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CHAPTER ONE





“CLAY.”

MY NAME floated to me in the darkness, carried on the whispered breath of an angel. Some part of me understood that I was asleep, poised on the precipice between consciousness and dream, but I was more than willing to surrender to the lilt of that voice. 

Her voice.

I smiled and shifted position in the bed, rolling over and giving myself to the dream that taunted me from the edges of my mind. As soon as I’d released my hold on the real world, the dreamscape welcomed me in.

The air was rich with the scent of the magnolias trees that stretched endlessly into the air. The branches, each one overloaded with flowers, knitted together to form a canopy of white above me.

Not me. Us.

Standing in front of me, with her head tipped back to take in the view above us, was a girl. 

No, not a girl, the girl. 

She was a regular visitor in my dreams. Each night, we’d meet under the floral sky—at least for a few stolen moments.

With a smile on my lips, I watched her relish the dreamland sun. Her stance left her shoulder length red-gold curls spilling down her back. The soft light filtering through the canopy reached for the ends of her hair, igniting it, and setting flames among the fiery tendrils. A desperate desire to touch her built in the pit of my stomach, and I wished that tonight would be when things would change for the better.

The need grew to reach out and thread my fingers into her blazing locks—to run my hands through the multi-hued silk as I held her close—but I was pinned in place. The sight of her was enough to cast a spell over me, rendering me utterly immobile. Despite that, I longed to guide her gaze in my direction so I could pull her to me and kiss her until we were both breathless. My stomach flipped as I wondered whether this time, tonight, I might actually be able to glide my fingers across her body. 

All I had to do was earn her attention somehow.

The air around the two of us grew warmer, and the scent of the warmed flowers became cloying—as if it were trying to reach down my throat and forcibly churn my stomach.

Damn it!

The dream was ending—I knew the sequence too well by now. I’d wasted time admiring the beautiful girl. Now I only had a few more precious moments with her before everything changed. I wanted to taste her lips and feel her—to have her under me, panting and desperate—before I lost her again.

Surely tonight will be the night I can finally make her mine.

Almost as soon as the thought crossed my mind, she lowered her chin to bring her gaze down to meet mine. Her lilac irises were incandescent in the muted sunlight and her lips tipped up into a knowing smile.

“Are you dreaming about me again?” she asked, amusement ringing clear in her tone.

Like every other time I’d had the dream, I couldn’t find the answer to her question. I couldn’t talk or move. I was caught by her spell, but couldn’t find it in me to worry about the implications as she stepped closer to me. This was the part of the dream where the little I knew of her from reality always gave way to pure, unadulterated fantasy. I waited for the shift with a desperate longing and a mouth so dry I couldn’t have forced myself to form any words even if I’d been able to speak.

She rested her hand against my chest, causing my heart to gallop. My blood raced through my veins, rushing toward the one part of me that most needed to feel her touch.

“Naughty, naughty,” she teased with a soft, sultry whisper in my ear. “You know you’re not supposed to think about me.”

Before I had a chance to respond—not that I was able to anyway—her hand moved from my chest and trailed down in a straight line over my stomach and onto my cock. An involuntary moan rushed from my throat as she bit her lip and cupped her hand over my length. My heart pounded so hard I was certain she’d be able to feel my heartbeat through her grip. A soft moan issued from her lips as she rubbed her palm against my jeans.

“This is what you want, isn’t it?” She gazed up at me through her thick eyelashes.

I wanted to nod and take it all, even though I knew I should try to shake my head and try to break the spell somehow. She pressed her body closer to me, face to face and chest to chest.

Continuing her soft ministrations on the outside of my jeans, she scraped her teeth against my earlobe. A shudder of pleasure ran through me at the sensation. Her breath was warm against my skin as she spoke.

“I want to tear you to pieces,” she murmured in her seductive tone.

She trailed one of the long, talon-like fingernails of her free hand under my chin, using it to twist my face toward her and forcing me to meet her gaze once again. 

“You want me, don’t you?” she asked, words stolen from another mouth—a warning from within that the reality of Evie was just as dangerous as the harpy who’d once tried to seduce me had been.

The hold she had on my cock tightened until there was nothing that existed outside of her grip. The sensation straddled the line between pleasure and pain, and she had the control to tip the balance in either direction. She smiled, possibly in response to whatever emotion she saw on my face or maybe because of the reaction my body had to her hold.

“That’s good, because I can guarantee you the time of your life. Being with me . . . it’s worth dying for.”

Her hands grew hotter, heating me from the inside out. I tried to pull away but was still unable to fight through whatever spell had rendered me immobile. Her smile turned to a snarl, and the canopy above us burst into flames.

“No!” I shouted as I jerked awake before the fire could consume us both. 





IGNORING MY raging hard-on, I sat up and pushed back the hair that had fallen across my eyes as I’d slept.

Was it impossible to go one night without dreaming of Evie fucking Meyers?

I pushed back the covers knowing that it was useless trying to get back to sleep with the way my heart pounded against my ribcage. It felt like I’d run a marathon, not just awakened from a dream. 

Whether my breath sped from fear of the monster within her or lust over just how hot the dream version of Evie was, I could never be certain. All I knew was that I wanted her in front of me for real. Nothing in the world would have made me happier—or more terrified—than for the dream to manifest itself in my bedroom. To be free to speak and react, to pull her to me like I always longed to do. To see whether her dreamtime utterances were fact.

Would one night with Evie be worth dying for? 

I shuddered. Thoughts of Evie—literally the girl of my dreams—filled me. I imagined where she might be and what she might be doing. So many hours had disappeared while I remembered her heat and her lips, and recall the way she’d play with the end of her ponytail when she was nervous . . .

Why can’t I get her out of my head?

When I tried to focus on other things, she was there. It was as if she’d burned her image into my retinas and branded herself onto my skin the instant her body heated in response to my touch two years ago.

If she hadn’t disappeared so unexpectedly, I might be over her already. I had to laugh at my own ridiculous thought. Unexpectedly? Really? You accused her of being a monster. You called her evil. Did you actually think she would stay after that?

Climbing from bed, I scrubbed my face with both of my hands and blew out a breath to exhale my frustration. Regardless of my dreams, and of the easy way I could recall the time we’d had, it didn’t pay to dwell on thoughts of her. As she’d pointed out—at least in the vision that haunted me nightly—I wasn’t supposed to think about her. She was nothing more than a memory of a history long since passed. A time I should have buried deep inside by now.

Trying to convince myself of that was useless though. 

She was sending me insane. She’d been such an integral part of my dreamscape for so long that I couldn’t even really be sure exactly how much of my memory of her was real and how much I’d fabricated in the years since. She’d morphed from the teenage girl I’d known into both a seductress and a monster. There was no way of knowing which she’d truly become until I found her again, and that search was more than fruitless. 

I’d spent the better part of the last two years running searches in every database at my disposal, and I’d got bupkis. It shouldn’t have been so hard to find one girl and her father. Still, my mind wouldn’t let me just give up the search. Or maybe it was my heart. It was hard to tell these days.

After giving up on any thoughts of further sleep, I showered before making my way to the kitchen to hunt down some breakfast. I figured I might as well take advantage of my early waking to get in first. At least that way I could be sure that I actually got some food. My older brother, Ethan, was definitely taking full advantage of the unusual situation of a fully stocked pantry.

Unusual because it was the first time my family had lived in a house since my twin sister, Louise, and I finished high school. While we were still in school, Dad had wanted us to have some semblance of normalcy, so even though we’d still moved often, we usually stayed in one area for at least a few months—long enough to warrant settling into a proper house. 

After graduation . . . 

I was happy to be in a stable apartment again for a while and not have to sleep on a dingy motel mattress that countless thousands of other people had slept on—and worse—before me.

For the time being, we were in the personal apartment of Abraham Rogers, the leader of the New York division of the organization we belonged to—the Rain—and the warden of Bayview prison, which was more than just a typical prison. 

Most of the cells at Bayview, better known among our devotees as “Hell,” were filled with genuine human prisoners to offer the front we needed, but the rest had one singular purpose—to hold captive some of the most gruesome creatures imaginable. The creatures that we, as the Rain, where dedicated to eradicating. Usually, we just disposed of the beasts in the field, but occasionally some creatures proved difficult to destroy permanently. They were the ones shown our unique brand of hospitality for as long as it took for us to study the best way to weaken and kill them.

When I walked into the kitchen, Eth was already sitting at the table, hugging a bowl of cereal that probably could have fed a family of six. Sometimes I wondered things about my brother—like whether it was possible that he’d swapped appetites with a small rhino. 

Despite the resemblance in our appearance, our tall stature, dark hair, and near-black eyes, which we’d both inherited from our father, there were some stark differences between us. His muscular build and ability to digest ridiculous quantities of junk food were just a couple of them.

“We’re out of milk,” he mumbled around a mouthful of brightly colored rings as he held up the empty carton as evidence.

“Nice. Thank you, asshole.” I flicked his ear as I walked past, before dodging out of the way of his speedy retaliation in the form of a fist. “What are you doing up so early anyway?”

He shook his head. “Dad and I just got in. I’m going to go crash as soon as I finish this. You and Lou have the day shift.”

The day shift alone with Lou wasn’t appealing, but I had little choice in the matter until the case was finished.  

Three days earlier, we’d been on the other side of the country, but as always, when Abe called, we jumped. Well, Dad jumped, and we followed. Together with the other leaders of the Rain, Abe gave us our cases, helped out with trouble, and kept our asses out of prison. Despite being among the Elite—families who’d been part of the Rain for countless generations—like my family, Abe’s position at Bayview ranked him above even us.

During his call, he’d explained that his son Benjamin had been failing to turn up for any cases for almost two weeks. At first, he’d thought it was just Ben being Ben. He always took full advantage of his position as the son of a ruling Elite family, and got whatever he wanted, which of course led him to want everything he couldn’t have. He’d been in more trouble than my brother and I combined, and that was saying something.

Thanks to Ben, Abe had spent plenty of time and money cleaning up messes—mostly of the drunk female at 3 a.m. kind. Ben, just like Eth, was always on the prowl, and no woman was safe when he turned on his charm.

With a barely repressed shudder, I recalled the few times the three of us had been out together. Both Ben and Eth cared about nothing but counting the notches on their bedposts. Personally, I preferred to go for something a little more long lasting. Not that any attempted relationship of mine had lasted long, especially when each one had felt like nothing more than a tawdry affair. It was just another way Evie had invaded my life. Regardless of how happy I thought I could be with a new woman, Evie was always there. Her memory, and the enchantment I felt for her, whispered in the back of my head, and ghosted between my sheets as an ever-faithful partner even though she’d never physically been there.

Abe had explained that three days after the first case Ben had failed to show for, he’d been spotted. The next morning, a fresh human corpse was found nearby the suspected sighting. When that pattern continued every few days, Abe had called us.

Despite having no solid leads, Abe suspected Ben’s disappearance was the work of a fae doppelganger from a fairy court nearby. The Rain had long suspected that there was a fae hideaway somewhere in the vicinity of Central Park, and possibly another in the Bronx area, but we’d never been able to find either of them. Once the details of the case were revealed, it became clear why Abe had requested my family’s presence.

Because of our history with the fae of New York, the case was personal for us. There wasn’t a single member of my family that didn’t want to see all of the fae parasites dead—preferably at our own hands. Abe knew our desire to destroy those filthy creatures would offer Ben his best chance for rescue.

“You didn’t have any luck then?” I asked Eth about the case as I opened the fridge to see whether by some miracle an array of tasty food had materialized overnight to replace what Eth had consumed the day before. Disappointed that it hadn’t, I grabbed the orange juice. There wasn’t quite enough to fill a juice glass, so I just drank it straight from the carton before wiping my mouth with the back of my hand.

“Nothing,” Eth said around another mouthful. “There was a sighting of him in a strip club, but when we got there he was gone. But there was another one left behind.”

Another body? Shit!

Neither of us said anything as the potential repercussions of that sank in. So far there had been six victims, and all of their deaths had been covered up smoothly enough, but eventually the cover up would have to stop. At some point, probably when the numbers climbed into double digits, it would be a lost cause, and Ben would have to face justice for the crimes—even if Abe was right and Ben hadn’t committed them.

“We’ll find him,” I stated. My confidence came from deep within. We’d always had success on these sorts of operations in the past. In fact, my family had an almost perfect record. No one in the Rain would have argued the fact that we were the best at what we did. There was no reason to think this case would be any different. 

I hoped that we could find Ben sooner rather than later. I wanted the situation resolved before anyone else lost their life. I also hated the thought of my friend trapped in a fae court somewhere, or that somewhere out there another innocent person would soon lose their life because we’d missed some clue.

Eth finished up his cereal before tipping the bowl to his lips and drinking the milk. “I don’t know, man, surely at some point we have to admit defeat.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “How can you say that? What if Dad had given up on Lou?”

Eth flinched at the accusation in my tone. Despite the years that had passed since Lou had been rescued from the fae and returned to us, her disappearance was still a major cause of heartbreak for our family. She’d been just a toddler when she was switched, and it had taken Dad years to get her back. We couldn’t give up on Ben after only a few days even though he was an adult capable of taking care of himself. If he’d truly been kidnapped, and wasn’t just trying to cause his father some grief, it was likely that he wouldn’t ever be able to break away, at least not unassisted. We couldn’t just abandon him to whatever fate awaited him at the fae courts.

A moment later, Eth had his stoic mask back in place. He brushed his hand across his almost military-short hair, flexing his muscles in the process as if trying to remind me that he could beat me into submission if we argued—or at least he thought he could. “I almost forgot you like to hold on to things forever. How long have you been pining over that girl who disappeared on you back in Ohio?”

It was my turn to react, but I tried to minimize the chance for him to see the impact his words had by masking my expression before I spoke. “One, I haven’t been pining.” I held up my hand, counting as I went. “I was concerned. She left so suddenly, and I was worried that something might have happened to her.” It was a lie. I knew exactly why she left and that, aside from the threat my family posed to her, she’d never been in any danger—if anything she was the danger. That didn’t mean I was pining though, not exactly.

Unless of course dreaming about her, being unable to get her out of my head, and needing to see her one more time was pining, which I didn’t think it was. Sure, I’d set up at least twenty different auto searches on every database we had access to, all with emails directly back to a personal email address I’d set up specifically for the purpose, before wiping the existence of them out of the Rain’s search log. 

Maybe I’d even gone so far as to upload an image I’d lifted from my high school’s security camera feed into a beta version of some facial recognition software that I’d had a little input into the design of. I may have had alerts linked to all of those different searches so that I was notified by text and email the instant any of them resulted in a hit.

It was even possible that I’d scoured every single book and database available to me to try to research precisely what sort of creature she was. All signs pointed to something that seemed impossible due to their rarity in the world, a creature of fire and renewal, but it was also the only thing that made sense.

None of those things were the same thing as pining though. “And two, that’s got nothing to do with this so shut up.”

He laughed, knowing that he’d successfully gotten under my skin, which was probably the whole point of his comments anyway. “Keep telling yourself that, but know that there have been many, many nights when we’ve shared a room that I’ve heard you getting out of bed to go jack off in the bathroom at some ridiculous hour of the morning.”

I tried not to let him see that he’d hit too close to the mark with his observation.

“Why are you up anyway?” he asked, changing the subject in victory. “As you pointed out yourself, it’s early. It’s not like you’re in the bathroom having a good time.” He waved his open fist in the air in mimicry of an action he clearly knew well. “So . . .?”

I shrugged. “I just couldn’t sleep, and then I thought I’d be able to beat you to the little food remaining. Obviously I lost that race.”

He snorted. “What can I say? You snooze, you lose.”

I rolled my eyes. “You could at least—“

“There’s no point batting those big brown eyes of yours in an attempt to make me feel bad,” he said. “I’m going to bed, not out for more milk.”

I gave him the finger and tried to find something else to satisfy my hunger; at least the physical one in my stomach. My other hungers would have to wait awhile longer—maybe even forever.









CHAPTER TWO





TWO HOURS LATER, I was in three layers of clothes, trawling through a dumpster near the strip club that Eth and Dad had visited the night before, looking for any evidence that might point to where Ben could be.

“Of course Eth and Dad would get booze and naked women while I get stuck dumpster diving with a princess,” I muttered as I tossed yet another bag of worthless trash to one side.

Lou tsked and, if I’d been looking at her, I probably would have seen her rolling her eyes. Her snotty attitude was starting to grate on me—more than usual.

I popped my head up to admonish her and saw her playing with her hair. Three weeks earlier she’d turned up with her new style—platinum blonde, trimmed short at the back with some weird asymmetrical bit at the front. I seriously didn’t understand girls—my sister in particular. “Can’t you at least help me out?”

Her nose wrinkled in disgust. “There is no way I’m getting in there.” She had her whiny voice on, which only served to make me more pissed at the circumstances.

“I would have thought, as someone who’d experienced the fae’s particular brand of hospitality, that you of all people would want to help rescue Ben.”

“Fuck you, Clay. Of course I want to, but that doesn’t mean I’m about to go climbing into a dumpster. I’m a fighter, not a dumpster-loving hobo.”

“Well, can you at least look around where they found the body rather than standing there picking your fucking nails?”

“I have looked.”

“Well, look again.” I went back to searching through the filth.

I was onto the second bin when my cell phone chimed twice. Irritated at the distraction, I climbed out of the dumpster, ripped off my gloves, and then pulled my cell from my pocket. For a moment, I just stared at it in disbelief. The facial recognition software had sent me an update with a hit.

“What is it?” Lou asked.

“I’ve found him.” I threw my cell at her so that she could see the hit I’d got. The software had sent the name of the search—Benjamin Rogers—and his location. Within seconds of each other, I’d gotten two hits. Both from the Bronx River Houses, and both in the same frame. “Call Dad. I’ll get cleaned up and meet you at the car.”

During the drive, Lou bitched and moaned about how much I stank. I wanted to slap her. It wasn’t like I’d selected Eau de Garbage when I’d gotten dressed that morning. Maybe if she’d helped out a little more, I wouldn’t have had to stay in the dumpster for so long. Or maybe we’d have both stunk, but either way it would have made her back off.

Instead of debating further with Lou, I decided to concentrate on the possibilities that the lead from the software presented. If it did help us to find Ben, it would be a great boon for the Rain. It meant that the software worked exactly as we’d anticipated, and hoped.

I couldn’t help thinking of my more personal desire though, as the need to be close to Evie again bubbled in my stomach. If one out of the two searches I’d run so far was successful, could the other have the same luck?

Evie’s details had been the first I’d entered, but I couldn’t resist the perfect opportunity to test the system further when Ben had disappeared. Maybe there’s a real chance it will lead me to her.

I pushed the errant thought out of my mind and focused on locating Ben. If Abe was right, if a fae court had actually kidnapped Ben, it was highly likely that it was the same bastard court responsible for Lou’s torture. 

Dad had killed the three fae he’d found with her in the abandoned motel room, but I wanted to make every one of their kind suffer for the agony they’d caused my sister. I eyed the sleeves on her jacket, which were both pulled down to hide her scars. Getting some revenge would definitely be a bonus for my sister; for my whole family. Each of us enjoyed being the one who fired the bullet that finally brought one of those fuckers down. Even if the ones responsible for her pain were dead, only vengeance against the whole court would show them that they picked the wrong family to fuck with. If that moment came during this case, we’d probably leave the reward of firing the kill shot to Lou—she deserved to be the one who extracted that final revenge.

With the traffic, it took us a little over forty minutes to drive to the Bronx and another ten to find somewhere to park. When I finally found a space, I took the key from the ignition and tucked it up behind the sun visor. 

To any normal person, it probably seemed strange, but we always left our cars unlocked and ready to go just in case we were separated. Any one of us could be in need of a quick getaway. Murphy’s Law dictated that it would always be the one without keys who’d need them most, so we didn’t tempt fate. I could still remember the arguments between Eth and Dad after the first time Dad had shown us the trick. Eth was adamant that it was asking for the car to be stolen, while Dad argued that the easiest way to keep a car safe was to make it look like it was too easy to steal. It worked especially well when we were parked in a bad neighborhood. People assumed it was a police sting or that it belonged to someone powerful enough not to be fucked with and would leave it untouched. Regardless of whether Dad or Eth was right, the technique was pretty much a habit for me now.

“Let’s do this,” I said to Lou as we both prepared our guns for the mission ahead.

We caught up with Dad and Eth, who’d managed to make it there before us—no doubt largely in part due to Eth’s crazy driving—and had already scoped out the area.

“We haven’t seen anything yet,” Dad said. “But the buildings are all centered around a courtyard. We can start there and fan out. Clay, can you get a copy of the photo that triggered the alert?”

I nodded as I pulled out my cell and logged into the Rain interface. “Give me a sec.”

A minute and a half later, I showed them the picture that had caused both alerts to signal me. In it, the doppelganger Ben had a steel grip around the bound arms of another, captive version of our friend. It was clear the real Ben was being guided toward one of the buildings. Despite the fact that only one of them was the true Ben, they looked identical. Even the typical fae arrogance on the captor’s face didn’t look out of place on Ben’s features—in fact, it was remarkably similar to the expression he wore when he knew he was getting lucky.

“It’s definitely a doppelganger,” Eth said, stating the blatant fact. “At least that explains the bodies.”

It didn’t take us long to work out the exact location the CCTV footage was from based on the background in the still.

We headed into the building, unsure of whether or not we were walking into a trap, but ready to put our complete trust in each other like we always did on a case. 

A thud and crash sounded upstairs. Although the sounds weren’t exactly uncommon, or unexpected, considering the area, the timing was far too coincidental to be ignored. With a few hand gestures, Dad indicated for Eth and me to take the lead. Silently, we moved in formation until we had the door to the apartment with the noises surrounded. A muffled shout within seemed to confirm it was the right room.

With a nod, Dad signaled for Eth—the strongest of us—to kick in the door. With a loud thump, it swung open wildly to reveal two Bens, each a perfect replica of the other, both staring at us in surprise. Neither of them was bound, but both bore rope burns around their wrists.

“Shoot him. He’s the doppelganger!” They both cried in unison, their voices almost perfectly in sync.

I looked between them, wondering whether there was some easy test to distinguish the real Ben from his fae doppelganger. I turned to Dad for guidance, but before I could even open my mouth, Lou’s gun went off, and one of the Bens—I wasn’t sure which—fell to the floor.

Eth and I leaped backward in shock at the unexpected gunshot.

“Holy shit!” Eth exclaimed.

Crimson fluid flooded from the gaping hole where the back of Ben’s head used to be, and with the doppelganger no longer alive, the body instantly looked a little less like the real Ben. The skin was already paler, fading to a darkened tan.

The Ben that remained standing blinked at Lou. “How’d you know that he was . . . that I was . . .”

He seemed to be in shock, and I couldn’t blame him. I was barely understanding it myself, and I was long used to Lou’s snap decisions.

“I had a hunch, so I followed it,” Lou said with a shrug.

Ben’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he keeled over next to the doppelganger. The three of us had practically grown up with him—albeit in small doses—but I knew he had a strong constitution and could kick some serious ass when he needed to. It was testament to his ordeal with his doppelganger that he’d succumbed to unconsciousness—or maybe it was the possibility that Lou could have easily killed him if her hunch had been wrong.

“We need to get him out of here,” Dad said.

“I’ll take him. I might be able to help him,” Lou said with genuine empathy in her voice. Even though we had no way of knowing what he might have endured—or whether he’d escaped relatively unscathed—none of us were willing to argue with Lou about her being involved in his debriefing. Of the four of us, she had the most experience with the fear of capture and the reality of torture.

“Fine. Louise and I will take the Chevelle and drive Ben to Abe’s place,” Dad agreed. “I’ll call him on the way so that he can meet us there. Ethan, you and Clay clean up here. I’ll meet you back at Bayview to debrief with the Assessors in an hour. Remember, this wasn’t just any normal case. This was a direct attack on one of our leaders, and we need to be prepared to ensure it can’t happen again.”

After Dad and Lou had left, Eth and I wrapped the body and carried it downstairs before throwing it into the trunk. We’d find a quiet spot by the river and burn the dead fae—it was the easiest way to dispose of these creatures for good. 

As I climbed into the car, my cell chimed again. Assuming it was Dad letting us know something about Ben, I checked it. It was another alert, which I almost dismissed. I assumed it was probably just a new sighting of Ben, from when Lou and Dad helped him out of the building, because I hadn’t had an opportunity to turn off the search. But then . . . then the details of the alert caught my eye. Once they had, I couldn’t do anything more than stare at it in disbelief.

Blaze.

Tremors overtook my hand, and I could barely read the next words—the ones that might offer me salvation.

Blaze was the codename I’d set up on my searches for Evie. I’d tried to be clever because I couldn’t have anyone stumble across a search for Evelyn Meyers. Even the nickname I knew her by would be too obvious to my family if they found it.

It’s her.

I took a shaky breath and concentrated on the screen, on the address, on the possibility that I might have actually found her.

6380 South Boulevard, Charlotte, North Carolina.

“Clay?”

It’s really her!

“Earth to Clay!”

“Huh?” I looked up from the cell and remembered where I was. For a moment, I’d been so completely lost in my exhilaration that I’d forgotten I was still on a case and that my brother was right beside me.

“Are you going back to Hell?” Eth asked.

“Yeah, of course.” Before climbing into the passenger’s seat, I looked down at the details again to ensure that I wasn’t just seeing things. The second my belt was buckled, I was back on my cell, pulling up a copy of the photo that had triggered the alert.

If I’d seen the photo without the confirmation, I probably wouldn’t have looked twice at the brunette within. I would have assumed that there was no way the pretty girl with a mess of curls around her face was Evie. Having the confirmation though, I could see it. Even through her getup, I recognized the curl of her lip and the set of her cheekbones. It was a damned good disguise, but I could see the truth buried beneath it.

Since I’d last seen her, she’d grown some wicked curves, but she was still the same girl I’d spent so many nights dreaming about. The one I’d fantasized about more times than I could count and whose image was the only one I saw whenever I needed to work off a little tension with some self-love. Even the few encounters I’d had after being pushed toward a woman during a night out with Eth were quickly chased into the past when I thought of the one who had turned my life upside down after only a few short months of teenage flirting.

Eth’s fist struck my shoulder. “Are you even listening?”

“Huh?” I tried to rewind my mind a few seconds to see if I could recall him asking a question—I thought he’d mentioned something about a place to dispose of the doppelganger’s body. “Uh, yeah, sounds good.”

Reluctantly minimizing the photo, I entered the corresponding address into a search engine. A few seconds later, I had an image of a group of shops; the exterior of one seemed to be a possible match for the things surrounding Evie in the CCTV still.

This is it. 

I could barely believe it. My heart raced as I flicked quickly between the two photos. 

I’ve found her.

“Are you all right, bro?” Eth asked. “You’re acting like a dumbass. What are you even looking at?” He took his eyes off the road to reach across the car for the cell.

I yanked it from him at the last second. “It’s nothing,” I all but shouted. “Just pay attention to the road in front of you, will you?”

He rolled his eyes, but thankfully his gaze found the road again. 

For a moment.

“You know, looking at porn online is nothing to be ashamed of,” he said with complete seriousness after a brief pause.

Ignoring his smartass comment, I took a deep breath and put my cell away, trying not to allow the elation I felt inside reach my lips.

He flicked a skeptical glance in my direction. “Are you’re sure it’s nothing?”

I nodded. “It’s nothing. I’m fine.” Better than that. I’m fan-fucking-tastic!

Before long, I would have the chance to find out what it was about Evie that made it so impossible for me to forget her.





 




CHAPTER THREE





I STEPPED BACK to survey my handiwork.

Three hand-picked magnolias rested against Evie’s front door. I’d taken time to carefully examine each flower and had selected those particular three for their perfect white petals, symmetry, and scent. I only hoped she would guess at their meaning. Maybe it was too much effort for the desired effect, but it wasn’t like I had a lot of other things on my plate—or anything else to do at all.

Most days since my arrival in Charlotte, I did everything I could to keep from being bored out of my mind, but that was the nature of surveillance missions. I knew what to expect while waiting, but I hadn’t anticipated the jittery nerves that raced around my body, keeping all of my muscles tense and ready for action. It was exhausting, but necessary. If I moved too quickly, without taking the necessary precautions, it could easily cost me my life.

After giving the flowers another once over, I crept back to my hiding place—an old Ford parked across from Evie’s house. I’d spent at least ten hours watching the street since the day I arrived in Charlotte and the car hadn’t moved once in that time. The safest place to be when Evie arrived home to my gift was the backseat, where I could remain hidden from watchful eyes but could still see what or who came by.

Impatient for her return, the wait grew dreary. The need to be close to her, to hear her voice—her laugh—once more, and to figure out what the hell was going on in my head, was getting the better of me. Now that I was so close, it felt like she called to every fiber of my being with a siren song. Like she’d claimed me as her own the first time our lips had touched. 

It was ridiculous, and yet undeniable. 

I yanked my fingers through my hair. When I pulled my hand away, strands of the dark-brown mess clung to my fingertips, victims of my anxiety. I had to approach her soon—years of waiting and searching, combined with the knowledge I was so close now, caused an emotion bordering on hysteria—insanity?—to overtake my body. My palms were clammy, so I wiped them on my jeans as I tried to get a grip on reality.

Why the hell are you so nervous?

The worst part, the thing that was hardest to admit to myself, was that it wasn’t the fear that I’d soon be facing a monster that had my adrenaline pumping. It wasn’t like in the moments just before a good fight. Instead, it was the petty, teenage flutter-in-my-stomach inducing stress that usually accompanied the need to talk to a mega-hot girl—only I wasn’t a kid anymore. 

I could’ve almost understood my emotions if it was the usual fear—after all she was something worthy of my terror. I had very valid reasons for fretting on that front. Yet, I also had the knowledge of how to hide it all and bury it so deep down that there were no outward indicators. I just . . . couldn’t. Not with the knowledge that I was so close to achieving a two-year dream running through me.

Looks like I’m disregarding all of my training these days.

Lifting my head up enough to view the flowers from my position, I wondered—not for the first time—whether I was doing the right thing. I had my suspicions that I was making a disastrous mistake. It was likely that she’d forgotten me the instant she’d left our high school in Ohio and fled with her Dad after my stupid-ass rant when I learned her truth.

Part of me hoped that I’d made a slightly more memorable impression than that, but just as desperately, I didn’t want her to remember me. I didn’t want what came next to be shaped by our last meeting. Better she’d forgotten about me entirely than remember the words I’d uttered in anger and disgust after finding out her dreadful secret.

The question of whether I’d meant them or not ran through my head almost daily.

Disturbingly, despite my dreams and the years I’d spent chasing her, the answer was in the affirmative. She wasn’t human. That was a simple and undeniable fact. 

If I followed my training, then I shouldn’t have seen her as anything more than that. She should have been detestable to me. She certainly shouldn’t have been the headline feature in my mind’s private peepshow for the last few years. Her kind represented everything that I’d hunted since the tender age of eight. Things like her killed people. The recent trail of bodies by Ben’s fae doppelganger was one small fraction of the body count I’d witnessed in my years with the Rain. Creatures like Evie and the fae stole souls and destroyed countless lives—not just their victims’, but their victims’ families. 

Because of that, they all deserved to die.

Evie deserved to die.

Even thinking about that simple truth—one that was buried deep into the core of who I was—was enough to make me hyperventilate because I believed that with almost every fiber in my being. It was ingrained so deep within me that I had no other choice but to accept it. For generations, my family had been part of the last line of defense between humans and total anarchy. For countless centuries, the Rain had been responsible for ridding the world of the worst creatures imaginable: demons, monsters, fae, and all other manner of evil that put humanity at risk.

As a phoenix, capable of destroying the world on a whim with her fiery touch, Evie fell squarely into that category.

And yet, there was doubt.

I had doubt. 

For some unknown reason, I’d felt compelled to leave a gift of flowers on her front porch rather than a bullet in her chest. Worse, I’d done so with the hope that she would understand the meaning behind them. Peace. Friendship.

Maybe even more?

The gift was nothing more than a reoffering of the part of myself that I’d given to her a long time ago when I’d first shared the secret meaning that particular flower held for me—the reminder they held of my long lost mother and the sense of peace I found when surrounded by their sweet scent.. I looked at the bouquet on Evie’s doorstep again, staring at them until they faded away into my own reflection in the car window. 

In that instant, all that was left for me to focus on was my own haunted brown eyes staring back at me, passing judgment for my stupidity and forcing me to look away in disgust.

I shouldn’t have wanted to give Evie peace. I shouldn’t have wanted to give her anything but a swift and merciful death, but I did. 

I wanted to give her more than I was actually allowed. More than I had to offer. At least for as long as it took to get her out of my head. Then . . . who knew? I didn’t think I had it in me to ever hurt her though; the thought caused a physical ache in my chest and weighted down my limbs.

My heart leaped into my throat when I caught a glimpse of her walking toward the small brick house. Just like when I’d watched her leave that morning, the brown curls on her head bounced in time with her step. I knew better than to believe the lie of her current look—one that could convince the outside world but had little bearing on me any longer. Beneath the brown wig was the dangerous beauty from my dream, her hair a kaleidoscopic array of red, gold, and bronze. It was the first thing I’d noticed about her over two years ago, on her first day at my high school. It had captivated me because I’d thought she’d dyed it those colors as a method of self-expression.

It hadn’t been until later—until it was too late, and I’d already made the potentially fatal mistake of lusting after her—that I’d noticed the purple whirling in her irises as well. In the months we’d spent flirting and getting to know each together, she’d never looked me in the eyes long enough for me to notice they were anything but the slate blue I’d assumed them to be at first glance. It wasn’t until I was about to kiss her for the first time, when our gazes locked for a second before it happened, that I’d realized.

I closed my eyes and sighed as I was assaulted by the memory of her body heating rapidly as I held her in my arms during that kiss. The sensation had burned itself onto my skin and even now I could feel the radiant warmth she’d given off. 

With the memories dancing in my head, I couldn’t help but consider how different things might have been if I’d noticed her true eye color on her first day at school. Would I have told my father? Maybe my family and I would have hunted her straight away, and then she would never have had the opportunity to worm her way deep under my skin. Instead, she would be dead, and I wouldn’t have been in Charlotte, making what could potentially be a life ending miscalculation.

A shiver raced the length of my spine at the thought.

I was pathetic. Who’d ever heard of a Rain operative who wanted to keep a monster alive for any other purpose than torture and study? And yet, the sight of Evie walking down her drive toward the gift I’d left for her made my heart miss a beat. What was more ridiculous was that I actually hoped she liked them. I wanted her to appreciate the difficulty I’d gone to in order to find those three perfect examples of that particular type of flower.

What’s your next trick? Do you burst out into a fucking song about bluebirds and rainbows and shit? Man the fuck up!

I sank farther into the seat to watch her reaction. The moment she saw the flowers, she turned and carefully surveyed the area. The emotions that flittered across her face were clear and told me everything I needed to know. She remembered me and the horrid words I’d spat at her. She both hated and feared me. I couldn’t say which reaction was hardest to bear.

Blowing out a breath, I closed my eyes. 

It was no less than I’d expected—far less than I deserved. Turning up like this was a risk. 

For all I knew, she’d embraced her true nature and had learned how to use her fire-starting abilities for the destruction of all. Regardless of whether she had, it was still highly likely that I would be barbequed the instant I tried to approach her. If she felt threatened, which my very presence was likely to do judging by her expression as she studied the street, her natural instinct would be to ignite me. 

I was alone and, aside from the piece I always carried, unprotected. It was a rookie error, something that a member of the infamous Jacobs’ clan would never do. Except, I had done it, and it wasn’t even the stupidest thing I’d done. Falling in lust with a monster was so much worse than being unprepared.

What am I doing? I brushed my face with my hands and blew out another breath. 

There hadn’t been any choice for me but to go it alone. After all, I couldn’t exactly have brought my brother or sister along. It wouldn’t have boded well for me and would’ve been disastrous for Evie. None of my family knew I was obsessed with a monster. They’d just assumed she was an ordinary girl, and despite Eth’s teasing, none of them knew just how deeply fixated I was. Or completely she had ingrained herself in my mind. If they had, I would have been in New York having an intervention rather than in Charlotte having a breakdown.

After Evie disappeared into the house, I rested back against the headrest. 

Would she leave town tonight? After that first blip on the facial recognition software, I had practically raced for Charlotte, after ensuring all of the records of every search I’d ever run in my hunt for Evie were completely erased. That tiny ping of information was exactly what I’d needed after a long, fruitless search that had started almost eighteen months earlier when I’d hacked into the school computers when I was unable to get her out of my head even months after she’d disappeared.

Trying to tune out the thoughts that were running on a loop in my head—like they had since the moment I’d kissed Evie and changed everything, including myself—I focused back on the house. It had been a little over fifteen minutes since Evie disappeared into the darkness behind the door, and already, I longed to see her again.

You’re hopeless.

I squeezed my eyes shut.

Why can’t I forget her?

When I opened my eyes again, I scanned the house. A flutter of the curtains in one of the rooms of the house caught my attention, and for a moment I was struck motionless—caught in a spell as Evie’s uncertain face stared out at the road. At me. Her gaze sought me out, but I was sitting so low that even if the windows of the car hadn’t been tinted almost black, she most likely wouldn’t have been able to see me.

Soft, flickering light, possibly from a candle or something similar, flittered behind her, causing the flame-like color of her hair to become even more pronounced and my breath to catch. Saliva pooled in my mouth due to my inability to swallow as I gawked at her natural perfection. 

Almost too quickly, the covering snapped shut again, and she was gone—blocked from my vision by a fraction of an inch of material. It was something, and yet the glimpse of her just hadn’t been enough. I tipped my head forward into my hands and groaned loudly.

You’ve built her up in your mind into something she can’t possibly be. It’s not really fair to her, and it’s definitely not fair to your dick.

She was more breathtaking than I remembered. That brief sight of her in her natural state, with her fiery, soft waves dancing around her face, had me instantly hard, and a thousand fantasies from the past two years rushed through my mind. Her face, her mouth, her heat, everything about her had featured in so many of the intimate moments I’d shared with myself. At least, every one since she’d first caught my eye.

For over an hour, I watched the house, looking for any outward indication that Evie or her father were planning to flee. Only after I was satisfied there were no signs of an immediate departure was I willing to risk the chance that she might disappear on me.

Relieved that at least the first part of my plan had worked out okay, I plodded back to the shitty dump I was calling home while I instigated my plan to get Evie out of my head for good. With my meandering pace, it took me almost two hours to get back to my things, but at least the cooling night air reduced my urgent need for a cold shower.

Pushing open the roller door on the ancient, disused warehouse I was staying in, I tried to plan my next move. I hadn’t thought much beyond the delivery of the flowers. That was my grand gesture. By leaving them, I was certain I’d be able to learn whether or not Evie remembered me, and whether the mere thought of me was enough to send her fleeing the state. She did. And it didn’t appear to be. 

At least, not yet.

After grabbing my gun from my holster and packing it into the bottom of my bag to keep it hidden, I grabbed a change of clothes from my makeshift bedroom, which used to be an office, and followed the hallways down toward the back of the building. Years ago, the space had housed some sort of manufacturing operation, so it contained a bank of showers at the back that still worked. The pressure in the pipes was weak, and there was no hot water, but it was enough to get me clean. Or at least, clean enough.

The water was icy as it raced over my body. My hair was longer than I usually wore it and with the length, it fell forward over my face as soon as it was wet. I closed my eyes to stop the hair and water from invading them and the instant I did, Evie was there, tormenting me again.

“So you have me here, alone, just like you wanted. Now what are you going to do with me?” When she’d uttered those words years ago, it had been under almost innocent circumstances. 

My mind easily twisted the innocuous statement into something more meaningful to provide an image of her standing before me, licking her lips as the words fell from her mouth. It was surprising how many of our chaste teenage interactions had become fodder for my own nefarious purposes whenever my mind needed a little extra inspiration—and sometimes even when it didn’t.

I squeezed my eyes closed tighter still, forcing myself deeper into the daydream, and in response, my mind offered an image of her hand finding my body and tracing a path down my stomach. When my own fingers clutched around my cock, it was Evie’s hand holding me. 

As I stroked my length, I leaned heavily against the wall of the shower, splaying the free hand against the cracked tiles to give myself maximum support. My hips thrust forward in response to the fantasy that ran amuck through my mind.

My breathing sped as the images I was being offered changed again. Rather than the cold shower, I was surrounded by the warmth of her lips. I’d only felt their heat for a fraction of time as they’d been pressed against mine during our one and only kiss, but it was enough to permeate into my memories, and force my hand to move faster at the thought. 

I could only imagine the feeling of her warm body tucked around mine. Of her heated fingers trailing over my skin. Of her hot, wet lips wrapping around . . .

“Holy fuck!” I exclaimed, smacking the wall with my fist as I came harder and faster than I’d ever thought possible. While my body rode out waves of pleasure, I leaned against the tiles and tried to catch my breath.

My body slumped into itself as fatigue replaced desire. Sighing heavily, I thumped my head against the tiled wall repeatedly.

She shouldn’t be able to do that to me. It was one kiss, and it was almost two years ago.

She shouldn’t have been able, but she absolutely was. The mere thought of her lit my body up like I was fourteen and had just discovered the pleasures of exploring my own body for the first time all over again.

That’s it! I can’t wait any longer. I have to let her know that I’m here so I can get this done already.

My initial plan had been to start with the flowers before building up with slightly larger gifts each day until I felt safe to do the grand reveal—me. I’d thought the slow and steady approach would be the best way to ensure that I didn’t give her the opportunity to use her abilities against me before I knew that it was safe. 

Even if I hadn’t realized it at the time, that plan went out the window the moment I saw her pick up the magnolias. For all I knew she would scorch me the instant she saw me, but I still had to see her. Toweling myself off and dressing quickly, I formulated a plan in my mind. 

For better or worse, by the end of the next day, she would know that I was in town.

Whether she liked it or not, I would make her talk to me.

If it was possible, I would kiss her again.









CHAPTER FOUR





MY PALMS GREW sweaty at the thought of what I was about to do. Evie was just yards away, and I was going to talk to her. I was going to plead my case. 

At least, I was going to if I could make myself open the damn door. 

All I had to do was walk inside the small variety store that held the CCTV camera that had given me Evie’s location and explain to her what I wanted.

