’t really have a choice. Seraphine had warned her that the dark lord was getting nearer to finding her, and even the ring wouldn’t be able to keep her safe forever. If she was ever going to defeat him, she needed to locate her sisters, and fast. “Okay, I will.”


  He released a harsh breath and she realized he had actually thought she would have said no. Cocking her head, she studied him for a moment. “You really don’t trust witches, do you?”


  He sighed. “That’s because of Thorn, actually, although it’s kind of a personal grouse for me as well. But he’s my brother, and even if it’s not by blood, I do love him to death, so what affects him will always affect me, too.”


  “So Thorn hates witches?” Myra asked, her eyes widening with incredulity. “The same Thorn that nearly died for me a few hours ago?”


  “Okay, hate is a strong word. It’s more like a strong dislike.” He chuckled softly before continuing. “His father fell in love with a beautiful siren while still married to his mother. They carried on a brief affair, but then Thorn’s mother became pregnant and his father decided to break it off with the other woman so his child could have a family. Needless to say, the siren was pissed as hell and put a curse on Thorn’s mother. Thorn’s animal half is a result of that curse.”


  “Damn! Talk about a woman scorned!” Myra exclaimed. “Okay, so I do get why he would dislike witches in that case, and you, too, for that matter. But I promise you I’m not into cursing anyone. I’m actually a seer, really, I have visions, and according Hazel, when my powers get stronger I’ll be able to see the future more accurately. My sister Saige is supposed to be a healer and the other, Eryn, is the caster.”


  “Does that mean you can’t cast a spell, then?” he asked, clearly intrigued.


  She laughed softly. “Oh, I can do a little of this and that. But nothing grand like Eryn probably can.” She grabbed a pillow and jumped off the bed, still grinning widely as she stretched out her hand for him to join her. “Come on, let me show you something neat.”


  Xander rose tentatively, watching her rip the pillow open and spread the down all over the floor. His brow creased with a look of slight apprehension. “Ah…are you sure this is a good idea?” he asked. He took a few cautious steps toward her, until they were standing face-to-face surrounded by hundreds of feathers on the floor. The nervous look never left his face and it caused Myra to laugh gleefully.


  “Don’t tell me the big, bad wolf is scared of a little magic!” she teased, and giggled again when he rolled his eyes at her joke. “All right, here we go,” she said, raising her hands in front of her with the palms turned downward. Her face suddenly became sober, her eyes narrowing in deep concentration. Slowly, she began to lift her hands higher, inch by inch, and to Xander’s surprise, all the feathers that had been lying at their feet rose from the ground and began swirling upward in the air.


  “Whoa,” he said, “Pretty cool!”


  Myra chuckled once more. “It’s child’s play, really, but I enjoy doing it. Makes the whole witch thing seem a little less severe. Okay, now turn the lights out,” she instructed.


  Xander quickly reached behind him and flipped the switch on the wall and darkness engulfed the room. But before he had a chance to question her intent, Myra began repeating a soft chant. “Fiat lux…fiat lux,” she said, her voice rising gently with each repetition of the phrase. Suddenly, a twinkling light appeared above their heads, startling Xander, who looked up quickly to see where it had come from. He gasped in awe as he saw all the feathers now floating near the ceiling and twinkling like stars in the night sky.


  “Okay, now that’s seriously awesome!” he said, sniggering like a little boy with obvious delight.


  “Yeah, it is, isn’t it?” Myra agreed, looking up as well. They stood there admiring her handiwork for a few moments, then suddenly her body stiffened and her eyes glassed over. The twinkling came to an abrupt halt and the feathers began falling down about them as she became lost inside her head.


  A young woman with layered, shoulder-length, light-brown hair opened the door to a small building with a sign that read Crest Hill Community Clinic. As she stepped inside, she was confronted with the body of an elderly man, lying in a pool of blood on the floor. She screamed and rushed over to him, falling to her knees beside his prone form, tears gushing down her face.