I just need closure, that’s all. Then I’ll be able to get her out of my head and move on.

Maybe another kiss will help me clear her from my mind.

I wasn’t afraid, I wasn’t scared, but I was nervous. What if she recognized me and her first words were full of abuse? Worse, what if she didn’t recognize me at all? There was no way of knowing for sure either way until I got inside.

It’s just a handful of steps and then pull the door open.

Wiping my hands on my jeans, I spun away from the door at the last minute.

I’ve got this. Time to man up motherfucker!

I swallowed down my nerves as best as I could, swung around, and reached for the door before I could back out again. Any thoughts of just closing the door again disappeared when the ringing of a small bell announced my arrival.

Evie dropped the paper in her hand and looked straight at me. Before she had a chance to hide her initial reaction, she jumped back from the counter, and her mouth formed a little O of surprise, which drew my attention for so many reasons. I looked over her body, which was all her and not disguised the same way her eyes and hair were.

Maybe I’ll need to screw her to really get her out of my system.

“How can I help you today?” The words were uttered as if I was a total stranger and yet they were almost enough to make me rush to her and declare every emotion I’d been harboring since her disappearance after our first kiss.

Ignoring the errant thoughts that were already starting to force the blood away from my brain, I stepped forward and reached for the counter to support myself. “Did you get the flowers I left for you?” 

Despite seeing the confirmation she had with my own eyes, I wanted her to know that I’d seen the real her buried beneath the wig and contacts.

She stared at me, wide-eyed and silent. I could practically hear her heart pounding against her chest from where I stood. 

Do I frighten her that much despite what she can do?

“Will you please answer me?” I whispered. Being so close to her and having her completely disregard our history—limited as it was—was driving me crazy. As if I wasn’t already insane enough for tracking her down in Charlotte.

“I’m sorry, sir,” she whispered and, for the tiniest moment, I wondered if maybe I’d been wrong. Not about the fact it was her. I was positive about that voice—it had haunted my dreams for so long after all. Maybe I was wrong about her recognition. Maybe she didn’t remember me. Or she wasn’t able to recognize me now. Then she met my gaze and, despite her ruddy brown contacts, I saw the plea for me to leave and the wide-eyed fear.

“Sir?” I raised my eyebrow as her lack of regard settled over me. Her apathetic words stung more than they rightly should. If I’d gone to the effort of finding her, the least she could do was admit that she knew who the fuck I was. “Evie, please?”

She stepped closer to the other side of the counter, close enough that I could feel the remnants of her radiated heat. I wanted to vault over the counter and draw her body against mine to see whether her warmth truly felt as wonderful as my fantasies made it seem—at least in the seconds before it turned to scorching fire.

“What are you doing here?” she whispered.

I glanced over my shoulder at the security camera I knew was watching us. It was the reason I’d finally had the opportunity to try to exorcise the demons she’d created within me, but it could also be the reason I had to leave again in a hurry. My family could easily find me, the same way I found her, if I wasn’t careful. If they tracked me the same way, it wouldn’t be good for her health or my sanity.

“Not here,” I said. “Can you meet me later?”

She gave a tiny shake of her head, and I had to fight back the growl of frustration. Didn’t she understand? I’d come all this way. I’d put in years of effort trying to find her, and she wanted to dismiss me with a shake of her head. 

It wasn’t enough. 

I wouldn’t accept it. 

She had to talk to me; she owed me that much for making herself so unforgettable. I reached out for her wrist, trying to slow my heart rate, which had spiked with the fantasy of her heat pressed against my body.

“Please?” I begged through my constricted throat. “I just want to talk to you.”

“No.” Her voice was forceful, but there was an undercurrent in her tone that I couldn’t identify.

“Please?” I needed to talk to her to try to work out her hold over me, and I wouldn’t take no for an answer. I couldn’t. Now that I was near to her again, her presence called my attention. 

“I—I can’t.” She seemed afraid—genuinely frightened—of me. 

I was standing before her, almost unarmed, asking her to meet with me in private—something that could easily get me killed—and she was afraid. 

My hate-filled words must have affected her more than I could have ever dreamed. I moved closer to her, tugging lightly on her arm to guide her to me. Almost the instant I touched her, she leaned forward against the counter so that her face was inches from mine. I tried to push thoughts of her lips and her tongue moving in perfect synchronicity out of my mind; it wasn’t helping my sanity or control in that moment.

“I understand why,” I murmured, the proximity to her body stealing away any volume I hoped to have. “But I’m not going anywhere until you do.”

Her eyes closed off to me, staring vaguely into the distance, and she yanked her hand from my grip as she nodded. It wasn’t the type of agreement I’d wanted, but I would take it. Maybe I could use it to convince her of my true intentions—if only I knew what they really were.





WHILE I waited for Evie to finish work, I hiked the path between the shop and her house at least fifteen times. Each time, I kept my eyes open for the best place to approach her. 

I wanted her to feel as at ease as possible, but I didn’t want to give her the opportunity to spot me too early either. If I stood somewhere that she could easily see me, it was likely that she would quickly change direction and, as I’d learned when she fled from under the magnolias in Ohio, she could be pretty fucking fast when she wanted to be. 

Once I found the perfect place, just out of sight around the corner near the railway line, I loitered underneath an awning in front of a small shop. Unless she was planning on walking the long way round, she’d have to come past my spot, but after that there were a number of different routes she could take. It was impossible to guess which one she’d choose.

While I waited, I tried to calm my racing heart and restless nerves.

If my family could see me—witness the hold she had over me—they’d be disgusted.

It had barely been two weeks since I’d left them, and I didn’t know how much longer I would have before they’d be expecting my return because I hadn’t really given them a solid reason for leaving. All I’d explained to Eth was that Ben’s capture by the doppelganger had reminded me of the hours I’d spent helping Lou and that I needed a break before the next case. I’d even convinced him that I didn’t want to do anything special for my birthday. At the time, I’d had my own birthday present planned, and although it was a few days late, I was at least on the path to receiving it. 

Then I’d disappeared off the radar. 

The reality was that Eth was probably the only one I needed to be concerned about in the short-term. Lou was busy helping Ben through his issues, and Dad wouldn’t probably even notice I was missing—he’d no doubt just assume that I was spending hours locked away with my precious computers. More often than not, he made certain to remind me how much of a burden I was to him—especially with my changed attitude as my guilt over letting Evie get away ate at me. He’d tried to get me to channel my attitude into other paths, even going so far as to push me toward Assessor training to get rid of me—I’d taken in what I could but didn’t like spending too much time around the crazy bastards.

Despite the other distractions, my lie would probably only buy me a few more days until at least one member of my family tried in earnest to find me. If I was lucky, I might have a week or two before they appeared on my crumbling doorstep, but I hoped that would be just long enough to have a proper encounter with Evie and finally free my mind of her influence.

If only I could get her to stop running from me so we could have a proper conversation. 

And maybe even something a little more . . .

I huffed as my frustration built within me again. There would never be anything more until Evie understood that I wasn’t there to hurt her. If I’d wanted that, if this was just a standard case of tracking a normal monster, I would have bagged my kill and been halfway home by now. The thought sickened me when applied to Evie though. I didn’t want to hurt her and I damned sure wanted to ensure I didn’t give her reason to hurt me. If I startled her, I might very well end up as a charcoal smear on the pavement.

It’s probably best not to startle her.

When I spied the brown curls of her wig bounce past me, I pushed myself off the wall I’d been loitering against and walked toward her. My steps naturally fell into rhythm alongside hers.

“I need to talk to you,” I said, trying to keep my voice as even and non-threatening as possible.

She held her arms tightly across her chest and walked faster.

“We have nothing to say to each other,” she hissed back at me. “Besides, I think you made yourself clear the last time we spoke. If you’re here because of some sick sense of duty, just do it and stop tormenting me already.”

Do it? Do what?

I needed her to stop moving.

Damn it!

What was going through her head? I needed to know so I could get things straight in mine. Plans, ideas, and self-preservation flew out the window as I grabbed her arm and used my hold to guide her into a small alley that ran behind the shop I’d been waiting near. I led her close to the wall and did the only thing I could—pressed her against the wall. Gripping her hands in mine, I pinned them above her head.

In response, anger flashed in her eyes and her body warmed noticeably. Or maybe it only felt like it had because I was finally where I needed to be, if only to erase the desire from my mind. With the words I’d hurled at her rushing through my head, I finally voiced the apology that I owed her—even though duty dictated that I shouldn’t. “I’m sorry for what happened that day  . . . I can’t even tell you what’s been going through my mind since then.”

Her eyes fluttered closed, and I moved closer to her; my eyes focused on her full, inviting lips.

She opened her eyes again and when she did, fire raged in their depths. She was talking, but I could barely comprehend a word she was saying. It seemed to be something about monsters and groups. Instead of focusing on the words, it was the shape of her mouth forming those sounds and the enticing movement of her tongue behind her teeth that forced my captivation. I was almost as hard as the brick wall we were leaning against.

Everything about her screamed out to my boyish desires. Even the little bow of her top lip seemed to be an arrow pointing to her plump pout. I was barely able to resist the siren call of her mouth a moment longer. I yearned to crash my lips to hers and taste her on my tongue again. 

For close to two years, I’d dreamed about what our next kiss might be like. I had imagined kissing her firmly and kissing her gently. I’d fantasized about recreating our first kiss and also about pushing myself so tightly against her that we would be in danger of fusing together.

“I know why they sent you and what you’re here to do,” she said, her tone low and dangerous.

The words surprised me enough to snap me out of my lust-induced haze. They were issued with such a combination of defiance and fear, it was almost endearing. Or would have been if her fear wasn’t enough to kill me. 

“You really don’t,” I said to try to ease her mind.

“You made your feelings about me perfectly clear last time.”

Guilt ate at me. Just as I’d assumed when I’d watched her reaction to the magnolias I’d left, she had obviously spent the better part of the last two years thinking I hated her. That I would have killed her given half a chance. Maybe I would have if I’d known sooner, but I couldn’t. I wanted to set the record straight, but I didn’t know how to do it when the words I’d already uttered had failed to make her see.

She thrust out her chin with a look of defiance printed on her features—clearly ready to fight to the death. I hoped we could avoid it coming to that, but I didn’t know how to make her see—how to show her that I wasn’t there to destroy her.

Whether it was from anger or fear, I didn’t know, but her bottom lip quivered, and the sight drew my gaze. I longed to suck on her pout, to hear her moan against my mouth, and to wrap my body around hers. It was then that I saw the best way to force her to understand. It wasn’t through the use of words to tell her how I felt, but actions to show her what I needed.

Please don’t let this go badly!

“Why don’t you stop wasting both our time and just do it already!”

Before she’d even got the words out fully, I leaned forward, and my tongue stroked her lower lip. A sharp indrawn breath and still body warned me that shock held her in its grip. It didn’t matter though; I became a man possessed. The tiny taste wasn’t nearly enough to satisfy the hungers that had burned in me for so long. My breath rushed from me in a sharp exhale as every part of me gave into the emotions that roiled within.

I barely gave her the opportunity to resist before I pressed my lips against hers with an almost punishing force. With my desperate kisses, I would reveal everything I needed to. The kiss stole away my breath, but I didn’t need air any longer anyway. There was nothing but me and her. Nothing but the sensation of her soft tongue surging forward to meet mine.

My hands moved from blocking her escape to pulling her closer, releasing her from my hold in the process. My fingers inched under her wig, wanting to pull it away so that I could experience the moment with her—the real her. The mere thought of it had me groaning into the space between us. Her body pressed closer to the wall and each time she shifted, I moved forward—desperate to hold onto her as tightly as possible as if doing so would capture the moment forever.

Her hands pressed again my chest, and for half of a dreadful second, I thought she was going to push me away. If she did, I would follow her instruction. 

The push never came though. Instead, her fingers fisted into my shirt, as if she needed to hold onto me so that I couldn’t escape. It seemed almost impossible that she would be as affected as I was, and yet that was what her touch suggested.

Her body warmed, and I knew it should have been a warning sign to back away, but it called me closer instead. I wanted to experience that warmth over my whole body—surrounding me like I’d dreamed of on so many occasions.

Heat equals a scorch mark on the pavement, my unhelpful mind warned. It means she doesn’t want this.

Just as I started to doubt that the kiss was what she wanted, despite the actions of her tongue and hands, which spoke differently, her hips ground forward to slide against mine, and her arms wrapped around my back. I growled lightly at the feeling of warmth that reached out from the depths of her and wrapped around me like a cocoon. It was exactly what I’d imagined it would be only moments earlier. When I saw my need reciprocated in her, I realized that this wasn’t the way I wanted our reunion to happen—even if it was what I’d had in mind when I’d been overtaken by my lust.

I worked to constrain my body and tuck away my tongue. Unwilling to completely break the contact between us, I leaned forward to rest my forehead against hers.

As the kiss replayed on a loop through my mind, I breathed out a sigh.

“I’ve waited two years for that,” I whispered, barely conscious of the fact that I was even speaking aloud. “And it was as perfect as I’d dreamed it would be.”

Once I’d released her, Evie stood still as a statue with an expression on her face that wasn’t exactly what I’d hoped to see. It was needful, her lips swollen from the urgency of my kiss, but there was still doubt. 

Fear.

I frowned. Obviously my plan wasn’t quite as smooth as I’d wanted it to be.

“What?” she whispered. “Why?”

“Can we please talk?” I pleaded again. I had to tell her she plagued my mind and haunted my dreams. Maybe then I could work on walking away from the phase in my life where I was obsessed with someone who wasn’t even human. Although the rush of warmth that ran through me as I watched her struggle to get her breathing under control again made me wonder whether walking away was even possible. Had it ever been?

Pressing her fingers to her lips, she nodded with a dazed look still present in her gaze.

“Meet me here.” I gave her the address of the warehouse, written on a blank business card. “Anytime that you want, I’ll be waiting.”

As soon as the card had left my hand, I felt a strange sense of relief. There was nothing more I would do. I wouldn’t beg her to see me. Not again. I’d pled my case and shown my hand; whatever happened next was up to her. If she showed, I would tell her everything. If she didn’t, I would just have to work harder to force her from my mind when I got home.

Although . . . that kiss.

Oh my god, that fucking kiss!

It had exceeded every fantasy I’d ever had. My eyes were drawn back to her mouth, my tongue sliding against my lips as I relived the feeling of her body pressed hard against mine. Our first kiss had faded into the annals of vague memories in a matter of minutes; it would never again haunt me, of that much I was sure. It’d been surpassed in every aspect by the one we’d just shared.

Before I could do something stupid—like kissing her again . . . and again—I turned to leave. Because I couldn’t find the strength to rush from her side, I moved much slower than I should have.

I’d done what I’d hoped to. If nothing else, I’d shown my hand and let her know she’d been wrapped in my thoughts since the day of our first kiss.

“Wait,” she said, calling me back to her.

For a moment, I hoped that she wanted me to claim her lips again, and to wrap myself in her embrace, but I was wrong.

“How did you find me so easily?” she asked.

I couldn’t believe my stupidity. Of course she doesn’t want you to keep ravaging her here against an alley wall. Why would she? I scoffed, both at myself and her question. 

“You think it was easy?”









CHAPTER FIVE





I PACED THE corridors of my temporary home. The rest of the previous evening and a better part of the morning had passed without a single word from Evie. It was driving me crazy, but I’d told her how to find me. There was nothing I could do but wait. While I anticipated what might happen if she did come—hoping with everything in me that she would, if only to put me out of my misery—my body buzzed with an odd nervous energy.

What will she think of this place? I looked at the rusted side-rolling door. There were places where the metal was so worn, the sun poked through and lit the space with spears of light. It wasn’t exactly homely and probably wouldn’t inspire thoughts of being safe. She’ll be disgusted for sure.

I’d already tidied the office that I’d been using as a bedroom, repacked all of my clean clothes into my backpack, and then shifted the sleeping bag into one corner. I’d tried to organize the camping equipment, but without packing it all away entirely, it was impossible to arrange it neatly.

It’s not a date! I reminded myself for the fiftieth time as I left my waiting spot by the front roller door to return to the office and open the door once again to check that it was still as tidy as it could be. You don’t even know if she’s actually going to come.

There was little I could do but wait. I hated waiting. My family and I pursued the evil we hunted; we didn’t stand back and wait for it to come to us. I almost regretted that I’d left the choice in Evie’s hands, but it had to be her decision. She had to visit me of her own free will, or I would never know whether my passion was even partly shared or not. Not to mention what my fate might be if I tried to forcibly make her do anything she didn’t want to.

In order to feel like I had some control over my own life still, I decided that I would give her just three days. If she hadn’t come in that time, I would leave and try to shake her from my mind some other way. This time I knew it could take a few years to work through the memories—maybe even longer considering that I had an actual memory of the way her body curved against mine to carry with me into my dreams. I had no doubt my fantasies would be that more vivid, more realistic, and just downright better after that embrace.

An engine rumbled outside, too close to be a visitor to any of the other still-operational businesses along the road that lead to my ramshackle hideaway. After reminding myself of the danger she posed—and the fact that I was facing her alone—I pressed my hand against the gun resting in the holster at the base of my spine to reassure myself that it was still there.

I may have been hoping for the best, but I wasn’t stupid. I wasn’t going into any meeting with a monster unprepared for the worst—just in case. She may have had fire, but I had firepower, and that worked from much farther away. At least, I hoped it would. I was charting new waters here and that thought turned me on as much as it terrified me. I wondered whether passion and fear would always dance around each other in my mind when it came to Evie.

I raced back to the roller door just as it shuddered into motion. My hand lingered by my thigh, ready to reach for the gun at the smallest indication she was about to attack. The sound of my heartbeat echoed in my own ears and I was certain she could hear it too as she stood assessing me with a nervous gaze. The moment I spotted the brown curls, I knew she wasn’t comfortable enough to come as herself—she was treating me with suspicion. I wasn’t sure I blamed her for that choice even though I hated it.

I made an effort to relax my hand, moving it as far away from the gun as I felt I safely could. “Thank you for coming.”

“I almost didn’t,” she admitted. “Why are we here?”

Her question confused me. I’d explained why I wanted to meet with her yesterday. 

The memory of that kiss—the one that had invaded my dreams all night and made them more potent than ever before—permeated through my mind again. Just when I was about to ask for clarification, she spoke again.

“Couldn’t we have met somewhere a little more public?” she asked, distracting me from the sordid path my thoughts were taking.

Relief flooded through me that she had wanted to meet somewhere more public. Surely that meant she didn’t intend to hurt me. Did it mean that she thought I intended to hurt her though? Even after everything I’d said the day before, even though she had to realize I’d had plenty of opportunities to hurt her if that had been my intention.

“This is where I’m staying at the moment,” I said in the way of explaining our surroundings.

“You live here?”

My lips tipped up in response to her incredulous tone. I refused to believe that she hadn’t lived in similar places over the years whenever the need arose.

In response, I invited her into my space. When she followed, I led her through the corridors toward my inner-sanctum, hoping desperately that she wouldn’t use the information I was giving her against me. I was leading a monster right into the heart of my current home. It was dangerous, but I couldn’t imagine having the conversation we needed to have anywhere else. If anything went awry, I needed to be able to contain the situation.

“Welcome to my house,” I said, as I pushed the door open. My voice squeaked a little as my nerves tightened around my vocal cords. What are you, ten? Man up, loser.

“Why am I here, Clay?” Her voice was empty and resigned, almost as if she’d spent her lifetime quota of emotions already and was left without the ability to feel anything more. I wondered whether she was here purely because she had as little choice over coming to the meeting as I had for setting it.

“I told you. I wanted to apologize for the way I reacted.”

“With who your family is, could you have had any other reaction?” 

I was surprised at her knowledge, but I shouldn’t have been. She and her father were obviously well enough versed in our world to stay off the radar for as long as they had. I was about to answer her question, when her gaze hardened and her lips pursed. I couldn’t understand how she’d swung from resignation to anger so quickly. At least until she spoke.

“Do you know who killed my mother?”

I understood her rage. She viewed us as the evil ones. The next generation of phoenix was created by the death of the previous one. I could still recall her reaction when I told her about the scent of magnolias on our first outing together—the one that had ended with me spitting a tirade of hatred at her. She had stopped and recognized, with a questioning lilt, that I hadn’t known my mother either. Her use of the word then had hinted at what I should have put together as soon as I’d suspected what she was.

I wanted to smack myself upside the head for my stupidity. 

Had we killed her mother? I felt sorry for her, but I had no answer for her that would erase the pain on her face.

“It was the Rain though, wasn’t it?” she challenged.

My stomach twisted as I considered the likelihood. “It’s possible. If she was . . . like you, then she was dangerous.”

“Why? What made her dangerous?” Evie asked, her voice low and rumbling. The warmth around her spiked and matched the fire in her eyes. “Was it because she could do this too?”

She held out the card I’d given her. Her fingers caressed one side. Within seconds, flames licked along the edge and began to crawl over the penned address. 

It was just the reminder I needed of how dangerous she was, but it also spoke to me of the reason I’d wanted to meet with her again. I swallowed heavily as I balanced the precarious line between desire and fear. She could kill me in an instant, but I’d probably die a happy man.

“You’re a killer,” she spat at me. “From a line of killers. Nothing will change that. Obviously, I made a mistake coming here today.”

Her words, and the hateful way she said them, confirmed that she didn’t understand. 

I reached out to stop her from leaving, holding onto her inflamed skin. The Rain in me wanted to flinch away from the contact, but I realized if I did that she would be gone forever.

Still, I had to make her see. I wasn’t the evil one. Sure, I’d killed before. Of course I had. I’d lost count of the number of monsters I’d sliced, diced, and shot over the years. 

But I’d saved lives by doing those things. 

Countless people were alive because I’d taken the action that lesser people might not have.

“It’s not like that,” I said, “the work we do . . . that I did. It’s about the lives we are able to save, not the creatures we kill. That’s why we do it.”

I regretted my choice of words when she visibly flinched at the word creature.

That’s what she is though, the voice inside me that was still utterly loyal to the Rain taunted. You need to remember that. 

I was quickly forgetting that fact as I grew mesmerized by her—everything about her screamed at me for attention, and I longed to reveal the true Evie beneath the disguise she showed the world.

“How can you justify murder?” Her eyes flashed and her voice grew thick, coated with layers of anger and fear. “Who gave you that right?”

I grew frustrated that she still didn’t understand. Couldn’t she see things the way they really were? Maybe she just didn’t know quite as much about it I’d thought she did.

“It started with Noah’s flood,” I started. In order to help her see why my family and I weren’t the evil ones, I recounted the history of the Rain; of how, many generations ago, a carefully selected group of warriors had been granted the holy task of keeping humanity safe. 

They formed the Rain, whose rank and file destroyed all the threats that posed themselves daily all around the world—beings so dark and evil that they’d tear the world apart just for the kicks if people like me didn’t keep them in check. 

“Since then we’ve been around to destroy the stray creatures that have wandered back out of the darkness,” I finished.

“I am not a creature,” she hissed at me.

It was too late to take back my choice of words, but I hated that they’d hurt her. “I’m sorry, Evie.”

“Sorry for what exactly?”

My hand found the nape of my neck, and I scrubbed it against the hair there. “I told you, for what happened that day. For who I am.”

I sighed, wishing I had some way to fix everything. To make her human or to take us back to high school so that we could do it all over again. To change what I was and take the danger my family posed out of the equation.

“I know you might not believe me,” I said. “But I never told my family about you.”

I’d expected her to show some relief over the fact that I hadn’t set my family on her tail, but instead the flame of anger that flickered through her as a near permanent undercurrent in all of our recent interactions roared brighter again. “Why not?”

I didn’t understand. Had she wanted me to admit to my family that I had feelings for a phoenix? It defied all logic. “Because they would have killed you if I did.”

Her top lip curled up into a sneer. “Don’t I deserve to die just because of what I am?”

And just like that, with one simple statement, she’d cut straight to the very root of the problem I’d been facing ever since I knew that I was going to be seeing her again. 

Yes, yes she does. 

“No . . .” I said aloud, contradicting the thoughts of the small voice. “I . . .” I sighed as the battle continued to rage in my head. “I don’t want that.” I willed every part of me to pay attention and believe it.

“Who cares what you want?” she snapped, taking me by surprise and sparking the part of me that was still 100 percent Rain into action. “What gives you the right to pick and choose who gets to live? Why do I get that honor but my mother didn’t? She didn’t get to live, even though she never hurt anyone.”

She shouted at me with a rage that cemented the threat she was. Added to the fact that I’d just witnessed her create fire out of nothing and then felt the rise in the room’s temperature that corresponded with her anger and she had the well-trained Rain part of me on edge. My hand crept closer to the gun. Would she attack? Should I fire first?

The smart thing to do was try to diffuse her anger and calm the situation, but the Rain in me had taken control of my body and was ready to fight against the danger she posed.

“I don’t think that I have any right,” I shouted back at her. “I was raised to believe that everything other deserves to die. There is a part of me that still thinks I made the biggest mistake of my life in not killing you on sight!”

As soon as the words were free, I was shocked. I couldn’t believe I’d actually voiced it to her. I was even more surprised I wasn’t buried under her flame already. Everything I’d said was true, it was the battle that had raged in me for two years—that was still raging. It was impossible to reconcile wanting to explore Evie’s body and soul with the knowledge that she was evil and needed to be destroyed.

The heat rolled off her in waves. We were close enough that I could feel the threat of it, and the warmth caused my own body to react with fear. My fingers twitched near my gun before I saw that the situation was fast becoming too dangerous for both of us. One of us had to diffuse it or it would become deadly.

I forced my hand away from my weapon and into the air, and then I stepped closer to her. This wasn’t what I wanted. Although I couldn’t say exactly what I wanted, I knew it wasn’t to fight with her. Realistically, I didn’t have any specific expectations when I’d made my plans to come to Charlotte. 

If it had been any other monster in front of me though, my natural reaction would be to kill. Her reaction would be to fight back. One of us would die. The thought of it made my eyes squeeze tightly shut for a regret-filled moment. Everything cleared in that instant and I knew, without any shadow of a doubt, why I’d traveled so far.

Regardless of what I’d tried to convince myself of, I wasn’t in Charlotte to get her out of my head. No, I wanted to be with her. To taste and experience the things that I knew only she could give me. To have my heart beat faster and harder than I would have thought possible just because of a simple kiss. To follow whatever magic is was that called me back to her side. 

“But I couldn’t,” I finished, defeated by my realization. The Rain in me was laid to waste, and I was nothing more than a boy confessing his desire for a woman. “Is that what you want to hear? I couldn’t kill you! Goddamn it, Evie,” I muttered, reaching for the brown curls of her wig before pulling it from her head. I’d had enough of the bullshit and hiding. The lies and the half-truths. I tugged her hair loose of its bindings and watched it fall around her face. She was breathtaking and everything I’d longed for since the day I’d met her in the park in Ohio—just a few months after the first time I’d ever seen her.

“I haven’t been able to get you out of my head since you left,” I continued. “At first I thought it was just because I didn’t get closure when you disappeared so suddenly, but I don’t think that’s it.” In fact, I was certain it was more than that. Having her in front of me cemented all of the crazy thoughts I’d been having and made them seem that much less insane. “I care about you. I know that I shouldn’t, but I do.”

“I never lied to you,” she whispered. “Back in school, I never lied about what I was. I just didn’t know. You have to believe that.”

“I do.” I watched her eyes closely, taking in the depth of the sorrow and longing that existed in them. “You obviously know what you are now though.” 

She nodded.

“A phoenix?” It was almost impossible to squeeze out the last word because it was the one thing that had caused years of distress for me. If she’d just been a normal girl, we would have lived our lives on a different trajectory. Even as I thought it, I could see that world in front of me clear as day. She would have been mine from that day on, and we would have gone from sweethearts to lovers. I would have held her—desperate and wanting—in my arms before claiming her body and soul, over and over. It was a world where the feeling of bliss her tongue and lips could illicit over my body wasn’t limited to my imagination. Where every desire and dream I’d ever had was a reality.

“It doesn’t make me a bad person though,” she said, forcing my thoughts back to the now.

“I really hope you’re right about that. Part of me, a part I don’t like very much, still feels like I’m making a mistake.”

“Why did you come then?”

I’d come to Charlotte to clear her from my mind, and yet standing there in front of her I wanted nothing more than to let her into my heart and beg for her to do the same. “I had to see you. I . . . I don’t care who my family is, or what they stand for. Not anymore.”

Her lips curled up into the most beautiful smile I’d ever seen. Beautiful, because in that moment, it belonged to me and me alone.

“So what happens now?” she asked.





 




CHAPTER SIX





I DREW HER body against mine, like I’d dreamed of doing for so long. It was effortless to slide my arms around her waist and relish in the sensation of embracing her flame. I closed my eyes and rested my forehead against hers. “That’s the million dollar question, isn’t it?”

“And what’s the answer?” She sounded so desperate for one, but I couldn’t give it to her. I had no idea what would come next, or where we’d end up. I wanted . . . well, I wanted her. There was no point denying it anymore—if there ever had been. 

Every inch of my body longed to be near her, to claim her, to possess her. It was only a tiny logical part of my mind that still argued she was evil. In my heart, I could no more believe it about her than I could about myself.

I trailed my fingers into her hair, and she lifted her face up to meet my gaze. Her warm body pressed against mine, and the fire in her touch ignited raging infernos throughout my skin. She licked her lips, and that little movement was all the permission I needed to make my claim and declare everything with my touch.

Ever so slowly, in case my actions caused a negative reaction in her and made her flame hotter, I moved my mouth to hers. Drawing her bottom lip between my teeth, I ran my tongue across the smooth surface. My body quaked in anticipation as I held her tighter and explored her mouth with mine in small, tentative steps. My heart sang as she reciprocated each movement.

There was no part of me that could be untangled from the vines she had wrapped around my heart. Her world was about to become that much more dangerous simply by her proximity to me. I knew it but for the moment, I didn’t care.

Would she leave if she knew?

The answer was probably in the affirmative.

Shouldn’t she at least be given a choice?

Resisting a sigh as my conscience argued with my need, I pulled away from her embrace. “Evie, I don’t want this.”

“What?” she asked. Her incensed tone made me wince as it occurred to me that she’d misunderstood my statement.

It wasn’t that I didn’t want her. The opposite was true. I craved her, above me or beneath me; I didn’t care which. I ached to touch every inch of her, to have her writhing against my hold as I explored her body repeatedly. The reason I had to stop was because I didn’t only want the sexual connection. I wanted her but I wanted her to understand what that meant. A relationship with me would increase the danger in her life, and she couldn’t decide what she wanted without knowing the risks. She deserved better than that. We both did.

“What I mean is, I don’t want this now, like this. I don’t want to be shaped by my mistakes. I want what we had in Ohio before I stupidly threw it all away.” I barely realized I’d raised my hand to scrub the back of my neck until I saw her eyes assessing the movement.

“But you can’t turn back the clock.”

“I know, and I’m not trying to. I just . . .” My breath caught in my throat, and I tried to clear it. “God, why is this so hard?”

How could I explain to her that I’d spent the last two years with my heart and my head locked in a constant battle over her? That time, combined with being here with her, made me certain about what I wanted. 

Even as I thought about the risk to her life, the countless monsters that had been beheaded or shot at my hand flashed through my mind. She needed to understand my side of the battle or the litany of scars that crossed my torso would be sure to disgust her. She had to know about it all, had to know why I was willing to destroy them and why my family would destroy her. If she didn’t, she’d be going in with closed eyes, and that would get her killed. 

Thoughts of what my family would do to her sent chills through me. If they were to discover that I was here, merely contemplating having a relationship with a phoenix, she would be dead before I even had a chance to utter my first word of explanation. If they ever found out about her, it would bring untold danger into her life. They wouldn’t pause long enough to consider my feelings or whether they were wrong about her true nature. She would be just another creature slaughtered for the cause, or worse, captured for study by the Assessors. I fought down the bile that rose in my throat at the thought of her in their hands.

The Assessors were a special team within the Rain whose job it was to interrogate and test the subjects. Most were only a margin less psychotic than some of the monsters we hunted out in the field. Their primary function was to ensure that the lore was accurate and that the information about how best to destroy the creatures we hunted was assimilated out into the field. 

Despite officially being little more than pencil-pushers and desk jockeys, constrained to the office and only facing monsters that had already been captured and subdued, they were each individually responsible for at least as many deaths per year as field operatives were. They gave me the creeps, which was why I hadn’t lasted long in the program. Despite that though, I could generally understand the need for them and was willing to use my skills to help them where I could.

In truth, it was selfish of me to even be in Charlotte asking Evie to take the risk for me, but I couldn’t stay away. Despite that need to be with her, I’d rather walk away with the memory of this pristine moment than have her drive me away later because of the danger my family posed. “I just want you to be sure that you want this, that you want me, before we go any further. We come from two different worlds and mine isn’t safe for you. Being with me will be dangerous.”

She sighed as if I’d asked the most ridiculous thing in the world of her. “Clay, the world is dangerous to me because there are people like the Rain in it. I’m no stranger to living day to day, or doing whatever is needed to survive.”

Even though I needed her to see the risk, I was selfish. I didn’t want the threat of death or the truth of the deeds I’d done in the name of saving humanity to drive her away.

“I’m just saying that I’m willing to walk away from that part of my life for you, but I can’t be with you unless I know that you’re aware of the risks.”

“You won’t hurt me.” The way she said it, it almost sounded like an earnest statement, but it was clear from her posture and from the doubt in her eyes that she didn’t really believe it—at least not completely.

“I won’t,” I assured her. “But that doesn’t mean my world won’t come back to haunt us.”

“If I said no, that I didn’t want this and walked out of here, will the Rain stop hunting me?”

We both knew the answer to the question, but she wanted me to confirm it. She was what they considered to be an evil creature. If they caught her trail they wouldn’t let her go free, and I told her as much with a shake of my head.

“Then any danger they pose isn’t your fault, is it?” She surprised me by reaching one hand up to caress my cheek.

The sensation of her willing touch spoke to the dark places in me that just wanted to take her in my arms and have my way with her. I closed my eyes as she pressed her lips against mine. My tongue surged forward to meet with hers until my mind caught up with what was happening, and with reluctance, I stopped the kiss. 

“Will you come back tomorrow?” I asked.

“What’s wrong with now?” she practically begged.

Nothing! Nothing is wrong with now. Take her! Just do it! Just fucking do it! There’s a perfectly good sleeping bag right there! 

I released a breath, hoping to gather my thoughts a little better and send my libido packing before I spoke. 

“I want you to go home and think about what I said. If you’re willing to try to see where this might lead, then come back tomorrow.” I regretted each word as it came out.

“And if I don’t come back?”

The thought of it was enough to cause an ache to spread across my chest and my breath to run short. It would’ve been less painful for her to cut out my heart. “Then I’ll have my answer about how you feel.”

And probably hate myself for letting you go again. Tell her that. Tell her that you want her to stay as desperately as you need her to go! 

Loser.

She appeared reluctant to leave, but if she stayed much longer my resolve would falter. I needed her to be certain before I could even think about risking both of our lives to see where things could go between us.

“Please, Evie?” I offered her my hand and led her back to the roller door, hoping that by being outside I would be able to resist her siren call.

Her hand lingered in mine as she turned to face me. “I’ll be back tomorrow,” she whispered. I wasn’t sure whether it was to reassure me or convince herself.

“I’ll be waiting.” If the previous night was anything to go by, the hours until she came back would feel like days, but I was making the right choice. If she returned, we could work out the rest. 

I caressed her face as I gave her a soft kiss goodbye. The temptation to linger on her lips was immense, but I somehow managed to pull away. Although if the past was any indication, I knew I’d be reliving all the soft touches again that night in the shower and in my dreams, and probably once more in the early morning hours.

The moment she climbed into her truck, my chest tightened. It was difficult to breathe as a vice locked around my heart and squeezed. Watching her drive away was too much to bear, so I turned away to go back inside. 

Halfway to the door, I stopped with a ridiculous thought. Even though I’d cleaned it as much as possible, my place was a hovel. The only place I had for Evie to sit was on a single-sized sleeping bag. As much as I wanted her in a bed, preferably naked and screaming my name in pleasure, a single-sized sleeping bag wouldn’t be a decent substitute for the real thing. She deserved far better than that.

If she actually turned up the next morning, it would potentially be the start of a relationship with her. I didn’t want to give her anything less than everything.

Idiot! I’d all but asked her to come back for a date, and I couldn’t even offer her food.

You’re seriously considering dating a monster?

The negative voice in my head was wrong. She wasn’t a monster. I was certain of it now. 

The thought of her smile, her heat, her lips, and her body left me grinning. Her face swum in my vision, and I knew I owed it to her to do more to prepare for when—if—she showed up the next day. It couldn’t be just the two of us alone with nowhere clean to sit and nothing to eat.

I compiled a mental list of ways I could show her how serious I was about my commitment to walk away from my family and to join her in her life on the run if that was what she wanted. There was a strong possibility I’d have to win over her father, and ask for his permission to join them. If being with her meant I had to endure some time with her old man, I was willing to accept those terms. 

Deciding on a plan for our first date, I headed back into my bedroom space to make an actual list of everything I’d need for the following day. I had the stack of money I’d stolen from Dad’s emergency stash. Although I had my own trust account, and could have accessed more funds from there, any transactions on those accounts would likely raise alarms about my absence sooner. The money wasn’t much in the scheme of things, only a few grand, but at least that meant Dad was less likely to notice it missing. It would barely last a few months if I wasn’t careful, but there was enough to risk a small splurge, especially if doing so would gain me some favor with Evie.

Slipping the money into my pocket, I left the warehouse and headed toward a camping supplies shop. It was where I’d bought the few things I’d already filled my makeshift room with—a camping oven, sleeping bag, and some other basics. The best thing about the walk was that it took me almost directly past Evie’s house. At least, it did with only a minimal detour. By the time I walked there, she would have been home and settled in.

Unless she’s changed her mind and doesn’t want to be with you, the negative voice in my head taunted me.

She could be halfway to anywhere by now if that was the case. My feet pushed harder against the road at the thought of her leaving without saying goodbye. My heart raced and my throat constricted. Somehow I knew I wouldn’t be able to breathe properly until I made sure the house didn’t stand empty and abandoned. If it did, I would have my answer earlier than I wanted it, but at least I could avoid needlessly spending money.

As if the money actually mattered. I just needed to know that she hadn’t gone.

The thought of her disappearing without a trace again had me moving quicker than ever through the darkened streets. I was running by the time I closed in on Evie’s house, feeling more certain with every step that it would be sitting vacant and empty by the time I arrived.

Only it wasn’t.

Elation spread through my body as I lingered in the shadows along the side of the house and listened to the muted tones of the voices of Evie and her father. Although I could have stayed there all night just to ensure that she didn’t sneak away, I did eventually leave. The enthusiasm I felt for what might come next carried me the rest of the way to the camping goods store.

As the cashier rung up the goods I’d selected, the thought struck me that the effort I was extolling for one date, albeit a first one, was probably more than some people went to in their whole life. It was certainly more than most of the people in high school had put into their prom dates, which was the extent of my actual knowledge of the cultural norm of dating.

The only other examples of dating I’d experienced were the brief encounters Eth had pushed me into. Considering all of those incidents consisted of little more than a few words in a bar before taking them back to their place, they weren’t exactly “dates” I wanted to emulate with Evie. As much as I wanted to take Evie and bury myself in her, twisting our bodies into every position imaginable—and I really wanted to—I didn’t want anything quite as fast or tawdry as my prior attempts at “love” had been.

With a smile on my face, I waited for the arrival of the cab I’d ordered. My purchases were stowed safely at my side and provided me with a sense of comfort that I’d planned everything I could for our date. Evie and I had missed out on dating properly when we were younger, we’d missed out on prom and all manner of normal high school couple experiences, but I was determined to make up for those mistakes in as many small ways as I could—in every way I could.





THE TIME I spent with Evie exceeded my every fantasy.

Each day, at almost precisely ten-thirty in the morning, Evie arrived with a smile on her face and a skip in her step.

On the first day, Evie seemed taken aback by the small touches I had made in order to neaten the space. The tealight candles I’d arranged set the romantic mood, and I’d been unable to resist the urge to touch her glowing skin in the light of them. 

After we’d kissed for long moments, I’d spun her round in a circle and then pulled her back to me in an impromptu dance to the song playing on my iPod. Dancing with her wasn’t all that I’d done though. It was all too easy to recall with crystal clarity the sensation of the pads of my fingertips brushing across her cotton panties and feeling her soft curls through the thin material. I closed my eyes and pictured her head tipped back, with that tiny sigh falling from her lips as she came undone because of me.

Those not so innocent touches adding so much more to my spank bank than I’d ever had before. Not only the images and memory of the touch, but the way I’d felt so incredibly potent at being able to bring such a powerful being to her knees. She held the delicate balance of life and death in her hands, and I’d held her—completely trusting and desperate—in mine. The mere thought of it was enough to leave me longing for even more after every encounter.

With that image in my head every time I kissed her, I had to physically restrain myself from taking her at every opportunity. The hardest part was she wanted it all as badly as I did, but I resisted because I didn’t want our first time together to be marred by our surroundings. She deserved perfection, and I wanted to give her nothing less. There was so much more I wanted to give her than a screw on a concrete floor or up against drywall. With each kiss, each tender caress, it became so much harder to resist her though.

It was almost impossible to stop myself from taking everything that she would willingly give to me. I wanted to take her in my arms and shatter her as she surrounded me. Each evening after she left, the first thing I did was travel down to the showers to relieve the tension she elicited within me. It was the only way I stood a chance of getting any sleep.

Then, after the most surreal, unbelievably wonderful week of my life, the unthinkable happened. She invited me to meet her father. 

For most men, it probably would have been enough to send them scampering for the hills, but I knew it was the first step toward getting to be with her properly and permanently. Only by meeting the other important person in her life could I hope to inhabit every part of it, and not just a few secret hours spent secluded from the world. Even though the thought of meeting her only remaining family member had my heart pounding ridiculously fast with fear, nothing could keep me away.





 




CHAPTER SEVEN





THE SOUND OF a V8 engine revving down the street pulled me from my preparations for the somewhat dreaded, but necessary, meet and greet at Evie’s house. Even though I was tempted to ignore the droning noise, I couldn’t. Not when an all too familiar pull in the pit of my stomach told me I was needed outside. The sensation claimed me—the customary tug of my senses that always indicated my twin was nearby. Usually, I found the phenomenon to be somewhat comforting—especially during a difficult hunt. But now, it felt ominous. A warning about the dangers that were about to unfold for Evie.