  “Gyldon! Uncle Gyldon! No!” She flung herself across his chest, her body racking with muted sobs. Her hair fell forward, sweeping across her cheeks to expose the small dark star that seemed to be tattooed at the back of her neck. Suddenly, the door swung open again and she straightened in surprise. Two massive men walked in, both carrying guns and dressed in all black, their faces so rugged and distorted that they almost seemed inhuman.


  “Princess,” the first said disdainfully. “You were so much easier to find than that other bitch.”


  The girl gasped and opened her mouth to scream, but no sound came as the second creature grabbed her by the throat and pulled her to her feet. “Yes, this one’s a fucking prize, all right,” he snarled. “Now she will come out of hiding for sure.”


  “Myra! What the hell? Raven!” Xander’s loud shouts made Myra’s head snap back a little as the vision faded and she suddenly rejoined him in the present.


  “Oh God, Xander, they have her! They have my sister. Or they will, very soon!” Her voiced was pained, her tone sharp as memories of the vision replayed in her mind.


  “What? What did you see? Who has her? Tell me what you saw!” he shouted. He gripped her shoulders firmly and turned her to face him, his eyes filled with concern.


  “I–I have to go…I have to get to her! I–I can’t let them hurt her!” She pulled away from his hold, grabbing her pants from the chair in the corner and dragging them on quickly. She was frantic with worry now, ironically over a girl she didn’t even know. But the connection she had felt to the girl in her vision was so potent she knew for sure that they were indeed related, the identical mark they both carried at their nape making that fact even more concrete.


  “Okay, let’s get back to the mansion. We’ll fill the others in and we can start making plans right away,” Xander told her, reaching for his shirt as he spoke.


  “We don’t have much time, Xander. My vision…I can’t tell how far into the future it is. I have to hurry!” She flung her sweater on as she spoke and was ready to leave in an instant.


  “Don’t worry, we won’t waste another minute,” he replied, as he quickly bent to lace up his shoes. Moments later, they both stepped out of the cabin onto the front porch, but Xander told her to stay there while he ran down the few steps and prepared himself to shift. “When I’m changed, just climb onto my back, okay? I can get us back in no time.”


  Myra’s eyes widened as she watched his body begin to tremble as if he was in the throes of a seizure. Then suddenly, it began to change its form. She stared, dumbfounded, as a snout appeared on his face and his canines descended to become terrifying fangs. Mere seconds later, a humongous sandy-brown wolf stood only a few feet away from her and she swallowed hard as her mind grappled with what she had just witnessed.


  Then the beast growled softly, nodding his head in her direction. Their eyes met and held for a brief moment, and the reassuring look she saw in the depths of his was all it took to settle her frazzled nerves. She quickly shook off her stupefaction and hurried over to where he stood. He got down on his haunches so she could quickly mount him, lifting one leg over his back until she was sitting astride him. When she wrapped her arms around his neck, and patted him gently to indicate she was ready, Xander took off running into the darkness of the forest at a speed Myra scarcely thought she would survive.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  By the time they got back to the gardens of the mansion, Myra’s heart was in her throat. She felt as out of breath as if she had been the one doing the running, yet wildly exhilarated, like she had just exited a chilling roller coaster ride at the village fair. When Xander had leapt over the gate and then cleared the lake just as easily, only the panic that gripped her throat as they all but soared through the air had kept her from screaming her head off in fright.


  Xander crouched down to allow her to climb down from his back so he could shift. She quickly moved away from him, leaning against a large oak tree for support as she watched him change his form again. The moment he stood on two legs again, he walked over to where she stood. He swept the bangs from her face, then brushed her cheeks with the back of his hand. “Are you all right?” he whispered, concern clearly etched into his gorgeous face.


  She gave a little laugh, and a mock shiver. “All I can say is, remind me to shut my eyes next time!”