No. I clung to the desperate hope that the feeling was misplaced—that it was just nerves over what the day would bring. It has to be wrong. Lou can’t be here. She can’t find out about Evie.

My heart thumped heavily against my ribcage as I raced through the corridors and pushed open the door with all of my strength. I sprinted to the road just in time to see Lou turning onto the street. There was no doubt anymore; she was looking for something—and that something was me. The task of helping Ben sort through his shit obviously wasn’t as time consuming as I’d hoped it would be.

Closing my eyes, I breathed out a small sigh of relief. Despite the shitty situation of Lou arriving, at least she’d chosen the best possible day to turn up. Any previous day and Evie would have already been on her way over, and would have stumbled across the danger without any warning. Of course, a few days later and we might have disappeared entirely, so I couldn’t be entirely overjoyed at the timing.

On Lou’s next lap around the block, she spotted me. Or perhaps she sensed my proximity the same way I’d been able to feel her drawing nearer. Regardless, it was clear she knew I was there.

Stupid twin shit.

I should’ve known I wouldn’t be able to escape from her curiosity, even with her distractions. We were linked in multiple ways, one of which was the unexplainable twin bond that on occasion almost bordered on ESP. Some of our links went deeper still; they had less to do with being twins and more to do with surviving through shared sufferings. Her disappearance and the way we’d learned to cope with it in the years after she’d returned had forged a stronger bond than most siblings—even other twins—ever had.

At least it had until our teens, when hormones and jealousy had appeared for the first time. Girls started to notice me and the boys noticed her. She hated the former and spurned the latter. I couldn’t explain her logic completely, all I knew was that so many of her trust issues ran deep to her core, and she had a hard time with outsiders. Dad, Eth, and I were the only one she’d ever really let in—me even more than the others—and since our early teens, she’d been terrified of the day she might have to let me go.

The knowledge that I’d been so willing to run from that bond, and the promises I’d made, twisted my stomach a little as I saw my sister’s frown. It was clear she was in full-bitch mode once more—almost standard for her these days—but she hadn’t always been that way.

In fact, only a few short years ago, she’d been fragile, and I’d been her hero . . . of sorts. I could easily recall those days.





THE DOOR to my bedroom creaked open, and Lou stood just outside the empty frame.

“Are you awake?” Her voice was strained, and the tears on her face glistened slightly in the soft moonlight.

“Yeah.” I yawned as I answered her.

It was the sound of her screams that had pulled me from sleep, and I was ready to go back to my dreams, but I was also ready to push all that aside to give her whatever comfort she needed.

“Bad dream?” I asked, even though I didn’t really need to. All signs pointed to yes after all.

She usually found her way into my bedroom after a nightmare at least twice a week. During a particularly bad one, when the night terrors struck and held her body captive and immobile, I would have to run to comfort her in order to silence the screams that echoed endlessly throughout the house. It was a lot for a twelve-year-old to handle, but I was long used to her recurring visions. Every time it seemed like too much, I just remembered that it could have easily been me haunted by the memories of years of torture at the hands of fae.

It should have been me. My body quivered as I considered the things she’d suffered through, things she would have avoided if the stupid fairies had just picked the other baby—if they’d picked me.

She sniffed and nodded. “It was like they were cutting me again.”

Her hand wrapped over the faint scars on one arm. Even in the darkness, I could see the thin lines that covered both of her arms. To a casual observer the lines spider-webbing across her skin were easy to miss, but Louise had whispered how each one came to be. Each and every mark was evidence of the excruciating torture she’d endured at the hands of her masked assailants, the likes of which I wouldn’t even consider inflicting on the worst demon from Hell. That knowledge made them glow like beacons to me—sliver-thin reminders of the monstrous nature of the fae.

It was the main the reason I hated fairies above any other type of monster I’d encountered. None of the other foul creatures I’d faced would carve runes into the skin of a toddler for God knows what reasons. Eat them, sure, there were at least a hundred species that would do that. But somehow, I could almost understand that. Hunger was a primal drive, one that even humans would do crazy things to sate. It was something that could steal away all normal sense and decorum. Torturing an innocent child . . . that was something else entirely.

One day, I would ensure that every one of the bastards who had done it to her would pay.

Knowing that voicing all of those opinions would do nothing to help Lou in that moment, I pushed them aside. Instead of dwelling in the past, I sat up in my bed and patted the mattress beside me to invite her into the room. The sound of her feet padding over to my bed, accompanied by her stifled sobs, filled the space between us. After she’d sat down beside me, I wrapped my arm around her shoulder.

“You know they can’t hurt you anymore, don’t you?”

She nodded, but her previously quiet tears grew louder. The force of her sobs shook the bed beneath us, and I worried because she couldn’t possibly have been getting enough oxygen.

On the other side of the room, drawn almost awake by the sound of Lou’s sorrow, Eth snorted loudly before snuffling, rolling over, and then settling back to sleep.

“Eth and I have your back,” I reminded her. “Always. We’ll never let those filthy beasts near you again. We’ll never let anyone hurt you again.”

Like she did so often when her nightmares struck, she brushed her fingers across the intricate patterns of her scars. With almost delicate precision, she traced the razor thin marks as she chewed on the inside of her cheek. Her quiet introspection was the result of her memories, but that didn’t make me hate it any less. Sometimes she could sink into herself for days on end, occasionally even answering unheard voices. It was those times that the guilt ate at me the most. I would have gladly accepted the weight of that burden on my shoulders to spare her the suffering she’d been through.

“Did you hear?” I asked, trying to draw her mind from the past by talking about the current case that Dad was working in a town about twenty miles away. “Dad thinks it might be a poltergeist.”

She lifted her eyes to mine. It was clear she realized my words were little more than a diversion, but she wasn’t so deeply stuck in her own mind yet to refuse to be distracted. “Really? Do you think he’ll want us to help?”

“Probably.” I chuckled before nudging her shoulder with my own. “You know he’s useless without us.”

She giggled in response. It wasn’t entirely true, and we both knew it. Dad was more than capable of destroying most of the creatures we encountered in our life—he’d been the one to single-handedly rescue Lou from the fae den after all. It was just a long-running joke in our family that Lou and I somehow made it easier for him to find them. There was some truth to the joke though. No one could explain exactly why, but it was almost as if we had a sixth sense about all things other. Between that, Lou’s desire to rid the world of all the freaks and monsters, Dad’s experience, Eth’s willingness to do just about anything, my ability to find my way around most computer programs and databases, and the four of us were without doubt the strongest team in the USA—maybe even the world.





LOU FLOORED the car toward me, fishtailing down the street before stomping on the brake at the last second. The car pulled up to a stop in a cloud of dust and rocks just a few yards from where I was standing. I lifted my hand to cover my face so that I didn’t get sprayed by the rocks. I only lowered my arm again once the dust had settled.

She climbed out of the car and cast me a rebuking scowl. Then she took in the building behind me and turned her nose up in disgust. I resisted rolling my eyes. Of course she’d be the one member of my family to find me.

And of course she’d bring the car that Dad would most likely notice was missing—his favorite cherry-red SS Chevelle. It meant he wouldn’t be far behind once he realized it was gone. While I doubted he’d notice my absence in any hurry, I was certain he’d miss that car after only a few hours.

“Why are you here, Lou?” I was so disappointed about my date with Evie being disrupted that I couldn’t muster any enthusiasm about seeing my sister, especially with the danger her presence signaled for the woman I was infatuated with.

Lou flicked her long bangs to one side. “Hello, dear sister, it’s nice to see you again. How was your long-ass drive from New York? I’m sorry that I’m staying in a hovel of a warehouse and all that you had to work with to find me was a picture from a surveillance camera near the airport.” Her snide pitch wasn’t lost on me.

I sighed and couldn’t resist the urge to roll my eyes this time. Her bitch-mode was definitely turned to full. It was an attitude that I was slowly getting used to—the same attitude I’d had to put up with from all of my family since Evie had left. I was willing to concede the fact that maybe I was the one with the attitude and they were just projecting it back on me, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t sick of dealing with it from the three of them. “I came here to get away from your shit, so what do you want?”

I regretted the harsh words the instant the hurt fluttered through her eyes. Of course, being the cold, hard bitch she’d grown to become, she tamped it down again just as quickly as it had escaped. “That’s the thanks I get for making sure my brother is still alive, is it?”

“I’m fine.”

“Well, I can see that now. We’ve all been worried about you. You disappeared so suddenly after we found Ben. We thought maybe you’d been replaced too.”

“I told Eth I was going.”

“But he said you were acting strange.”

My jaw flexed as I pressed my teeth together in irritation. I hated that they could read me so well. It had saved our lives often enough, but that didn’t make it easy to deal with when it turned around to bite me on the ass. “Then get back in the car, go back to Hell and tell everyone else that I’m doing just fine. I’m still me. I’m not a doppelganger. If I was, I probably would’ve wanted to stay close to you all in order to do some actual damage and not hide away in this shithole.”

Lou took a step away from the car and moved closer to me. “We’re not at Bayview anymore.”

“Why not?” I was certain they’d stay at the prison for a little while longer until everyone was certain that the fae doppelganger wasn’t part some a larger conspiracy.

“We’ve got an assignment. Dad asked me to find you for it.”

“Whatever it is, you don’t need my help. The three of you have handled things before on your own.”

She stepped forward, her voice almost sweet as she spoke. “Of course we need you.”

“If you just need a fourth, why not take Ben.”

“We need you.”

I was going to continue to argue, but figured there wasn’t really much point. She’d only argue back, and we would never get anywhere. Every extra minute she was here was a minute more that I’d be late for seeing Evie and meeting her father. I couldn’t imagine how crazy I would’ve felt if Evie had not turned up for one of our daylong dates after she’d promised she would.

I wished I had some way to contact Evie and let her know what had happened. I hated that neither she nor her father had a cell phone. Not that it would’ve have helped if they’d had one. It wasn’t like I could contact Evie with Lou watching me as intently as she was.

“Look, I drove all the way down here. I’m exhausted, starving, and just about ready to kick your ass to force you to come back with me. Why don’t you get in the car, and we can go get something to eat at least? Then we can just talk, like we used to,” Lou offered.

It wasn’t a huge sacrifice, and I could use the time to try to convince her that I just needed a few more days on my own before I would be ready to return for any mission they had for me. Evie and I could arrange to be long gone by the time my family realized I’d failed to show and came back down to find me.





 




CHAPTER EIGHT





TWO HOURS LATER, Lou drove me back to the warehouse convinced for some unknown reason that I would be leaving with her. That was despite the fact that I’d answered in the negative every single time she’d asked. As we entered the street that led to the warehouse, I hoped with everything I had that Evie hadn’t come to try to find me. Or if she had, that she was long gone again.

“Well, go get your shit,” Lou said.

“Damn it, Lou! I already told you. I’m not leaving just yet.”

She huffed and rolled her eyes. “Why on Earth would you want to stay in this dump?”

Ignoring her question, I climbed from the car and gently pushed the door closed behind me. Some habits were hard to break. She followed me out of the car, slamming the door shut behind her.

“Dad’ll kick your ass when he finds out you’ve been slamming that door,” I warned.

“Cut the crap, Clay.”

“Have a safe drive back, Lou.” I was trying to be dismissive so that she’d get the hint and just leave. What must Evie think? I’m so goddamn late. Why the hell did Lou have to eat at a goddamn proper restaurant? Why’d she take so long with every damn course?

“I’ll go, if you answer me one question.”

I spun back around to face her. She’d crossed her arms and was leaning against the quarter panel of the Chevelle. Printed on her face was a clear challenge. I thought briefly about warning her again that Dad would have her ass if there were any scratches on the paint, but it was probably easier—and immensely more satisfying for me—that she was reminded of that fact by my father himself.

“What’s that?” I asked instead.

“Why did you leave?” I met her gaze and saw the vulnerable girl who’d crept into my bedroom when her nightmares became too much for her to handle. The sight instantly disarmed me.

I ran my hand through my hair as I tried to think of the best way to explain it without tipping her off about Evie. “I just needed some time alone.”

“Eth said it was because of Ben and the . . . reminder it caused.”

“Yeah, that’s part of it,” I lied. “I know you were the one who was taken, but you’re not the only one who was affected.”

“I know, and that’s why I’m worried about you. It feels like there’s this rift between us that’s growing bigger every year.” Her eyes revealed her vulnerability, and I knew I was seeing a rare glimpse at the real woman behind the bitchy façade. “I don’t want to lose you completely. I don’t know that I can face the nightmares on my own. I’m still not strong enough.”

I stepped a little closer to her, instantly feeling guilty over my choice to pursue Evie at the expense of my family, even if that hadn’t been my original intention. With Lou’s hardened, no bullshit exterior it was sometimes easy to forget how broken she actually was inside.

“There’s no rift,” I promised. There might be soon though. I swallowed as my stomach twisted. “I just have some stuff I need to work out.”

“Like what?”

I wasn’t sure how to answer her. “Like stuff. Just things.”

She stared at the ground for a moment before meeting my gaze again. “Can I ask another question?”

Feeling bad that I’d hurt her, I looked away as I nodded. “Anything.”

“Is this about that damn phoenix again?” Her voice was hardened again, the lost little girl frozen out by the hardened hunter.

My gaze shot straight to hers as she said the word. I had no idea she knew what Evie was. The thought made my gut twist around itself once more.

How does she know about Evie? Does she know Evie’s in Charlotte too? Has she told Dad what she knows? I decided to play dumb. “What phoenix?”

She rolled her eyes at my feeble attempt at hiding the truth. “The one that you were completely infatuated with in Ohio. The one you came down here for. I know you got a hit on that software you’ve got. I know it told you that thing was here in Charlotte. I’m not stupid, you know. I’m just as competent on a computer as you are. I know you think you had some feelings for that creature, but I can’t believe you’d be so stupid. When I found out you’d left, it was more than obvious where you might have gone.”

I was shaking my head throughout her speech, unwilling to believe that she knew so much despite the evidence she was providing.

“No?” she asked. “And yet, here I find you chasing down every lead that might lead you to it.”

“Her,” I said involuntarily under my breath. I couldn’t stand hearing Lou refer to Evie as an “it.” She was a girl; a living, breathing, talking—kissing, hot, feels-so-damn-good-in-my-hands—girl.

“No, not her, it!” Lou snapped. “You need to remember that, Clay. You need to remember everything that we’ve been taught. You can’t humanize them or they will take advantage of you. That’s what these creatures do.”

“No. I don’t believe that.”

“There’s a line between good and evil, Clay, and we’re it. We’re the only thing that can stop these monsters. You know our orders.”

“I can’t just blindly follow those orders anymore. She’s not what we were taught she’d be. She’s not a monster!” The instant the words were free, I saw my mistake. I couldn’t help myself; the statement had blurted from me before I had the sense to stop it.

“So it is about the creature! Where is she?” Lou sneered as she spat the last word at me, no doubt trying to force me to see how ridiculous I sounded. What she didn’t understand was that I was long beyond caring about whether my family thought that I’d lost my mind. It was stupid falling for Evie—the worst idea I’d ever had—I couldn’t help it though. The last week had proven to me that she was worth the separation I’d endure from my family. She was worth anything—everything.

At that moment, almost as if the universe was giving me a great big “fuck you,” Evie’s F150 turned onto the street. Bile rose in my throat so quickly that I was certain I was going to vomit at the sight. Following the direction of my stare, Lou’s gaze spun toward the road.

“I don’t know where she is!” I shouted to draw Lou’s attention back to me.

“Bullshit!” Mercifully Lou was distracted enough by my cry to allow Evie to drive past unnoticed. It took everything I had to not follow her truck with my gaze.

“Honestly, I don’t know. I’ll admit it, I followed a lead down here, but only because I wanted to make sure she hadn’t hurt anyone,” I lied, making up the story as I went and hoping that Lou would buy it. “But she was already gone by the time I arrived. I honestly don’t know where she is now.”

“Sure, twitchy, whatever you say.”

I rolled my eyes at her use of my old nickname. She’d always told me that one of my eyes twitched whenever I lied. I forced a shrug. “Don’t believe me then.”

“I’m worried about you, Clay. You rushed down here almost immediately, on your own I might add, after just seeing one little picture. That’s not healthy. It’s almost . . . spell-like.” Her voice was quiet and full of traces of emotions I couldn’t read when she said the word. “I really don’t want to be the one who has to explain to Dad that I have a barbequed brother because he fell for something he shouldn’t. Again.”

I could see that we weren’t getting anywhere and that was unlikely to change. She wasn’t going to leave until I relented, and I wasn’t going to do that. She was even willing to bring up the ancient past to try to win. I didn’t know what to do. My fingers twitched at my sides and my legs ached with a desperate desire to run to see Evie, partly to apologize and partly to warn her of the danger she was in. Either way, I had to convince her to leave town immediately. But I needed to get rid of Lou first.

“You’re right.” I decided to change tack and see if I could buy Evie a little extra time. “I fucked up with the harpy, and I’m doing it again now.” I hung my head in mock-shame. “I really need to get my head back in the game, but I need time to sort through the mess in here first.” I tapped my head. “I can’t do that with Dad breathing down my neck. You of all people should be able to appreciate that.”

She frowned, no doubt as her memories of Dad’s drill-sergeant ways filtered through her mind. Some of my earliest recollections were of him making us both cry because we weren’t training hard enough or our shooting wasn’t accurate enough.

“You’re going to get yourselves killed if you go into battle like that. Do it again!”

We’d been a little under seven at the time—Lou hadn’t even been home for two full years—and we hadn’t realized we’d be forced into the war a little over a year later.

She narrowed her eyes at me as she assessed what I’d said. “I get needing time away, but you have to be careful, Clay. These creatures are dangerous. Even if you think you feel something for it, you have to remember that these things aren’t capable of the same emotions. This phoenix will be the death of you.”

Not wanting to drag the argument out any longer, I simply nodded in agreement. It was easy to feign enough belief in Lou’s words to appear sincere—they weren’t really a lie after all. Evie could easily be the death of me; I knew it better than Lou ever could. And yet, Evie was worth the risk. 

“I know that. I—I think I fooled myself into believing that she was something more than what she really is,” I said. “Something worthy of love, but I know I was wrong. She was gone by the time I got here, and you should have seen the state of the house she’d been in. I—I stayed because I needed time to work out how to tell you. I still need time.”

The lies tasted vile on my tongue; the thought of releasing them was enough to slay me where I stood.

“How come you never told me you knew or tried to find her yourself?” I asked, hoping I could use the information to my own advantage.

Her expression softened. “Because I didn’t want you to hate me. You needed to see the truth for yourself.”

I nodded. “And now I have.”

She smiled. “And now you have.”

A beat of silence passed between us, and she spent it assessing me carefully. Her ice-blue gaze penetrated into me, no doubt weighing every word to determine which ones were lies.

“Okay, look, I’ll give you some time to get yourself sorted,” Lou conceded after a moment. “But only two days, and that’s including travel. If you’re not here,” she held out a piece of paper to me, “by then, you’d better believe I’m coming back down here to drag your ass home with extreme prejudice.”

I reached out and took her offering from her. “Thanks, Lou. I really do appreciate it. I’ll be there. I swear.” I resisted crossing my fingers behind my back, although in my mind I was. I had no intention of leaving Evie’s side to return to hunting other beings who could be just like her. How could I be certain that they weren’t all as compassionate and loving as Evie had proven to be? Lou nodded before crossing to me and giving me an awkward one-armed hug. “Take care of yourself.”

“You know me.” I tried to give her a winning smile.

“You’re right. I do know you,” she confirmed. “And that’s exactly why I’m telling you to take care. Remember, two days.”

After the car had disappeared from the street, I waited for her to return. I hoped she was telling the truth and that she’d give me some space, but I couldn’t risk making a break for Evie’s place until I knew for certain that she would keep her word. We’d never lied to each other before, at least not about the serious things, and I felt a little queasy at the thought that I’d started now—over someone I should’ve wanted dead.

I leaned against the side of the warehouse, watching for any odd movement and waiting for Lou’s return despite her words.

After an hour, nothing unusual had happened, so I began to hope that there was some truth in her words. During that time, the tug on my emotions had lessened and then disappeared completely. That sensation, and the knowledge that despite an awareness of Evie Lou hadn’t acted on her suspicions, was enough to give me some faith in Lou’s promise of a few days grace.

A small doubt started to creep through me, but then experience reminded me of all the times Lou, Eth, and even Dad, had my back. I took a deep breath. If I couldn’t trust my family, who could I trust?

Two days.

With a sigh, I grew resigned to the fact that the time where I could live a fantasy world with Evie—to pretend we were just two normal teenagers falling for each other—was coming to a premature end. Within two days, we would have to leave Charlotte, and there was no telling where we’d end up after that. 

There was no telling whether she’d even grant me another chance after I’d stood her up like an ass—even if I did have a good reason for it.





 




CHAPTER NINE





AFTER DARKNESS HAD fallen around the warehouse, and I was positive Lou was long-gone and not returning, I began the trek to Evie’s. Guilt twisted in my stomach. Evie had likely spent the day wondering what was happening. 

During the time it took to walk to her house, my mind spun with a whirl of questions and worries. Evie had seen me talking with Lou—I had no doubt about that. I also didn’t doubt that Evie would have recognized my sister, but what would she think of Lou’s arrival? 

Would Evie think I invited Lou? 

Would Evie even be at her house still? 

Had she told her Dad about me already? 

I could easily recall Evie’s stories of how overprotective he had been before, but would he still be that bad now that she knew her own secrets and had a way to protect herself from attacks? Would he force her to leave Charlotte, and me, behind? Had they already left?

For the second time in a week, my feet struck against the pavement in a rapid beat as I rushed toward Evie’s house. I could’ve stolen a car and arrived faster, but under the circumstances it was better to be a little more discreet. If I hid in shadows and made my way to Evie under the cover of darkness, there was less chance of being followed.

When I finally arrived at the end of Evie’s street, my heart took over and my questions and thoughts fell away completely. I raced straight to the window where I’d seen her face through the curtain, hoping I’d been right in my assessment that it was her bedroom. 

I rapped on the glass, trying to ensure it was just loud enough that she’d be able to hear it without it waking anyone else—like her father. After a couple of light taps, I stilled my fingers and waited for her to come to me.

A minute passed with no response.

Then two.

I paced repeatedly around the small grass strip before a tiny flutter in the darkness drew my attention as I spun back toward the house.

“Evie!” I whisper-shouted as I tapped again.

She drew back the curtain, revealing her smiling face. A second later, she pushed open the window and asked me all of the questions I’d been expecting. Looking at her worried face as she asked about Lou and why she’d come, I did the only thing I could think of . . . I lied. 

I told Evie everything she needed to hear in order to stop her from panicking about my family, to stop her heart racing and the fire in her blood from igniting the room around us. It wasn’t complete bullshit after all. 

Certain elements were the truth; my sister had given me some time, and by the time my family returned, Evie and I would be long gone. Evie never needed to know that not only was Lou aware of Evie’s true nature, she’d seemed somewhat aware of my desire for Evie as well.

Instead of anger over my hours of delay, Evie asked me to spend the night so that I could meet her father in the morning. There was no way I was even going to consider refusing that invitation.





AFTER A perfect night of sleeping beside Evie in her bed—I’d almost forgotten the comforts of an actual mattress and had never fully contemplated the bliss of having a warm, beautiful girl tucked up to my side—I was awoken by the sound of a rapidly drawn curtain and a wash of warm, morning sun.

Ripped from my blissful dreams, I opened my eyes and wanted to close them again immediately. My heart pounded in my chest and my mouth went dry at the sight of the barrel of a Remington 700 in my face. Holding the stock of the rifle was an extremely angry looking man with his amber eyes plastered on the chain around my neck and a look of recognition clear on his face.

Oh shit. It was the only thought I was capable of in that moment. It ran through my head on an ever-faster loop, repeating through my brain. I quaked at the certainty that the next few minutes could be my last.

I couldn’t believe my own stupidity. I’d considered the fact that my family would be a threat to Evie—it played on my mind a thousand times a day. I’d been careful to assess the risk of finding and approaching Evie; she could’ve been the big bad other I was raised to believe that they all were.

There was one factor that had never been a source of worry for me—her father.

Of course, since she’d invited me over a couple of days earlier, I’d stressed about meeting him for all the usual, stupid, boyfriend reasons, but I’d never considered whether he would be a threat to me. It had never even occurred to me that he might know.

In that moment, as I was being bid a good morning by the barrel of a gun, I saw how dangerous it had been for me to underestimate him. Of course he’d recognize the symbol on my chain; he’d probably been watching for it all of Evie’s life. 

Did he also understand the truth behind the specific symbol I wore? Would he understand how ingrained hunting others was in my DNA, with so many generations of knowledge and prejudice running through my veins?

“Get out of my room, Dad!” Evie screamed from beside me. 

I wanted to let her know that it was okay, that I could handle myself, but I didn’t dare speak—wasn’t sure I could even if I had something to say that could calm the situation. 

It was impossible to look away from the gun. Maybe I had no hope in hell of being able to dodge a shot, but at least I’d know it was coming.

Ignoring Evie’s request, her father—David, I remembered from my intense study of her limited history in the school’s computer after she’d disappeared—kept the gun leveled with my mouth and stared at me with a cold, hard gaze. “I said get away from her!”

“Dad, stop it!”

“Evie, come over here.” David inclined his head, indicating that he wanted her to move behind him.

The way he acted, it was clear he thought she needed protection from me. Despite what I was, the idea was almost laughable. She was a bigger threat to me than I could ever be to her. 

My mind began to run through every possible scenario from this point onward, trying to find the right words to say that wouldn’t involve me irritating the man with his finger on the trigger.

“He has three seconds to get out before I pull the trigger.”

“Don’t do this,” Evie said in a no-nonsense voice. “You’re making a fool of yourself.”

“He’s Rain,” David replied.

I wondered whether he’d cause any problems for her once he discovered she’d known what I was. At the thought, the need to protect Evie hit me in the gut, a sensation stronger than I ever would have expected, and I couldn’t stay still any longer. Regardless of the gun, I wouldn’t let him hurt her. In a bid to not allow any harm to come to her, and hopefully avoid getting shot myself in the process, I held my hands up in surrender and pulled myself up to a seated position before tucking the source of David’s stress—the pendant around my neck—away into my shirt.

Once I was certain that I wasn’t at risk of an addition of metal to my diet, I shifted away from Evie. Moving as slow as I could, so that he’d know I wasn’t posing any threat, I climbed from the bed. 

For a second, I debated whether it was better to stay and talk or try to make a break for the window and hope I made it out before he had the sense to fire. If not for Evie, I probably would have gone for the latter option. I didn’t want her to suffer for bringing home a member of the Rain.

As if Evie had read my mind, she began to issue orders. “No, Clay. You’re not going anywhere.” She put her body between the rifle and me. I stood still even though I wanted nothing more than to yank her out of harm’s way. I’d seen firsthand the damage those things could do, and how easy they were to set off by accident.

“Dad, put the gun down before you hurt somebody.”

“I’ll hurt someone all right,” David growled with his stare still leveled on me.

“Dad, this is the boy. I wanted to tell you, but I didn’t think you’d understand that he’s different until you actually met him. That’s why I wanted you to meet him yesterday.”

“You mean to tell me that you know he’s Rain?”

“He’s the boy,” Evie clarified, and I wondered how much David knew about what happened in that park two years ago. Worried that he might soon have a new reason to fire the gun, I started to back away. “The one from Ohio. And I love him.”

My gaze left the gun and went straight to the back of Evie’s head. Fear for my life flew from me as a new, odd sensation rushed in. 

Love. 

She’d said love. 

Love? I felt things for Evie for sure, but . . . love?

She loves me? My heart leaped into my throat at the thought—but in a not altogether unpleasant way.

Do I love her too?

Despite everything, I almost thought the answer could be yes. I was certainly willing to give up everything I’d ever had and known in order to spend some more time getting to know her better. I wanted her. All of her. The promise of how perfect we’d be in bed together was a part of it of course, but it wasn’t everything. I wanted to be with her for her smile, for her sense of humor, and for the way she made me feel good about myself when I was with her . . . as well as for her boobs.

Despite the fact my head felt as though it had been on three laps around the room, only a brief second had passed since Evie’s confession. From where I stood, I could see pink creeping down the side of her cheek and her hand covering her mouth. Her tiny show of embarrassment over what must have been an inadvertent slip gave me courage. She was just as uncertain about it all as I was, and must have felt the same strange queasy, but in a good way, feelings about me that I felt for her.

I stepped closer to her and risked her father’s ire—and potential bullet holes—by wrapping my arm around her shoulders. “Sir, I care for Evie very deeply as well. I couldn’t imagine ever hurting her. The reason I was waylaid yesterday was because my family learned that I was in Charlotte, and I didn’t want to tip them off. I couldn’t bear it if they found out that Evie is here.” I told him the same lies I’d told Evie, hoping there was enough truth in the statement for it to be believable.

He paused long enough to listen to my story. I wasn’t sure whether he believed the truth in my words, but I hoped he would see that I was just as invested in keeping Evie alive as he was. The fact that she was alive should have been testament to that. If I’d wanted her dead, I’d had the opportunity to do it countless times. Even the thought of any harm coming to her was enough to make my stomach churn.

“Where are they now?” he asked.

“It was only my sister who came, and she left in a mood last night after I refused to go with her.”

“Why are you still wearing the pendant then?”

His statement confirmed my fear that he’d recognized the symbol of my position.

“Pendant?” Evie asked, her confusion evident in her tone.

“That thing around his neck.”

“It’s a symbol of the oath I made to the Rain,” I explained to her. I hoped she would understand why I was still wearing it. Partly it was habit, I’d had it since I was eight and felt oddly naked whenever I had to take it off, but it was also the only thing I had left of my Dad’s mother. “But it’s also a family heirloom. It originally belonged to my great-grandfather. Nana Jacobs had my name engraved on the back when she gave it to me for my sanctification.”

Nana Jacobs had selected heirlooms for all of us when we were born and had them all engraved, ready for our sanctification day—the day of our official rise into the ranks of the Rain that coincided with our thirteenth birthdays. Only, she was murdered by an Unseelie fae before any of us could reach that milestone. 

Her death had been the deciding factor behind the Rain’s choice to sanctify Eth, Lou, and I at a younger age than usual. Nana’s will had clearly stated that the pendant was to be given to me on that day—as her final gift. 

I felt the weight of the memory pulling at my heart and mood even as I told Evie the simplified version of it. When I looked in her eyes, my discomfort increased. It was nothing to do with what I was saying though, but the magnitude of the choices I’d made for Evie—was continuing to make—struck me with a unexpected force, dragging guilt quickly behind. My family had suffered for so many generations because of the creatures we hunted, and now I was planning on living with one.

“So you won’t get rid of it?” David challenged.

I clutched at the pendant through the material of my shirt and thought about whether I could throw it away. It wasn’t something I wanted to do, but I would if I needed to. There was only one person who I would do it for though. Monster or not, Evie owned my heart, and I would do anything I needed to do in order to keep her happy and safe.

Maybe it is love? The words struck me hard. My heart raced, both from fear but also something akin to freedom.

“I will if Evie wants me to.” I tried to fight the disappointment and dread that crept into my voice. I looked to Evie, trying to plead with my eyes for her to not take away the one link I’d have to my family when I fled Charlotte with her.

Evie’s gaze met mine as she considered the battle between my will and her father’s. “I don’t care what it means to some organization,” she said in a deliberate measure. “I only care about what it means to you. If you want to keep it, I understand.”

I couldn’t stop the smile that crept onto my face and my fingers threaded into her hair. I longed to guide her lips to mine in thanks, but I couldn’t. Not while her dad was watching, and certainly not while he had a loaded weapon.

“Thank you, Evie,” I murmured. “I promise you that the Rain dove on it means nothing to me anymore.”

“I don’t believe it,” David said from somewhere nearby—I was lost in Evie’s eyes and couldn’t turn away from her even if I’d wanted to. “A sympathetic Rain. I never thought I’d see the day.”

I breathed a sigh of relief as I got what I assumed was the seal of approval—or at least “approval for now, so don’t fuck it up or I will end you.” After the gun was lowered, everything happened rather quickly. David warned they’d be moving on—which I had to agree was the wisest move given the circumstances—and gave us an hour to get ready before we’d hit the road.

If I wasn’t ready right on the hour, I wouldn’t be going with them. It was clear both in his words and what I knew of the two of them. Another two years of not knowing where Evie was would no doubt snap my tenuous grip on sanity.

In that moment, as I panicked about how much I needed to organize in a very short length of time, I saw how stupid I’d been. In my need to get to Evie—to know that she was okay—I’d left everything I owned unpacked and scattered around the warehouse. In hindsight, it was easy to see my mistake. I should’ve packed it while I waited for nightfall and brought it all with me instead of wasting so much time watching for Lou. I could have been ready to go already if I’d packed my bag and brought it with me. My desires had overridden all good sense.

Now I’d have to waste precious time to go and get my things, and to meet the deadline I’d have to steal a car to do it. The actual theft didn’t bother me—I’d committed that crime and worse before—but it risked drawing attention to myself, which in turn risked drawing attention to Evie.

For a brief moment, I debated just leaving everything there but I knew the money would come in handy, not only for myself but for Evie and her dad too. It might have been somewhat stupid, but I also didn’t want to leave my HK45 behind either. It was replaceable, but that particular piece had saved my life so many times I had a certain sentimental attachment to it.

While I prepared to leave, Evie insisted on driving me. At first, I refused, worried that she wouldn’t have time to pack her own things, but then she showed me the reality of her life. She never unpacked; only left out what she needed to wear each day before washing and repacking everything each night. So often, I’d complained my family moved around too much, but my issues were juvenile compared to Evie’s.

Until Lou and I had graduated from high school, our “often” was settling into an area for a few months, sometimes as long as a year, and our moves were, for the most part, planned and structured with rigid precision. Even in the time since, we’d tended to make New York a bit of a base of operations and stayed in motel or hotel rooms wherever we needed to. 

When we were called to a city on an emergency, we had a team that could make all the arrangements for us. We’d never had to dash off with less than a moment’s notice with no luggage and nothing booked.

On the drive to the warehouse, it was easy to push the thoughts of what had to come next out of my head. A big part of that ease was that Evie had turned playful, teasing me, and hinting at where she might have moved my hand that morning if we’d remained undisturbed—it had been temptingly close to the underside of her breasts when I’d awoken. Her words made me instantly hard and I wanted my hands all over her again.

Soon, I promised myself.

After we arrived, I planned on just ducking in quickly to grab my things, but Evie stopped me before I could. She insisted on coming in too. When I questioned why, her answer surprised me.

“You don’t really appreciate what you’ve agreed to with my Dad, do you?”

“What do you mean?” I asked. I wasn’t entirely sure what David’s plan was, but knowing how well he’d been able to evade my intense tracking for the last two years, I was certain it would be effective in shaking Lou when she came back in a few days.

Evie surprised me further by laughing at me before explaining herself. “We’re about to be stuck in a car with Dad for at least a few days while he plans the next step, and then there’ll be the drive to wherever the hell that is. Just because you’ve been almost invited to come with us, doesn’t mean he’ll make it easy for you.”

I thought for a moment about what she was describing. Three adults squeezed along the bench seat would be a very tight fit, and I could only hope Evie would grant me the window seat so that I wasn’t stuck between her and David. That is if I wasn’t relegated to riding in the bed of the truck.

We’d be traveling like that for at least a few days. My mind started to work overtime at the thought. 

Is this really worth it? Is she? I glanced at Evie again and had my answer. Abso-fucking-lutely.

She was worth everything.

“We won’t have any alone time for a little while yet,” she added.

“I see.” The wicked glint in her eye told me exactly what she meant by alone time and confirmed for me once more that she was worth every bit of discomfort the next few days would bring. “In that case, shall we?” I asked.

“We shall.” Her voice spoke to carnal places within me as she grinned at me. Almost as soon as the words left her mouth, she was out of the car and racing for the warehouse.

Someone’s keen.

I smiled to myself, moving with a deliberate slowness and stopping to pretend to tie my shoelace. As soon as her back was turned to open the roller door, I raced after her. Grabbing her around the waist, I twisted her around, lifted her, and then claimed her lips.





IT WAS almost impossible to drag myself away from the perfect moment we shared—where I was finally granted the chance to explore more of her skin, to feel the weight of her breasts in my hands without the barrier of her bra—and grab my things, but I did. The thing that forced me to stop in the end was that I didn’t want to return to her house late and make an even worse impression with her dad than I already had.

She followed me into the space that had been my bedroom and watched as I threw together the few possessions I had. A questioning look crossed Evie’s face as I grabbed the cash I’d hidden away. I wasn’t sure how she’d react to knowing that I’d stolen it from Dad, so I only told her what she needed to know.

I packed up a few other items, trying to decide on the fly what was vital and what could be left behind. Every time I glanced up at Evie, she gave me a small, nervous smile. It was shy and completely at odds with the way she’d acted when I had her pinned against the wall moments earlier. My mind spun, turning over the possible reasons for her concern.

Almost as if I’d been struck by lightning, a realization hit me. She’d never asked me to go with her and when I’d mentioned it the previous evening, she’d suggested making a decision after I’d met her father.

She’d never once told me that she wanted me to go with them.

It was possible I’d invited myself along without permission, and she was too polite to refuse. My mind began to race with worry that I’d overstepped some invisible boundary. “Do you actually want me to come with you?”

“Of course I do.” The confusion in her tone caused relief to flood through me. If she thought it should have been obvious, I was willing to accept that.

“I just realized I never bothered to stop and ask you what you wanted,” I admitted when she continued to give me a confused look.

“I still don’t know exactly what I want, but this—you—it’s a good start.”

Her words cemented that this was what I wanted to do—as well as what I needed. I stood, slipped the backpack over my shoulder and grabbed her hand. “I think that’s everyth—”

I stopped when a dull thud sounded outside—too close. 

A second thud broke the silence almost instantly after.

“Was that a car door?” Evie asked, confirming my suspicions over what could have caused such a sound.

“I think so.” I was listening to the noises from outside, worried that Lou had changed her mind or had lied to me. 

Why I had let Evie come with me?

Stupid, stupid, stupid!

The voices registered almost immediately, and my heart sank. Lou would have almost been preferable. At least I could have taken her on while Evie ran. 

“Shit, it’s Dad and Eth.” I turned to Evie and hated the look of fear that marred her innocent face. “We need to get you out of here.”

She panicked and the heat around her rose by degrees every passing second. Soon, she would be a danger—a threat—exactly what Dad and Eth already assumed.

“This is definitely the truck Lou mentioned,” Eth said. “See, Maryland plates.”

“It probably means that creature is in there with him.”

The blood in my veins felt like it could match Evie’s for heat as I heard Dad refer to the most precious person in my world as “that creature.”

“What do we do?” Evie mouthed silently.

“Stay here.” I pointed to the ground so that she’d get the gist even if she couldn’t read lips. I had no idea how I was going to get Evie out safely—there was only one entry. At the time I’d picked the hideaway, I’d thought that having only one door to monitor for threats was part of the appeal of the place. There was nothing I couldn’t fight my way through to get out of a bad situation. With Evie thrown into the mix, I regretted that choice.

I slid the backpack off my arm and rested it on the floor. My hand worked the zipper, desperate to get inside to find the handgun hidden beneath my clothes. Without letting Evie see it—no point panicking her further or risking her becoming a greater threat to herself and everyone else—I tucked it into the waistband of my jeans. When I stood up again, Evie had paled. Her eyes widened and her breathing sped. 

The arrival of my family was a complication I should have foreseen. Lou had obviously left with the sole purpose of ratting me out to Dad. Even if I could lead Eth and Dad away and leave Evie in safety, I wouldn’t be able to do that and be back in time to make her father’s deadline. 

The choice was clear.

I stared at Evie, the one I would’ve done so much for, and drank in all of her beauty knowing that it could be the last time I would see her. Despite the fact I might never be near her again, it was worth the sacrifice if my actions could save her life.

Unable to resist holding her one last time, I reached out and drew her body against mine. My fingers brushed across the skin of her lower back, desperate to absorb as much of her heat as they could to get me through the cold months, maybe even years, to come. With so much more fodder for my subconscious to throw at me while I slept, I wasn’t sure I would be able to survive the dreams and memories this time—I wasn’t even sure whether I wanted to. 

Insanity would find me a willing captive, if only it meant I could spend my life with her.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I never meant for it to be like this.”

“What do you mean?” She placed her hand on my chest, and my heart quivered beneath her touch.

“When the moment comes, take it.” I had no idea exactly what the moment would be, but I would make one for her. Regardless of what it might cost me. I owed her that much. “Don’t look back.”

“I don’t understand.”

Holding her closer until we were completely flush against each other, I prepared to say goodbye. I stroked her cheek with a gentle sweep of my fingers and couldn’t resist the call of her lips for a moment more. When my mouth moved over hers, and she responded in kind, I knew we were likely sharing our last kiss. In order to hold her as tightly as I could, I twisted my fingers into her fiery locks and drew her close.

By the time I stepped away, it was clear I had to tell her an undeniable truth. One I’d found without any lingering doubts the instant I’d heard the danger coming. One she needed to hear in order to understand. “I love you.”

Before I had a chance to lose my cool and screw everything up even more, I dragged myself away from her. Using my fingertips, I tidied my hair as best I could and brushed away the guilt on my face before moving out to meet my family head on. 

“Eth, Dad, what are you guys doing here?” I tried to sound casual and surprised when I greeted them. The tremor that quivered through my voice was almost certain to give me away though.

“Lou said you might be in trouble.” Eth eyed me with a mixture of concern and suspicion. Lou must have told him all about Evie and the lingering emotions I had for her. She’d possibly embellished or added in some bullshit of her own though, because he appraised me as if I’d just grown an extra limb.

I swallowed to calm my rapid heartbeat and fight the fear I felt for the one I loved. The best thing I could do for her was deny the truth and try to get my family away from the building as fast as I could. “No trouble. I just needed some time to myself.”