  He smiled affectionately. “I’m happy to hear there will be a next time, beautiful, but you don’t have to worry. I’d never let anything happen to you.” With that, he bent his head and kissed her gently on the bridge of her nose, then on her lips. A shiver coursed through Myra at the tender gesture. It was hard to believe that this was the same Xander that had wanted to exact revenge on her for stealing from him by ruthlessly using her body.


  He stepped away from her a short while later, taking her hand in his, and they briskly made the short trek from the gardens up to the main house. It was probably just around eight o’clock, and there were still several lights on around the mansion. The sounds of different activities could be heard all over when they got inside. They wasted no time getting to the basement conference room. Xander punched in the code to open the door and quickly led the way down the stairs.


  As soon as they were inside, voices and soft laughter coming from behind a door to their right made it apparent that they were not alone. Myra swung a quizzical gaze at Xander, who shrugged in response. “Thorn,” he said. “Li’s probably still monitoring him and wouldn’t allow him to go back to his apartments. It’s gonna take at least twenty-four hours for his ribs to heal properly.”


  He walked over to the door and gave it a polite rap before flinging it open to reveal a fairly spacious lab-slash-examination-room. Medical examination equipment was strategically placed to one side of the room, where there was also a patient bed. To the opposite, along the adjacent walls, stood cupboards and counters covered with laboratory apparatus and containers of what Myra assumed were chemical samples.


  Thorn lay propped up on the bed, dressed in a lounge pants and no shirt, his torso covered in white bandages. Beside him, sitting on a chair placed at the side of the small bed, was Nique, dressed in shorts and a tank top. They were both holding wireless remote control devices and staring at the flat screen television that was hanging on the wall across from the bed. Neither of them seemed very inclined to look away from the video game they were engrossed in to even acknowledge that someone had entered the room.


  “What’s this? Shouldn’t you be resting, man?” Xander queried, his voice thick with disapproval.


  Nique laughed as she continued to press the buttons on the control excitedly. “Don’t worry, I won’t wear him out too much. I just need to beat him at this level…Oh! Look what you made me do!”


  Thorn’s booming laughter filled the room then, as he obviously won the level and threw his control down on the bed. “Take that, runt! Told you I’d whoop your ass again,” he shouted gleefully.


  “Dammit! I almost had you that time, bighead!” she whined, causing Thorn to laugh some more, though he winced a little in obvious discomfort and held his side as he did so.


  “All right, children,” Xander interrupted their banter, his voice sounding slightly annoyed. “We have serious matters to discuss. Nique, can you go page the others for me? I’m calling an emergency meeting.”


  “Of course,” Nique replied, immediately throwing down the remote she was holding and standing. When she turned to exit the room, her gaze fell on Myra, who was standing a little behind Xander. “Myra! Hey, I didn’t even see you there. Are you okay? Thorn told me what happened earlier.”


  “Oh yeah, I’m fine. Xander, um…took care of me,” she replied, glancing at him quickly, then looked away with a heated blush when she noticed the pleased look he was giving her.


  “Well that’s great, I’m glad nobody else was hurt,” Nique said and patted her on the shoulder as she passed by her to exit the room. “I’ll be right back, it should only take a few minutes to get Ash and Li down here.”


  When she was gone, Myra walked over to stand by the bed where Thorn was lying. “Hey,” she said quietly. When he looked up at her warily, she continued, “Thanks for having my back out there. I’m glad you’re okay.”


  Thorn nodded somberly, but didn’t really look at her. “No problem, little girl. I’ll do just about anything for my brother,” he replied.


  Myra tried not to let his response hurt her feelings too much. She understood why he would feel less than inclined to help her in her own right. She knew what he had done for her was basically for Xander’s benefit and she was okay with that, for the time being, at least. Maybe one day she would get him to see that all witches weren’t created equal, but for now, she just let it slide. “How…how’s your wound? Are you gonna be caged up in here much longer?”


  He smiled cheekily then. “Nah, Li just wanted me to stay put for the night so I don’t get tempted to do anything stupid, like go out for a run and mess up his handiwork,” he said, and Myra laughed softly.


  “It’s a wonder he didn’t strap your ass to the darn bed!” Xander chimed in, joining in her laughter.


  Just then, the door swung open again and Nique walked back into the room, followed by Asher and Liam. “Well, you look better,” Ash commented with a devilish grin as he came to stand next to Myra, poking her in the side with his elbow to indicate his double entendre. She smiled sheepishly, but said nothing.


  “How’re you feeling now, Thorn?” Liam asked, walking over to stand at the opposite side of the bed.


  “I’m almost good as new. Don’t think I even need to be in here much longer.”


  “You let me be the judge of that,” Liam replied, moving to check his bandages.


  “Okay, Big Kane, what’s up? Nique said this was an emergency meeting?” Ash said, clearly wanting to get to the meat of the matter straight away.


  Xander moved to lean against the wall and folded his arms. He looked at Myra intently for a moment, and she recognized that he was asking for her permission to tell them her story. When she gave a slight nod to indicate that it was okay with her, he began to tell them what she had shared with him.


  “I guess you all know by now that Myra is a witch, right?” After a chorus of positive responses resonated around the room, he continued, “She’s actually a white witch, one that practices magic for the benefit of others, which is why her features aren’t distorted like the sorcerers and necromancers we’ve hunted before. There aren’t many of her kind left around these parts, and she’s kinda in danger right now. She could really use our help.”


  Liam looked up from his work on Thorn’s bandages. “Why don’t you tell us what the trouble is, son, and then we’ll decide what we can do to help afterwards?” he suggested.


  As briefly as he could, Xander recounted the story Myra had told him back at the cabin. The others listened attentively, only interrupting to ask for clarification where needed. “So now her mission is to locate her sisters, because they need to be together in order to harness their full power and use it to destroy this dark lord person.”


  “I can see them, in my visions,” Myra told them. “I know Eryn is in Balcavia somewhere, and Saige is here in Servania. I had a very clear vision of her earlier tonight. She was at a clinic in Crest Hill.” She then went on to recount what she saw in her vision.


  “Oh my God!” Nique cried. “Did that happen already, or was what you saw a prediction of what’s going to happen in the future?”


  “Some of my visions are flashbacks, long-buried memories, really. I can tell when they are, because the place and time feels nostalgic to me when I’m experiencing the vision. This one wasn’t like that, so I’m pretty sure it’s a forewarning. There was a calendar on the wall inside the clinic that I pictured and it was turned to September.”


  “Great, that’s something we can use,” Ash piped up enthusiastically.


  “Yeah, if your premonition is correct, this should all happen next month some time,” Xander stated. “That gives us just about a few weeks to ensure that it doesn’t happen at all.”


  “Okay, so what’s the plan, Kane? How do we do this?” Thorn inquired.


  “Myra needs to find both her sisters, and fast. We already know Saige is in danger and Eryn may be just a vulnerable. It doesn’t make sense for all six of us to go after one of them at a time.”


  “Good idea, son,” Liam said with a nod as he walked over to the sink at the counter to cleanse his hands. “It would be best if we split up. Half of us will go to Balcavia in search of Eryn, and the other half will head straight for that clinic in Crest Hill.”


  “I want to go with whoever is going to Crest Hill,” Myra said emphatically. “If they want to use her as bait to draw me out, then…”


  “That’s exactly why you shouldn’t go,” Nique said firmly, interrupting her flow of words. “That’s what they want. They expect you to come to her rescue. So let’s throw them off with the unexpected.”


  “Nique’s right,” Ash agreed. “We have the heads-up. We know what they want, so let’s use it to our advantage.”