Dad gave me a look of disgust and disappointment, and I couldn’t help but feel ashamed under his glare. I’d failed him and the family by allowing my heart to lead my head. The sick feeling in the pit of my stomach grew. None of that meant I was willing to hand Evie over to them.

“Why don’t we go get some coffee and breakfast?” I said. “This place is a dump.”

“Then why are you staying here, bro?”

Even though my brother had been the one to talk, my gaze was steady on Dad. It was clear he was allowing Eth to lead for some reason. There was little doubt Eth had begged to lead in order to avoid Dad growing psychotic and beating my ass.

My palm found the back of my neck. “I told you, I needed some time alone. That means away from people. You don’t get more away than this.”

Eth nodded as he looked around at the building behind me. “Fair point.”

“Is it true?” Dad asked. His stern tone, coupled with the stern set of his eyes, left no doubt Lou had ratted me out. He wanted me to know that—as if I hadn’t already guessed.

“No.” The second the word was free, he gave me a look that clearly said he wasn’t in the mood for bullshit. I sighed and said, “Yes.”

“You came down here for a phoenix?” It was impossible for him to have sounded more disgusted. 

I hung my head, but that didn’t stop me from lying to him. “I needed to get her out of my head, but she’d already left Charlotte by the time I got here.”

“Funny, the way Lou tells it that’s nothing more than a story,” Eth said. “She doesn’t believe it.”

“Well, I can’t help what Lou thinks or believes, can I?”

“I don’t believe it either. Especially not with that truck there.” Dad nodded in the direction of David’s truck before looking at the warehouse behind me.

“Truck?” I tried to sound questioning. “Oh, that heap over there? It was already here when I picked this shithole.” I swallowed heavily around the lump in my throat. “It doesn’t even run,” I added for good measure.

“Why don’t you let us inside.” The tone in Dad’s voice made it clear that it was a directive and not a question.

Knowing any hesitation would sell Evie out in an instant, I nodded. “Sure, if you really want? I mean it’s—” I was going to make up some story about the place being a mess, but Dad cut me off.

“I really want.” The tone in Dad’s voice was deadly. I said a silent prayer that I could still give Evie the break she needed. Just a small pause would be enough for her to run. I knew she was fast when she needed to be, and right now she really needed to be.

“Mi casa es su casa,” I said, gesturing toward the roller door with my arms.

I waited until both Dad and Eth had passed through the roller door before I followed to ensure that it was open and that Evie had a clear path to her truck the instant I provided her with the opportunity to run.

Jogging to catch up to Dad and Eth, I led them through to my room. I debated guiding them to a different part of the warehouse, but besides the showers, there wasn’t anywhere else to go. Most of the offices were full of debris and there was no way I could convince them I’d stayed anywhere else. Besides, I knew both my father and brother were skilled enough trackers to guess which room I’d been using even if I didn’t show them the way.

When I pushed open the door, relief struck me. Evie had at least had the good sense to hide and not be standing exposed in the middle of the room. I glanced around the space to locate her, and as soon as I had, I tore my gun from its holster. Without thinking of anything but Evie’s freedom, I leveled it at my father and shouted at her to go.

Relief struck the instant she cleared the doorframe that lead out of the office. Before I could celebrate, Eth’s fist struck me hard, catching me on the cheekbone with an unexpected jab. As I tried to recover from that, he lunged again. Based on his trajectory, it was clear his goal was to knock the gun from my hand. I twisted out of his way and sent my elbow crashing against his larynx in retaliation. Around the choking sound that issued from him, came a feral growl, and he came at me harder than before. His shoulder drove into my stomach, sending the breath rushing from my body. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Dad make a break for the door to give chase to Evie. Even as I tried to catch my breath, I aimed the gun at the space right in front of him. Right when I squeezed the trigger, Eth knocked my arm during a new struggle. 

“What the hell?” Dad cried out. 

Both Eth and I stopped our scuffle and looked in Dad’s direction. The bullet, meant for the wall beside him, had instead torn through his calf. The hit must have shifted the trajectory of the bullet, sending it directly into Dad’s path rather than in front of him as a warning shot.

Eth scrambled for the gun. Twisting away from him, I used the butt of the weapon as a weight and smashed my fist against his collarbone. A loud crack echoed through the small space and he dropped away from me with a grunt.

“Fuck, I’m sorry,” I said to Dad as I threw myself across the room to help him. I might have wanted Evie’s safety, but not at the expense of any member of my family. I didn’t want them to be hurt. For all their faults, they were still blood.

I was about to help Dad—who was uttering a string of curses so profuse that it would have made a drill sergeant blush—when Eth snuck past us and into the corridor. I couldn’t let him get to Evie and I still hadn’t heard her truck pull away. Stuck with a choice between helping with Dad’s injury and ensuring Evie’s safety, there was little else I could do. I gave chase to Eth, charging into the corners as he disappeared around each one.

Turning another corner, I saw Evie standing stock still in the middle of the corridor frozen with fear as she stared back at my brother who was fast closing in on her.

“What are you waiting for, Evie?” I shouted with everything I had in me. “Run!”

I rushed for Eth, using my shoulder to drive hard against his chest and bring him to a stop.

“Run and don’t look back. I’ll find you!”

It was a promise I probably wouldn’t be able to keep. I was certain her father would hide away better than ever before once he found out what had happened. I couldn’t help uttering it anyway. I needed to cling to the hope that it was true, and I was certain Evie would too.

Watching her skid around the corners toward freedom, I inadvertently let Eth get the upper hand. His hand closed around my neck and he dragged my body across his, smashing my face against the drywall hard enough that it caused a dent. I blacked out for a fraction of a second, but when I came to, the sound of Evie’s engine filled the air. 

Eth was already at the door ready to follow, but he wasn’t there yet. Pulling myself to my feet, I gave chase as best as I could to stop him. By the time the sun hit my eyes, Eth’s Hummer had already pulled onto the road and sped off after Evie.

Fuck!

I glanced around the street for a car to follow them in, but couldn’t see any. Knowing there was nothing more I could do—and hating that fact desperately—I headed back inside the warehouse to help my father with his gunshot wound. I couldn’t leave him alone with his injuries if I had the means to help him. It meant relying on Evie getting herself to safety somehow, but I had to trust her statement that she knew how to survive in a world that wanted her dead.

Dad was on the phone with Lou when I reached him. He’d located the first aid kit I’d stashed in my backpack and had already bandaged his wound. In his hand, he had a needle ready with something for the pain. Stopping in front of him, I reached for the needle to help. It was the least I could do.

“Here, let me . . .” I didn’t even get the chance to say the words before he’d jabbed the needle into my hand. A cool sensation pooled underneath my skin before flooding up my arm.

“Sorry, son, but I can’t have you interfering in this case anymore. Ethan, Louise, and I will handle the phoenix from here, and we’ll come back for you once it’s done.”

I blinked at him in shock.

“What?” I asked as I tried to make sense of what had happened. My head swam, but I shook it off. “Once it’s done?” I repeated. The words were meaningless at first, but then the terror hidden in them registered. 

Evie!

My heart pounded, but instead of giving me a surge of adrenaline to rely on, it sped the rate the sleepy coldness passed through my arm. Dad drew himself up to a standing position, and I followed him to my feet.

“It’ll be best if you sit. That will take effect soon, and you don’t want to collapse onto the concrete when it does.”

His voice faded in and out and the world grew fuzzy. A strange metallic taste filled my mouth at precisely the same moment my tongue seemed to increase rapidly in size.

“What did you—” I couldn’t force the words out around my sluggish tongue.

I sank to the ground as the world shrunk to a pinpoint and then faded to black.





 




CHAPTER TEN





WHEN I OPENED my eyes, the room was filled with blood. It washed along the once-white walls, staining them all red.

I blinked, opening and closing my eyes to try to focus on something. 

Anything.

The blood . . .

No, not blood.

Light.

Red light.

I lifted my head and shook it to clear the sludge that had overtaken my vision. Grogginess still clouded my mind, and I struggled to fight it off. I watched the red slowly fade as the sun sank farther in the sky. There was something important that I needed to do, or know, but I couldn’t shake off the feeling of cotton wool that surrounded everything inside my mind as I tried to pinpoint what that was.

The awkward position I’d landed in didn’t give me much room to move, at least not with the fatigue still sapping the energy from my limbs. My head felt about three sizes too big for my neck and blood pounded past my temples making my vision pulse in and out in time with my heartbeat. The concrete beneath me was hard. Cold. The opposite of what I’d felt lately. Soft mattress. Smooth hair. Heat.

Fire and life.

Evie.

Flashes of memories of the last week filled my mind, and I smiled.

Evie. Since I’d found her, she’d surpassed even my most wild imaginings. She was the seductress I’d dreamed of while still being the sweet girl I remembered from the time before I knew the truth. The days I’d spent with her were some of the best of my life, and I was certain it could only get better. Just as soon as . . .

A new series of visions assaulted me: Evie, Lou, Eth, Dad, the needle.

Evie!

The images of her in danger were enough to force the remnants of lethargy out of my body, and I shot to my feet. My gun was missing, but my bag was right where I’d left it. I could only hope that the money I’d hidden inside would still be there too.

Slinging the backpack over my shoulder, I raced from the room. I was desperate to find out whether Evie was still alive. Only, I had no idea where she might have gone or even what time it was. I only had one lead to go on, and that was that she would try to find her way back to her father. As long as they hadn’t already found each other and left town without me that was. The thought had me moving even faster.

What if she thinks I’m not worth the risk anymore? I was filled a sinking dread that I’d never see her again.

I couldn’t even consider the other option: that my family had caught her. If I let that worry take root and fester, I wouldn’t be able to move. She had to be okay. 

The need to know more gave me speed as I ran from the warehouse, keeping my eyes peeled for any easily accessed vehicles. I’d run for almost ten minutes before I found a car that was suitable. When I did, I hotwired it and drove through the streets to her house like a madman. A two-hour walk became a ten-minute drive. When I turned onto her road, I saw the smoke long before I saw her house.

Shit, Evie!

Considering she was a phoenix, fire was a bad sign. It likely signaled her death. My stomach twisted, and I struggled to hold the contents inside at the thought. 

“We’ll come back for you once it’s done.” Dad’s words circled around my head until I had to silently scream for them to stop. 

She isn’t dead. She can’t be. She just . . . can’t be.

The ache in my chest grew until my heart felt like it couldn’t possibly force out another beat.

She has to be alive.

Half a block away from her house, I parked the car in a haphazard fashion near enough to the curb before wiping down my prints. Leaving it behind, and trying to stay in the shadows—away from detection if my family or any other Rain were around—I moved as quickly as I could toward her house. I had to see. I had to know.

She can’t be dead.

Smoke poured out of the windows of Evie’s house, but I couldn’t stop. I needed to know. 

Surely I’d know if she was dead.

Sparing no thought for my own safety, I barged my way through the front door.

Wouldn’t I know? Wouldn’t there be an unbearable ache in my chest the moment her life left her body?

Ignoring the inferno that had already taken root in the walls and floor, I rushed through the living room, my gaze darting left and right in my search for Evie. I stopped dead when I met the gaze of a lifeless body, slumped over the kitchen counter, already surrounded by the raging fire.

It’s not her, oh God, it’s not her.

I hated myself for the surge of relief I felt when I saw David and not Evie collapsed against the counter; that it was his blood staining the doors of the cupboards red—his deceased form being licked at by the flames and not her perfect form causing them. It would destroy her to hear of his death, but at least she would still be alive.

God, I hope she’s still alive.

For a moment, I paused and met the dead eyes of the man who’d threatened me just that morning.

Was that really just a few hours earlier?

It felt like a lifetime had passed in that time. In a way, one had—David’s lifetime.

I’d seen human corpses before, enough to have lost count, but I’d rarely encountered one that I’d known as a human first. His wide, dead eyes were accusatory, blaming me for everything that had befallen him and his daughter. My guilt reflected back at me in his sightless gaze.

If I hadn’t forced myself back into Evie’s life, she wouldn’t have faced the danger she had today. I paused as the blame for those things settled where it belonged and hardened into guilt strong enough to build a fortress around my heart. If Evie was still alive, she was better off without me. That was the clear message I read in the eyes of her father’s corpse. It was also the truth.

“I’m so sorry,” I murmured. Whether I was apologizing to David, Evie, or myself, I didn’t know, but the words didn’t change anything. They couldn’t.

Knowing there was nothing more I could do for David, I tore myself away from the gruesome sight of his corpse and rushed to check the other rooms. Choking on the thick smoke that filled the house, I coughed. My lungs burned and my eyes grew dry. I tore my shirt off and pressed it over my mouth, trying to stop the worst of the smoke. 

The heat was so intense I could barely think of anything else. Sweat poured off me, and my eyes stung. Despite it all, the overwhelming feeling I had was one of relief. Although I’d searched every room, I’d been unable to find Evie. It was entirely possible that wherever she was, she was still in danger, but the simple fact that she wasn’t the cause of the house fire was enough to give me sanity—for the moment.

The sound of sirens filled the air, piercing through the fog in my mind with obnoxious, shrill wails. When the fire consumed the curtains in the living room, red and blue flashes mixed with the smoke in a macabre disco and warned that they were closer than I expected.

I had to get out of the house, or I would be stuck when they arrived. Charging past David’s now burning remains, I rushed out the back door and vaulted the fence into the neighbor’s yard. Keeping to the shadows, I headed for the end of the road just in time to see a coroner’s van drive past to join the fleet of emergency vehicles converging in front of Evie’s house. The sight confirmed that my family had been involved in David’s death—as if there’d been any doubt before. Only their influence with the Rain could have sent a coroner out to collect a body before the fire trucks had even unraveled their hoses.

Free of the suffocating smoke and heat, and certain that the commotion was far enough away that I was safe from discovery for the moment, I took a moment to catch my breath. As I did, the true horror of David’s death settled over me. I could already imagine what Evie’s reaction would be—could picture her smile falling and her body warming with fear. I tugged my smoke laden shirt back on and sagged against a fence for support as all the air rushed from my lungs at the thought of having to tell Evie what I’d seen.

How am I even going to find her?

Panic struck me again, and I struggled to get oxygen into my body. Shivers overtook my body, and my heart smashed against my ribcage. Every part of me ached. For a moment, I pictured the worst-case scenario. I was certain Evie had been killed, and I was experiencing the torture I’d thought that situation would bring to me. I had no other explanation for the wracking ache that radiated from my chest and overtook my limbs, forcing me to the ground.

The night was black, the air cooling, and the fire was all but out up the street. Smoke still clung to everything though, blanketing the night with a cloying presence. After some time, my breathing had returned to normal and the ache that had torn my heart in two was subsiding somewhat, leaving a gaping hole in its wake.

A few moments later, I saw the outline of a girl in the distance. The height and build were right for the one I wanted to see most. I considered whether I was hallucinating. The closer she got, the more I could see it wasn’t a fantasy. If she was a vision, she wouldn’t have appeared so sullied. She’d always come to me at night pristine and immaculately dressed, not bedraggled and staggering blindly through the darkness.

Mud clung to her as tightly as I wanted to, coating her as if it were a second skin. It was caked over her hair and beautiful face, but through it all I could see that she was unhurt or at least mostly so. By some miracle, she’d escaped a pursuit by an elite Rain team. It was an impossibility, but she’d done it. 

In that moment, I was in awe of her.

Her strength and ability to survive were second to none, for which I would be eternally grateful. I called out to her, desperate to have her in my arms again. Even if it could never last.

The elation in her voice as she called my name, before racing back to my side, made my heart sing and weep all at once. She was pleased to see me, but only because she was yet to discover the blow she’d been dealt in this battle between my family and her kind.

When she grew closer to me, her smile turned to a frown. At first, I thought she must have seen the house in the distance, but then I saw she was watching me carefully.

“What happened?” She brushed one of her fingers over my skin in a delicate pattern. Her touch burned and ached as the guilt over her father’s death increased with her presence.

I pulled away from her; I didn’t deserve her comfort. Not after what I’d cost her. “It doesn’t matter.”

“You got hurt saving me; of course, it matters,” she said with a smile. “Don’t worry though. Dad’s very adept at first aid. There was a time he was going to be a doctor, you know?”

Fighting down the nausea that threatened to overtake my body again, I looked at the joy dancing in her gaze. I was going to destroy it. In a few moments, I was going to shatter her world—and possibly mine—completely. My actions would be far worse than anything I’d ever done before, but I couldn’t simply forget her father’s death.

“I came here as quickly as I could. I hoped you’d come back here even though it was dangerous to return. I had to know you were safe, especially considering—” I couldn’t finish as bile rose in my throat. I had no idea how to tell the woman I loved that her father was dead. How could anyone do that? Worse, that his death was my fault.

“Considering what?”

My heart sped and ached as if it were bleeding my love for her into my chest. I was choking on it, would drown in it. I couldn’t find the words I needed. A lump of emotions swelled in my chest, making it hard to concentrate on anything besides forcing my breath in and out. I struggled to even look at her for more than a few seconds at a time. I’d destroyed everything she had, and my punishment would be to never again meet her perfect lilac eyes without guilt rushing through me.

“Hey, it’s okay,” she reassured me.

She placed her hands on either side of my face and brought her lips to mine. Again and again she placed small kisses against my lips, and it was enough to break me. Sobs, unwanted and unbidden, stole my voice. I was a coward. A fucking coward who couldn’t find the words to ruin her. 

“I had a close call,” she continued, as her soft touch skimmed my aching cheekbone. “But I’m safe. We both are.”

I shook my head. Safe. Such a meaningless term when you lived the lives we did. I met her gaze, and when I saw her trust buried within, I knew I couldn’t put it off any longer. I didn’t deserve for her to look at me like that. Not anymore. Maybe not ever again.

“There was a fire.” I indicated her house with my head.

“What do you mean?”

“I thought you were in there. I thought . . .” Even the ghost of the fear I’d felt for her was enough to steal my words from me. “But you weren’t and, oh God, I’m so sorry, Evie.”

“What is it?”

“Your house, it’s . . .” Bile rose in my throat again, and I breathed as deeply as I could to push it back down. I couldn’t meet her eyes and tell her about her father. I couldn’t even tell her that the fire was at her house.

I was a coward.

I didn’t want to be the cause of her pain. I couldn’t be the one who told her how completely her life had been destroyed in one afternoon. Or that one way or another, whether I’d intended to or not, I was the one who had brought her entire world crashing down around us both.

Her hand clamped over her mouth, and it grew clear she understood what I couldn’t yet voice.

“No, no, no, no, no, no, no!” she wailed against her palm.

Her pain broke me. I closed my eyes and forced out the words that felt glued to my tongue. “Your Dad . . . he didn’t make it.”

“No.” Her voice was firm as her mind shut down the pain.

I’d seen it before in victims of attacks by nonhumans. I’d seen it with my sister more than often enough.

“He would have left.” She lifted her head and fire flashed in her eyes as her emotions moved steadily through the different stages of grief.

“How can you say that?” she wailed. “He’s okay! He’s got to be okay. He just escaped without anyone seeing him, that’s all. We’ve done it before.”

I shook my head as I was assaulted by the vision of his eyes, staring in my direction but not seeing me. All I needed to do is tell her that I’d seen him, but I still couldn’t find the words. 

“We’ve done it before!” she screamed. 

Her body heated, and I felt the waves of anger rolling off her. Even though it should have been a warning to back away, it made me want to hold her closer. Tears clouded my vision. I was happy to hurt, to burn, in order to ease her pain by even the smallest degree.

“No,” she whispered just before her knees gave way.

Acting as swiftly as I could, I stepped closer to her and held her against my chest so that she wouldn’t fall.

“What happened?” she asked. Her voice had no volume and her body was boneless in my arms.

“When I got there, he—”

A terrible, choking sob stole my voice. The grim sight of David’s corpse, his dead gaze staring blankly at things he could no longer see, was just behind my eyes whenever I tried to look at Evie. I’d been so concerned with finding out whether Evie was there too that I hadn’t even taken a cursory glance at him to determine how he might have died other than the obvious fact that he’d been murdered. That he’d been killed because of my return was a certainty, and that alone would rest on my conscience until the day I died.

“He was already . . .” I trailed off. Just tell her you fucking coward!

I held her as tightly as I dared while her own sobs overtook mine for violence.

“Evie, I’m so, so sorry,” I whispered.

At the last word, she pulled herself out of my arms and raced away from me. She tripped and stumbled as she raced closer to the house, but I couldn’t allow her to reach it. There was nothing for her there. The coroner and all the emergency services had left already. There was nothing but an empty shell of the home she’d shared with her father. When I reached her, she was on all fours on the ground a few houses down from her house. She’d lost the contents of her stomach and was retching over and over.

I helped her to her feet and wrapped myself around her, holding her with her back resting against my chest so that I didn’t have to meet her eyes. I crossed my arms over her stomach. Whispering what I hoped were words of comfort, I tried to guide her away, but she refused. Holding herself upright, she moved away from me again, heading toward the house. 

Unable to resist her if it was what she truly wanted, I followed behind her as she covered the ground quickly.

I monitored Evie as the remaining debris of the house came into view. Watching the hope fall from her features was like watching the house burn down all over again, only in fast forward this time. The utter devastation the grief wrought over her delicate features was heartbreaking.

Keening wails rushed past her lips in haunting cries, and I worried that if there were other Rain operatives around she would be detected. I doubted Dad would have assumed that Evie would return; he would’ve expected Eth to have killed her. I also didn’t think he’d leave the house completely unattended, just in case. 

Regardless, I had to get her out of there or she wouldn’t last the night. She was in no position to fight off another assault if it came and I wouldn’t be strong enough to save her. I doubted whether she’d even have the self-preservation to run again if it was necessary. We couldn’t move yet though; it was clear that she could barely stay upright, let alone walk.

“It’s my fault,” she whispered. “It’s all my fault.”

I wasn’t sure how she could believe that. She wasn’t the one who’d invited danger into her life; nor was she near her father when it happened. “I’m sorry,” I murmured.

“It’s my fault,” she said again. Then she began to ramble with a stream of words, switching rapidly between anger and sorrow. I wasn’t sure she was even fully aware of what she was saying. “It’s my fault. I’m so selfish. How could I be so selfish? I killed him. I killed my daddy. They did this. How could they do this? How could I let them? Oh god, how could this happen?”

She sobbed, and I longed to be able to do more to help her. I’d never felt so helpless. 

Utterly helpless and absolutely responsible. 

Evie’s tears subsided.

“It’s all my fault,” she whispered as she pressed her body against mine.

“It’s not,” I insisted as I guided her eyes back up to mine.

I couldn’t let her take the guilt onto herself when it had so little to do with her. She was being hunted for what she was, but her father had kept her safe for almost nineteen years. It was my influence in their lives that had tipped the balance in the Rain’s favor. That was what had led to his death. 

My family had killed her father; it wasn’t quite my worst nightmare when I’d tried to find her, but it was close. It was exactly what I’d tried to warn her about when I’d told her to think about what being with me could bring. 

It was my fault because I’d known this could be the result, and I’d pursued her anyway.

“This is your fault,” she whispered, suddenly turning on me, just like I deserved.

I released her from my arms as her words reached inside me and squeezed my heart with an icy grip. They were nothing but the unfettered truth. 

“You . . . you killed him!” she screamed at me. “You took him from me!”

Unbidden tears sprung to my eyes. Hearing the blame from her mouth cemented the guilt I felt. Hardened the barriers around my heart.

“You did this to me!”

Her fists rained on my chest, and I took it all because I deserved it. I needed to feel pain for what I’d done to her. I’d inserted myself into her life without regard for the resulting damage, leaving fissures all around her. I should have known one of those small openings would crack apart eventually.

“You killed my Daddy! You stole him from me!”

Her fists warmed as her anger grew. Each punch she delivered echoed through my body and reverberated into my heart. I deserved the pain she forced onto me, and I accepted it all.

“I hate you!” she screamed.

I closed my eyes as her words hit their target.

Her hatred, coming just hours after she’d first inadvertently revealed her love, was more painful than any of the physical blows she’d hit me with. I couldn’t stand the agony it wrought. I bit my lip to stop myself from begging her to take back the bitter words. She should hate me. It would make what I had to do next that much easier. Closing my eyes, I let my heart harden over so I could ensure she survived. 

The only way we’d survive was to move away from the charred remains of her life in Charlotte before I broke down again too. I reached for her wrist, stopping her assault, and then guided her body against mine. She began to sob again as her face rested against my chest.

“We need to leave here,” I whispered against the top of her head. I wanted to take a more firm, authoritative tone, but I was beyond my ability as I dealt with the physical fallout of her hatred racing through my body and tearing me apart. “It’s not safe for you.”

I tried to guide her away from the horrific sight of the twisted and burned remnants of her life, but she stood firm. Unwilling to allow her to get herself killed on top of her father’s demise, I mustered up my strength and forced her to move.

“Just let me find you somewhere to stay for tonight. Then I’ll go.”

The truth was that I would only be endangering her life by staying any longer than necessary. I could see that clearer than I’d ever seen anything else in my life. Her father’s death had reminded me exactly how dangerous my world was to her.

As she let me led her away, Evie withdrew into her own mind. I recognized all the signs from the times Lou had done it over the years. I didn’t know whether Evie would be lost for a few hours or a few days, but regardless, she was not in any position to help herself. 

I held her body close to mine as we walked through the streets, and I tried to find a motel or somewhere we could lie low for a few days.

The clerk at the check in desk of the motel looked down his nose at Evie’s appearance. I glanced over toward her and then tried to force my lips into a wry smile. The expression felt wrong on my face given everything we’d been through.

“We’ve been having one of those days today.” I forced a laugh even though it made me feel physically ill to do so. “Our car broke down, and then she tripped over and fell into the river. We’re really tired and just need to recover for a few days while the car’s in the shop.”

He looked over at her again, and as he did I slid enough cash to cover three days of accommodations to him. Nodding, he finished up the booking. As soon as I had the keycard, I guided Evie to the room and helped her through the door.

At first, I wondered whether she even realized that we were in a motel room and not still walking the darkened streets. It was clear she needed my help for a while longer, and I owed that to her. I couldn’t risk leaving her in order to return to my family yet, not while she was in such a state. I went in to the bathroom and started a shower for her, hoping that washing away the worst of the grime would at least help her a little.

I headed back to the motel bedroom and shook her shoulders lightly. “I’ve started a shower. It might make you feel better.”

Still pale and zombie-like, she nodded. As she moved toward the bathroom, she shed her clothes. I turned away from the sight of everything I’d been desperate to see for such a long time, feeling that it was an invasion of her privacy to be granted the privilege under such terrible circumstances. 

Almost the instant she was in the bathroom, she started to sob again. In some ways, it was better than the silent zombie she’d become, but the sound set a renewed fire in the ashes of my heart. It confirmed I needed to go. 

I walked to the door of the bathroom and rested my head and palm against it for a moment, wishing there was something more that I could do for her. If I could take it all back or swap my life for her father’s, I would’ve. I had no doubt that loss would’ve still caused her pain, but she barely knew me. Her recovery losing me would have come so much quicker.

How could she ever recover from losing her last remaining family?

After a minute, the sound of her pain grew to be too much for me to handle. I was a coward once more, and couldn’t endure facing the agony I’d forced on her.

As a means of distraction, I checked for tasks I could do to make things easier on her. She would need a fresh change of clothes when she finished her shower. She’d lost everything after all. 

I left the motel room in search of a clothing store. With a little bit of cash to jog his memory, the clerk directed me to a Family Dollar store that was only a short walk from the motel. Even with the time it took to get there, I would be gone for no more than an hour. There was a risk that Evie would be finished long before then, but the risk was worth it to make her comfortable while she grieved. To give back just a small fraction of the things I’d cost her.

While I was at the store, I ran through a list of what she might need. I wasn’t used to shopping for a woman—would have preferred to have hot needles poked in my eyes than go anywhere near a clothing store with Lou. Pushing aside the thoughts and selfishness that threatened to drive me back out of the store before I’d finished my task, I grabbed a new backpack for Evie as well as a number of outfits. I had no idea what size she’d need, but I hoped I’d selected things that wouldn’t be massively too big or too small. 

It was all so superficial compared to what she’d lost, but I hoped it would confirm for her that I did care. That I hadn’t wanted her or her father to get hurt, and that even though I’d known it was a possibility, the reality of it was so much worse than I’d ever imagined it could be.

By the time I returned to the motel, the room was quiet. For a moment I wondered whether Evie had redressed in her original clothes and left, but then I saw the muddy little piles on the floor. I packed everything I’d bought for her away into the backpack with the exception of a sleep shirt and underwear. It was her habit to have everything ready to leave at an instant’s notice—a habit that might have saved her father’s life if I’d followed it—and I was determined to make everything around her as familiar as I could so that she could focus on finding a way to move on from her loss to save her life.

I knocked on the bathroom door. When there was no answer, I pushed it open and walked through. My heart was in my throat as I wondered exactly what I’d find inside.

“Are you okay?” I asked the quiet room.

There was no answer besides the staggered intake of an indrawn breath taken with great effort.

“Evie?” My fingers twitched at my side as I waited for an answer, but it never came. “Evie, I’m going to open the curtain, okay?”

I didn’t want her to think I was taking any liberties, but I couldn’t have her getting sick on top of everything else.

When I drew back the shower curtain, I took in the heartbreaking sight Evie offered me. The strong girl I knew was gone, replaced by an utterly breakable innocent at the bottom of the shower. 

Her legs were drawn in close to her body, and her arms were wrapped tightly around them. I pulled the towel from the rack and draped it across her body before leaning over to pick her up in my arms. She felt so light, so fragile, in my arms. As my hands brushed over the skin of her back and thighs, I was surprised to find her body was already almost dry. She must have been sitting on the floor of the shower for some time. Almost the instant she was in my arms, she nuzzled her face against my chest and began to cry again.

After carrying her to the bed, I sat with her on my lap, trying not to take advantage of her sorrow but also unable to look away from the perfection of her naked body. I brushed the hair off her face and offered her the sleep shirt I’d left out, which she mercifully slipped on.

The moment she was covered, she reached up and wrapped her arms around my neck, drawing me down to the bed with her. Knowing it was likely to be one of our last embraces, I allowed her to guide my body wherever she needed it. She folded around me, and I let her wrap herself in whatever way was comfortable for her. My hand found the small of her back, and I rubbed small soothing circles against the skin there.

Her tears began again, and as I held her close to me, I let my grief and guilt take me too.

My bitter thoughts echoed through my mind. What a fucking pair we make.





 




CHAPTER ELEVEN





DURING THE NIGHT, I barely slept. Whenever I did manage to find unconsciousness, I was plagued with dreams about Evie’s body and smooth skin. Despite trying so hard to give her privacy, I’d inadvertently seen every part of her as I’d comforted her. While I’d slept, my mind wanted to relive every precious second of that vision. 

In my waking moments, my stomach twisted as the knowledge of just how much of a predator I was ran through me. Evie was in mourning for her father, desperate and needful for nothing more than unwavering support, and yet I was unable to resist taking in the sight of the creamy skin I’d longed to see since we’d shared our first kiss. It wasn’t done intentionally, but the glimpses I’d had were instantly assembled into the memory banks of my libido.

When Evie woke in the morning, the first thing she did was attack me with sweet kisses. At first, I thought I was dreaming again, then, after I realized that it was real, the feel of her in my arms drove all thoughts of guilt and danger from my mind. Instead, I was filled to the brim with the visions that had been haunting me all night. In almost no time, my desire raged, and I flipped her over to take control and give her what she asked for—what she said she was desperate to take.

Once she was underneath me, I was afforded a closer, more prolonged look at her and could catalogue the ravages the day of fighting for survival and dealing with her grief had wrought over her. Her hair was knotted and wild, and her skin blotchy and red. The corners of her mouth dragged downwards as though they were now permanently weighted with grief. 

Despite all those things that should have killed my desire, I was willing to push on until I met her eyes. Then I had to stop.

Even though there was no familial similarity between her gaze and that of her father’s, the wide-open glassy appearance of her sorrow-filled irises called his death stare to mind, and it was too much for me to handle.

It could have been her.

When I met her gaze, it was her. It was her staring at me with unseeing eyes while the fire consumed her flesh. Her, watching me from a place beyond life, somewhere I couldn’t rescue her from. Her blood on my hands. 

I choked on the thoughts and shook the images from my head. Her death was a possibility I never wanted to experience. I couldn’t witness that and survive. Above anything else, I needed to keep her safe. 

It left me only one choice. I had to go.

My family had come in search of me, but instead they’d destroyed her life. It wouldn’t stop either. I had no idea how Evie had escaped Eth’s clutches after he’d given chase, but with her bedraggled appearance the previous night, it mustn’t have been easy. Even by being in the hotel room with her, I was risking her life again when my family tried to find me. They would never be satisfied with me simply walking away; I’d known that, and yet I still tried to make it work.

Look at what that cost her.

I tugged free of her hold and sat up as bile rose in my throat. Evie followed behind me, wrapping her arms around my shoulders.

“Evie, wait,” I said, as I extracted myself from her arms. I couldn’t even think of being with her in any way if I was just going to be the cause of her death. I had to go. I glanced at her long legs poking out from the bottom of her sleep shirt. If I didn’t leave soon, I wasn’t sure how long I could avoid giving in to temptation. My fingertips burned in anticipation of brushing over her warm skin.

She continued to try to coax me into kissing her.

“Please don’t,” I begged.

“Kiss me,” she demanded in a whisper.

“I don’t think this is a good idea.”

She pressed her finger softly to my lips. “Don’t think. Just feel.”

She grabbed at the hem of my shirt, but I pulled away from her touch.

“Evie,” I said, my voice filled with warning. There was no way I could let her be killed because of me. The decision became firmer with every moment. I was going to have to leave her; there was no other choice for me. I could choose not to take advantage of her first though.

“Please, Clay?”

“I can’t, I just . . . I can’t.” She didn’t understand. But how could she? I needed to explain myself better. I needed space to think. More than anything though, I needed to get the image of her father’s lifeless eyes from my head.

I stood and paced around the room as I considered how to explain my epiphany to her. How could I tell her that even though I loved her—that even though she’d already lost everything dear to her—I had to leave her?

“What is it?” she asked from her position on the bed.

I couldn’t even look at her or my resolve would falter.

You’re doing this for her, to keep her safe.

“I don’t know how to say this. I thought we could make this thing work between us, but I was wrong.”

“What are you saying?”

“I didn’t want to do this just yet,” I murmured to myself. I turned to meet her gaze but that was a mistake. She’d pulled the shirt down, but I could still see the supple skin high on her thigh and could imagine the feeling of it beneath the tips of my fingers or the taste of it on my lips. 

I turned away before I took full advantage of everything she was offering.

The problem was, she didn’t know what I did, so she wasn’t making an informed choice. I couldn’t use her like that, taking my own pleasure from her grief only to tear her heart into smaller pieces once we were finished.

She didn’t know the only way we could leave the room was separately to go on with our own lives—apart from one another so that she would be safe. I couldn’t offer her any protection, only danger. It had to be done, for the sake of her life, and my sanity. “But I can’t go on like this. Being here with you, like this, your kisses . . . your body . . . It all just makes me want to take you in my arms and never let go.”

“Then do that,” she begged. “It works for me.”

“I can’t stay. Not after yesterday. Everything that happened, it was my fault.” Once more, her father’s dead, accusing eyes filled my vision, and I could barely get the words out. “I can’t let that happen to you. I won’t.”

“Is this about what I said?”

It took me a moment to understand what she was talking about. She’d blamed me. She’d said she hated me. I almost wished she did—it would make what came next that much easier.

“No,” I said to reassure her, before realizing it was at least partially a lie. I couldn’t lie to her again—not after the cost of the last one. “Yes. But it’s not for the reason you’re probably thinking.”

“Then why?” The heartbreak in her voice was almost enough to break my resolve—to break me entirely.

“Being here with you, it isn’t my place in the world.”

“I don’t care about the world,” she said. “I didn’t think you did either?”

It was true that a week ago, I didn’t. I had never experienced the true fear of imagining her death then either, not since the true depth of my feelings for her had been awakened.

“I do, Evie. At least, I do now.”

“Why? I thought I was important to you? More important than any of that stuff.”

“You are,” I reassured her. Walking away was always going to be hard, but I didn’t expect it to feel like my heart was on fire. “So important.” Tears stole my voice as I tried to explain. “If you weren’t, I wouldn’t be leaving. I can’t see you hurt because of me.”

Her sobs left her anew. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

I couldn’t ignore her pain any longer. I rushed over to her and drew her against me.

“I know it doesn’t, but I can’t explain it better. Yesterday . . . God, Evie, I thought you were dead. And your father . . . It’s my fault. All of it. If I hadn’t tried to find you . . .”

Her arms squeezed me tight, as if she wouldn’t ever let me go. Part of me hoped she wouldn’t. “Please, don’t do this. Don’t go.”

“I have to. My family, they expect me to go with them. If I don’t, they’ll come back for me. They’ll try again and again to find me. I know it’s hard for you to understand, but if I stay it’s as if I was putting a gun to your head and pulling the trigger.”

“You won’t hurt me,” she said.

“I won’t.” I was more certain of that fact than ever before. I couldn’t harm her, could barely believe that I’d ever had the thought that she deserved death. “But that doesn’t mean you’ll be safe with me either. I was a fool for thinking that I could ever escape my past. Too many people know me; anyone from the Rain could recognize me and report that they’d seen me. I can’t save you from that.”

The more she pleaded with me, the more I wanted to stay.

I had to be strong, but I wasn’t strong enough. If I had the strength to fight against the world for her, I could stay, but I didn’t. I had to make her see that.

“Don’t you understand? I’m not strong enough to protect you.”

“I don’t need protection.”

“I know you don’t. You’re so strong, Evie, strong enough to do this on your own. I know you are. That’s the reason I have to leave. My being here with you, it’ll only put you in more danger. I’m sorry. I can’t be the reason you die too.” I fell to my knees in front of her and begged her to understand in a quiet whisper. If the tables were turned, I was certain she’d want to be as far from me as possible.

“So that’s it?” The anger was back in her voice. “I’ve just lost my father. I’ve lost everything! And you choose this moment to leave? You turned my life upside down and you’re just going to leave me here alone?”

“I’m sorry,” I murmured, knowing the words were grossly inadequate. I’d fucked things up completely, and I didn’t know how to begin fixing them. “I promise I’ll make this right someday. I just . . . I don’t know how.”

“What am I supposed to do now?” she asked.

Lifting my hand to caress her face, I reached out to touch her one last time, but she pulled away. Hurt, but trying to understand the reaction under the circumstances, I stood and walked away from her. “I don’t know, but I know you’ll figure it out.”

I moved closer to the door, each step weighted with agony as I forced myself to leave.

She’ll be safer once I’m gone. The thought was the only thing that kept my feet moving.

Glancing over my shoulder, I took my last look at her beautiful but grief-stained face. I reached down for my bag and swung it onto my shoulder.

“You said that you might as well have put a gun to my head and pulled the trigger,” she murmured so quietly that for a moment I doubted that I’d actually heard anything. “Well, you know what?”

I stopped, hoping she’d have some other fix, but knowing she probably didn’t.

“It would have been kinder if you’d just killed me.”

Her words were daggers into my already damaged and aching heart. I hadn’t meant to hurt her. I definitely didn’t want her to think death was preferable to the short time we’d had together. Every precious second was burned into my heart, and I’d cherish them always. I’d hoped that she might too. Eventually. 

You’re a fucking idiot! 

I needed something else to hurt as much as my heart, so I shouted and launched a punch against the wall. The instant it connected, my knuckle popped and split open from the impact. My hand throbbed. I’d been mistaken in my reasoning for doing it though—it hadn’t lessened the hurt in my chest at all. It had just added a new ache to the litany of pain I was in.

Behind me, Evie issued a small cry. With a glimpse over my shoulder, I saw her flinched. It wasn’t what I wanted. Even if our love had to die for her to be safe, I didn’t want her to fear me. I took a moment to calm my breathing and tried to be reassuring as I told her what I’d done for her. “I’ve left all of my cash and there are some clothes for you in that bag.” I nodded toward the bag I’d organized the night before. “The room is paid for until Wednesday morning.”

“And then I’m on my own.”

I braced myself against the doorframe as her broken voice called to me. The sound of her pain spoke to my own and beckoned me home—back into her arms. Thinking about Eth, Dad, and Lou—they were certain to be looking for me already—I nodded.

“One day, it might be safe for us. When that day comes, I’ll find you.” It was the only hope I had, the only thing that would keep me waking up each day and putting one foot in front of the other.

“Don’t bother.”

Her words hit me right in the gut. I forced myself through the door and stood on the other side, trying not to vomit as the guilt, anger, worry, and fear for her future all crashed over me simultaneously. Behind my back, the door vibrated with the impact of Evie’s fists. I listened, holding myself firm as she took her anger out on the motel room.

"Damn you!" she screamed at me through the wood.

Resting my forehead against the outside of the door, I was certain that if I knocked she’d open it and let me back in within the length of a heartbeat. We’d crash together and take out our sorrow and frustration on each other. I could picture every perfect moment of that madness, yet I couldn’t do it. My reasons for leaving were valid; I needed her safety more than I needed my own sanity. I pressed my hand against the wood and thought the words I couldn’t go back inside to say.

I’m sorry.





 




CHAPTER TWELVE





ON MY WAY out, I stopped at the motel clerk’s desk. With some luck, someone different was on duty to the one who’d checked me in the night before. I gave our room number and told them there was a girl making some noise, hoping they would only give her a warning—just enough to help to calm her anger without actually kicking her out.

When I reached the road, I took a moment to consider my next step. It was unlikely that Evie would leave the motel of her own violation any time soon, so I was certain she’d be safe if only I could draw my family away. There was one easy way I could do that, the reason I’d left Evie despite the heartbreak it caused us both, and that was to return to my old life. 

If I didn’t find them first, my family were bound to search for me again and again, and there was only so long before they might cross Evie’s path. I knew my family enough to know they would refuse to leave Charlotte until I was with them.

Each of them would have their different reasons for that choice. For Dad it would be his pride, for Lou it would be her desire to have her confidant back, and for Eth it would be what it always was—family. I couldn’t fault Lou or Eth for their reasons, just their methods.

I tried to plan my first move, but my heart burned as I thought of taking even a step farther away from Evie. I was barely at the end of the street, but it still took everything I had in me not to rush back to the hotel room and see if she was still willing to offer me everything. To take me back and let me love her until the end of our days as impossible as it was.

Taking a deep breath and resigning myself once more to the fact that I would likely never see Evie again, I started to move.

If I was looking for me, where would I start? I tried to draw up a plan of attack to find my family. 

The warehouse I’d stayed in was a logical place, but they would probably have already looked for me there and, when they found it empty, they would assume I wouldn’t return there. They’d probably do a couple of laps past it when their searching allowed, but I could be waiting there for hours.

Then I remembered Dad had been able to get the coroner out quickly, which meant he must have been involved with the local cops. I wondered which angle he was playing, or whether there were some of our special reinforcements in the force. I could head straight for the station and see if they were there, but it was likely I would get myself arrested, depending on what Dad had asked of them.

I headed back in the direction of Evie’s house. It was relatively close to the motel, closer than the warehouse at least. I figured that if my family had any suspicions at all that Evie was still alive they’d have returned to her house and would be scouring the debris in the cold light of day to find any clues that might lead them to her.

When I arrived at the charred remains of the house, the extensive damage hit me hard. The blaze I’d run into a little over twelve hours earlier had completely gutted the interior. The walls had collapsed in on themselves and the whole area was a mess of burned bricks, melted glass, and twisted, unrecognizable items. Fortunately the fire hadn’t spread to the neighbors’ homes, something the Rain would no doubt take credit for.

As I took in the debris, I was stuck with a fresh memory of David’s eyes staring at me from beyond the grave. My stomach twisted with the way I’d left Evie to fend for herself. Despite the painful, empty cavity where my heart should’ve been, I’d done the right thing.

Police tape circled the perimeter, although in places it had pulled loose—or been cut. Ducking beneath the tape, I walked onto the blackened concrete slab. The house seemed smaller without the walls to separate each room. 

I stepped around the few waist-high patches of wall that remained standing and headed straight to the room that had once been Evie’s and toed through the ashes, trying to find anything of hers that I might be able to claim.

Everything was gone.

Even the photo frame that had adorned her dresser with a photo from her parents’ past was little more than a warped and misshapen mess of glass and metal. The photo inside was completely destroyed. I picked it up anyway and held it between my hands, thinking of one last task I could do for Evie.

A squad car pulled up as I was moving through the ashes.

“Hey, you!” A uniformed police officer called out to me as he climbed from his vehicle. He closed the distance between us, no doubt in an attempt to shoo me away or apprehend me. “This is a crime scene.”

I barely cast him a second glance, knowing that if I pretended I was supposed to be there he would start to question himself, not the other way around.

“I said this is a crime scene. You will leave or I will have you arrested.” The way he said it told me he didn’t particularly fancy doing the paperwork.

I shot him another glance, and noticed the pin on his chest. The half-inch, raindrop shaped gold pin declared his duel allegiance. It clarified how Dad had been able to get assistance so fast. 

Reaching into my shirt, I lifted my pendant out, relieved that Evie hadn’t insisted that I get rid of it. Times like this, it certainly came in handy. Walking closer to the officer, I held up my chain so he could see the symbol printed on the flat disc. His manner shifted in a heartbeat, and he stared at me with wide-eyes. At least that meant Dad hadn’t instructed him to arrest me on sight.

“Sorry, sir. I had to check, just in case you were a civilian.”

Trying to elicit the confident air that he’d expect—one that a week ago I was used to exuding at all times without conscious thought—I nodded.

“Don’t worry about it. Listen, I was separated from my family during the chase yesterday. Do you know whether they are still in town?”

“I believe they are, sir. Do you want me to contact headquarters and get their current location?”

I shook my head. “That won’t be necessary. I have a few tasks I need to complete first.”

He nodded before looking over his shoulder conspiratorially. “I heard that it was a phoenix you were after,” he whispered the word with awe. “Is that true?”

My brow dipped to indicate my displeasure at being asked that question. Not only did it rip open wounds that hadn’t even started to heal, but it was also highly impertinent for someone of his status to even dare ask about the nature of a Rain operation. “You know I can’t confirm anything like that.”

He backed away from my scowl. “Of course, I apologize.”

I waved him off. “The man who died here, do you know what happened to him?”

“His body is at the morgue, awaiting transportation to Bayview.”

“Could you give me a lift to the morgue, then?” I asked. “There’s something I need to investigate prior to transportation.”

He looked at the pendant again, almost as if he was checking its authenticity, before nodding. “Yes, sir.”

The drive to the morgue with the officer was tedious. He was one of the ones that we always referred to as the “hopeful failures” at home. The Elite were selected for their bloodline, the Assessors for their intelligence, and field operatives for their cunning and courage.

The failures were the ones who were desperate to join our fight, usually as a result of a personal encounter with a nonhuman or after the loss of a family member, but who were lacking in those key areas that would allow them to successfully pass their training. They were sent out into the field to find civilian jobs and assist the Rain through the infiltration of various government organizations.

As he drove me, and told me all about his life, I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. I didn’t ask him his backstory. I didn’t really need to know it to know I didn’t give a shit. He was a means to an end and nothing more. While I was sifting through the remnants of Evie’s life, such as it was, I’d decided that if I couldn’t be with her, I would at least ensure that her father was treated with some dignity in his death.

“If you see the other elite around, let them know I’m looking for them,” I said to the officer as he left me in the capable hands of one of the morgue attendants, Max, one who often helped the officer with the “special cases.”

An hour later, I’d discovered that a death certificate had already been issued for David. It wasn’t surprising as the Rain usually expedited such matters so that the records for the bodies could be resolved, and a fake burial held, long before the corpse arrived in Bayview for further assessment and, if necessary, cremation.

For a significant fee, which probably amounted to almost half of Max’s annual salary, I entered into an arrangement to have David’s body conveniently lost en route to the Rain’s New York office. I also arranged for the private hire of a coroner’s van for a few hours so that Max wouldn’t know where I took the body after I left. Although Max was sure to get into a little strife over it, I didn’t think he’d face significant disciplinary actions because David was only a civilian casualty, not a monster himself.

Once he’d agreed to the exchange, I investigated funeral homes nearby, and I contacted them to find one willing to arrange a fast, private funeral—for a fee of course. Overall, it had cost me a fair bit of money, money that I had to pull out of my own personal reserves. To hide my intentions from Dad, I borrowed a computer and laid a trail of fake transactions to cover the transactions. Once I was back at Bayview, I could hide it better. That way I could ensure my family wouldn’t ever find out about what I’d done for David. 

The funeral that I’d arranged was worth any cost and effort for the peace of mind I was certain it would bring to Evie. At least I’d taken enough steps to ensure that no one else in the Rain would know where David was buried. At least not immediately, and I hoped by going with my family they would stop looking. Regardless, my involvement in David’s funeral would be a secret I would take to my own grave.

Once I’d arranged everything I could—I even had his plot number at the lawn cemetery—I headed back to purchase one more magnolia for Evie. Even with the little I’d learned about her in the months we had in Ohio and the week we’d spent together in Charlotte, I knew she was guided by her emotions and felt certain she would return to the warehouse at some point before moving on.

It was all the more reason to lead my family away from there.

On a small piece of paper, I wrote the cemetery name and the plot her father would be buried in and wrapped it around the magnolia, tying it off with a yellow ribbon.

Originally my intention had been to leave the flower inside the little office that had been our seven-day sanctuary, but as I neared the warehouse, I couldn’t imagine walking inside again. Definitely not then; maybe not ever. 

The last time I’d been in there had been the beginning of the end for Evie and me. I was sure Evie would probably feel the same and leaving any gift inside would be useless.

With that certainty in my mind, I left the flower near the fence and turned my back on the sight before it could bring the sorrow that lingered just beneath my skin to the surface. I was almost at the end of the street when the roar of Dad’s Chevelle filled the air. It appeared they hadn’t been hanging around the site, but were doing drive-bys just in case I returned—exactly as I’d expected they would.

Once again, I felt the tug in my stomach that indicated Lou was nearby, and when I glanced in the direction of the noise, I saw Dad driving down the street with her in the passenger seat. They wore matching scowls, and once more I regretted my decision to leave Evie for them.

The car pulled up just a few yards in front of me.

“It’s gone,” Lou said as she climbed from the car.

For a moment, I wondered what she meant, but then the smug smile she wore while she waited for me to respond told me exactly what she meant. She thought she was telling me Evie’s fate. I wanted to breathe a sigh of relief that they believed Evie was dead. At least that meant they wouldn’t try to find her again. However, if I didn’t look devastated enough, they’d think something was up. 

Instead of celebrating Evie’s safety, I allowed all of the pain I’d been pushing down since leaving her at the motel hours earlier to break through to the surface. Tears welled in my eyes, but I refused to let them fall.

“No,” I uttered in a quiet whisper. “No. She can’t be.”

“Eth saw it happen with his own eyes.”

“Wh-What happened?” I was suddenly desperate to hear the story. It was possible I’d be able to piece together the story of how she’d escaped through his experience.

Lou glanced over her shoulder at the car, and at Dad. Although I’d expected him to come out of the car and give me an earful for shooting him, he sat impassively in the car, staring pointedly through the windshield, clearly refusing to look in my direction.

“Get in the car, and I’ll tell you what happened,” Lou said. “But I’ve got shotgun.”

I ground my teeth as I considered being trapped in the backseat of the coupe while we drove to wherever the hell they were staying. The only reason I ended up relenting was because it was in Evie’s best interests for us to get away from the parts of Charlotte she was likely to travel to. And for us to leave the city entirely as soon as practical.

Before Lou had even started her story, I noticed we were heading away from the center of Charlotte. With the darkening sky, and after everything that had happened, I’d thought we would probably stay one night to tie up the loose ends and then head on to our next assignment. We’d already passed a dozen motels and hotels that would have been our usual fare though.

“Where are we going?” I asked as we hit the highway, and Dad pushed the car faster. Buildings and scenery rushed by the window at sickening speeds, we had to be going at least a hundred.

“We’re going back to Hell,” Lou said, her ice-blue eyes giving me a sharp, assessing gaze in the rear-vision mirror.

“What about Eth?”

“He’ll meet us there. We just want to make sure you actually come home this time.”

I hoped Eth taking the different vehicle was to do with something other than Evie, but I wasn’t able to ask the question. If I gave the slightest hint that she was still alive, my family would hunt her until they were certain she was dead—if only to remove any possibility of future temptation for me. As if I’d dare endanger her by trying to find her again until I was completely certain it was safe for me to do so. That was the whole reason I was leaving her after all—the reason for hurting her. I didn’t want that to be meaningless.

I asked Lou again for the story to fill the stony silence in the car. Lou told Eth’s tale, detailing how he’d given chase in his Hummer, ramming against Evie’s truck until he had her cornered and forced her vehicle to a stop. Just when he’d thought he’d won, but before the vehicles had stopped completely, she climbed from her truck and leaped into the river miles below. Apparently, he’d waited for her to resurface, but she never had. He’d combed the riverbank on both sides of the bridge and hadn’t found any signs of her surfacing.

During the story, I thought about how scared Evie must have been with Eth running her down. He was formidable behind the wheel of a car, naturally skillful at following without detection but equally as well trained in driving an offensive line. I hid the smile on my face as I imagined Evie jumping from the truck—she must have scared the crap out of Eth.

The story strengthened the resolve behind my decision to leave her. If she could survive that ordeal and make it back to her house without detection—even better, with Eth convinced she was dead—it gave me hope that she’d be able to survive almost anything. She would definitely be better off without me.

I’ll miss you so fucking much, you perfect, clever girl.

“Is all this nonsense behind us now?” Dad finally spoke. He met my eye in the rearview mirror.

I nodded. “Yes, sir.”









CHAPTER THIRTEEN





“WHY DO WE do this?” Dad demanded from his position on the other side of the clinical steel table.

I resisted rolling my eyes—no one did that in the Bayview treatment rooms without punishment. Not that I wasn’t already being punished enough for my choice to find a phoenix with the intention of wooing rather than killing her. 

After the almost straight-shoot drive from Charlotte to New York—stopping only for gas and food—I’d been taken directly to the Bayview prison and thrown into a holding cell. My family had left me there without even a backward glance or apology. I was in the wrong, after all.

That first night, I’d actually begun to understand the fear that must have run though the minds of the more advanced creatures that had passed through the halls of the Rain headquarters. I even began to empathize with the beings who were more than just monsters—the ones who were intelligent and funny; who had beautiful smiles, a quick wit, and a stunning body. I was certain the intention wasn’t for me to empathize with those on the other side of the battle, but that’s exactly where I found myself. 

How could I not given the way Evie had welcomed me into her life with open arms versus the ability of my own family to lock me away upon my return?

The holding cells were simple, primitive even, containing only a basic metal bed that pivoted off the wall—the fold-up system allowed more space in the cell for securing the beasts who didn’t need bedding—and a bucket for waste. There was no running water or entertainment. My treatment was fit for those things less than human, far less comfortable than even the actual criminals down in the lower levels of Bayview. 

The ground in my cell was stained with a number of ruddy-brown marks that looked suspiciously like dried blood, and the walls were covered with all manner of scrapes, scratches, and teeth marks of various vintage. 

All reminders of the previous inhabitants of my little piece of Hell.

Adding to the unpleasant atmosphere were the Assessors who roamed the hall all night. As I’d learned on my return, an additional function of their role was the retraining of rogue operatives—a very small, select group of misfits of which I was apparently now a proud member. It was something I must have missed during the initiation I’d had into their ranks before returning to my family. 

I’d yet to have my first “treatment,” but their mere presence near my cell was enough to make me want to leave Bayview and never return. Despite the risk it would have posed to Evie’s life, I found myself wishing I’d just run away with her instead. My family might have hunted us forever, but it couldn’t be any worse than what I was facing now. 

At least I’d have had Evie’s warm embrace for comfort.

When the door had opened at the crack of dawn, I’d thought it was an Assessor coming to find me, but instead Dad had entered the holding cell to drag me down into the treatment room. Without pause, he’d practically thrown me into one of the hard metal chairs. 

I wasn’t secured in any way, but I knew better than to try to break free. There were at least fifty people between where I sat and freedom. Most of them were armed and knew the best areas to shoot to incapacitate but not kill, and not one of them would flinch about inflicting pain on a perceived betrayer.

Dad stared at me with an angry scowl, waiting for an answer to his question.

I held back a sigh. “We do this because humanity needs a protector. Someone who can purge the sins of the land and protect the lives of the innocents caught in the battle.” It was a cause I knew from rote; I’d learned it so long ago that it was ingrained into me. 

It was wrong.

“I don’t want a lesson from a fucking textbook.” Dad squeezed the bridge of his nose. “Forget the Rain’s reasons.”

My gaze lifted to meet his in surprise. What I saw saddened me. Lines creased the corner of his eyes where once there hadn’t been any. It was like he’d aged at least ten years in the last one. It was clear that while I’d been looking for Evie, I hadn’t been paying much attention to my family.

“Why do we do this? You, me, and Ethan. Why do we do it?”

I hung my head as I understood the answer he was after.

“For Louise,” I murmured. Disgust filled me. I had backed down from all of the promises I’d once given her. The simple action of allowing myself to feel for something nonhuman broke bonds forged years earlier.

“For Louise,” he confirmed. “Because . . .” he prompted.

“Because if it wasn’t for the existence of creatures like the fae, she wouldn’t have been hurt.”

He leaned forward against the table, his arms ramrod straight, the muscles twisting and flicking in a show of how tightly wound he was. And that was my fault too.

“You didn’t just betray the Rain when you chose to fraternize with that monster. You betrayed her!” He thumped his fist down hard against the table to emphasize his point. “Your own blood! What were you planning exactly? That you and that . . . creature would run off together? That you’d raise a little family of freaks and monsters?” His face was red and spittle foamed in the corners of his mouth by the end of his rant. Despite the guilt that had started to weigh on my limbs, his rage sparked something within me.

“I don’t know what I was thinking!” I shouted in retaliation, leaning forward so far that I was almost standing. I was seconds away from kicking the chair out behind me and trying to leave Bayview regardless of the certainty of failure. Even being shot couldn’t be worse than what I was facing. “I can’t tell you what I wanted. I just know that once I’d found her, I couldn’t let another day go by without at least trying to find out why I can’t get her out of my head!”

“And what if that was exactly what she wanted?”

His statement confused me because of course it was exactly what she’d wanted. I’d learned quickly that she felt the same things for me as I did for her. The only thing that had kept us apart for so long was the fear we each held for the other. We would have still been together if it hadn’t been for my family—we possibly could have been happy for some time to come.

“Did you even stop to consider the fact that you might have been under a curse?”

I snorted as I leaned back against the chair and crossed my arms. “She isn’t a witch.”

He slapped his hands down on the table again, causing me to sit up straighter. My father wasn’t someone to be messed with. He demanded respect at all times, and he’d earned it from me tenfold over the years. Mostly through fear.

“I know what she is. I also know that the lore is very light around phoenixes. The last recorded one was destroyed years ago, long before we had a chance to study it properly. When I realized that you’d found one in Charlotte, I didn’t want to make the same mistake again. I wanted to find her and bring her back alive. The Assessors wanted to meet her, but you forced our hand.”

I bit back on the bile that rose in my throat at the thought of Evie in the hands of the Assessors. Then the truth of what he’d inadvertently let slip struck me.

“The last one?” I asked in a whisper. “Was that a little less than twenty years ago?”

The hatred in his eyes as he met my gaze confirmed what he didn’t. Evie had been right. We’d caused her mother’s death. I couldn’t ask him the next logical question; I wasn’t sure I could bear the knowledge that my own father had been directly involved in that death.

You should thank him. Evie wouldn’t be here if her mother hadn’t been killed.

I buried my head in my hands and panted in order to stop myself from launching into a panic attack. Evie had been right. The Rain had stolen both her mother and her father from her. My presence had almost caused her death. She lived in a world fraught with danger, and now she had no one to protect her.

She doesn’t need protection. She’s strong. She can make it on her own.

I kept repeating it to myself so I didn’t fight my way out of the door and back to Charlotte.

I fought against the limited contents of my stomach, which were struggling to resurface.

“You know what has to happen now, don’t you?” he asked.

Still unable to settle my churning stomach—the nauseating mix of guilt and grief—I nodded. The Assessors happened next. I’d watched them work before, most recently when they’d been trying to find out whether silver kills werewolves regardless of how it’s delivered. I’d been brought in to document the reactions into the database. The beast had spent four hours howling in agony after the Assessors had forced liquid silver down its throat. I’d never seen an actual retraining, or been on the receiving end of the Assessors ire, but I wasn’t looking forward to experiencing either one.

“My hands are tied,” Dad said, almost sounding apologetic. Then his near-black eyes swept over me in disgust. “But honestly, I wouldn’t stop it even if I could. You need the refresher of why we do what we do.”

With clear disdain, he stepped closer to me. It was clear his intention was to strap my arms into the bindings built into the chair. He was treating me as though I was an other—one of the things we needed to destroy. It set me on edge, but then I remembered what I was doing this for.

Evie.

I closed my eyes and pictured her smile. Her safety was all that mattered. By being here, subjecting myself to whatever the Rain could throw at me, I was ensuring her survival.

As Dad tightened the thick leather strap over my right wrist, I thought about resisting. There wasn’t much point though. I would face whatever they were going to deliver regardless of whether I cooperated or not. It would just be easier, and less painful, for me if I did.

Once the straps were tight around my arms and chest, and I was completely unable to lift myself from the chair, Dad strode from the room without another word. Despite my resignation to my fate, it didn’t stop a sense of foreboding from trickling through my body.

With each minute that ticked by without another sound, and without anyone else joining me, my apprehension grew. I could feel the hair on the back of my neck standing on end, and the sensation sent a quiver down my spine. Something was going to happen.

Soon.

Something bad.

Twice, I subconsciously tugged at my arm in an attempt to smooth my palm over the chill creeping over my neck. To distract myself from the sensation, I counted the seconds and minutes. Almost an hour passed and still nothing. At least, nothing but the sensation of being observed.

I tried to twist my neck to get a glimpse at the window or the door, but the strap across my chest was too tight and the chair back too high to allow me that luxury. The urge to call out, to shout for attention, built in my chest, but I slammed it back down again. I was certain that was what they wanted. They wanted me unnerved and on edge.

It was working too—more than I cared to admit. 

I closed my eyes and relived some of my more precious moments with Evie while I started to count in my head again.

That kept me distracted for another half hour, at least until my stomach reminded me of how long it had been since I’d eaten, twisting wickedly on itself and issuing an angry snarl. The sound pushed thoughts of Evie out of my head, reminding me where I was, and sent the chill racing through my body once more.

I’d almost given in to insanity, had my cries and shouts to request freedom ready on my tongue, when the door swung open behind me. I couldn’t see what was happening, the only sound was the whisper of breaths and the steady thump of three pairs of feet walking in sync. I twisted my head again, and around the corner of the chair saw three huge men carrying something between them enter the room. 

They crossed to the center of the room. When they reached the table in front of me, they dumped the item they were carrying onto the cold, clinical surface.

Without another word, or any sound but their footsteps, they left again. I couldn’t watch them leave though, because my eyes were glued on the metal table.

On red hair and a dead-eyed stare.

On Evie’s battered and bloodied corpse.





 




CHAPTER FOURTEEN





“OH GOD!” I cried out.

The sight of Evie’s body was too much.

I lost the limited contents of my stomach as my heart twisted into a knot.

My blood pounded, pumping a rhythm that my thoughts echoed. My fault. My fault. My fault.

There was no denying it, no turning away from the god-awful truth. I was responsible for Evie’s death as well as her father’s. I wanted to wipe the image of her mutilated corpse from my mind and didn’t want to look back at her. I wanted to remember her as she had been. I couldn’t handle looking at that once beautiful face, now ashen as death overtook her features.

How did this happen?

The wounds on her body were severe, she’d been torn apart. 

Surely even Eth couldn’t have inflicted so much damage. Not knowing how I felt about her. How I felt about my sweet phoenix. 

It was with that thought I realized there was no fire.

It was as if a light had been ignited in my mind. I was able to gasp down a lungful of air and see things clearly. The tricks my mind had played on me in the instant I’d seen the color of the girl’s hair faded. 

As it did, I saw all the things that made the corpse not Evie. Her hair wasn’t quite the kaleidoscope of colors that Evie’s was. Instead, it was just a head full of plain red hair. Even through the mist of death, I could see that the eyes that stared at me weren’t the same color as Evie’s, blue instead of lilac. The shape of her face was wrong, and her lips weren’t quite as full.

Once my mind had firmly grasped the fact that it wasn’t Evie but the corpse of some other girl, I could breathe easier. My heart eased away from the rapid rate it had set. My limbs convulsed as adrenaline burned through my restrained body. I hung my head as I tried to recover from the shock.

When I lifted my head and met the dead girl’s gaze, I started to consider why she’d been left in front of me. My training set in, and I catalogued and assessed her injuries.

On one thigh was a series of huge, symmetrical gashes, almost as if three knives had sliced into her body all at once. Her shirt was ripped open and half of one breast, as well as most of the contents of her chest cavity, was missing. She’d been attacked, savagely and without remorse.

Whatever had injured her torso had almost certainly been the cause of her death, but the lack of blood flow from the wound meant she’d probably bled out through the gaping wounds in her thigh long before the blows—bites—to her chest. It was a small mercy for the poor young woman. 

An untrained eye probably would have assumed it was a bear attack, but I could see the cuts were too deep to be made by a bear, and the jagged edge of the wounds were most likely caused by serrated claws. Even after just the small initial assessment, I would have guessed that she was a victim of either a wendigo or werewolf attack.

I lost count of the seconds and minutes again while staring at the bloodied woman in front of me. Absolute stillness and silence trapped me in the room with the dead girl, so when the door clicked open behind me, I jolted upright. The restraints around my body bit into my skin, but the pain of that was the last thing on my mind when I heard a series of snuffling and grunting sounds issue from behind me. 

There were only a few creatures that made those types of noises, and none of them were good. Certainly none of them were company I wanted to be confined with while I was restrained and unarmed.

A new sound, one that could only be called a howl of delight, sounded behind me. My blood turned to ice in my veins and the list of potential creatures narrowed to just one. Werewolf.

My instincts shouted at me to get free, but it was fruitless tugging on my arms—I would only draw attention to myself. Instead, I slowed my breathing and waited for the werewolf to do something. Anything.

As I even released my second controlled breath, the werewolf bounded over me in a single leap and crashed heavily onto the table. Keeping my breaths as shallow and quiet as I could, I glanced up at the sight. Long, sinewy, recurved legs gave the beast a powerful stride, one that no human could hope to match for speed. Coarse black fur, matted in some places, missing completely in others, coated its leathery skin.

I’d encountered werewolves before, as well as wendigos, harpies, banshees, fae, and just about any other monster imaginable. This time was so much worse than any of my previous meetings because I was utterly unable to help kill the beast. If it decided to attack me, I would be dead in seconds.

The thick, banded muscles around the creature’s shoulders twitched as it fell to all fours over the dead girl—its victim. Even the smallest movement the werewolf made rippled along its muscular frame. It was a perfect monster, designed for death. I could still remember seeing my first one. I was seven at the time, and it had ripped into a car like it was a sardine can.

The creature gave a renewed howl, its elation clear in the echoing sound, and then the cry was silenced as it buried its snout deep in the chest cavity of the corpse. Inch-long teeth tore at her flesh, ripping chunks as the creature whined with delight. The vigor of its movements as it tore into the girl was enough to force her body to shake and convulse, twisting her head from side to side until it tipped away from me.

I’d never experienced such a feeling of helplessness. I wanted to fight the creature back, to give the girl some dignity in death, but instead I had to watch it feed mercilessly on her flesh.

I gagged at the sight before vomiting again. The sound and smell of the action drew the werewolf’s attention away from its victim and it turned its muzzle, fur reddened by smears of saliva, blood, and flesh, onto me.

I was going to die. Werewolves preferred female flesh, that was common knowledge, but that didn’t mean one wouldn’t kill me if it thought I was a threat or a challenger to his prize.

Moving in a slow circle, the werewolf twisted its body to face me. It sniffed at the air before leaning forward. Its front legs pressed against the armrests where my arms were secured. Giant paws, each finger ending in sharp knife-like claws, pinned me in place. The tips of each claw dug into my skin, drawing fresh blood to the surface.

I leaned as far back into the chair as I could, wishing the seatback away so I could move away farther still. The werewolf was close enough that I could feel, and smell, its warm, putrid breath wash over me. A long string of saliva hung from the side of its mouth, tinged pink by the blood of the girl. I swallowed noisily as I tried to stop myself from retching again as the saliva dripped down onto my cheek.

The creature sniffed at the air in front of me, and I held my breath wishing to be free of the room, wishing to be back with Evie, wishing to be goddamn anywhere else but in that chair with that vile creature standing over me while I was helplessly strapped to the seat.

A low growling started in the back of the beast’s throat, building in intensity until it released a new howl—a clear battle cry. It pushed off the chair, slicing shallow trails across my arms in the process, before standing back up at full height on the table.

The werewolf raised one of its massive paws. Restrained the way I was, the blow it seemed set to deliver would kill me.

Is that what they want? I wondered as I stared into the eyes of death. 

It was possible that I would be used an example of what happens to operatives who betrayed the cause. Like the heads of betrayers and usurpers displayed on London Bridge centuries ago.

Before the beast could swing its arm at me, someone fired a gun from somewhere near the door. The werewolf stumbled backward with a smoking, silver wound in its chest. It teetered for a second before falling off the table and crashing onto the chair opposite mine, upending it with a loud bang.

“Is that attractive to you, Mr. Jacobs?” a cold, lifeless voice asked behind me.

A blond Assessor, one I recognized but struggled to put a name to, stepped around in front of me before moving to right the chair that the werewolf had toppled during its fall. 

The Assessor ignored the bodies of both the girl and the beast and, after tucking his gun back into its holster, sat opposite me with his arms crossed over his chest. My stomach churned and heaved and I was unable to answer him around the vomit that filled my mouth before rushing from me.

I’d never had a weak stomach before, but freed from the fear of instant death, broken by grief and guilt, and pumped up with enough adrenaline to lift a bus, I couldn’t control myself or put my disgust into the tidy little box it usually occupied in my head.

It was ridiculous how weak I’d become in less than a day. I hated myself for it.

“Weakness will get you killed.” My dad’s voice echoed through my head.

This wasn’t who I was. Normally, I would be able to look into the eyes of any creature as I pulled the trigger and not feel an ounce of remorse, but the grotesque closeness of the werewolf and its victim, the fact that I’d seen David’s corpse consumed by fire less than twenty-four hours earlier, and with my mind still reeling from the loss of Evie, it was all too much for me to handle. I’d become a pussy.

The Assessor’s hazel eyes watched me carefully while he waited for me to settle myself again. I swallowed down the bile in my throat and set my jaw.

Dad was wrong. Weakness would do worse than get me killed—it would get Evie killed.

It was simple. I couldn’t be weak. I couldn’t show any weakness. They may have rattled me, but if they wanted to break me, they would have to try harder than that.

The Assessor sighed. “These creatures are deadly.” He glanced down at the werewolf’s twitching corpse in disgust before turning his unwavering gaze back onto me. “All of them.”

He didn’t need to spell it out any clearer—he was talking about Evie. 

He was wrong.

“Regardless of how fair they might appear to be, you mustn’t let that outward sweetness fool you. Underneath, they are all driven by the same instincts and need as our friend here.” He kicked the furry pile on the floor with his foot. “And they all want to hurt the innocents in the world like this precious girl here.”

He brushed the hair of the corpse across her forehead before turning her face to look back in my direction. Even in death, the girl was less pale than his never-see-the-sun pallor.

“Ashley.” He nodded toward the corpse. “That was her name.”

My gaze was glued to the not-purple eyes of not-Evie, but I tore it away, unable to take the deathly stare a moment more. Even though the colors were wrong, it reminded me too much of Evie’s dad and his accusing gaze—of uncomfortable truths buried within dead irises.

“Look into Ashley’s eyes, and you’ll see the fear she felt as she was torn apart alive. In the instants before her death, she saw that creature coming for her and there was nothing she could do to stop it. Luckily for others like poor Ashley here, we have operatives like yourself and your family. It’s your job to protect them. On this occasion, you failed. Her death is your fault. To stop this from happening again, you need to be on your A game. You can’t do that if you sympathize with evil. ”

His voice was almost monotonous, all soothing and calm. I felt my eyes drifting toward Ashley’s again just like he’d instructed. In them, I saw the fear that Evie must have felt as Eth’s vehicle rammed into hers repeatedly.

“What if you’re wrong?” I murmured around the foul taste of bile that filled my mouth. “What if it’s not so black and white?”

“I can assure you that we’re not and it is.”

“But how can you know that?”

“I’m surprised you even have to ask. I would have thought of everyone in the Rain, your family would understand the most about the harm these creatures can cause.”

“Evie’s not like that thing there though.” I indicated toward the werewolf with my chin. “A werewolf’s primary function is to feast, preferably on female flesh.”

“You do understand how deadly these things can be, then?”

“Of course I do. I’m not stupid.”

“It was only a few short weeks ago that you had to help rescue Ben from the fae and now you’re falling for a phoenix? I can’t even pretend to understand the lunacy involved.”

“But Evie, well, she’s never killed anyone. She wouldn’t.”

“You’re certain about that?”

“Ye—” I faltered. I couldn’t guarantee she’d never hurt anyone, all I had to go by was her word and the fact that I hadn’t found any evidence that she had. Isn’t that enough? “Yes, I’m certain.”

He frowned. “Clay, can we be honest with each other?” He stood and leaned forward over the table so that I was forced to look over Ashley’s corpse to see him. “I can understand the physical draw you had to that creature. Phoenixes are certainly among the fairer looking species we’ve encountered. I can almost understand the desire to bed one.”

It was a damn good thing that I was restrained because I wasn’t sure what the penalty was for punching an Assessor in the face.

“You can’t let that fool you though. You of all people should know that a creature being fair in appearance does not make them friendly. Or safe. However much you might have wanted that, it doesn’t make it true.”

“How can you know that though?” I growled. I was getting sick of seeing his face, of hearing his monotonous voice spewing lies with a steady meter.

He nodded to someone over my shoulder and an instant later, both Ashley and the werewolf were removed from the room and the table was wiped clean. In place of the corpse, a folder full of photos rested on the surface.

I glanced down at the folder just as the Assessor spoke. “These are case photos from the last phoenix we encountered. I think you’ll find it enlightening.” He walked around to loosen the bindings that held me in place.

“Go on,” he encouraged when I was free. “I’ll leave you to it.”

Before I’d even moved, he’d left the room and locked the door behind him.

I could barely believe what I had in front of me. My hands shook as I wondered whether the file could be about Evie’s mother. 





 




CHAPTER FIFTEEN





WITH QUIVERING HANDS, I reached for the binder. I was a little uncertain about exactly what it might hold, but positive it couldn’t be a worse torture than having to watch the werewolf feast. 

I lifted the cover and fought down the shock of seeing Evie staring back at me. Of course, I knew it wasn’t actually Evie, but the resemblance was uncanny. I’d seen the photo of Evie’s parents on the dresser in Evie’s bedroom, but I hadn’t really looked at it. I hadn’t seen what I could see in the photo before me. There wasn’t a single notable difference between Evie and her mother. They could have been identical twins. In a way, they almost were—their DNA markers would be as similar as identical twins.

Written on the top left hand corner inside of the folder was a series of notes which listed her name as Emily White, gave a date of birth and a date of death—Evie’s birthday. The official, government story noted in the file showed that Emily was left as a baby at a hospital in Kent in the United Kingdom, but there was no information about how her mother—Evie’s grandmother—had died. The Rain hadn’t been involved in Emily’s life until they discovered that she was something sinister during her university attendance, so no one had a record of the reason for her birth.

Ignoring the rest of the notes, I turned back to the photos. The first two were of Emily with a man whom I recognized as a much younger David. In those photos, Emily looked roughly Evie’s age, but the thing that struck me most about the photos was that they could easily have been from the same roll of film as the photo that had been destroyed in the fire at Evie’s house. Flipping them over, I found a third photo of Emily. It was a surveillance photo, and the features of her face were blurred from the level of zoom that had been required to find her in the crowd. My stomach twisted at the certainty that this was the first official Rain photo of her. In it, I was witnessing the beginning of the end of her life.

The next four photos weren’t of her, but of people I assumed were Rain operatives. All of the subjects were in hospital beds and each of them bore similar wounds. From superficial burns that twisted grotesquely along their arms and legs to huge patches of charred and missing flesh. My nausea peaked as I flipped to the next photo. In it, three bodies, burned and blackened beyond recognition, rested side by side in front of a burned-out house.

“That one’s my grandfather.” A familiar voice spoke behind me as a dark, masculine finger, tipped with a perfectly manicured nail, reached down and touched the middle corpse in the photo.

The unexpected presence caused me to leap and scatter the photographs. I spun around in the chair and saw that another Rain operative had taken over from the Assessor. This one I knew well. Ben, the one I’d help rescue from his depraved fae kidnapper just a few weeks earlier.

“Well, they’re right about one thing. You’re not yourself, Clay. I would never have been able to sneak up on you before.”

He stared at me with eyes that had seen too much, and I had to turn away.

“You’ve lost your touch.” His lip curled up into a snarl of disgust. “Or maybe you are just that lost. Seriously, look at yourself.”

I dropped my head and ran an eye over the foul state of my clothing. Blood and vomit coated me almost from head to toe. Raising my gaze again, I took in his pristine, crisp—no-doubt designer—suit, well-trimmed, curled brown hair, and perfectly shined shoes. I’d never felt like more of a mess. Even searching through the dumpster for evidence hadn’t left me feeling nearly this grotesque.

“What are you doing here, Ben?” He was the last person I wanted to see. I considered him to be a friend, but after the events of a few weeks earlier, he would be even more prejudiced than ever before. I had to get him off my back and out of the room. Even when the tables had been turned and I was helping him out, he hadn’t been such a disaster. True, he’d fainted, but his life had just been spared by a fifty-fifty guess. “Shouldn’t you be off somewhere recovering from your own mess?”

“Lou has been incredibly helpful with that.” He brushed his fingers over the shoulders of his suit jacket, wiping off an imaginary piece of lint before leaning against the metal desk. “Besides, Dad asked me to drop in to see you. He’s worried about you. Is it really true?”

I hung my head in resignation. It was becoming clear that news of my disgrace had spread around the ranks of the Rain like wildfire. “Yeah.”

“What was she like? You know . . .” He winked at me.

If I had been armed and not being watched with such scrutiny, I would have had him against the wall with a knife to his throat for daring to ask me about her like that. It was none of his goddamn business; it wasn’t anyone’s business. Instead, I closed my eyes and relived the feeling of brushing my fingertips across the outside of Evie’s panties, the feeling of her body pressed against mine, the delight I felt the first time I caressed her breasts with my palms. I sighed heavily, the memories had calmed me, but I felt defeated over not being able to do any of it again. “I wouldn’t know.”

“You mean you ran away, betrayed everything you know and believe for a piece of monster tail, and didn’t even get any?” He laughed long and loud as if he’d just heard the funniest joke ever.

“Fuck you!” Once again, I found myself wishing I wasn’t being watched so that I could teach him a lesson.

“No, fuck you, man.” His face fell straight into a serious expression again. “My grandfather died trying to wipe that scum from the earth, something which you’re supposed to want to do as well, but instead you try to get in its pants. That’s like me embracing that fae fucker as my twin!”

The twin thing struck home, and I guilt twisted my stomach again. “I didn’t know about your grandfather. And I can’t help what happened. It’s not like I woke up one morning with a new fetish or anything. Evie’s just . . . well, she’s not like any of the other monsters we’ve hunted.”

“You seriously don’t get it do you? It’s not a matter of whether it was my family or not, or whether you think the creature might have a conscience or not. Phoenixes are killers just as surely as any other beast we hunt. They don’t discriminate who or what they kill. In some ways the fairer things are so much worse than the base creatures. At least a wendigo only kills for one reason, one primal need: hunger. These other things, they do it for fun. For enjoyment. You’re probably lucky you didn’t get any. No doubt that thing would have turned you into a Clay-kebab the instant it’d had its fun.” A shadow passed over his features, and I wondered if it was some barely repressed memory of his time in the clutches of the fae.

Despite the truth in his words, I couldn’t believe it about Evie. She wasn’t evil. She couldn’t be. 

“You know we’re all here because we don’t want you going down that path again. The tail you were chasing is dead, and that’s a good thing.” He placed his hand on my shoulder in a sign of solemnity and solidarity.

I wanted to shake it off and refuse his words, but I couldn’t without warning the Rain of Evie’s continued existence.

“It removes the temptation and the risk. She won’t be able to come after your family and endanger your loved ones. Your father will never have to identify you from dental records because your remains are too charred to recognize. They’ll never have to search for you for days on end, not knowing where you are or whether you’re safe.” His own guilt over what his father had been through was evident. I wondered whether the doppelganger incident was the beginning of a new era for him.

“I guess,” I relented, trying to give him something, while still making every effort to hold in my heart the certainty that Evie wouldn’t hurt anyone. She wouldn’t come after my family, and if she knew what was good for her, she’d avoid trying to find me too.

“Just think about what I said. I don’t want to lose another friend, a brother,” he said the word as if it was intended to inflict extra guilt, “to one of these creatures.” Ben left the room shortly after, leaving me alone to consider the folder full of photos and notes once more.

I read through the report on Emily’s death, which listed the details for the team of eight operatives who were tasked with her destruction. Also attached to the file was a red flag for a recently graduated linguistics and mythology expert, a Miss Zarita Demitriou. The section for her information was mysteriously empty.

The actual details of the attack on Emily were sketchy at best, but it listed a case number—eight-digit date, two letters for the country, another two for the region and lastly three digits for the case. It was a cataloguing system I was used to, having looked up cases quite often in the past and cataloging a few myself.

Not every case was documented, but anytime something unusual occurred or a particularly difficult creature was encountered, the Assessors were informed so that it could be added into the Rain database. Looking at the case number for Evie’s mother’s death, and seeing how the Rain were able to reduce a life down to a serial number made me understand how truly barbaric the practice was. Because the fatal attack was the day of Evie’s birthday, the number was almost burned into my brain already.

The longer I looked at the file and information, the more the photos seemed to mock me. David and Emily had shared the sort of life I wanted to have with Evie, and it had ended in fire and death. Evie was just lucky her father hadn’t been killed during the attack as well, otherwise who could guess what might’ve happened to her. If she’d been captured as a child and brought to any of the Rain headquarters, her life would have been markedly different—and filled with pain beyond imagining.

Eventually, I couldn’t look at the folder without feeling sick to the stomach. I threw it across the table and tried to clean myself up as much as possible, tearing my shirt off to wipe myself down before leaning forward onto the table—the lack of food and sleep was starting to wear on me, especially as my adrenaline stores had long been sapped away.

The rest of the day continued in the same vein: visits by various friends and Assessors, photos and videos of attacks that we’d managed to stop, and the detritus of some that we hadn’t. 

By the time I was thrown back into the holding cell and hosed down to clean me off, I’d seen more bloodshed and death than I could recall ever seeing at one time. 

It made me question Evie’s nature; it made me doubt myself. I was so hungry, thirsty, and so completely exhausted that I barely knew up from down, and I would have agreed to almost anything for a bite of a cheeseburger or something, even though it probably would have been impossible to keep it down. 

A small glass of water was pushed under the door, and I leaped onto it, drinking it down without thinking through the consequences. It tasted bitter and strange on my tongue. Almost immediately, my head spun and my brain became cotton wool. The sensation was so like the feeling I’d had after Dad stuck me with the needle in my makeshift home.

I pushed away from the door, heading toward the bed. Halfway, my knees buckled and I retreated to the nearest wall. My eyes drifted closed as my hold on reality—on consciousness—grew tenuous.

“What are you doing?” Evie’s voice flooded the space around me.

I opened my eyes, gazing across the cell toward the sound.

“Are you giving up?” My perfect, dream version of Evie sat on the small bed. One talon-like fingernail tapped against her chin as she looked at me. “You know what happens to me if you do that, don’t you?”

Even though I did know, I shook my head, rocking the back of my head against the rough brick behind me. The thickness in my head grew worse, and I could barely keep my eyes open without nausea rolling through me. I relaxed my back against the wall and stared down at the floor—willing it to stop moving so I could make it to the cot in the corner.