  “I agree. It would be foolish to put you in harm’s way as well. Thorn, Li and Nique will stay here in Servania and head up to Crest Hill. Myra, you’ll go with Thorn and me to Balcavia,” Xander’s voice brook no argument, and when she turned to him to protest, his turquoise eyes let her know it was pointless. She spun away from him in exasperation just as there was a soft knock on the door. Moments later, it swung open and Jazmyn walked in, carrying a tray of food and wearing a bright smile.


  “So sorry to interrupt, but I thought Thorn might need something to eat,” she said.


  “Aww, thanks Jazz. I was just here thinking that I would go find a horse to eat if Li ever lets me out of this damn bed!” Thorn griped, causing the other occupants of the room to chuckle as he took the tray from her hands.


  “Well, you eat up now, you need your strength. I’m sure you’ll be tearing through the forest again by morning,” Jazmyn replied, fussing over him before she turned to leave the room again. When her eyes fell on Myra, her smile faltered a little, then returned with full force so suddenly that Myra almost thought she had imagined the lapse. “Oh, Myra! I heard your little walk in the garden turned into quite an unfortunate situation today. I’m so happy you’re okay.”


  Myra struggled to produce her best rendition of a genuine smile. “Yeah, it was really fortunate that these guys were there to come to my rescue,” she replied, glancing at Xander to see him watching her intently, a look of longing swimming in his eyes. Her face scorched and she quickly diverted her eyes as heat traveled down her belly to settle uncomfortably at her core.


  “My boys are real heroes, aren’t they? Real fine specimens of men I’ve raised,” Jazmyn bragged as she walked off toward the door, giving Xander’s chest a light pat and squeezing Ash’s shoulder as she passed by them.


  Liam chuckled softly as he watched her go. “Of course, you did all the raising single-handedly,” he chimed.


  Jazmyn glanced over her shoulder and winked at him, then she walked out the door, closing it behind her with a soft click. Xander quickly resumed the discussion they had been having before she had come into the room, and they spent another half an hour finalizing their plans. It was decided that the team that would be traveling to Balcavia would leave first thing in the morning, since they had a farther distance to cover. Li and his team would leave a little later on in the day, after he was confident that Thorn was one hundred percent healed. Finally, the meeting ended and Myra said goodnight to the others before following Xander up to his apartment.


  


  * * * *


  


  Xander stood in the dimly lit living room, facing the glass doors that led to the balcony. He’d been looking out at the night sky for the better part of half an hour and wondering how it was that fate had finally done him a good turn and sent Myra to him. She was everything he could have ever dreamed of wanting, if he had ever allowed himself to dream. She was perfect in every way, a goddess sent to complement him, the fire to his ice, and the rain to his drought. One day he hoped he would get the chance to thank whoever it was that watched over her, for keeping her safe up until now, and he knew that he would give every iota of blood in his body to protect her himself from now on.


  Her soft footfalls behind warned him of her approach long before her hands touched his shirtless back and slid around his waist. She had just finished her shower, and now her body was cool and supple against his. The moment her skin touched his, his body reacted like dynamite that had come in contact with a naked flame. He was already set to detonate, his every nerve ending charged and eager to have more of her.


  “Did I startle you?” she whispered, her warm breath fanning the skin of his back as she spoke.


  He chuckled softly, his chest rumbling slightly and causing tremors to ripple through her small hands where they were cupping his pecs. “I can hear you coming from a mile away, beautiful. My senses are just as tainted with daemon blood as the rest of me.”


  “Showoff,” she scoffed. Suddenly, she closed her fingers over his pebbling nipples and tugged gently, making him gasp in surprise. Then her hands traveled lower, gliding over the rigid surface of his stomach, until they got to the elastic waistband of his pajama pants. She placed soft kisses all over the wide expanse of his back and let her fingers dance across his abs, teasing him mercilessly before sliding her hand down to the front of his pants to cup his now-aching erection.


  “You want to play, little bird?” he asked her in an almost too harsh tone, choking with the effort it took to speak past the lump of lust forming in his throat. “Are you trying to provoke the captive beast?”