“If you’re not careful, they’ll find out the truth. They’ll know that you left me alive.” She purred the last word.

My fingers formed into fists at my side.

Evie’s face filled the space I had been staring into as she placed her hands against my chest. “They’ll kill me if they know.”

I shook my head. I couldn’t let them do that. I opened my mouth to reassure her, but it was dry and filled with cotton.

She leaned over to kiss me, moving to wrap her arms around my neck in the process. I pushed myself off the wall to meet her halfway. Instead of warmth though, I was surrounded by bitter cold. Instead of a sweet kiss, a hard surface smacked against my cheek.

“Keep me safe.” Her voice trailed off in a ghostly whisper as my hold on consciousness went from tenuous to non-existent.





ATER THE drugs that had been slipped into my drink left my system, I had a night of tossing and turning; with my mind and heart each locked in a battle for control. 

I woke to a light knocking on the door. I didn’t bother telling whomever it was that they could come in, it wasn’t as if I had any control over that decision anyway. The door opened and Lou entered, carrying a tray of the most delicious smelling pancakes in the world. Of course, they were the first food I’d seen in almost thirty-six hours so it could have been a bowl of dog biscuits and it probably would have looked and smelled appealing.

“I made these for you,” she murmured, biting the inside of her lip. “Dad said I could bring them in so long as I tried to talk some sense into you when I did, and got you to drink this.”

I was too busy reaching for the food to even listen to her. Pouring on a generous serving of syrup, I picked one of them up and all but swallowed it whole. I grabbed the drink off the tray and gulped it down. I made a face as the foul liquid crossed my tongue. It was a flavor I was long used to but still despised—a multivitamin concoction of the Rain’s design. Operatives used it in the field to keep up their strength. It worked wonders, but it tasted like piss. I’d grabbed for my third pancake to wipe away the taste when Lou spoke again.

“Why’d you do it?” she asked, rubbing her hand along the scars on the opposite forearm.

I stopped chewing for a moment and really looked at her. It was the rare moments like this, when her bitchy façade was completely stripped away, that I remembered she actually wasn’t that bad of a sister most of the time. Especially considering everything she’d been through. When she let her real personality shine through, including the vulnerability it held, she was remarkably likable.

“Do you hate us that much?” Tears brimmed in her eyes.

“What?” I was shocked and dismayed by the suggestion. I’d never considered that my family would interpret my actions as hatred for them. “No! I don’t hate any of you. You know what Dad always says about family. I still believe that.”

“Then explain to me why you were willing to risk not only your own life, but all of ours, for her?”

I tipped my head back and rested it against the cold brick. The food I’d eaten sat heavily in my stomach and I wondered whether it was that great of an idea to have eaten anything at all. Shoveling it down so fast certainly hadn’t been.

“I can’t say.”

She frowned. “Why won’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t say won’t. I can’t explain it, because I just don’t know why. All I know is that once I knew where she was, I had to be with her. For that week that I was with her, I felt more alive than I ever have before.” There was no point lying to Lou about finding Evie. After Dad and Eth had discovered her in the warehouse, there was no denying she had still been in Charlotte.

Lou scoffed at me. “That’s ironic considering it would have led to your death if we hadn’t arrived.”

“You can’t know that.”

She moved to sit beside me, lifting her arm up and reminding me of the suffering she’d endured. “I can. Ben can.”

“But that was the fae, not a phoenix.”

“They’re the same thing, and if you believe otherwise, you’re just fooling yourself. They’re not human, and they don’t share the same respect for life and liberty that we do.”

She might have been right about the fae, but ultimately she was wrong about one key aspect. The Rain didn’t care about the life and liberty of anything that fell outside of the scope of their limited definition of human. 

Had anyone in the Rain even stopped to consider Evie’s rights? From what I’d seen in the file, even the deaths that her mother had caused had been the result of an assassination attempt on her. She’d been defending herself, and possibly her husband, and not going after humans out of some desire to hurt or kill. Would she have ever taken a life if left to live until old age?

I needed to know more—needed to read the full account of her life and death—but I couldn’t do that until I was freed from the prison. If anyone asked, I could claim that it was nothing more than research to help me learn how to fight another phoenix if I ever came across one again. Not that I would; I couldn’t be that lucky.

“We just want you back,” Lou said, shifting on the bed to sit cross-legged to face me. “And not the grumpy ass you’ve been over the last few years, I miss the brother I had before we went to Ohio.”

It was her words that forced me to realize that I’d been selfish in chasing Evie for so long. After all, what had I got from finding her? I’d destroyed Evie’s life, shattered my reputation, and ripped my family apart. All for what? A big fat nothing. A few precious memories of stolen moments that would do little more than torment me through the dark nights to come.

“I am back. Where else would I go? Evie’s . . . well, she’s gone, isn’t she?” I meant it differently to the way Lou was bound to interpret it, but it was the truth regardless. The motel room would have had to be vacated already, unless she’d paid for more time, but I doubted Evie would do that. She was a fighter, a survivor. She had the strength she needed to get up and keep moving. Away from the Rain. Away from me. 

My features crumbled at the thought of the distance that was increasing between us as I sat trapped in the Rain headquarters.

“Dad’s going to be here for you again soon.” Lou sighed. “Can you just try to see things from our perspective for once?”

I nodded. “I’ll try.”





 




CHAPTER SIXTEEN





IF I’D KNOWN the plate of pancakes Lou had brought in to me was going to be the last food I saw for another twenty-four hours, I probably would have forced more down. 

Instead, I had to struggle through with an increasingly sickened feeling in my stomach. The second day of retraining wasn’t as bloody as the first, but it was just as terrible. Dad gave me another lecture about the danger I’d put everyone in and then the hazel-eyed, blond Assessor—Steven, I’d recalled randomly at some point in the middle of the night—was back to question my motives. Again and again, I was asked the same questions in a hundred different ways. Why did I leave? What did I hope to achieve? How could I possibly have feelings for a monster? The questions went on and on until I felt almost dizzied by the repetition.

I was thrown back into my cell at the end of the day, starving, confused, and dazed, and left alone in the darkened space. Another small drink, no doubt containing the same drugs I’d ingested the night before, was shoved through the hatch. I could have ignored it, but the liquid was likely to hold the opportunity to see Evie once more. 

Eager for just one more chance to call her vivid image to mind, I grabbed the cup and crossed the room. Once I was settled on the bed, I drank the liquid and let my mind drift. Within minutes, Evie was sitting on the bed beside me with a smile on her face.

“Are you thinking about me again?” she sounded almost amused.

In my mind, she moved to lie beside me, wrapping her body over mine with one leg resting between my thighs like she had when I held her after her father’s death. My fingers itched to trace patterns on her lower back again.

“I wish you were really here,” I whispered against the cheek of the ghost my mind offered to me to save me from the harsh reality of the cell.

“What would you say if I was?”

I scoffed. There were a hundred things I wanted to say to her, but if she’d physically been in Hell with me, I wouldn’t have the opportunity to say them to her anyway. The words that I wanted most to say—that I loved her and one day I would find her again—were poised on my tongue when the door to my cell crashed open. Steven’s face swam in my vision, wiping Evie’s ghost away. “Well, Mr. Jacobs. Let’s see if our hospitality has loosened your tongue.”

Three pairs of hands yanked at me. I was barely conscious as they dragged me into the room and started the same dizzying rounds of questions that I’d been subjected to all day. Each time the drugs in my system threatened to drag me completely into blackness, a hand would slap against my cheek and pull me away from glorious oblivion.

When I woke the next morning, I had blurred visions of the questioning I’d been subjected to. Despite the confusion, I was certain I’d kept the secret of Evie’s survival hidden. I spared a quiet thank you to the universe that my suffering kept her free. Questions of whether she was worth the continued torture flowed away as soon as I pictured her face—her smile—in my mind.

Just as I was drifting off once more into what was sure to be a fitful drug-assisted sleep, the door swung open. 

With no warning, I was blasted by a high volume fire hose. Water gushed around me, stealing my sight and forcing its way into my mouth and nose. I coughed and spluttered as I tried desperately to gain a breath while being pelted by the icy blast. My body convulsed as the cold water froze the blood in my limbs. I rolled off the bed and onto the floor, my stomach heaving up the water that had forced its way down my throat.

I dropped my head onto my forearms, the barrier created by my back giving me an opportunity to regain my breath. The water continued to barrage me until all of the strength had been sapped from my limbs and I fell to the floor. Whoever held the hose washed down the walls and rinsed the floor before disappearing again with a slam of the door.

The cold water on the concrete had sapped what little warmth the cell had contained, and I lay shivering in my wet clothes.

“Get up.” It was Evie’s voice inside my head.

“Evie?” I muttered, reaching my arm out to find her even though part of me knew she wasn’t there.

“You have to get up, Clay,” she pleaded. “For me.”

Closing my eyes, I rolled onto my back. I needed her in my arms, needed her warmth to re-energize my aching limbs.

I made a mistake leaving you. Almost as soon as the certainty of my error struck me, a rush of warmth ran through my core. It wasn’t Evie, but just the thought of her was enough to give me strength.

I dragged myself to my feet and stumbled over to the door, before smacking it with my palms and shouting until I was hoarse to try to get someone to let me free. It was useless though, all I was greeted with was the steady sound of the Assessors’ footsteps roaming the hall.

After I gave up on shouting, I understood I needed to find a new technique to get through the torture.

“Surely they trained you for this sort of thing?” Evie’s voice echoed around my mind.

I dropped my head against my door. “What do you mean?” I whispered.

“They’ve trained you for extreme situations. Haven’t you got survival techniques to get through capture and torture?”

I spun around and a smile twisted my mouth in an unfamiliar way. Evie was right. I had to use the techniques the Rain had taught me against them—we’d been trained to focus on physical activity to stop mental torment. I stripped off my wet clothing except for my boxers and dropped to the ground to do a number of push-ups in the middle of the cell. 

When I’d exhausted my arms, I shook out my limbs, folded up the bed so that it was secured vertically to the wall, and then used the frame to do chin-ups. Only once I was so physically exhausted that I could barely move did I even try to sleep again. 

The instant I was asleep, Evie came to haunt my dreams and congratulate me on a job well done.

Days—or maybe it was weeks—dragged by in the same cycle of next to no food, very little sleep, being hosed down at night and left alone in the darkness to shiver as my clothes slowly dried. Every few days, I was forced to down another cup of foul tasting vitamins, prolonging my health just so they could torture me more. 

Once a week, I was given a new set of clothes, from my own wardrobe. It was just another reminder of the home I was missing.

When the same routine dragged on for far too long, I was ready to agree to pretty much anything they asked me to do, just to get the hell out of the tiny room and away from the torture I had endured every day. I might have even hunted Evie if they’d asked me to, and had whispered the same in pleading apologies to the ghost of her in my head each night.

Even the technique of losing myself in the pain of physical movement no longer worked—I was too emaciated to even try. I was weak and confused, barely able to speak my own name let alone continue to argue. I knew what they wanted, and this time, I was going to give it to them. 

The morning I’d made that decision, I was dragged back into the treatment room one last time.

Already strapped into the seat on the other side of the table was a girl who looked less than a year or two younger than me. If not for her deathly pallor and rail-thin body, she could have almost passed for a regular human teenager. Her caramel colored hair fell in curtains around her face, split in half by a part down the exact center of her head. Regarding her closer, I could see the thin purple spider web-like veins that crept up her face and the dark circles beneath her eyes that gave away her true nature. She was, for want of a better word, a vampire.

Not an immortal, undead vampire of mythology because it was, of course, impossible to actually reanimate a corpse or live forever. These creatures got their names because someone who had witnessed their super sharp, hollow fangs piercing the skin of a loved one in the past assumed that they were the undead creatures of legend. The girl in front of me was one of the naturally born and bred, bloodsucking, mind-controlling vampires of reality. 

At least . . . that’s how I’d been raised to think of them.

Is that even true though? None of the stuff I was forced to believe about Evie was right. Is any of it true?

“Kill her,” the black-haired Assessor who’d dragged me to the room instructed as he threw me through the doorway. An athame, carved with protective symbols—and I was certain rinsed in holy water—clattered to the floor behind me an instant before the door snapped closed, locking me inside with the monster.

I spun around and banged on the door. Even if the Rain was wrong, I didn’t want to be locked up with a parasite. “Let me out.”

Silence greeted me from the other side of the thick door.

“Are you going to do as they ask?” The girl’s voice was quiet, less than a whisper, and sent chills down my spine like nails dragged along a chalkboard.

When she looked at me, her face was a mask of composure, her lips rested in a completely neutral expression, neither turned up to a smile or down to a frown. It was only her eyes that gave away her fear.

I bent to the floor, picking up the athame to hold it in my fist.

Could I actually kill her without question?

Not that long ago, I wouldn’t have even doubted the order. She was something else, no better than a leech picked up in a swamp. She was a threat, something that would kill a human without a second thought, and therefore something that deserved punishment and death. 

Now, though . . .

“Why shouldn’t I?” I jutted my chin out as the question left me.

Instead of answering me, she closed her eyes. An instant later, the corners of her mouth turned upward ever so slightly.

“You regard yourself as different to them.”

“Get out of my head,” I growled, hating the fact that close proximity to her kind opened my mind up to the possibility of assault. 

My training kicked in, and I could feel the metaphysical fingers of her mind feeling around for my memories. In response to the invasion, I took a step closer to the table and slammed my hands against it, hoping the shock would eject her from my thoughts. The knuckles on the hand that still clung tightly to the knife ached in protest of the move.

“I can barely believe it,” she murmured almost too quietly for me to hear as her mind reasserted itself within me. “You loved an other even though you knew it was wrong.”

Her eyes lifted to mine. The flat, lifeless charcoal irises were equal parts hypnotizing and repulsive. While holding me captive in her gaze, she reached deeper into my memory. I could feel her probing at my mind and exploring its depths, mentally searching out the places that governed the control of my body.

Struggling against the hold of her hypnotic stare, I shook my head as if it would release me from the daze that had settled over me.

Think, Clay, think.

I’d been trained how to fight the effects of vampire mind control, but each time I called them to mind, she swatted the memories away like flies. If I hadn’t already been so weakened by the lack of food and sleep, and the psychological torture I’d endured, I might have had some luck, but I was barely standing upright.

You have to fight it.

My fist clutched around the athame until I could feel the carved runes biting into my flesh. I shook my head to fight her influence.

A minute or two more and she would have complete control.

If that happens, will my family rescue me from this room or would they leave me to become her next meal?

After everything I’d endured, I couldn’t be sure what my fate would be if I didn’t fight through her hold.

Her influence danced through my mind until it brushed across memories of Evie; from the first glance I’d ever had of her and her kaleidoscopic hair, right through to our goodbye. 

The girl across from me gasped as her intensive struggle yielded the sort of results she had to have desired, information that would give her an edge over me—something she could use to her own advantage. I met her eye the instant I felt her presence around the memory of the last time I saw Evie.

The vamp leaned forward in her chair, pushing her chin and chest toward me until her arms strained backward, fighting the restraints that held her wrists in place.

“I wonder what they’d do if they knew. These people you call your family and friends,” she flashed her fangs as she whispered to me. A vision of Evie—crying, but most definitely alive—as I left her in the motel in Charlotte swum behind my eyes. It was the vamp’s influence, and it told me exactly how dangerous the information she’d found was. She was showing me her willingness to use it to force me to comply with her needs willingly.

Grinning because she knew she’d found my weakness, she stopped attempting to wrestle control of my mind away from me and released me from her hold. She no longer needed to go to the hassle of finding a way to steal control of my mind when she had the dual information of Evie’s continued survival and my unwillingness to mindlessly kill.

“One little word is all it would take,” she taunted as she licked one of her fangs with a pale-pink tongue. “They’re all listening you know. I wonder what they’d do if they fou—”

Her words cut off with a gargled sound as I slashed the sharpened athame across her throat in one swift movement. I brought my arm back in the opposite direction, slicing again. Over and over again I hacked at her throat until I was certain I had silenced her forever.

Even as the vamp’s blackened blood cooled on my hand, I stood breathing deeply and trying to make sense of what I’d just done. I’d killed a creature. I’d attacked brutally, willingly, and in full control of my functions. 

The Rain part of me awakened again, rising slowly within me like a dormant beast that had been in hibernation. I argued with that part of me, telling it that the vampire hadn’t been like Evie at all. She’d been a threat and could have easily spilled the secret about Evie’s survival. I might have been having something of a crisis of conscience when I fell in love with Evie, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t kill if and when I needed to—especially if it was to protect the people I loved.

Besides, that vamp would’ve killed me the instant she was freed; the part of me that was completely Rain justified the action to calm the building panic.

I dropped the athame and backed away from the vamp’s body. The fact remained that every second I was locked up I was that much closer to having my sanity break completely. I was already so close—seeing Evie every night and having internal dueling conversations with myself.

If I did that, would I slip and reveal the truth about Evie’s survival? Would one of the creatures brought in to show me their true nature, be Evie’s undoing? Whenever I closed my eyes, I was assaulted by image after image of Evie’s death—by the jaws of a deadly creature, suffering tortures at the hands of the Assessors all in the name of research, or at the hands of my family.

Pressing my hands against my face, and only realizing too late why it was a bad idea as the coagulated blood spread over my cheeks, I came to the conclusion that I’d already lost the war. Evie was gone, and I wasn’t likely to see her again. Even if I did, what would be different? I would still bring danger to her life.

Even here, miles and miles from wherever she could possibly be, I posed a danger. I was possibly the greatest threat to her existence.

As if my thought was her cue, Evie appeared in front of me. Her fingers reached for my face and, if I squeezed my eyes tightly, I could almost feel of her warm skin brushing across my clammy cheek.

“You know what you need to do,” she whispered to me.

I shook my head. I can’t give you up. I can’t tell them you’re alive. They’ll kill you.

She gave a sad little smile and shook her head. It was like she’d expected me to say those exact words. “You know you don’t have to give me up.”

There’s no other way. It’s that or keep living this torture.

“There’s another way. You know what it is.” She closed her eyes and pressed her lips against my forehead.

I closed my eyes to try to experience the feeling of her warm kiss once more.

“I—I can’t,” I sobbed.

“You have to.”

Her gaze rested on me, and even though I knew it was just a dream, just a vision of the one I wanted to see, the love and trust that echoed in her eyes offered me a renewed strength. She was right. I had to.

There was only one way to remove that threat, even if doing it felt like a betrayal—I had to forget her. I had to push her out of my mind and heart, and move on with my life. I had to stop dreaming about her, stop bringing her ghost into my life to save me. I might not have been able to give her up, but I did have to let her go.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “For everything. I love you.”

Crawling toward the door, I knocked on it and begged to see my dad. When he arrived, I broke down and admitted that I’d been wrong to try to be with Evie. I told him everything I knew he wanted to hear—even though the words felt like poison on my tongue. Continuing to allow myself to feel anything for Evie wasn’t worth the nightmare I had to face. How many more weeks, months—years?—of torture would I have to face if I didn’t?

It killed me at first, but giving Evie up—letting myself be free of the ache in my chest whenever I thought of her and the guilt I felt every time my family was nearby—meant freedom. It meant peace. It was disgusting how easy it had been to do in the end.

Less than a day after admitting to my weakness, betraying everything I held dear by denouncing Evie as the evil creature they’d believed her to be, and begging for forgiveness, I was in a luxury hotel room at the Gansevoort Hotel. 

I stayed under the stream of the shower for almost an hour, washing away the filth that seemed unwilling to relinquish the hold it had over my body. Instead of seeing Evie’s smile or body when I closed my eyes like I had in the years before, I saw flashes of the various corpses I’d seen in the days since I’d arrived back at Bayview. I scrubbed harder to try to clean myself of those visions.

When I shut the shower off, I headed straight for the mini-bar before downing three small bottles of whatever liquor was closest to the door. Once empty, I set the bottles down on the counter and considered the fact that I was free from the constant assault on my senses at Bayview.

Whoop-de-fucking-doo! 

I couldn’t garner any excitement because my head was a still a mess. I grabbed the rest of the tiny bottles of liquor out of the mini-bar and crawled into the oversized bed.

That night, the sounds of the monsters that had been dragged in, slobbering, howling, and with claws ready to attack, all to convince me of their true nature, haunted my dreamscape. Then, just when I thought the nightmares couldn’t get any worse, Evie would appear. 

Usually, we were happy together until she was the victim of their hellish attacks while I sat hopelessly by, strapped to the chair and unable to move. Sometimes, she was in the vampire’s position, and it would be her blood raining over my fingers as I slashed through skin and sinew to slice at her jugular. My attack would be relentless until I was able to tear out her larynx and silence her voice. At least once, she stood watching me, calling out for me to stop, as I fired a gun and the bullet sliced through her chest. 

I woke the following morning certain that I would be back in the cell that had been my life for what felt like an eternity. My head pounded and my stomach churned. I wondered what new torture had been devised for me until I realized that it was just the effects of the worst hangover I’d ever had to endure. 

With some effort, I picked myself back up and was ready to face the fight again. Or as ready as I could be given I didn’t really have a say in the matter anymore. I’d made my choice when I’d left Evie, and I’d reinforced it when I’d betrayed her by declaring her a monster.

By ten, Eth was at my door ready to collect me for my first mission post-Evie. As we greeted each other with solemn nods, we both tried our best to act as though I hadn’t just recovered from committing the ultimate betrayal of everything we stood for.





 




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN





AFTER SIX MONTHS, it was almost easy to believe that the weeks I’d spent in Charlotte—and the precious seven days I’d spent with Evie—were nothing more than a lingering dream. 

In my weakest moments, especially when my subconscious took over each night, I still thought about her. In those times I could still recall the way she smiled and the sound of her laugh, but I made a conscious effort not to let my doubts about releasing myself from the hold she had on my heart seep in.

Whenever concerns surfaced over whether other creatures could be like her—warm and caring and not the monsters we’d been conditioned to think they were, I tried to push them out of my head. Mostly, I was successful, just so long as I wasn’t alone too often. At least being around my family for missions and hunts helped with that, even if it gave the guilt I felt over betraying them a stronger grip around my heart.

While I couldn’t control my dreams, the visions that haunted me at night, or the frequency with which I had to fight off a forcible invasion by my own memories, I had consciously allowed thoughts of Evie to enter my mind once, and only once, since the time I’d made the choice to forsake her love and return to my family. 

On her birthday, I’d locked myself in my room, ignored my family and allowed myself to mourn the loss of the happiness I’d felt in the short time we’d had together. I’d closed my eyes and let every vision I’d pushed out of my mind in the time I’d been away from Evie to assault me.

If anyone noticed I’d retreated for the day, no one said anything.

“You ready for this?” Eth asked, pulling me from my thoughts.

I glanced around at the flat expanse of nothingness that seemed to roll past the car window.

Eth’s question was one of courtesy. There wasn’t the choice for me to answer in the negative, but it was his way of giving me a two-minute warning so that I could prepare myself as much as possible. The two of us were alone for the moment, Lou and Dad had been sent on a separate assignment to Arizona leaving Eth and I to head on alone to the City of Rocks in New Mexico. 

I preferred it that way. Eth put up with my moods in a way Lou and Dad never could. He left me to do my thing, so long as I did what I needed to when the time came.

“Yeah,” I answered even though there wasn’t a need. We both knew what we needed to do. There had been a rash of reports of sightings of a giant black puma roaming among the craggy outcrops, and although there hadn’t been any deaths or physical attacks reported yet, we’d been called in to investigate and destroy whatever it was that people were seeing. 

We had a few rough ideas of what we could be dealing with, but ultimately needed more information to be certain. The sort of information that could only be gathered with guts, determination, and a hell of a lot of weapons.

With my HK45 handgun tucked into my rear holster, an athame in my hand, and holy water in the silver flask at my hip, I was ready to find out more. Once we left the car, I charged into the national park, not caring what I had to do to get the job done or that my chosen outfit of dark jeans and boots was wildly inappropriate for running—especially with the heat wave that had New Mexico firmly in its grips.

If I was honest, I hadn’t really cared about anything since the day I joined back with my family. Living or dying mattered little; all that mattered was saving lives. Everything else was pointless.

Ever since I’d been released from Bayview, I’d trained harder and longer. It gave me something else to think about, something to distract me from the constant stream of noise and doubt in my head. 

By being the good soldier, I gave my life purpose—even if it wasn’t a purpose I believed in anymore. 

Every hour I wasn’t hunting, I was either in the gym to rebuild my wasted muscles or pounding the pavement to increase my stamina. My actions had little to do with the needs of the Rain. The pain was penance for failing everyone so spectacularly—Evie and my family. The only time my mind seemed almost silent was when I could concentrate on something else—either physical pain, the sound of my feet pounding against the pavement, or the kill.

Since allowing the Rain soldier inside me to take control over every aspect of my life; the world was my battlefield and all others were the enemy. It was how I had to live, or else I was going to go crazy. If I allowed even the hint of the question of whether they deserved it to enter my mind, I couldn’t cope. Staying sane—or at least as sane as possible—was the only way I could keep the secret of Evie’s survival safe. Doubts would see me end up back in the cell at Bayview—back in Hell.

“Wait up, Clay!” Eth shouted. “There’s no prize for getting there first.”

I heard his feet fall steadily against the ground behind me as he tried to match my pace.

“And definitely none for getting yourself killed,” he muttered under his breath, before adding in a more reasonable volume, “I get the excitement of the kill, but dude, there’s no need to rush in and get our asses stuck in an even worse situation.”

I stopped and rolled my shoulders to stretch my neck muscles. The hours in the car hadn’t exactly been pleasurable, and I ached from being coiled and folded in the small space for so long. I should have been used to it; after all, it was my place now to always get the smallest seat, the crappiest rooms, and the lowest standard of anything we bought or did. I didn’t argue because I figured it was my punishment for the choices I’d made. 

Despite the fact that my family didn’t seem to think so, I had actually learned my lesson. Given the ability to make the choices over again, I would change the choices I’d made. If I’d known that Evie would suffer the heartache of losing her father, and that I’d have to endure the agony of retraining, I would never have tracked her down. I would have stayed with my family and left her as nothing more than a memory.

Liar! 

Before the week I’d spent with Evie, I wouldn’t have given a single thought to her family or what might have happened if I’d turned on mine. When I’d gone to find her, it was because there was something drawing me to her, but I’d figured it was nothing more than the lingering desire of a schoolboy crush mixed with the desire to know I wasn’t crazy for feeling that way about a monster. I certainly hadn’t expected her mere proximity to make me doubt everything I stood for. 

After our week together, I’d been doomed. Perhaps it would have been easier if I’d never found her, but I also knew those memories were too precious to give up completely.

I often found myself reflecting on Dad’s question when I’d first returned to the Bayview, when he’d wondered whether I was under some type of curse. Even Lou had commented on the spell-like hold Evie had over me. I hadn’t wanted to believe it, but sometimes I had to wonder whether maybe they were right. Especially when I realized that despite everything I did to push her out of my head, I longed for her more and more with every day that passed.

Pushing the thoughts from my mind, I concentrated again on the hunt. I wanted to sprint off again, but instead, I forced my feet to stay still while I waited for Eth to catch up. To give myself the illusion of movement and stop the doubts creeping back in, I stretched my neck again and bounced from the ball of one foot to the other.

“Where’s this thing supposed to be anyway?” I called back to Eth.

He checked his GPS. “This area is lit up like a Christmas tree with sightings. The coordinates of the last one are just up there a little.” He pointed in the direction of a flat expanse of land beside a massive clump of red rocks that rose from the dust.

“It’s got to be in there then.” I waved my hand in the direction of the rocky formation. It was easily the size of a small city block, climbing to the sky in some places and twisting around itself in others. There were sure to be a series of caves and tunnels worming their way through the rock. “You take left, I’ll go right.”

Eth nodded. “Just watch for snakes.”

Once his back was turned, I rolled my eyes. That would be right. We’re hunting one of the foul creatures that inhabit the Earth and he’s worried about fucking snakes.

Regardless, I paid close attention to the ground before me and took extra time to assess the rocks before placing my hands down as I picked my way around the boulders.

By the time I was almost halfway around the natural structure, the tips of my boots and the ends of my black jeans were coated in dust. It was hot, almost too hot to function, and the color and choice of clothing I’d made that morning didn’t help. The faded black jeans were a staple in my wardrobe now. I could barely admit the reason for that to myself, but it came down to the same thing all of my choices did in the end. Evie. The jeans were the same color and style as the ones I’d worn the day I left her, and I couldn’t bear to wear anything else when I was traveling. It was my silent tribute that no one could ever know about.

For the half a second my mind was distracted with the memory of Evie’s tears and hurt-filled words as I’d left, I misplaced my footing and caught the corner of a rock with my boot. The action sent me off-balance and I smacked my hand against the rock face to stop myself from ending up sprawled in the dirt.

Motherfucker!

My hand stung as I pushed myself off the rock.

When I’d righted my footing again, I inspected the damage to my hand and saw a large graze across my palm littered with tiny cuts. The wound wasn’t major, it certainly wasn’t enough to stop me in my hunt, but it stung as the hot air surrounded it. For a second, before I could think any better of it, I closed my eyes and imagined it was Evie’s warm breath blowing across the graze rather than the heat of a desert summer. Weirdly, it actually helped. I opened my eyes, half expecting to see the ghost of her that had haunted me in Bayview. When there was nothing but rocks, desert, and sun, I hated myself for actively letting her into my head.

Pushing Evie from my mind, I rounded another corner. As I did, a saltbush beneath me grabbed hold of the tattered edges of my jeans, snagging it and increasing the size of the tear.

Motherfucker!

Reaching down with one hand to unhook myself, I placed my other hand against the heated rock surface to steady myself. The tiny action sent a smattering of pebbles to slip to the floor, which in turn caused a previously unnoticed spider to turn heel and rush into a dark fissure.

Godforsaken hellhole!

In my anger, I kicked a football-sized rock in front of me, and sent a dozen other creatures that had been hiding in the shade beneath the stone, skittering away.

I groaned in frustration.

Why couldn’t we be doing something normal, like chasing a werewolf down the streets of Manhattan?

From a space just above me, a feral growl issued in response to the noise I’d made. Without risking any sudden movements, I slipped the athame into my pocket and reached around for my gun. Once my hand was securely around the stock, I lifted my eyes toward the source of the sound.

Another snarl cut through the air when I met the gaze of a massive black cat with glowing yellow eyes. With even that small glance, I was sure it wasn’t just a normal big cat—there was a definite supernatural air about the creature. The cat’s hide was so black it almost seemed to have a blue hue as it absorbed the sunlight around us. The huge muscles of the monster’s chest rippled as it shifted deeper into the crouch, pressing almost flat against the rock beneath it. With our gazes locked, the creature grew more agitated.

I maneuvered around the rock to get a clearer line of sight of the whole body of the enormous creature. Guttural growls and sharp hisses flew from the cat’s mouth as my action took me closer to where it was perched on an outcrop. Its ears flattened against its head, and it pulled back its lips to reveal a hideous set of teeth that extended into a pair of glistening canines that must have been at least ten-inches long. Golden eyes seemed to glow brighter than ever and the noises it issued increased in volume. I readied my hand on the trigger as I slid my gun from its holster.

Once I was steady in position and knew I had room to maneuver, I took a step away from the outcrop. Instead of attacking me, the cat stayed perfectly still and the warning sounds it made lessened as I stepped away. For a moment, I was captivated by the strange glint in the luminescent globes staring at me from a face of short, smooth black fur. When I took another small step away, the muscles beneath the blue-black hide relaxed.

“Clay, you all right?” Eth whisper-shouted as he rounded the rocks and rushed back to find me, clearly drawn by the growls of the beast.

The sound of his voice drew my attention away from the monster in front of me for less than a second, but it was enough to give it the freedom to turn to run. The instant I realized it was going to escape, I pulled out my gun, lined up the shot and fired three times at its chest and head. 

I couldn’t risk being responsible for the escape of another creature. I couldn’t face retraining again—just the darkness of the memory of the month and a half I’d spent there was enough to make me desperate to toe the line.

The creature dragged itself along the boulders for another two or three steps, trailing a smear of blood behind it, before falling heavily against the rock. With the gun still raised in my hand, I began to climb toward the black mass to ensure that I’d finished the job. The only thing more dangerous than a monster was a wounded one.

Picking the easiest path, I climbed toward the body. By the time I reached the top, Eth was climbing behind me. I edged toward the cat, which gave a wounded growl before the air around it shimmered and an instant later, a petite woman replaced the beast.

The only thing that remained largely unchanged were her luminescent yellow eyes as she looked at me. Blood dripped from the wound in her chest, and she coughed when she tried to speak.

I looked up to see a young child, who couldn’t have been more than three or four, staring at the morbid sight of the woman dying in front of me. At first, I thought I’d found the first victim and felt vindicated that I’d made the choice to shoot. 

The dying creature beneath me reached for my arm, clutching my wrist in her thin fingers with a strength I would have thought impossible for her frame.

“Please.” Her voice was a gurgled cough. “Please, have mercy on my daughter.”

I looked at the young girl again and met her soft yellow eyes, and I saw that I’d been wrong. She wasn’t a victim; she was what the cat had been protecting. She would have been barely out of diapers, and I’d just shot and killed her mother. 

Right in front of her young eyes.

I yanked my hand out of the woman’s hold and skittered backward away from her. Meeting the child’s eyes again, I felt every sharp edge of the pain of regret that I’d tried to hide since leaving Evie’s side slice at my body again, tearing apart my heart and leaving my lungs useless.

“How could you do this Clay?” The voice was Evie’s, but my own mind supplied it in disgust.

“Mama!” the girl cried out as the reality of what was in front of her seemed to register in her young mind. The cry shot straight into my stomach, hitting me with the force of a bullet, and I couldn’t control my body anymore. I twisted away from the sight of the girl falling to her knees beside her mother’s body and lost the contents of my stomach.

I closed my eyes and tried to block out the sound of the girl’s sobbing as it steadily grew in intensity. I pressed my hands against my ears. No. I don’t want to do this.

The soldier within me lay in tatters, leaving me as little more than a child desperate for his own mother to return. Vivid recollections of being a young boy, of waking and screaming for Mama to come home rushed through my mind. Dad’s voice followed, shouting at me that she was never coming home—that we’d driven her away when we let Lou get taken. My lip quivered, and my chest pounded. It was too much to cope with. Too much to bear.

“Wake up, Mama!”

“What are you doing?” Eth snapped at me when he saw me on the ground. The heaving cries that tore from me as I struggled for air almost matched those of the child whose mother I’d murdered.

“Get up!” He sounded almost like Dad, void of all emotion and completely uncaring about the plight of the child.

The sound reminded of the retraining, and I knew I needed to do what he ordered or I risked facing the ordeal all over again. With a great effort, I dragged myself to my feet, staggering a little due to the lack of oxygen I suffered through. Even as I stood, I hyperventilated and couldn’t drag enough air into my screaming lungs.

“Don’t do this,” he whispered in a dangerous tone. “Remember your duty. Remember why we do this.”

My gaze slid past him and fell onto the girl again. Ignoring the warning in my brother’s stance, I took a step closer to the little girl. I knew I was risking the ire of my family, but I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t murder her too.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered to her. “I’m so sorry.” The words probably meant little to her, and she’d certainly never understand the weight of the guilt they carried. “It’s going to be all right.”

“You have to kill it.” Eth pressed the gun I’d dropped back into my hand. I couldn’t force my fingers to close around it, so he did it for me with his other hand until the piece was held in my loose grip. “Finish the job.”

“She . . . she’s just a little girl.” The scene in front of me morphed as I imagined the kidnapping attack on Evie. Only in my mind it had a different outcome. With the sound of the girl sobbing over the loss of her mother, the young Evie in my mind watched as her father was killed in front of her. She was tugging on his arm with desperate cries, trying to pull him to his feet so they could outrun the monsters that were chasing them. I looked down at the gun in my hand—the monster was me.

“She’s not even a she.” Eth shook his head in frustration. “Goddamn it, it’s always going to be the same with you isn’t it.”

Eth lifted his own gun to shoot the girl, but before he could aim, I stepped in front of him.

“It doesn’t have to be black and white.”

“It is black and white. If that thing had come across a camper instead of you, do you think the body count would be any lower right now?”

Over the sound of the pitiful crying of the young girl, I tried to recall the moments before I’d fired. The creature wasn’t fighting me; she was issuing a warning. When I backed away, she didn’t attack me; she was fleeing to get to her child. I didn’t answer his question though, because he wouldn’t listen. In his mind, I was tainted by my choices when it came to Evie. “You can’t kill a child.”

“What would you have me do instead? Release it into the wild to be free to hunt anyone unlucky enough to come across it? Take it back and give it to the Assessors to have their fun?”

With his words it was clear that it didn’t matter what I did from there, the child was already doomed. I’d destroyed the rest of her life the moment I’d fired the first shot. I couldn’t allow a child to have to face the Assessors. Trying not to think about the consequences of my actions so far or of what might happen next, I closed my eyes and whispered, “Do what you have to then.”

Without a backward glance, I skidded down the rocks until I was on the flat ground and then I ran.

I’d probably covered a quarter mile before the sound of a gunshot rang out into the air, causing me to pause for a moment. An instant later, I gathered up my bearings and began to run again; only now there was no solace in the movement.





 




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN





AFTER RUNNING AS far as my legs would carry me, I’d hitchhiked back to our motel in Deming. Despite an hour of scrubbing in the shower, I felt no cleaner and decided I needed a drink or six to clear the images of the screaming child and murdered mother from my mind. 

In that moment, there was barely a choice about letting Evie back into my heart. She was already there.

Almost the instant I’d seen the consequences of my choices, Evie had been back with me, whispering all the things she’d tried to tell me from the beginning. She’d been right; my family was nothing more than common murderers. 

And I was just like them. 

In fact, I was worse because I’d felt that what we did was wrong for the longest time and yet I did it anyway.

Desperate for a drink, I clenched my fists and made a beeline for the bar. It was almost four hours since I’d shot the woman, and I needed something to wipe the image from my mind. When I found the nearest open establishment, I walked straight to the bar, nodded to the bartender to get his attention, and ordered a scotch on the rocks.

When the bartender asked for my ID, I slid my license across without batting an eyelid. It stated that I was twenty-one even though I was still a number of months away. Of course, I’d had IDs that stated I was twenty-one for at least the last four years. The bartender cast a cursory glance over it and then pushed it back to me.

The instant the drink was in front of me, I tipped the cup to my lips, downing the contents in one gulp. I lifted my fingers to indicate to the bartender to give me another. This time, I sat cradling the glass between my hands and trying to find the answers to my dilemmas in the amber liquid. 

Knowing that my family would assume I’d gone AWOL if I didn’t contact someone soon, and fully aware of the potential consequences of that assumption, I fumbled for my cell phone and sent a text to Eth to let him know where I was.

It had been a bit of a dick move leaving him alone to deal with the fallout of my fuckup—not that he’d ever agree that I screwed up by shooting the cat. None of my family would. If anything, they were probably out celebrating the fact that I had the balls to fire on a monster at all after Evie.

In most of our other cases since my retraining, I’d run backup and had never taken the lead. We’d even had Ben’s help on a couple of cases, which had been both a positive and a negative. It had meant that I could sink further back and not have to fight, but he was a sick son-of-a-bitch and seemed to derive pleasure from the hunt, more so than even Lou, and that was hard to put up with for too long.

Half an hour, and three more doubles later, Eth sidled up beside me and nodded at the bartender to order the same.

“Okay, cut the bullshit. What’s going on?” he asked as he leaned forward onto the bar.

If I opened my mouth to answer him, I had no idea what might come out. It was safer just to pretend he hadn’t spoken, so that’s what I did. I ignored his presence entirely and continued to assess the contents of my drink, trying not to let rogue thoughts into my mind.

“You don’t seem like yourself right now,” he said, his worry clear in his voice.

I shrugged. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

“It is.”

“Why?” I watched the ice slide around inside my glass as I tilted it back and forth—anything to ensure I didn’t have to examine the disappointment and anger that was sure to be written on Eth’s features if I looked over to him.

“Because last time you didn’t seem like yourself, you left us.”

The concern in his voice made me sigh in surrender. “Maybe I just don’t like who I am very much lately.”

“I get that you had a panic attack or something out there today, but are you going to turn into a whiny bitch now and discuss all of your feelings?” He took a sip of his drink. “This ain’t Oprah, you know?”

I shook my head and threw back the rest of the scotch. “I guess I just don’t understand why we do this.”

“Do what?”

“Hunt. Kill.” I shrugged. “Murder,” I added, because that was what it had felt like for me as I watched the woman die—at my hand.

He stared at me, slack-jawed, as if it was impossible for him to process the words I was saying. Especially after having emerged from retraining an apparently fixed man a little less than six months earlier.

“It’s not murder though,” he explained in a slow tone, “because they’re not human.”

“Who’s to say what’s human though?” I realized my words echoed those ones that Evie had asked me months ago. Who had the right to decide that her mother, Emily, had to die?

“Are we here for a metaphysical discussion or to have a few drinks?”

Leaning forward against the bar, I shrugged again. “You’re the one who brought it up.”

“You’re the one who’s been crying into a glass of scotch like a pussy for the last half hour.”

“Look, I know you don’t get it, but I realized today that I don’t care what anyone else thinks. I don’t agree with everything we have to do. The little girl . . . it could have been Evie. There was an attack on her when she was young.”

“It should have been.” He twisted his glass in his hands. “At least then she wouldn’t have been able to sink her claws into you.”

Without a thought, I turned and swung at him. When I toppled off-balance with my terribly aimed swing, I realized just how much the doubles I’d been drinking had affected my coordination, especially with my empty stomach. Eth easily deflected my blow, and a second later, my face was pressed against the bar and his hand was on my neck.

“Not cool,” he murmured against my ear. “Try it again, and I’ll break your nose. I don’t give a shit if you’re my brother.”

Eth waved away the watchful eye of the bartender as he released his hold on me, giving me a shove as I stood.

“You can’t talk like that about Evie,” I muttered in response. “She i—was important to me.” I cursed the liquor for my near slip of the tongue.