  She laughed seductively at his words. “Oh, don’t think you can scare me with that kinda talk. I know your bark is far worse than your bite will ever be.”


  “Is that right?” he challenged. Then suddenly, he made a complete revolution, changing their positions in one swift movement so that she was now pressed up against the glass and he was behind her. She gave a little squeal of surprise when he flattened her hands against the pellucid glass and captured her wrists in his. He nuzzled the sensitive place at the crux of her neck with his nose, inhaling her heady scent, then opened his mouth to scrape her skin lightly with his teeth. She sucked in a sharp breath and stiffened in his arms, making his lips curl in a gratified smile. “Be careful what you wish for, little bird. The beast wants to play now. Are you ready for him?”


  He couldn’t see her eyes, but he could tell they were wide now, could feel how she swallowed repeatedly and the telltale rapid rise and fall of her chest as she fought to remain calm. “Keep your hands right here. Don’t you move until I tell you to, is that clear?”


  She swallowed again and nodded. Another smile touched his lips, this time with a wicked edge to it. “Speak up, Raven. I can’t hear you.”


  “Uh…um, y–yes,” she whispered breathlessly, and he could feel little shivers running through her body as he pressed himself up against her plump ass.


  “Very good.” He freed her wrists, slowly dragging his hands down the length of her arms, then brought them around to cup her full, heavy breasts. He flicked a thumb over each nipple, playing with them until she moaned, an almost agonized sound, and her head lolled forward so her forehead touched the cool glass.


  Finally, he released her breasts, trailing his hands down her body and caressing every curve, every line, every dip and rise. He brushed her hair aside to place soft kisses at the back of her neck as his hands continued to explore her body. He paused for a moment to stare in wonderment at the dark six-point star that was naturally tattooed at her nape, and then he gently kissed it as well. “You’re so goddamn lovely, little bird. All of you, everything about you is total perfection.” He couldn’t hide the awe in his voice as he spoke the words that came straight from his most hidden recesses. Never before had he felt like this about a woman, and he was sure he never would again.


  “God, Xander, you don’t know what you do to me,” she said, her voice hitching as if she was utterly overwhelmed with emotion. Xander’s chest tightened with hope that she could feel for him even half of what he felt for her.


  He let his hand shift the satin teddy she wore and dip into the hollow between her smooth thighs. A low, harsh groan tore from his chest when he found her pussy completely bare to his touch and already slick with her arousal. He used his fingertips to toy with her pussy a little, sliding them along the slit, catching her labia between two fingers and tugging gently. When he flattened the pad of his middle finger against her clit and began lazily rubbing back and forth over the hardened nub, he felt shudders of need pulse through her body and the tortured moan that ripped from her throat sent licks of lightning straight to his cock. Gritting his teeth against the need that was swiftly mounting is his gut, he brought his other hand around to join in the fun between her legs. Slipping two long, thick digits into her wetness, he continued to massage her clit with his other hand.


  “Xander!” she screamed, her hands moving from their position on the glass to reach behind her and grab hold of his head as her pussy tightened convulsively around his fingers.


  His hands stilled immediately and he lowered his head so he could speak softly, yet firmly into her ear. “I said keep your hands where I put them,” he bit out through gritted teeth. “Do you want me to stop?”


  “N–no! Please, please…I need to come,” she pleaded, her voice strangled and pitiful. She quickly returned her hand to its place on the glass door, obediently flattening her palm against it once more.


  “That’s a good girl,” he purred into her ear, then kissed her neck gently before letting his tongue dart out to taste her sweetness the only way he could allow himself to. As he licked and sucked at the soft skin of her neck, his fingers began their torture between her legs once more, two delving in and out of her wetness and another rubbing circles over her turgid clit.


  “Oh God!” she cried, shuddering uncontrollably against his chest. “More please, I need more.”


  “You want to come for me, beautiful? Hmm? Do you want to come with my fingers in you like this?” He felt her cunt clamp hard on his fingers at his teasing questions, heard her breathing accelerate, smelt the rush of liquid that seeped from her body as she prepared to do just that.


  He smiled with satisfaction and continued to tease her, his fingers still pushing in and out of her slick, tight heat. “Or would you like to come on my tongue? Is that what you want? You want to come on my face while I eat your pussy?”


  “Cock!” she choked out as the first wave of her orgasm began its maddening pulse through her body. “Oh God, I need your cock!” Then she was coming, hard, bucking against his body as the pleasure tore through her.


  Xander didn’t ease up for a second, just kept rubbing her clit harder, faster, pressing down on the nub while she shattered to pieces in his arms. Her hands didn’t once leave their position on the glass door, even though her fingers were now curled tightly against the transparent surface. Seeing her obedience, how she turned herself over to him completely and trusted him not to hurt her, made his cock granite-hard against her firm ass.


  When she was finally coming down from her natural high and whimpering like a lost kitten, Xander slowly spun her around to face him. Noting how her knees almost buckled as she moved, he quickly bent and scooped her into his arms bridal style. She gasped in surprise but seemed too satiated to protest. She simply let her head fall to his shoulder and wrapped her arms around his neck as he transported her to the bedroom.


  As gently as if he was handling the most precious, fragile ornament, Xander laid her down on the high, four-poster bed. She purred and shuffled over a little, making room for him to join her. He hurriedly removed his pants and climbed onto the bed, a little thrill of delight coursing through his body as she opened her legs to welcome him between them.


  “Fuck, beautiful, do you know what you do to me?” he asked, echoing her earlier question.


  She smiled beatifically and reached up to place her hands on his chest. “I’m not sure I do. Why don’t you show me?”


  He caught her hands at the wrist and raised them so he could place a soft kiss on each of her knuckles before he lifted them around his neck. “Hold on then, little bird, and let me love you,” he whispered almost reverently. With one smooth, hard thrust, he sheathed himself inside her warmth, his body stiffening as a desire so potent that it threatened to unman him raked through his whole body.


  “Jesus almighty, you’re fucking perfect! I love being inside you,” he let her know as he balanced his huge body on both of his powerful arms and began to move inside her body.


  “Yes…more…please…don’t stop,” she moaned, writhing beneath him and bringing her legs up to wrap around his waist as he pumped into her slowly, over and over again.


  The sounds of their lovemaking filled the room—his heavy balls slapping against her ass, her soft moans, his groans and pants, the sheets rustling beneath her ass as she moved in time to the rhythm he had set. He rotated his hips between thrusts, and shifted his angle so that his cockhead rubbed over her G-spot each time he plunged deep. Myra moaned and her fingers immediately curled into his hair, gripping his head and dragging it down to meet hers in a soul-wrenching kiss.


  The plunge of her tongue into his mouth was Xander’s undoing. His thrusts instantly became erratic, his control slipping with every answering move of her hips, every lick of her tongue inside his mouth. Desperate not to lose his mind in the sinful sensations she was creating, he wrenched his mouth from hers and tried to pull away. “God dammit, beautiful! You’re gonna make me come. I can’t…I need to wait for you…” He shut his eyes to block out the sight of her full lips, pink and swollen from his kiss.


  Her hand came up to touch his face lovingly, eyes shining like diamonds in the dim light of the room. “Come for me, baby, don’t hold back. Let yourself go and just come.” Her words sent ripples of electricity straight to the root of his rigid cock and when he felt her pussy muscles clench around him, he had no choice but to release his frail grip on his control. His cock jerked inside her, sinking deep into her hot cavern and his body vibrated violently as his seed shot out like gushes from a hot spring.


  “I love you, Xander,” she whispered softly and gripped his massive arms as her own orgasm washed over her like a cataclysmic torrent.