If I’d said “is” it probably would have tipped him off to the fact that Evie was still alive—or at least that she had been when I’d last seen her. Through everything, I’d done so well to keep that secret hidden from them all. The last thing I needed was for a misplaced word to screw it all up. If they knew she’d survived, it would mean the sacrifice I’d made in leaving her—the ache in my heart as I recalled the way she looked at me with so much hurt in her eyes—would be meaningless. The last six months of my life, would be meaningless.

“You’re right,” Eth said.

For half a second, I thought that maybe I was finally getting through to him, but his next words shattered that illusion.

“I don’t get it. What could possibly have made you turn your back on everything you’ve ever known for her? I mean sure, for a monster she wasn’t bad on the eyes, but she’s still a freak.”

I scrubbed the back of my neck as my stomach rolled. Words to defend Evie burned my tongue, but I worried that by doing releasing them, I risked betraying the fact that she was still alive. I rested my head back against the lacquered bar surface, gazing up at him through one eye.

“I don’t know how to explain it,” I murmured into the wood grain. “She just made me feel like every part of me was on fire all at once.”

He rolled his eyes. “Uh, dude, that’s kind of the point of a phoenix.”

“Not like that,” I said with my irritation clear in my voice before pushing myself upright again. “I mean that no matter how far away from her I got, she was there. Her image is printed on my brain and every time I close my eyes, she’s right there. Even sitting here knowing that she’s—”

I cut myself off at the last possible second; I had been so close to saying “out there somewhere.” Resigned to the fact that I would never be able to make my family see what I had, I issued a heavy sigh and tried anyway. 

“She just made parts of me feel alive, like I just wanted to climb inside of her body and share that feeling with her forever.”

He snorted. “I know exactly which part of you wanted to climb inside which parts of her, and that part I can totally understand, but couldn’t you at least choose someone of your own species. I mean first a harpy, then this phoenix. What’s next?”

I nearly choked on my drink. Of course he would bring up the harpy. I was fifteen when I’d had an almost deadly case of hot for teacher—Miss Podarge. My English teacher. With her silken black hair, wide, bright green eyes, and absolutely banging body, she was the star of many wet dreams—not just mine but of almost all of the boys in the school.

For some reason, which the boys around me didn’t understand, she’d taken an almost immediate interest in me when I transferred to the school. Barely a week after I’d started, she asked me to stay after class. The boys teased me as they left, taunting me for being the teacher’s pet, but I knew from previous locker room talk that they were all secretly wishing it was them who got to spend an extra couple of minutes in her presence.





“MISTER JACOBS.” Her voice was honey and sunshine. When I looked up, her gaze met mine—captivating and mesmerizing. There was something about her that sounded alarm bells in my head, but I couldn’t ignore the pull she had over my hormones. She walked over and sat on the edge of my desk. I slid my chair to the side to accommodate her. 

The position left my shoulder brushing against her knee. The only thing that could pull my gaze from her eyes was the sight of her pale, creamy thigh that peeked out from beneath her pinstriped skirt as she crossed her legs. I wondered what color her panties were, and whether I would be able to see them if I shifted slightly to the right. 

“I’m sure you know why I asked you stay back.”

I shook my head dumbly before trying to glance up toward her face again. Instead, my gaze only traveled as far as the top button on her shirt, which strained under the weight of her breasts and was barely clinging to the buttonhole. I fantasized about how easy it might have been to flick that button undone before shifting in my seat uncomfortably.

With a smile, Miss Podarge leaned forward to rest one hand on the edge of my desk. She lifted her other toward me. Her perfectly manicured finger touched underneath my chin, and she guided my face up to meet her gaze with her bright-red, talon-like nail.

“That’s exactly what we need to talk about,” she purred as she dipped her eyes down toward her cleavage, causing my gaze to fall back onto the straining button. “I’ve seen you watching me.”

She uncrossed her legs before crossing them again the other way, allowing her to lean closer to me. The brief motion had shown me the answer to the question I’d had a few minutes earlier. 

Red. 

Her chest was almost directly in line with my mouth. If Eth were in my position, he would have said or done something witty, and she’d be putty in his hands. Then he would’ve stood and claimed her lips. That’s how it seemed to work with the girls he dated at least. I couldn’t seem to think of any witty words though—words in general were beyond me in that moment.

“I know what you are,” she purred, dragging her nail up along my chest, causing me to sit up at attention in front of her. Then her nail continued around the neck of my T-shirt until she reached the gold chain around my neck. With a look of disgust on her face, she lifted the pendant so that the dove was lifted and on display for her. “But you won’t hurt me, will you?” The sweetness left her voice, replaced by cold steel.

I found myself shaking my head. My body felt like it was on autopilot, and I couldn’t fight, even if I wanted to. I didn’t want to though; she was too beautiful to harm.

“Your family wants to hurt me, don’t they?”

I lifted my eyes to hers. Did they? That was why we’d moved to that school—the stories of the boys going missing. I nodded.

Using the hold she had on my chain, she pulled me to a standing position and then guided me in front of her. She parted her legs and pulled me into the space between them. She wrapped her perfect thighs around me and dragged my head down to be level with hers as she brushed her lips against my cheek. “You don’t want them to hurt me, do you?”

She threaded her fingers into my hair and guided my mouth to hers. With the permission granted by her touch, my hands grew bold and caressed her hips, guiding her pelvis toward mine.

“That’s a good boy,” she whispered against my lips. “You want me, don’t you?”

I found myself nodding again as I pushed the skirt she was wearing higher up her legs and brushed my fingers along the outside of her thighs.

“That’s good, because I can guarantee you the time of your life. Being with me . . . it’s worth dying for.”

She reached for one of my hands and shifted it to her blouse. She tipped her head back as my hand clasped around her bra.

The classroom door smashed open.

“Fuck, Clay, you were supposed to keep her busy. Not get busy with her!” Eth whined before lifting the shotgun into position.

Miss Podarge screeched in my ear, and the spell she had over me was instantly shattered. I shoved her away from me, intending to put some distance between us before Eth was ready to fire, but she lashed out first, striking at the left side of my body with her talons and tearing through the thin material of my shirt and into my skin with barely any effort. I cried out in pain as I clutched at my shoulder and rolled away from her.

“Fuck!” I shouted as the harpy’s disguise fell away and her true self was revealed: all luminous green eyes and almost scaly gray skin. “Just shoot the bitch already, Eth.”





“THE HARPY was completely different,” I argued.

“How so?” he challenged.

“She manipulated my teenage hormones to control me, like a form of hypnosis.” I shuddered at the memory of the complete loss of control I’d felt. “It wasn’t like that with Evie.”

“Are you sure? How do you know it’s not part of her charm to be able to enchant you?”

“Wouldn’t I know if she had? I felt the harpy’s hold.” I’d felt the vamp’s presence.

“I don’t know, man. Maybe a phoenix has a subtler ability. Who the hell would know? It’s not like there’s a ton of lore around them.”

I ordered another drink as I thought about what he’d said. Was it possible that Evie had cast some sort of spell over me? It certainly explained the fact that I’d been obsessed with her since our first encounter in Ohio over two and a half years ago.

“I get that it’s hard to make the tough calls,” Eth said, pulling me from my internal musings. “Today was a tough call, but it was also the right thing to do.”

I looked up at him, desperate to believe his words even though I didn’t see how I could. How could killing a mother in front of her child ever be the right thing?

The bartender placed two more drinks in front of us, and Eth slid mine over to me. “I called it in after you left. It was a púca—they’re a distant relative of the fae.”

That knowledge gave me unexpected relief. Fae didn’t always attack, but they could. When they did, they were capable of evils that no other species came close to. The image of Lou’s scars flashed into my mind.

“Look, you’re my brother. I don’t mind cleaning up your messes, but you need to be committed to this life or it will get you killed. Or maybe your partner. As said partner for the moment, I’m telling you to straighten the fuck up.” He noticed a redhead at the end of the bar smiling coyly at him and he nudged me. “Then again, maybe you just need to find the right sort of something to distract you from your hours of wallowing.”

I shook my head. “I don’t think I can do that.”

It felt like an insult to the almost-but-not-quite completely innocent encounters I’d shared with Evie to even contemplate being with another woman.

“Whatever man.” He shrugged. “I just miss my brother, the one who knew how to hunt with me and then have a little fun afterward.”

His words made me recall the time, back when Evie was still nothing more than a dream based on a memory from high school, when Eth and I would finish a hunt and then stumble into the local bar together to find some girls. It had all seemed so innocent back then. So easy. 

Of course, that had been before I’d experienced the passion of love—something not even an encounter with the most attractive stranger could come close to emulating.

Clearly realizing I wasn’t taking part in his debauchery, he left me and sauntered over to the girl who leaned closer to him as they spoke. Her brunette friend gave me a smile that seemed to say: “Can you believe them?”

An hour, and God only knows how many drinks, later—not long after Eth had left with the redhead—the brunette and I were locked in a passionate kiss. Although I couldn’t say how it happened, I wasn’t in a hurry to stop it either. I was fairly certain that I hadn’t initiated the contact, but being able to do something other than mourn things that I could never have and hate myself for the choices I’d made was actually something of a relief. 

Feeling desire and need, even if it was only through the haze of a boozy night, was definitely preferable to yet another night spent drinking myself into oblivion.

The next morning, I woke with a raging hangover, a naked brunette draped across my body, and a newfound level of disgust for myself.









CHAPTER NINETEEN





“MORNING.” THE GIRL’S voice was croaky, which probably had a lot to do with us being so close to the fire the night before. She offered me a watery smile that echoed many of the things I felt myself—uncertainty, doubt, and the effects of very little sleep.

“Hi.” I attempted my own weak grin.

Natalie, the latest victim of my need for solace, took courage from my grin and pressed her lips against my shoulder. Her eyes asked the question her lips refused to, “What happens now?”

It was the question I could never answer, at least not the way some of them had expected. The response was inevitably an answer I didn’t want to give. I hated letting anyone down, even a stranger whom I barely knew.

Despite that, every so often—when the guilt, or grief, or disgust became too much to handle on my own—I searched for the comfort that could only be found in the arms of another. Even if I was upfront about only wanting companionship for one night with no attachments, some women hoped I would change my mind after a night spent getting to know them. Maybe that assumption was right for some men, but for me it didn’t matter who the girl was—how pretty, or clever, or funny she was—it always started and ended the same way.

At first, I let everything go. My mind reacted to the attention I received, and my body responded to the touch of another. When that happened, my head and body took my heart captive and refused to allow it to guide me. 

Eventually though, usually in one spectacular instant of self-hatred, it all came crashing down. 

My heart, forever searching for the piece it missed—the part that I’d left with Evie—forced me to recall the perfect touch, the feeling of fire inside my veins, and a blaze in my heart. When that happened, the woman I was with, no matter how perfect or wonderful she was, would become substandard by comparison. 

In that moment, it was over. 

Even the most sensual touch couldn’t guide me back to a place where I held any real interest in enjoying the embrace of a stranger.

In an attempt to stave off that feeling for longer, I’d tried so many things with some of the women to simulate the warmth I craved—from adjusting thermostats to playing with candle wax. It never worked though; it was never enough to emulate the way Evie held my heart and blazed through my veins when we kissed. My mind tormented me with possibilities of how it would have felt to take Evie in my arms properly—to hold her like I’d held the random women I’d tried to forget her with.

It had been three days since I’d first met Natalie, and forty hours since she’d invited me back to her place for a nightcap. We’d spent the majority of that time wrapped up together. 

We hadn’t been clothed at all in that time. In fact, the meals we’d shared consisted solely of leftovers from her fridge consumed together while sitting naked at the end of her bed. The alcohol had flowed freely, and we’d only napped together for as long as we could before need overtook us again.

“What’s on the menu this morning?” she asked with a delighted smirk on her face as she moved to hover over me.

As usual, my body reacted instantly to the surplus of nubile, naked skin at my fingertips and, for all intents and purposes, I was ready to respond to the signals she was giving me. Only my heart was finally fighting free of the hold my hormones had over it. It had taken almost forty hours this time—a new record. Yet it wasn’t enough. Not for the first time, I wished Evie hadn’t ensnared my heart so thoroughly, holding it captive in an unknown place—possibly thousands of miles away.

Ignoring Natalie’s advances, I dropped my head back down against the pillow. I should have known it was close to the end when I’d insisted on screwing her next to her open fireplace. With the heat of the flames licking at my skin, I had closed my eyes and pretended Natalie was someone else for precious seconds at a time. Squeezing my eyes tightly closed during the quiet lulls between her gasps of delight, I’d been able to imagine I was with the one I really wanted.

My fingers found their way into Evie’s hair; my mouth had pressed against Evie’s lips. For stolen moments of time, Natalie faded away to be replaced by the one I wanted more. It wasn’t fair to anyone. Not Natalie, not Evie, and certainly not me.

Unable—or perhaps unwilling—to notice my disinterest, Natalie kissed her way across my shoulder until she reached my neck. Her breasts pillowed against my arm, but the feeling no longer elicited any need or desire in me. I felt nothing—I was little more than an empty vessel incapable of feeling anything for anyone other than the one person I could never have.

I pulled away from Natalie’s embrace and reached for my pants. No matter how many awkward morning afters I’d endured in the six months since the first night I’d fallen into bed with a stranger, I never got used to them. Maybe it was because I didn’t bed women with the regularity that Eth did, or see it as the sport he seemed to. Somehow, he’d perfected the art of remaining friends—and had a network of useful contacts that sprung from his conquests.

“Natalie,” I said with a sigh. “I think we need to talk.”





AS I left Natalie’s apartment for the first, and last, time, the guilt over the way I’d ended it raced through my mind. She hadn’t taken the news as well as some, but it had definitely gone better than others. She hadn’t threatened me with castration or pulled a weapon on me at least. She’d known from the beginning that I wasn’t interested in anything more than a casual fling, and just like the others, she’d said at the beginning that she wasn’t either.

“It just felt like something had changed last night, by the fire,” she’d said as her tears began to fall. The sentiment echoed in my mind long after our conversation finished. The words twisted through my body, weighing down my limbs. It was as if I’d deliberately led her on and let her believe what I felt was love. I couldn’t tell her the reason for the change though. At least, not without risking hurting her further by explaining that what she’d felt had been nothing more than a weakened echo of my feelings for someone else.

It was the final straw though, the one moment that made me see how selfish I’d been. Regardless of whether I was upfront about what I wanted or not, it was wrong to want to find someone to screw away my guilt and self-hatred. The girls I’d been with deserved better than the broken man I’d become, and I deserved more than a meaningless fuck. 

I made a resolution with myself to not fall into the trap again. From that moment on, I wouldn’t screw anyone until I actually felt something for them. Something, anything, even if it was little more than a shadow of the memory of Evie’s hold on me.

As I thought of Evie the guilt and pain worsened. I wondered where the hell she was and whether she’d found a place where she could be safe. Had she found someone else that made her happy, someone whose past didn’t add to the dangers she faced? Or was she destined to live her life within the shadows of the past like me?

There was one question that burned me more than any other.

Had I meant as much to her as she meant to me?

Could she have moved on already as if I was nothing more than a temporary love interest?

The fact that she might have been killed barely entered my mind, mostly because it was too painful to even consider, but also partly because I didn’t believe it was true. Somewhere in the depths of my aching heart was the certainty that she was alive. It was likely my own blind hope, but it gave me the peace I needed to not recklessly track her down and bring danger back into her life.

It wasn’t enough to stop me from keeping an eye on new cases logged into the Rain systems though, always dreading the moment another phoenix case crossed onto the radar. Whenever I checked that, I inevitably looked up the case file for both Emily and Evie—hoping that enough time had passed that the search wouldn’t raise any red flags in the system.

When I looked up Emily’s file, it was purely to examine her photos. It was uncanny how similar she looked to the one I missed, and it was easy to fool myself that it was a photo of Evie. Whenever I closed Emily’s file, I always looked over Evie’s to remind myself that despite the belief of everyone in the Rain, she wasn’t dead. Every time I read Eth’s debrief notes about how she’d leaped from the car into the river, I was reminded of her appearance when I’d seen her a few hours later—muddied but alive. When I read his assumptions about the water quelling the fire that should have destroyed her, I recalled the fire that claimed her father’s life. 

It was dangerous to have such an interest in her, and I’d tried not to, but since the incident in New Mexico with the púca, my time with Evie had played on my mind that much more.

I’d even considered running another photo of Evie through the photo recognition software, but I couldn’t be certain that my actions weren’t being monitored. Although the hierarchy would probably frown upon my looking over the old files, they wouldn’t stop me as it wasn’t technically hurting anything and I hadn’t made a move to leave again. 

It wouldn’t raise their suspicions about any possibility of Evie having survived. If they were watching and I ran a live search for Evie, it would tip them all off to the fact that she was still alive. As desperately as I longed to see Evie one more time, I couldn’t risk that.

Trying to push all of my emotions from my mind, I checked my cell phone to see if there was anything there that could take my mind off everything for a while.

Kenora, Ontario. Three days.

The message from Dad didn’t say what we’d be facing or how many of us would be needed, but I didn’t care. It was a distraction and that was exactly what I needed. The cycle I’d fallen into—rotating between using girls and murdering monsters as a distraction—was ridiculous. I knew that, but I hadn’t been able to think of any way to break free. At least, not in a way that didn’t involve hunting Evie to the ends of the Earth and endangering her life again.

Thoughts of a reunion, however impossible it may be, had been growing in regularity, and the desire I felt for one was enough to send a warm feeling racing through my veins, chasing away the cold dread.

Maybe everyone was right. Maybe her hold over me is something more sinister than just simple desire.

Before I could over-examine every minute of the time I’d spent with Evie, for perhaps the fiftieth time, I dialed Eth’s number to see whether he knew anything more about the assignment. I hadn’t seen him in almost two weeks, not since we’d spent a week freezing our asses off camping near Mount St. Helens in Washington, trying to find a tribe of skoocooms spotted in the area. Since then we’d all been on R&R, waiting for confirmation of our next case.

“Get your ass out of bed,” I said before he’d had a chance to say anything more than a sleep-muffled greeting.

“What time is it?” he muttered. The sound of the phone being shifted crackled in my ear and then his voice came back onto the line. “You do realize it’s not even nine yet, don’t you?”

“Did you get the text from Dad?”

“Dude, I only answered your call because I thought it might be an emergency. Which it’s clearly not, so I’m going to go now.”

Before he’d even given me a chance to respond, he’d hung up. I didn’t want to call Dad; he and I’d still had a relationship that could only be called tenuous—it had been like that between us ever since they’d found me in Charlotte. Instead, I called Lou.

“To what do I owe the pleasure? You haven’t fallen for a sasquatch have you?”

Even with so few words, she was able to piss me off. If I could have reached down the phone and slapped her, I probably would have. It was a reminder why I liked to be teamed with Eth—at least he put up with my shit.

“What’s in Canada?” I asked rather than biting back over her sarcastic remark. She’d been Dad’s favorite for years, long before I’d screwed up, so I knew she’d already have the inside track.

“A wendigo.”

“Why are we needed then? That’s not exactly a priority case.” The words had already left before it struck me as a little strange that a wendigo would even be active in February. It should have been in hibernation. For the creature to be hunting during winter, it meant that it mustn’t have gathered enough prey to last through the winter. It was rare, but it did happen on occasion.

“This one is. It’s slipped through the net of five local teams and the death toll keeps rising.”

Useless fucking morons. A wendigo could be a slippery creature, but so long as you kept your wits about you and had the right tools, they were a relatively simple beast to kill.

“Fine. Tell Dad I’ll be there.”

“I’m not your damn secretary. Tell him yourself.”

“Whatever.” I hung up before she could get under my skin any further.

Every time we saw each other lately, it descended into a slinging match about how terrible a person I was for leaving the family and developing a conscience. How I’d broken our father’s heart, even if he’d never show it. That I was the one responsible for all the various fractures that had torn our family apart. I was sick of the bullshit and blame, but I didn’t know what else I could do about it either. She was still my sister; they were all still my family. Even though sometimes it felt like they hated me, I knew it was only my actions they disliked. It still sucked though.

I’d learned it was easier to avoid facing my sister when I could and that we definitely didn’t work well together.

Understanding there was no point hanging around and waiting for Lou’s attitude to change or for Eth to put his dick back in his pants long enough to arrange anything, I decided to book my own flights and just meet everyone else in Canada. If nothing else, I could get a jump-start on the research we’d need to find out why the wendigo was hunting so early—or late, depending on how you looked at it—and exactly how it was able to evade capture.

A little over a day later, I was jogging on a snow-covered track alongside the highway in Canada. I was miles away from the town, and heading farther away. None of my family were in Kenora yet, and I couldn’t stay cooped up in the motel just waiting for them.

Even though I’d told myself I was heading up to Canada early to get a head start on the research, the moment I’d booked into a motel, all I wanted to do was escape. I wanted the freedom of not having to feel—the freedom only burning lungs, aching legs, and a pounding heart would give me—so I’d changed into a pair of sweats and an old T-shirt. Because of the cold winter, I pulled on my favorite hoodie to keep me warm until my blood started to pump.

I headed north until I hit the Kenora bypass, and then I followed that road. Even though I had no destination in mind, my body itched with the need to be . . . somewhere. When my feet hit Dufresne Island, I left the road and headed into the trees. The conifers swallowed up the road behind me after only a fraction of a mile. 

I was alone. 

Stopping for breath, I leaned forward against one of the evergreens and ignored the dread I felt that I’d soon have to head back to the motel and tell my family I’d arrived.

I’ll just enjoy a few more minutes out here first.

Under the peace and quiet of the trees, it was easy to imagine a different world. One where I hadn’t been raised in a family who wanted to destroy the girl I loved. I turned to rest my back against the trunk of the conifer and allowed thoughts of Evie to fill my mind. 

For the first time in forever, I chose to forget the guilt that always rushed through me when I thought of her. With the perfect moments we’d shared running on repeat through my head, I closed my eyes and relived it all. Hidden away in an unspoiled corner of the world, I was with her again, if only in my mind.

“Hey stranger,” her voice whispered in my ear. “I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you too, Evie,” I choked out. “So much.”

Once I let her in, truly let every memory and desire overtake me, I longed to start running again and keep going—never stopping until I found her. I knew it was useless, but that didn’t stop me from imagining what I might do with her, and to her, if it wasn’t. 

So many of the unique experiences I’d encountered during my flings came flooding back, but I imagined Evie in the place of the random girls I’d been with. A groan of desire mingled with heartbreak escaped from me.

I was fully engrossed in a number of different fantasies when a low, graveled growl nearby reverberated through the forest. My eyes snapped open, and all images of Evie were flushed instantly from my mind. The sound wasn’t an entirely natural one. It hadn’t come from an animal, of that much I was certain. Strengthening the nerves that the memories of Evie had frayed, I fell straight into survival mode.

My gaze traveled around the forest, assessing every area with the tiniest glance and trying to find anything that was outside of the ordinary. A too-fast flash of gray between the trees stilled my heart before sending it pounding straight into my throat. 

Although I couldn’t see any details of the creature because of its rapid movement, I could fill in the blanks from memory. The face of a wendigo was enough to give most people nightmares, but for me it was nothing more than a mask of evil—something that marked it as a monster that deserved death. It was what distinguished it from the creatures like Evie.

Because a wendigo was impossibly fast and inhumanely strong, I had no chance of fighting the thing off alone. Worse, I had nothing on me that I could use to destroy the beast. Even my usually ever-present gun was back at the motel so that I could go on a proper run and not have to worry about the holster rubbing and chafing. Not that it would have mattered much fighting against a wendigo—the only thing a bullet would do to such a creature was piss it off.

Trying to keep track of the rapid movements of the rail-thin beast that was circling around me, I reached my hand into my pocket and slipped out my cell. Lifting it slowly, I pressed the call button, knowing it would redial the last person I’d spoken to. Because the only people I called with that particular cell were my family, I knew I’d have one of them on the line in almost no time. Whether it would be in time for me, given the fact that they weren’t even in Canada yet, would remain to be seen. There was still a whole day before Dad’s deadline. I could only hope that at least one of them had decided to come early like I had.

Despite foolishly wandering into the hunting ground of a wendigo—possibly even the one that had evaded capture for so long that we’d been sent to investigate—without the required weapons, I wasn’t a complete idiot. The members of my family were the only ones that I could trust to get me out alive, and they would if there was any possibility to do so. Even if they arrived too late for me, by calling them I would at least give them a good idea of the hunting ground of the creature.

Once more I wondered about the possible reasons for the creature hunting in the winter. It was likely that the beast had simply ravished its supply of live humans for winter quicker than it anticipated. Possibly it didn’t create a store for some reason. 

Either way it most likely meant that the thing was hungry—or at least, hungrier than usual given that they were renowned for being insatiable. If the beast was seeking an immediate meal rather than prey for storage, the situation was immensely more dangerous for me. There was little I could do about it either way, the end result was the same—it needed to be destroyed.

“What now?” Lou’s voice came down the line.

Fuck! I cursed inwardly as I recalled that her number was the last I’d dialled. Not wanting to risk drawing the wendigo’s attention if I hadn’t already garnered its interest, I didn’t reply.

“Clay?” she asked with a voice ringing with concern.

Just as I would have if the situation had been reversed, she had to know that there was only one reason I wouldn’t have responded to her quip in some way—even if it was just to tell her to fuck off. The lack of a response was a clear sign I was in danger. She bit out a few choice cuss words before fumbling with the phone, no doubt to place it between her head and her shoulder to free up both her hands.

I heard the sound of her fingers tapping against a keyboard at a rapid pace.

“You stupid ass, you went up there alone,” she hissed after a moment. She must’ve tracked my signal. 

The sound of her cell hitting the desk as she raced away from it echoed in my ear. She left the call open—no doubt so that the trace would remain active in case I was dragged away to another location.

Knowing I’d done all I could do to warn my family where I was and that they would arrive as quickly as they could, I locked my cell phone screen and slipped it into the pocket on the front of my hoodie. I ran through my options for evading the hunting wendigo. 

I wasn’t certain whether it had spotted me or not, but either way, my scent would draw it before long, especially since I could feel the remnants of sweat from my run cooling rapidly against my skin in the frozen winter air. My rapid heartbeat was sure to be another dead giveaway.

Sticking close to the trees, I picked my way back toward the road. By the time I’d taken three steps, I’d lost track of the monster. Another flash of gray moved ahead of me, and I stilled. A few yards in front of me, the creature stopped and then stood to its full height.

From my position, every inch of ashen flesh was clear. The creature’s skin stretched too thin around thickened bones. A little over seven foot, the emaciated frame of the beast appeared to tower higher than that—so high in fact that it didn’t seem possible for it to be able to remain upright with so little bulk to hold it together. 

It was an illusion of course, because fine, wire-like, banded muscles twitched and rippled as the creature moved. It shifted forward and sniffed at the air before turning to look right at me. Eyes void of all life and sunken too far into their sockets stared in my direction. For a moment, I could have sworn the damn thing smiled—if that was actually possible with its decayed lips and twin rows of dilapidated teeth. 

Without letting the creature out of my sight, I retreated with creeping steps, only stopping when my back smacked against a tree that blocked my path. With a deliberate slowness, like a cat playing with a mouse before going for the kill, the wendigo stepped closer to me. In that moment, I wished I’d brought something that could create fire—the wendigo’s one weakness.

The thought brought Evie back into my mind. If she’d been there with me she could have given us both a decent fighting chance against the foul thing. I brushed my hands over my face as I began to accept the fact that I was going to die. Only I didn’t want to die without seeing Evie one more time. I wanted to live, but I had no weapons, no hope of outrunning the monster, and no way to escape.

If I was indeed a goner, there was no reason not to say goodbye to my family. I reached into the pocket on the front of my hoodie to retrieve my cell, but my hand brushed against something else instead. Something small and plastic.

A lighter.

The last time I’d worn the hoodie was when Eth and I had gone camping. The lighter must have been left in there since then. I gripped it between my fingers and felt real hope for the first time since the growl had pulled me from my thoughts.

The lighter would’ve been through the wash, and there was no guarantee that it would have survived the treatment. 

All I had was hope it would still work.

A working lighter in my hands was as good as a gun—if not better considering what I was up against. The beast was right in front of me when I whipped my hand out of my pocket and flicked the lighter. It sparked and . . . nothing.

Fuck.

I flicked the lighter again. Once more, it sparked but there was still no flame. The hope I’d started to believe in faded away. A giant arm, tipped with sharpened claws, reached for me, and I ducked out of the way at the last second, dropping the lighter as I tried to flick it a third time.

Twisting to avoid another super-fast attack from the wendigo, I leaped toward the ground where the lighter had fallen, clutching at a branch on a tree for support. My other hand fumbled in the snow-covered bracken for the lighter. Once I had it between my fingers, I flicked it once more. Mercifully, a tiny flame burst from the end.

I rolled over onto my back, holding the small flame in front of me like a beacon and then pressed the end of the branch against it. The wood sparked and spat as the fire initially refused to take.

The wendigo backed away from the flame, and I could see it assessing other ways to attack. Pulling myself to my feet carefully, brandishing the burning branch like a weapon, I tried to shift the wendigo away from me. In response, the wendigo moved to one side and lunged forward, no doubt to force me farther from the road. When it was closest to me, I stabbed at it with the flame-covered stick. Knowing I didn’t have long before the wendigo realized that the fire wasn’t quite sufficient enough to cause lasting damage, I moved toward the road as quickly as I could.

The creature hissed and spat, before pulling itself up to its full height and releasing a growl. Its foul breath washed over me, reeking of death and decay. I stepped closer to the freeway, closer to freedom, and then the creature disappeared. I followed the flash of gray as best I could, before it became impossible to trace the blurred figure. I spun on the spot, trying to find it again. The little flame I was holding sparked and smoked as it consumed the branch and moved closer to my fingers.

When I thought I spotted the wendigo heading away from me, I made a break for the road. I ran as quickly as I could, knowing that if I escaped, I’d be back within a day or two, properly equipped and ready to kill the fucker. The speed of the wind rushing past the branch snuffed the fire, and I was once again defenseless. 

I threw the stick away, hoping the sound and scent would distract the wendigo long enough for me to break free.

Using every bit of speed I could muster, I ran toward the freeway.

Before I could take another step, the monster was in front of me again, roaring at me and sending another wave of foul-smelling breath over me. I lifted the lighter and simultaneously flicked the switch with my thumb to light it as I sidestepped the creature. It seemed to anticipate my movement though and shifted in time with me, reaching out a clawed hand and striking my arm, forcing me to drop the one weapon I had. I ducked under the next blow, but the third struck my side, tearing through the hoodie and into my skin. The claws continued into the pocket, tearing it in two and sending my cell phone falling to the ground.

Ducking to grab the cell, I held my finger on the panic button shortcut on the home screen as I rolled away from the wendigo’s next strike. As the app came to life, the loudest, most ear-splitting noise imaginable blared from the speaker. It wasn’t a permanent fix, but it had the effect I’d hoped it would on the sensitive hearing of the wendigo.

The beast shrank away from the sound, and I used the split-second advantage I’d gained to race the rest of the way to the freeway. Knowing that even the presence of other people wouldn’t keep me completely safe, I leaped in front of the first car that passed and climbed inside the instant they pulled up.

The moment I arrived back in the motel, I called Eth’s mobile.

“Fucking hell, man, how are you still alive?” he asked before even saying hello.

“You know me,” I tried to quip, but the fear over just how close I’d come to dying alone in the Canadian wilderness still rang in my voice and made the jibe fall flat. “I’m just lucky.”

“When Lou called around to let us know you were up in Canada and that she thought you were hunting the wendigo alone, we all thought you were a goner for sure.”

I rolled my eyes even though he couldn’t see me. Their doubt pushed away the remnants of the fear. “Gee, thanks for the vote of confidence. I’d be perfectly capable of handling a wendigo on my own you know.”

“Well you haven’t exactly been bringing your A game lately. The fact that you’re up there right now with no back-up just proves it.”

“First, I didn’t come here early to hunt the wendigo. I came to do some research, but I needed to burn off some steam first.” While I spoke to him, I made a makeshift bandage out of an old shirt. The wound on my side was large but not deep. It probably needed stitches, but I could deal with that once I was back in the States.

“So you went to hunt the wendigo to blow off some steam?”

“No, I went for a run to blow off steam.” I rubbed the right side of my temple. This talk with Eth was becoming as tedious as some of the conversations I’d endured with Lou. “I must have just stumbled across its hunting ground.”

“Sure,” he said with a sarcastic edge. He was skeptical whenever Lou or I located a monster before him, refusing to believe us when we said we just felt an unexplained pull in that direction.

“When are you guys coming?” I asked. “We’ll have to deal with this thing sooner rather than later, I think it’s got my scent now.”

He sighed and muttered something under his breath that could have been, “Of course it does.”

“I’m on my way to the airport now,” he said audibly. “Dad and Lou are already there, we’re all flying in together.” Something like, “Like we should have in the first place,” followed in a mumble and then, louder, he said, “We’ll be there in a few hours. Just hang tight ’til then.”

I grabbed their flight details and jotted them down on a motel branded notepad. In return, I gave him the name of the motel I’d booked into and my room number.

After I’d hung up, my exhaustion sank in. I was tired all the time, and I knew why. I was tired of fighting against what I felt for Evie, of fighting with myself to believe that what we did was always the right thing, and of fighting my family to get even a smidgeon of the respect I deserved despite what they thought of me. There were too many pieces inside of me battling for control, and I’d never find peace until one of them was able to win. 

But which one would?

Sick of it all, I leaned backward with a sigh, falling heavily onto the bed.









CHAPTER TWENTY





AT SOME POINT, I must have fallen asleep. 

Once more, Evie haunted my dreams.

We were in the snow-covered forest, the evergreens stretching as high as the eye could see. Evie stalked toward me, her body surrounded by fire that melted the snow around her feet.

“What are you doing, Clay?” The secretive smile she wore so often played on her lips again. “Why did you come back after you’d betrayed me?”

Just like I always seemed to be when I dreamed of her, I was helpless—stuck and unable to move or speak a word in my own defense.

“You told your family I’m a monster,” she accused. Her voice fell flat, almost lifeless. “You told them you didn’t love me.”

The sound of her voice drew the attention of a monster lurking nearby.

“You wouldn’t believe the things I’ve seen since you left,” she taunted, stalking closer to me. Flames danced in her palm and circled around her—the fire under her dominion. “The things I’ve done.”

My voice was silenced, so I couldn’t warn her about the wendigo sneaking up behind her. Despite the snarls and growls that issued from it, Evie’s entire focus was on me.

“The things I’ve had to do to get by without you, Clay. I’ve become a monster.”

My mind tugged at my limbs, trying to wrestle any of them under control enough to do something to stop the wendigo that closed the distance inch by horrifying inch as Evie hurled her hate-filled words at me.

“While you’ve been off screwing other women, I’ve become the very thing you were afraid of.”

The wendigo leaped for her.

Evie’s name tore from me as I woke with shaking hands and a racing heart. 

Before I had time to examine the dream, blinding agony shot from my Achilles straight up my calves before claiming my knees as a plaything. Every individual muscle fiber of my thighs was being plucked and played like strings on a guitar by an invisible specter. 

Rubbing my legs to stave away the pain, I berated myself for not stretching enough before succumbing to sleep. Although it had never happened before, my run had obviously tightened my muscles into knots. The pain in my legs was so bad, it completely distracted me from the ache of the open, weeping wound in my side until I moved and felt the edges of the slice tug apart.

I stood and paced around the room a few times, but rather than helping to loosen the cramps and cease the pain, every step was like walking on daggers. I bounced on my heels and tried stretching my hamstrings, but whatever I did, the agony only worsened.

Pulling on some clean clothes, I headed to reception to see if my family had booked in and left a message or something for me. I hoped that keeping busy would get my mind off the cramping and pain. My hobbling steps to the check-in area didn’t fill me with confidence though.

The walk took at least ten minutes longer than it should have as I kept stopping to rub and stretch the ache in my legs. When I reached the desk, the clerk handed me an envelope that contained a room number. I headed straight to find my family.

Eth was the first to greet me, pulling me into an awkward one-armed hug that clearly said, “I’m glad you’re not dead,” in the most macho way he could. Lou was close behind him, but all I got from her was the bite of her hand slapping across my cheek.

“What the hell was that for?” I placed my palm over the spot to calm the bitter sting.

“You had me so worried, you ass!” she snapped. “Why would you come up here alone? First the phoenix, now this. Do you have a death wish?”

I was glad she didn’t know about the púca child. Eth may have been many things, but he was loyal to family, and when he said he’d keep something secret, he did.

“Leave it, Louise,” Dad’s gruff voice called from behind her. I’d only seen Dad a few times since Charlotte, and he always seemed to have aged exponentially each time. He met my gaze for a fraction of a second, disappeared, and then returned to throw a first aid kit in my direction. “Clay, get yourself fixed up and armed. We’re hunting first thing in the morning.”

Wondering how he’d known I needed first aid, I glanced down at my shirt and saw that the wound was seeping through the temporary bandage I’d fashioned, and my shirt was dotted with blood.

He turned and disappeared into the room again. I caught Eth giving me an odd look, something akin to pity, before glancing away when I met his gaze.

Lou stood there watching after Dad with her hands glued to her hips. 

“Is that it?” she shrieked after him. “If that was me, I’d have been drawn and quartered by now.”

“Lou,” Eth said, shaking his head to stop her. He obviously knew or understood something Lou and I didn’t.

Dad came back out and looked at me for less than a second before turning his gaze onto Lou. “I’d be harder on you because I expect better than that shit from you.”

I gritted my teeth to stop myself from saying the “fuck you” that rose to my lips. I blew out a breath.

“I’m going to get a drink,” I murmured.

“I’ll come with you,” Eth said.

I gave a noncommittal shrug as I walked away.





“YOU’VE GOT to be smarter about these things,” Eth berated me once more. At least when he did it, I could tell it was coming from his place as my big brother, not because he wanted to pretend he was better than me somehow.

I tried to ignore him, but the pains in my legs that were only growing worse by the second and the visions of Evie that burned behind my eyelids seemed to dance to life demanded my attention instead.

“Why didn’t you have your gun? An athame? Something?”

I dropped my glass onto the counter and met his concerned gaze with a steady one of my own. “Have you ever just wanted to run away from everything? Just pick a direction and run for all your worth until nothing matters anymore?”

“Can’t say that I have.”

I looked away from him and picked up my glass again. “Then you don’t know shit about why I wouldn’t have been carrying a weapon. I shouldn’t need to have one on me at all times.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean I’m not sure I want to be part of this bullshit anymore.”

He rolled his eyes. “You’re talking as if you have a choice. You don’t have a fucking choice. It’s who you are. It’s in your blood. Besides, I know you get off on helping people.”

“But not at the expense of killing other people.”

He squeezed his eyes shut. “Again with the people,” he muttered to himself. “Look, I don’t get this whole bender that you’re on. I can’t even pretend to understand it, but I’m here for you, man. If you’re not willing to kill the pretty ones, that’s fine. I’ll step in and do it for you. I’ve told you that. But you need to let us be there for you. The distance between you and Dad is breaking his heart.”

“Yeah, he seems real fucking cut up about it.” It was the same thing Lou had said to me, and I hadn’t believed her either.

“You know as well as I do that he’d rather stab out his eyes with hot pokers than admit to any sort of weakness, but he really is. Family is key. You know that.”

It was the family motto, rolled out whenever they wanted to make me feel like shit. I stretched my heel behind me again, trying to shake the pain that only continued to grow. It felt like Evie’s fire from my dreams had taken hold in my feet and an inferno was raging through my veins.

“What is it?” Eth asked. “You got ants in your pants or something? You’ve been bouncing around like some goddamn circus act all night.”

“I’m fine.” I reached down and rubbed one of my aching calves.

Eth narrowed his eyes at me.

“I’m fine,” I repeated, tossing back the last of my drink. “I’m going to head to bed. I’ll see you in the morning.”

I could feel his eyes on me as I walked out of the bar.

Halfway back to the motel room, my thighs ached so badly that my legs buckled beneath me. It was almost as if some curse had been placed over them, causing them to become more painful as the night wore on. At that thought, concern and understanding over what could be causing the pain dawned on me. I forced myself back up onto my feet and stumbled the rest of the way to my room.

I grabbed my cell phone and tapped in the address of the Rain’s hidden website to log in to the information database. Considering I was in Canada, the cost would be astronomical, but Dad could worry about that shit later. Within a few minutes, my worries were confirmed.

It seemed highly likely that I was suffering from the wendigo curse. I could certainly tick most of the boxes: my feet and legs were cramping and sore—although sore barely began to explain how much agony echoed through every step—and I’d suffered from nightmares during the time I’d nodded off. The only symptom I wasn’t yet displaying was being driven mad to the point of tearing off all of my clothes and disappearing into the night.

If—when—I reached that point, it would likely be too late to save me from being wendigo fodder as I’d be inclined to run straight into his waiting jaw.

I debated ignoring the signs in case I was wrong, but then Eth’s words from earlier came back to haunt me. He was right. The distance between my family and me was as much my fault as it was theirs—maybe I was even more responsible in some ways. Whenever I traveled on my own or hid things from them, I only widened the gap. I owed it to them to be honest about things like this, especially where it concerned my life. I called their room and told Dad about the pain and my diagnosis.

Within ten minutes, Eth was standing at my door with a blanket and a pillow.

“Looks like we get to be bunk buddies tonight,” he said.

I looked back into the room. “There’s only one bed in here.”

“Then you’ll have to squish up to one side, won’t you? We’re not going to leave you alone, and we’re certainly not going to go out looking for this thing in the middle of the night. You might be crazy and suicidal, but we’re not.”

Knowing I had little choice, I relented. If nothing else, I was certain he’d use any force necessary to stop me if I started to tear off my clothes.





WHEN I awoke the next morning, the rays of the sun peeked over the horizon. Eth was already up and dressed ready for the hunt. The outline of his gun was visible at the base of his spine even under his shirt.

“Are you sure that phoenix didn’t have you under a spell?” he murmured, obviously hearing the groan I issued as I woke.

My heart began to beat against my ribcage, almost distracting me from the agony of the cramping in my legs. “Why?”

“You kept calling her name, over and over all night long.” He stood stoic at the window, the words uttered with almost no inflection. The lack of anger in them meant there was no real way for me to react other than with guilt. “If I didn’t know better, I would have guessed you were worried about her.”