  Minutes later, when the tempest of their mutual release had finally blown over, Xander lay on his side with Myra’s small, soft body curled into his as he spooned her against him. “I love you, too, little bird. You are mine, forever and always. Don’t you ever forget that,” he whispered, his breath fanning the top of her head.


  He heard her gasp and knew she had thought he hadn’t heard her when she’d said the words earlier during his orgasm. “Don’t doubt my feelings for you, Myra. It may seem like only a short time has passed since we’ve been together, but I assure you that what I feel for you is as real and true as the night sky outside.”


  She sighed contentedly and smiled, snuggling into his chest a little more. “I don’t doubt you, Xander. Call it a sixth sense or whatever, but I do know that what we have is real.”


  “Good,” he said, smiling into the darkness. “And I promise to take care of you, always. No harm will come to you when you’re with me. No power on this land will ever be strong enough to take you away from me.”


  He felt her nod, then half turned to seal her lips to his in a slow, sweet kiss. Their journey may just be about to begin, but he had no doubt that they would come through it…together.


  Epilogue


  


  He was getting tired of this host and her prissy wardrobe, Raphe thought as he made his way to the library. The woman called Jazmyn had been his host for just a few days, but he had become really annoyed with dressing the part of a prefect middle-aged princess and styling her stupid hair every day. He’d be damn glad when Salem was satisfied with all the information he had gathered and finally allowed him to abandon her body.


  Straightening the nightgown he wore, he took brisk steps to complete his journey, looking over his shoulders to ensure the coast was clear before entering the library. Her husband was asleep, and the others probably were, too. Raphe had waited until they had completed their little meeting before he’d come to give his report, but still, it was wise for him to be cautious. He shut the door firmly behind him and took a moment to secure it with the lock before moving quickly over to the shelves of books that lined the walls of the huge, dank room. His dexterous hands searched behind a stack of books on the third shelf and quickly located the secret safe concealed there. Unlocking it, he removed the onyx gemstone hidden inside and withdrew his hand.


  Rushing over to the table in the center of the room, he placed the stone on it and quickly repeated the necessary words to activate it. Seconds later, it lit up, shining brightly and illuminating the dim room. Then suddenly, his master’s face appeared as the reflection on its surface. “Yes, Raphe?” Salem asked, sounding annoyed, as if Raphe had interrupted his sleep.


  “Master, I have learned much tonight,” he began, his eagerness apparent in his tone.


  The craggy-faced sorcerer peered at him expectantly and when Raphe didn’t immediately continue, he bit out, “So tell me, you dimwit! I need to return to my bed. I can’t afford to let my powers wane. If you don’t bring me those cursed bitches soon, I might just have to come after them myself.”


  “I’m getting closer, master, don’t you worry. It won’t be long now before I have all of them together to deliver to you,” Raphe reported proudly, then launched into an account of what he had overheard earlier while he eavesdropped on the fools downstairs.


  “Brilliant! They are playing right into our hands, then. All you have to do is stick with them and they will do the work for us,” Salem replied with an evil cackle, clapping his hands together in delight.


  “This one is not going with them,” Raphe said, indicating the body he was possessing with a wave of his hands.


  Salem gave a gesture of disinterest. “Then abandon her. Find another host that can be useful without giving yourself away.”


  Raphe smiled in relief. Finally! “Thank you, master. Have a good rest. I will be in touch again soon.”


  Before he could get the last word out, his master’s reflection disappeared from the surface of the gemstone and it ceased its shining. Raphe wasted no time returning the stone to its hiding place and fixing the books he had moved. Then, he released his hold on the body he had taken refuge inside, allowing himself to float free. The woman collapsed at his feet the minute he was standing outside her body and he bent to check if she was still alive. Leaving a dead body behind would only raise suspicion of foul play, and he didn’t need that now. When he was satisfied that she was indeed still breathing, he stepped over her body and exited the room in search of his next target.
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