I looked away from him, hoping that if he turned toward me he’d miss the look of regret in my eyes at his words. The dreams I’d had during my nap the previous afternoon had continued throughout the night, with a nightmare version of Evie threatening me while the wendigo circled around her. When the wendigo leaped forward to attack her, I shouted a warning to her. Every. Damn. Time.

Eth was silent as he waited for me to respond. He didn’t turn to look at me as he spoke or while he waited for an answer. Considering he was staring out the window that overlooked the motel parking lot, I knew it wasn’t the captivating view that held his attention—rather his almost certain desire to unsettle me. It was clear he was engaging in one of the oldest interrogation techniques in the book.

I stared at him as he stood stock still, his hands resting one underneath the other behind his back. Both palms faced toward me, the V formed by his arms framing his holstered gun almost perfectly. He was as still as a statue. So still I could barely even see his chest moving as he breathed. The silence stretched onward.

“What do you want me to say?” I asked when it became too much for me—it was the oldest technique because it usually worked. “I can’t help who I dream about.”

“If it’s not a spell. She must have sunk her claws deep into you.”

“I’m not going into this again, Eth. I’ve said everything I need to about her. She’s in the past, and I’m trying to move on. I really am trying.”

“How’s the legs?”

“How do you think?” I snapped.

He spun back toward me, masking his concern a second too late. It was clear he hadn’t wanted me to see it. “Well, between the nightmares and pain, I think I should probably count my lucky stars that you’re not stripping right now, shouldn’t I?”

“I think I’ll last until we can kill the damn thing.”

“You sure? I don’t want to take you if I’m going to have to play babysitter or watch your white as snow ass running naked around the woods.”

“If I stay here alone, you won’t know if I reach the rip my clothes off stage,” I said. “Besides, you know if it set the curse, it’ll be waiting for me to return. I can be the bait.”

“True, but fair warning . . . if you start stripping, I may have to shoot you just so I don’t have to see your junk flopping around. Bloodied or not, you can still be bait.”

I wasn’t sure whether to laugh, be offended, or feel relieved that he had no concerns with using me as wendigo chowder. At least it meant he thought I must have been capable of looking after myself—either that or he was sick of having the same arguments with me over and over again.

His cell chimed. “That’s the half hour warning.”

I nodded, before dragging myself from the bed. The instant my feet hit the floor the pain in my legs increased a thousand fold. Every inch of my legs felt like it was simultaneously being stabbed by a thousand hypodermic needles. Eth took a step closer to me when I whimpered with pain, but I held my hand out to stop him. If I was going to be part of the offensive team, I couldn’t be whining about the pain like a child. Instead, I would have to ignore it and hope it went away when the creature finally burned. I swallowed down the cries that threatened to flow from my mouth.

A little under an hour later, we pulled the car off the road near where I’d been confronted by the wendigo. With military precision, the four of us piled from the car, all armed with flares and fire. Once we were out of sight of the road, I moved ahead of the others to act as bait to lure the wendigo out of the depths of the forest.

If I’d been less well trained and had less exposure to horrific and painful tortures in the past, I would have well and truly succumbed to the final stages of the wendigo curse, I pretended it had taken me in its grips. As agreed, I ripped off my hoodie and began to run. Shouting nonsense at the top of my lungs, I raced deeper into the forest. Just before they disappeared from my sight, I saw my family setting up a containment line, digging a trench and setting it alight.

Whatever happens now, they’ll have my back. The trust I felt for them was absolute. Blood was key, after all. I just had to put my trust back in that knowledge.

In my peripheral vision, I saw a flash of gray. I tore off my shirt and made my shouts louder.

Goddamn it’s cold! This better work.

I ran farther ahead. I couldn’t even hear my family anymore. A moment later, a tree crashed down beside me and the foul breath of a wendigo rushed by my cheek. I stopped and rested my hand on the flare gun tucked into a large holster inside the leg of my sweatpants—well, Eth’s sweatpants because they hung looser on my frame and hid the flare gun better.

The wendigo crept closer to me, and I was assaulted by memories of my dreams. In front of my eyes, Evie appeared—life-sized and beautiful as ever. She smiled at me, beckoning me closer, but she stood between the Wendigo and me. It was going to attack her first. 

My knees buckled beneath me with a painful spasm, and I fell heavily onto all fours.

“Take me instead.” I crawled forward on my hands and knees toward the wendigo, pleading with it to leave Evie alone. All thoughts of flares and fighting was gone, the sight of Evie in danger—the result of the curse taking its final, deadly effect.

Walking with slow steps, the wendigo closed in on me. It lifted its clawed hand high and then lashed out to hit me. Already dazed, I couldn’t move to avoid the strike and it smacked against the side of my face.

The blow was just what I needed to shake me from the waking nightmare. The wendigo leaned over me, its thin lips pulled back to reveal a row of sharp, crooked teeth. The beast’s breath tickled over my cheeks; the scent enough to force bile up my throat. It brought the world into crisper focus for a fraction of a second, long enough for me to yank the flare gun out of the holster, aim it into the gap between the wendigo’s teeth, and fire.

When the flash of the flare cleared from my eyes, the wendigo was gone. Dad and Lou flew from the trees, their own flare guns drawn and aiming in the same direction. My gaze followed theirs, and I saw the creature. Half of its face was missing, the heat of the flare burning through the thin skin like tinder. It was a wound, but not necessarily a fatal one yet. If it stopped the fire and was given enough time, it would recover from the injury. It was imperative we destroyed it while it was injured enough for us to have a chance.

I rolled over and pulled myself to my feet, ignoring the continued ache in my legs. The instant I was on my feet, I took off. I reloaded the flare gun while I half-ran, half-dragged my legs in the same direction that the creature had gone. Sensing that it had become the hunted, the wendigo dived from side to side to shake us from its tail. Through its broken mouth, it roared out in an agonized cry.

Another creature, this one even larger than the first, smashed down a trail of trees and stopped in front of us. A pair of wendigos hunting in the same area. This was obviously the reason the creature had been able to evade the locals who’d tried to destroy it. 

It was rare for two wendigos to be in an area together. Rare, but it did happen from time to time. Most of the time it was when a couple chose to take up cannibalism together—when that happened, the wendigo spirit split and took them both. The whys in this case didn’t really matter though. All that mattered was that they both needed to be destroyed.

“Clay, left. Lou, top.” Dad issued orders, coupled with hand motions, which both Lou and I followed without question or hesitation. I aimed for the wendigo on our left, the one that had been tracking me. I allowed for movement and shot the instant I’d lined it up. At precisely the same time, Lou aimed at the head of the second beast and released a flare, distracting it while Dad aimed for its heart.

The fire from the three flares caught quickly on the tinder-like skin of both beasts and they howled in agony as their deaths came in a few fiery minutes. We’d still have to finish the cleanup, and Eth would be responsible for snuffing the containment line once he got the all clear.

Dad turned to Lou and me. “Good job, guys,” he said with a nod.

It was ridiculous how much relief his simple statement filled me with.





 




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE





AFTER THE WENDIGO attack, I’d stayed true to my promises to myself. I hadn’t fallen into bed with anyone since Natalie. Instead, I relieved the ever-present tension by pounding the pavement or reliving my time with Evie in the privacy of a shower.

Ever since I’d allowed her back into my conscious thoughts in Canada, it was almost impossible to give up those memories again. They were far too precious.

Time passed in the same fashion as ever.

Day.

Week.

Month.

Each one was meaningless, and most were filled with death. Before I knew it, my birthday was upon me once again, which meant I had to mentally prepare for the fact that it had been almost two years since I’d left Evie alone after I’d screwed up and ruined her life. 

In some ways, she’d made me a better person; in others she’d made me hate myself. She’d forced me to look at the world through eyes that saw so much gray living and breathing between the lines of black and white in the form of caring, compassionate beings like her.

Regardless of my new view of the world, I still toed the line when it came to my duty. With Eth, it was easy. Even though he didn’t understand my new conscience, he tolerated it just as he’d promised he would. However, not every case was that easy.

Over the months, I’d been forced to pair up with Lou a few times, and without fail those missions were unqualified disasters. Her zeal for death and destruction rivaled only Dad’s. 

She didn’t just kill the creatures; she inflicted maximum pain first.

On one case, we’d stumbled onto a coven of witches. Most scattered instantly, but Lou chanced upon the Priestess in her usual fashion. Unbeknown to me, Lou had dragged a set of old irons and a scold’s bridle with her from Hell. Once Lou captured the Priestess, she’d forced the witch into the torture implements before carving warding symbols into the girl’s skin with the blade of a knife.

“God, Lou, how could you do this?” I’d asked when I found her. 

Blood, red and bright, swelled out of the witch’s wounds and dripped onto the floor.

“She’s evil,” Lou snarled at me. There was a weird glint in her eye that frankly terrified me. In that moment, she appeared to be more of a monster than many of the things I’d hunted over the years. The scars on her arms almost appeared to glow lightly as the knife dug into the witch’s skin.

In contrast, the Priestess didn’t look evil. In fact, she looked downright pitiful. The fight had left her body, and instead of struggling, she convulsed in Lou’s hold. The blood from her wounds hissed and spat like acid as it struck the irons clamped around her wrists, but even that wasn’t enough to convince me she deserved the torture Lou had devised.

Behind the iron contraption on the witch’s head and face, her mouth was forced open, her lips twisted and blistered by the iron. Her eyes were rolled into the back of her head, and a strange gurgling sound issued from her.

I could only imagine the agony the poor wretch was in.

“Get away from her,” I warned, pulling my gun and leveling it at Lou.

“Whatever.” Lou rolled her eyes and tossed her knife away. “But I’m telling Dad about this.”

With a level of care that I now believed creatures deserved until they’d proven otherwise, I pulled the witch into my hold and carefully extracted her from the torture devices Lou had forced her into.

Her body sagged against my arms as I brushed her hair away from her face and did a rudimentary examination of her injuries. A trail of swollen red blisters ran along her face where the iron mask had rubbed against her skin. Her tongue was swollen and bloodied from both the iron and a spike that protruded from the bottom of the mouthpiece of the bridle. Through her obvious pain, she appeared to thank me.

She roused herself a few seconds later, standing in my hold and attempting to mutter a few words. I was on edge, knowing that a witch’s tongue could curse as easily as thank. I could only hope I’d been right to release her.

Lou returned, and before I could react, she’d plunged her knife into the witch’s back. I could tell by the way the woman went slack that Lou had damaged her spinal cord on the way to her lungs

The witch’s breath burbled in her chest and when she exhaled, a stream of blood rushed from her mouth. She fell to the floor, as good as dead before she’d landed.

“That’s what you’re supposed to do,” Lou said in a disgusted tone.

Unable to stomach the sight of my sister, I’d left the room and spent the rest of the night ranting to Eth about what a sadistic bitch she was. In turn, he reminded me that she was only repeating the tortures she’d endured at the hands of the fae.

As always, I got the distinct impression that he thought I was being a little dramatic when I complained about the way all non-humans were treated, before they’d even been investigated. It was a case of implied guilt by breeding, and I hated it. Evie wasn’t like that, and I had no doubt that at least some of the other species were in the same boat. The problem was finding the evidence to prove it.

After that incident, I refused to work with Lou unless I had to, so I was mostly teamed with Eth. He and I had been able to find a happy medium where he took point for all cases where I felt we lacked justification, and I took the lead on most of the others.

By the time Evie’s birthday rolled around again, I almost felt normal. I was still awakened to the new realities of the world she’d shown me, and wasn’t willing to give that up. 

In fact, because of the balance I’d found with Eth, I was more comfortable than ever about what I had to do. I was no longer constantly tied up in knots of guilt and regret about having to choose loyalty to my head or my heart. At some point, they’d both come to some sort of amicable agreement, and I couldn’t have been happier about it.

On the day of Evie’s birthday, I locked myself away, just like I had in the years before; only this time, I was able consider what we’d shared in a celebratory way. For a few precious days, I’d been able to spend time with a wondrous being who made me feel alive and opened my eyes to the real possibilities of the world. It was a relief to think of it that way rather than looking back with regret and anger. I assumed it meant I was finally healing.

“Or her spell is just wearing off.”

It was Eth’s and Dad’s voice that I heard in my head, answering my own thoughts with skepticism. Maybe I had been under some sort of spell, but if that were the case, it was worth for the empowerment I now felt.





“WE’RE GOING on a witch hunt.” Eth threw my bag at me.

“Really? Where?” We rarely deliberately hunted witches because many of the lower level sisters were almost human. It was only the Priestesses and a handful of special coven members who’d forsaken all humanity—and it was unusual for them to make an appearance unless there was a special ceremony. Lou’s victim was a rarity. Or, at least, that was what the Rain had learned from the witch trials centuries earlier.

“There are rumors getting around of a big meet-up in Salem, celebrating something or other. The full moon.” He frowned. “Or maybe it was the new moon. I know it was definitely something to do with the moon and the trials anyway. Regardless, there’s supposed to be three different covens there.”

“Priestesses and all?”

He nodded. “We’ve got three days to prepare.”

“And we’re just going after the Priestesses?”

“Dad said he’s researched the particular covens that are coming, and they’re all maleficium practitioners.”

That meant that even though some of the girls would still be human, they were deliberately causing harm to others, which made me feel a little better about it. When I’d finally come clean to Dad about the fact that I couldn’t blindly kill—I needed justification and evidence—he’d provided me with confirmation, backed up by evidence from the Rain, that the creatures I was hunting were evil.

After a quick stop at Hell to ensure we had the right supplies and information, Eth and I drove down to Salem, Massachusetts in our Lincoln LS V8 while Dad and Lou followed closely behind in the Chevelle. From what I’d gathered, we had a day to prepare before the covens joined up in what they were calling a “convention” at the Hawthorne Hotel on Saturday night.

Under Dad’s instructions, we booked into the Lafayette Hotel and unpacked our equipment. Because witches were mostly human, all weapons could potentially inflict damage but only if the wielder could get close enough to attack. The witches wouldn’t exactly stand still long enough to allow us to kill them—at least not without sending a raft of spells and curses at us first. It was important to diminish their magic before we attacked, so our arsenal consisted of as many defensive items as offensive weapons. By the time we’d finished, small iron slivers, holy water, lighters, protective amulets and gems, as well as our trusty guns and athames, were all laid out on the hotel beds.

After double-checking our inventory and arranging it into smaller bags that we’d smuggle into the Hawthorne Hotel later, Eth and I headed out to scout the streets. 

We had a drink in a couple of different bars before ending up at the Hawthorne Hotel to meet with the local Rain operatives and get the lay of the land. As we passed under the awning for the hotel, I pointed to the statue of a griffin and commented about how much of a pain in the ass they’d be to fight if they’d still existed. Legend had it that the first Rain members of the Hathorne family had destroyed the last one long ago, during the crusades.

Eth and I were on our way back to our hotel room, under the influence of perhaps a drink too many considering what we’d be facing the next day, when we heard the sound of footsteps behind us. Both of us shook off the buzz from the alcohol and gave the area around us a careful assessment. The street was quiet and appeared empty, which most likely meant there was someone or something nearby that didn’t want to be seen.

A muffled giggle sounded through the air, and Eth and I reached for our guns.

“Fuck, it’s gone.” Eth lifted his shirt to reveal an empty holster. He spun quickly on the spot, watching his feet to ensure he hadn’t just dropped it, even though we both knew that wasn’t the case.

“Fae,” I stated as the evidence became clearer. The little fuckers got off on stealing things and playing pranks. Because they could exist on the ethereal plane, it was possible for them to be entirely invisible if they didn’t want to be seen.

Without words, Eth and I closed ranks, walking in a slow, tight circle with our backs pressed against each other.

“We know you’re there,” I called. “Do it,” I whispered over my shoulder to Eth.

I continued to follow the same circle, watching for any sign of the fae. Eth dropped to the floor and drew the rune for protection against fae with chalk. In front of me, two screams issued from the air. I shot in the direction of the sound and an instant later two of the fair-looking foul creatures appeared before us, drained of energy by the protection provided by the rune. I fired once more and my lips twisted upward when one of them cried out in agony as my bullet hit its mark.

One of the fae, a tall, slender female with long blonde, almost pale-white hair reached for her companion. Her face was grief-stricken as she saw the bleeding wound of the black-haired male who was with her.

Watching the pair carefully, I lifted my gun to fire again.

The female pulled on the arm of her fallen companion, trying to drag him away from the circle of protection Eth’s drawing had provided for us. The male fae climbed to his feet and clutched at the wound.

I lined up my shot and fired again, missing by a narrow margin when the fae ducked to the side. With my gun still raised, I followed their retreat, leaving the protection of the circle.

“Clay, don’t,” Eth called behind me. 

I didn’t need to see his face to know the worried look that would be etched onto it. As ruthless as he could be, and as much as he probably wanted the fae dead as well, he also knew the fae were the one type of creature I would hunt to the ends of the Earth—even at the cost of my own life. Charging into the darkness of night, half inebriated, after creatures that could become invisible at whim was more than just crazy. It was suicidal.

The instant Eth’s words registered with the fae in front of me, the female spun around and looked straight at me. Her eyes widened and then she whispered something to her partner before they both disappeared as they left the area Eth had protected.

I refused to holster my gun again even after Eth had convinced me that the coast was clear and we should continue on to the Lafayette.





NEITHER OF us mentioned the fae to Lou or Dad when we met up with them again the following morning. They were both too amped and excited about the witch executions they were planning for that evening for us to reveal that we’d encountered—and failed to destroy—two fairies. It would put Dad in a mood, but worse, it could send Lou shying into herself. If we wanted to survive the night, we all needed to be at the top of our game. 

Instead of talking about the fairies, we discussed final preparations. We agreed that Dad and Lou would arrange disguises for us all while Eth and I went to retrieve the book from the local Rain chapter based out of the Witch History Museum. If the covens were converging on Salem to celebrate something to do with that heritage, the best thing we could do was be armed with the same knowledge.

Eth and I fell into our now familiar pattern as we walked from the hotel to the museum. We were joking and laughing as we pushed through the crowd.

I was about to enter the museum when a strange sensation crept down my spine. It was almost as if someone was watching me, like I was caught in their stare. Deep in the pit of my stomach, I felt something tug at my instincts. Although it was similar to the feeling I got when Lou was nearby, it was also different somehow. Not sinister, just different.

Disregarding the strange pull at my emotions, my mind instantly traveled to the fae from the night before, and I wondered whether it was them watching me. Whether they were planning a renewed attack as vengeance for the injury I’d caused.

As a certainty grew within me that I had garnered the attention of someone, or something, I turned to scan the crowd thronging behind us. At first I couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary.

And then I saw it.

The sight that almost made me question my sanity. Again.

I saw her.

Evie.

My breath left my body in a whoosh, and I had to blink to ensure I wasn’t seeing things.

It wasn’t the same vision I’d seen in Canada, with her steeped in fire and stepping toward me with a confident stride, her multi-faceted hair long and loose in curls around her face—the way she’d been when we were alone together in Charlotte. 

Instead, she was a timid girl, cowering in the shadow provided by the hoodie pulled low over her forehead. Lilac irises openly stared at me, almost as if she refused to blink in case I disappeared when she did. I could understand that feeling. Her mouth was set into a small frown of concentration.

There was no doubt in my mind that it was her as everything else around me fell into obscurity. It was like the crowds rushing around her were painted with Monet’s brush while she was photo perfect. I would know the soft curve of her cheek anywhere. Those eyes had haunted my dreams since the first time I’d truly looked into them. 

I wanted to run to her, to take her in my arms and kiss her silly. At the memory of her warmth as my fingers brushed along her skin and the way her laugh sounded in my ears, I almost did. The only thing that stopped me was a quiet mantra in my mind reminding me that Eth was right in front of me.

To stop myself from reaching out for her, despite the distance that remained between us, I curled my fingers into a fist.

Is she here because of me?

It was an utterly selfish thought, but I wanted so badly to believe it. I wanted to think that even after two years she was as affected by me as I was by her, but I couldn’t say for certain. Maybe it was all just a giant coincidence. Maybe it was another giant “fuck you” from the universe that she happened to stumble into town in time for the biggest gathering of witches in recent history. 

Maybe she was here with her boyfriend. 

Husband . . .

I swallowed down the bitter taste that rose in my throat at the thought. 

There was so much I needed to know, and no way I could ask her any of it without alerting Eth to her presence—which I absolutely did not want to do.

Taking a deep breath, I risked one more look at her—drinking in her features and savoring the knowledge that despite the odds she was still alive. And so close.

Then I did the unthinkable. I turned from her and walked away once again.





 




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO





“EXCUSE ME,” A female voice called from behind.

At first I thought Evie had lost her senses and come charging into the museum behind me. An instant later, before I’d even turned my head to confirm it, it struck me that the voice wasn’t hers. 

When I spun around, I saw a short girl dressed in a traditional puritan outfit, including a long black dress and a little white bonnet over her mousy-brown hair. She waved at me when she saw she had my attention. 

Glancing back toward Eth, I confirmed he hadn’t noticed I’d stopped so had continued to walk a bit farther into the museum. After an internal debate whether to ignore the girl or not, I jogged back toward her—she was clearly after me for some reason. I had to hope that it wasn’t a coincidence that this girl was looking for me so soon after I’d seen Evie.

“Um, a girl outside asked me to give this to you.” She handed me a flyer about a tour of the witch trial walking trails that operated in the area, and I glanced down in confusion at it. The girl reached forward and flipped it in my hand, revealing a phone number. Then she seemed to appraise me carefully. “She said she was your girlfriend? Is she?”

The note could only have come from Evie, and the thought sent an unexpected thrill through me.

My hope grew that it wasn’t a coincidence she was in Salem after all.

Breathless with anticipation over the clues Evie was leaving for me, I nodded in response to the girl’s question. Then I asked whether there was anything more.

“She said something else, but it didn’t make any sense.”

“We play these sorts of games all the time,” I lied, trying not to sound too desperate as I begged to find out everything Evie had told the girl. “Just tell me exactly what she said, and I’ll be able to work it out.”

The girl frowned as she tried to remember. “I can’t remember exactly.”

I resisted the urge I had to shake her in frustration. “Then just tell me what you do remember.”

“She said something about the number being a griffin. Washington’s griffin.” The girl smiled proudly as she remembered that extra detail. “On the eve of . . . of a fire.” She sounded more and more uncertain with every word. “And then ‘meet me at Nathaniel’s house.’”

Most of the words meant little to me. Nathaniel obviously meant Nathaniel Hawthorne, but he was celebrated as a local hero, so there were many references to him all around Salem. He was more than just that, but I didn’t think Evie would have known the history.

Everyone in the Rain knew the cautionary tale of Nathaniel Hawthorne. He came from another distinguished line of Rain elite—his grandfather John Hathorne had presided over a number of witch executions. Because of the public interest in destroying the practitioners of dark magic—or maleficium, as it was known to the Rain—at the time, a small portion of his successes were actually made public.

Only, when it came time for Nathaniel to learn the Rain traditions from his family, he refused. Despite his tender age, he was determined to take a different path. 

There were many rumors that still circled the Rain about why that happened, but the most popular one was that he’d had a childhood friend who was an other and the Rain had them killed. 

Whatever the reason, Nathaniel turned his back on everything, even going so far as to change his surname and locking himself away from the world to write novels about the hypocrisy he saw in his family’s beliefs. Then he further alienated himself by falling for and marrying a fae changeling, polluting the elite Hathorne bloodline. 

For most of my life, I’d accepted the story at face value and had regarded Nathaniel as a traitor. Ever since Charlotte though—since I’d been gifted the precious week with Evie—I’d begun to understand where he was coming from. At least a little.

“I think that was all she said.” The voice of the girl in the puritan outfit pulled me from my thoughts.

I said a quick thank you to her and let her get back to her job before glancing down at the sheet again. The area code on the phone number wasn’t a local one. Evie wasn’t going to make it easy, but I understood why. She knew the dangers of her clues being intercepted as much as I did.

Although my fingers itched to dial the number, I restrained myself. It was something I could do as soon as I had a moment away from my family and a phone that they wouldn’t be able to track the calls on.

“What’d she want?” Eth asked, looking around me to watch Evie’s messenger girl disappear back outside.

I tried desperately not to look too guilty, but I worried I failed dismally. Folding the piece of paper up so that he wouldn’t see the phone number, I shrugged. “Nothing.”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “Did she give you her number?”

I didn’t answer him as I slid the paper into the pocket of my jacket.

“And you actually took it?” He was smiling now, a regular shit-eating grin. “You sly dog. It’s about damn time! That’s the first girl whose number you’ve actually taken in almost a year. Of course, she would be dressed like a puritan—can’t go for anyone normal can you? Then again, maybe you should call her, you’d be perfectly suited for each other. After all, you’re an uptight pussy, and she’d have—”

“Fuck you, Eth,” I interrupted to cut off his filthy thought.

“You’d have to clean up that potty mouth though. Oh, but then again, I’d be willing to bet that she’d go crazy over a little dirty talk. What’s that they say about prudes?” He waggled his eyebrows at me.

Choosing to ignore his continued teasing, I thought some more about the message I’d been given, trying to pick out the key words. Washington’s griffin—I was lost on that one. On the eve of a fire—obviously that was confirmation she was contacting me, as if there was any doubt. Meet me at Nathaniel’s house—this seemed like the key piece of information. 

Maybe it had something to do with the phone number.

“I’ve got the book,” Eth said, holding up a stack of bound sheets, apparently containing transcripts of John Hathorne’s journals of the days and weeks around the witch executions.

As we headed back to the main doors, I hoped that enough time had passed for Evie to have escaped the crowd. Based on the number and the message, I could only assume she had some sort of plan. It lent further credence to the idea that maybe she had hunted me to this town.

How could she have possibly found me though?

I knew better than to underestimate her, and it wasn’t that I didn’t think she was capable of anything she put her mind to. I wouldn’t have left her alone in Charlotte if I didn’t think she could look after herself, but there was a big difference between surviving and tracking me. My family and I had never specifically hidden our activities, but neither had we advertised where we’d be. With the number of cases we’d been on in the last two years, and the geographical expanse between our destinations, even I would have had trouble tracking us. 

It had to be a coincidence that she was there. 

Didn’t it?

I needed more information. I figured that I might get some if I was able to call the number she’d given me, just in case that held an additional clue.

Following Eth out into the street, I tried to think of a way to put a little distance between us so that I could work out the information I’d been given.

“I’m just going to hang out here for a while, Eth.” I only realized my palm was against the back of my neck when he glanced at my elbow and narrowed his eyes again. “I’ll meet you at the Hawthorne later.”

The moment the words came out of my mouth, I froze. Realization flooded through me in an instant of horror and elation. Nathaniel Hawthorne. The hotel was named for him. It was only a short walk away, on Washington Square West. Over the entryway door was a statue of a griffin; I’d even mentioned it to Eth when we entered the hotel the night before.

Goddammit!

I couldn’t believe it. As soon as the pieces started to fall into place, it made more and more sense. Of all the hotels in Salem Evie could have stumbled into, why did it have to be the one that was the base for a live Rain operation?

What if she knows about the operation?

It just wasn’t possible, which meant she was there at the hotel like a sitting duck. Any of my family, or the local Rain who were lending a hand because of the numbers we were going against, could spot her. She was just lucky they hadn’t already. I was certain Dad or Lou would have let Eth know if they’d found Evie, and his cell hadn’t rung all day. My breathing raced as I tried not to panic but failed miserably.

“Why?” Eth asked.

I blinked at him in confusion. I’d lost all track of the conversation as fear for Evie’s life took over my every sense. It was impossible to imagine how she’d survived for so long with the sort of luck that she had if she’d managed to stumble into the hotel that would be most dangerous for her in all of Salem. “Why what?”

“Why are you staying here?”

“Oh, I just need to clear my head a little to get it on the job for tonight.” I deliberately hunted through the crowd for the girl who’d brought me Evie’s note before turning back to Eth.

He chuckled. “Sure thing, Romeo.”

“You’re not pissed?”

“Actually no. I’m happy to see you taking an interest in someone again. Just sort yourself out before tonight. Go, get yourself a little puritan tail.”

After nodding in agreement and saying our farewells, I headed straight toward the girl who’d approached me earlier. If Eth looked back, at least my lie would be more convincing.

“Oh, and Clay?” he shouted out, forcing me to turn to look at him. “Smack that ass!” He waved his hand in front of him as he humped the air.

My lip twitched as I thought about what a fucking asshole he could be at times. Repressing the chuckle that his smart-ass comment had brought to my lips, I flipped him the bird before turning away and continuing toward the puritan girl.

“Hi,” she said with a smile.

“Hi again.”

“Did you work out what your girlfriend meant?”

I grinned, and turned on the Jacobs’ charm a little more. “I did, thank you for passing on the message.”

Her smile widened a little, clearly appreciating of my praise. “Anytime.”

“I don’t suppose I could push for one more little favor, could I?” I laid on the charm as thickly as I could without making myself sick. “I don’t suppose you could point me in the direction of a payphone? My cell battery died.”

“You can borrow mine, if you’d like?” she offered straight away, reaching into the pocket of the full-length black dress she had on.

“Thank you so much.” Taking her cell phone, I grabbed the piece of paper she’d given me earlier and dialed the number written on it.

A few rings later, someone picked up and simply said, “Hello?”

A trickle of disappointment washed over me when it wasn’t Evie who answered. I swallowed hard. I’d hoped that the clue would be so obvious that I wouldn’t have to talk to anyone.

“Hi,” I said awkwardly. “Listen, a friend gave me this number and asked that I call it, but didn’t tell me why. What is it that you do?”

After a brief moment of silence on the other end of the call, the man who’d answered told me they were a church group based out of Phoenix, Arizona called the Reunion Church. He spent a few moments running through their outreach programs and sermon times. When he’d finished, I thanked him for his time and told him to keep up the good work.

The phone call was exactly what I’d needed. It hadn’t offered me any additional clues as such, but it had given me an insight into exactly what Evie wanted. I was convinced, without any doubt, that Evie was interested in a reunion with me. She wanted me back in her life, and I couldn’t help but wonder whether the “one day” I’d promised Evie when I left her had finally arrived. 

Only she’d found me rather than the other way around.

Now I just needed to be sure that I did the right thing by her and helped her escape the danger lurking in and around the hotel. If we could get out undetected, we could take on the world. That simple fact burned within me. Ever since spotting her in the crowd, one thing had become blindingly clear: I wasn’t willing to give her up a second time.

My heart beat faster at the thought as I thanked the girl for the loan of her cell and pressed a twenty-dollar bill into her hand for her trouble.

Once I had my confirmation about what Evie wanted—unless I’d completely misinterpreted her reappearance and every single clue she’d apparently left for me—I strategized a way to get us, or more specifically her, away from the danger. 

It was already too late to just sneak out of the hotel; the Rain operatives from the local areas had met me the night before. The instant I stepped foot in the hotel, they would assume I was starting my part of the operation. They would certainly remember me leaving with a woman. If it was a random woman, then Eth would likely assume that I’d taken my date there, but if Dad, Lou, or Eth heard Evie’s description, I had no doubt they’d see she wasn’t as dead as they believed.

I considered calling the hotel and trying to be patched through to her room, but I had no idea what name she might have booked it under—only the certainty that it wouldn’t have been her own. I could have gone to see her in the room and hoped like hell no one saw me go into the room that she came out of, but there was still the risk that one of my family would arrive at the hotel early and spot her. Besides, I couldn’t risk Evie trying to escape without me at her side. I would go crazy waiting for her to pass through the lobby, and if something happened to her that my presence could have stopped . . . well, I would never forgive myself.

Leaving her in the hotel overnight was simply out of the question. The best time to disappear without my family giving immediate chase would be right before the operation started. I needed to at least show my face before it went down so that they thought I was there. It would be a balancing act though because I would need to be gone before the first shot was fired in the operation. I couldn’t risk Evie being so close to the action, not with so many Rain with itchy trigger fingers. There wasn’t a single one of my family members who wouldn’t shoot Evie first and ask questions of me later.

A plan began to form in my mind. There was still a risk, but that was inherent with what I needed to do. It also meant making Evie wait longer than I wanted. I just hoped she’d understand and stay put. Surely she’d give me a few hours to piece together the clues she’d left?

With the plan set in my mind, I catalogued the things I needed to arrange to help her escape. She’d need a disguise, something better than the hoodie she’d been wearing when I saw her. The Hawthorne Hotel was a classy establishment. Even if she’d walked in without raising any eyebrows in her faded, street-worn clothes, she wouldn’t be able to walk around the lobby unnoticed now that the guests had started to trickle in.

We also needed somewhere else to stay. It would be stupid to rush around on the streets for a significant length of time without a plan, especially with Evie in tow. She might have been able to pass through unnoticed for a while, but between my status in the Rain and her heat, I was certain we’d garner extra attention together than either of us would alone. 

I hunted down a cab, and found an ally in the driver. Handing over all of the travel money I had, I had him agree to be booked exclusively to me for the rest of the day and into the night. A little extra planning before following Evie to the Hawthorne Hotel would more than pay off in the long run.

After stopping at a cash machine in Salem and draining the daily limit on all of my cards—leaving me with a decent stash of emergency money—I asked the taxi driver whether he had any suggestions for a nice hotel, lying to him by telling him that I was planning a surprise for my new bride. 

Not long after, he pulled up in front of a colonial style Sheraton in Wakefield. It was perfect and I could only imagine how much better it would be at night. It was the sort of accommodation Evie had deserved back in Charlotte—the sort of life she’d always deserved to have. I could offer her that fantasy for one night. Maybe I could even correct all the mistakes I’d made back then—like not succumbing to her touch.

I ran inside and booked into a room, feeling a rush of excitement that if everything went right, I could be sharing the space with Evie in just a few hours’ time. It would be the beginning of the rest of our lives; because one thing was certain for me and that was that I would never be able to willingly give her up again. The smallest glimpse of her in that crowd had brought everything I’d thought I’d felt for her—everything I’d tried to push away and keep hidden—crashing back to the surface.

I had the driver return to Salem and found a formal wear shop where I ran inside and grabbed a shirt jacket and had a salesperson pick out something for Evie—I’d pointed out a mannequin who looked roughly Evie’s build and hoped like hell I was right. 

The salesperson also suggested a few different shoes and bags that matched the dress, and I just nodded along, selecting the pair of shoes that looked the easiest to run in. Then I asked her whether she could suggest any place to get a decent wig, and she pointed me in the direction of a shop in Peabody, even going so far as to call ahead to get me an appointment.

Even though it wasn’t a great distance, I started to get weary of the amount of time that had passed since I’d spotted Evie. If she felt anything near what I did, she had to be anxiously waiting for me to arrive and every precious minute that I delayed, I was causing her agony. I silently urged the driver to move a little faster.

Just before we arrived at the wig store, my cell rang. The caller ID told me it was Dad, and I figured he was calling because Eth had returned alone. Reluctantly, I answered it, knowing it would be worse in the long run if I didn’t. After a fifteen minute lecture on how I should be thinking with my brain and not my dick so close to a major operation, I was finally able to satisfy him with a promise to meet him at the Hawthorne Hotel primed and ready to go in three hours.

It took another twenty minutes at the wig store because the super-friendly lady behind the counter decided she needed to run me through proper wig care so that I could help my poor sick wife out with the maintenance of her hairpiece. I wanted to strangle the woman and tell her that keeping a loving husband away for so long would almost certainly be a bad thing—or at least it would have been if I had in fact had a sick wife.

Hours had passed since I first spotted Evie before I was finally able to walk through the doors of the Hawthorne Hotel, only I didn’t know what to do from there. Evie was tucked up inside one of the rooms, and the threat of the Rain grew greater with every minute that passed, but I had no idea how to find her.

I wandered up to the reception desk. The check-in clerk lifted her bright red lips into a pleasant, welcoming smile. I explained that I was supposed to be meeting someone and gave my name. With a knowing look, she handed me a sealed, blank envelope. Thanking her, I moved away from the desk to open it, wanting to read whatever note Evie had left me in private. 

All that was printed on the piece of paper inside was a couple of digits, but it was enough to send my heart soaring toward the stratosphere, filled with the weightlessness of hope. The numbers were very clearly a room number. Evie trusted me enough to lead me straight to her if I got this far. Either that or she was leading me straight into a trap, but that didn’t seem right considering the effort she’d gone to in trying to hide her efforts from everyone else.

Racing to the elevator, I jammed my finger against the button impatiently. After a ride that felt like it went on for far too long, and a corridor that seemed determined to lead me in the wrong direction, I arrived at Evie’s door.

I closed my eyes and took two deep breaths, and then I tapped against the wooden surface.





 




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE





AFTER CALLING OUT to her, the door opened just a crack. I stepped forward against it, half expecting it to be flung aside and for Evie to be back in my arms. Instead, I had to force myself and the bags that I carried through the small gap. Once I was in the room, my gaze searched for the sight I’d been desperate to see for hours—or, if I was completely truthful with myself, years. She was across the room, farther away than made sense considering she’d left the door open for me, but the vision was exactly the one I’d longed for.

In the privacy of the room, she had no need for a hoodie, so the girl with the lilac irises who was watching me cautiously from a few feet away was the one I remembered. The one from my dreams where I’d spent so few precious hours with her. She wore a torn blouse that once might have been a royal-blue color and a pair of faded denim jeans. Her hair was pulled back from her face, but I could still see the bright array colors that adorned her scalp.

Less than a second passed, but I was able to drink in her every delicious detail in that time. What I saw left me longing to know more, to ask about everything that had happened to her since the moment I’d left her, but because I didn’t want to have to supply the same information, I let the questions die on my lips.

I dropped everything in my arms and rushed toward her, intent on picking her up and never, ever letting her go again. The closer I got though, the clearer the damage I’d wrought on her by leaving became. She’d lost weight since I saw her last. She’d gone from slender to impossibly thin, and I couldn’t help but feel responsible for her gaunt appearance. She flinched as I closed in on her, but I couldn’t tell what she was thinking. I stopped completely when I saw the fear and doubt that echoed in her eyes.

Am I right? Is this a trap?

I frowned.

Did she find me just to tell me she hates me?

My thoughts brought back memories of the way I’d walked out on her when she’d needed me the most. Even though I still thought it was the best decision I could have made under the circumstances—I hadn’t exactly been in any position to provide support for her while keeping us both safe—I also understood that it was a massive dick move. She should hate me. I shouldn’t have been there wanting to move on with her when I’d hurt her so badly. Had she found me just to destroy me the way I’d hurt her?

Just when I was about to take a step backward, to give her more space in case she grew angry, she sighed. The small sound carried my name with it, and it was like heaven to my ears. 

She reached one hand forward and splayed her fingers over my heart. My body reacted instantly to her touch, the control she had over me just as potent as ever. The piece of my brain that had succumbed to the retraining I’d endured warned that her hold was too strong—supernaturally so—but I refused to listen to it and ruin our perfect reunion.

Instead, I reached out to touch her cheek; the feeling of sweeping my hand across the warm silk of her skin was enough to send my heart racing faster than ever.

“I thought I’d never see you again,” she said as her eyelids fluttered closed, and she shifted her head to brush the corner of her lips over my fingertips.

The small movement was enough to send all of the blood rushing out of my heart on a course straight into another vital organ. I suppressed the groan that wanted to escape me with how exquisite that tiny touch had been.

“I wasn’t sure that you’d want to see me.” She opened her eyes again and everything I felt was echoed in their depths.

Too soon, she looked away, and I was lost again. My palm brushed across her jaw and my fingers pressed against her secured hair, longing to be able to pull it loose from its binds and run my hands through it.

“Did you actually think that I’d forgotten about what I said to you?” I asked.

A tiny smirk crossed her lips, and I longed to know why. “I missed you,” she said. “Is that crazy?”

I waited for her to look at me before I answered; I needed her to see the unwavering truth in my eyes. “Not at all. I’ve been going crazy since I left you in Charlotte. I thought about you so much, hoping that you were safe and staying out of trouble.”

She flinched and turned away. She was so timid and almost broken compared to the girl I remembered from our time together. Yet, against all the odds, she’d tracked me down. She’d found me in Salem. It was almost impossible. 

“How on Earth did you know I’d be here? I desperately wanted to check up on you, but they were watching my actions so closely. I couldn’t risk it.” I couldn’t stop the words that blurted out. “But you’re here now. I still can’t believe it. You’re even more beautiful than I remember. Did you know I’d be here?”

“I hoped you would be.” She shrugged. She seemed so broken, so disheartened, and I wanted to build her back up again. “What happened after you left?”

“Eth was certain you’d drowned in the river, but they did their best to make sure you were an official suspect in the fire at your house just in case. I told them that you never came home.” I held her fragile face between my palms. She was so much smaller than I’d remembered her, or I was bigger now. Maybe it was a little of both. “I didn’t want them to know where I’d left you or that we’d seen each other again. I’d rather they continue thinking you’d drowned. Even after . . .” I stopped myself before I said “after I left you” and reminded her of all the reasons she should hate me. “Even when they thought I was on their side again, I never told them the truth. I couldn’t betray you, Evie, even when I tried to live their way.”

“What do you mean?”

I sighed. I knew I wasn’t explaining it right, but I couldn’t think what to tell her that wouldn’t terrify her and send her running from me and the danger I brought to her life. “After I went back to Dad, he forced me to undergo retraining with the Rain.”

Flashes of that time, now all muddled and confused by time and repression rose in my mind. Werewolves and victims. Blood—so much of it that it seemed to rain down from the ceiling. And finally, acceptance—peace. 

Almost.

“For a time, it almost worked,” I admitted.

Longing to clear the visions from my head, I moved closer to her. I reminded myself that what I’d endured then had kept her safe, and it had brought us here—even if I didn’t understand how. 

For Evie, I would face it all again.

“What did they do to you?”

I couldn’t let her see the demons that danced in my mind at her question. “Nothing that hasn’t been done before, or wouldn’t happen again if I go against the code.”

“They didn’t hurt you did they?” she asked. It sounded like she really cared what the answer might be.

My heart shattered at the pain that came with the knowledge that finally—finally—someone cared whether or not I’d suffered during that time. That I could have had someone who’d given a shit about me for the last two years if only I hadn’t walked away from her. 

Yet, despite the fact that she cared, I wanted to shelter her from the agony and uncertainty I’d endured during retraining. “No, not physically. They just . . . tried to make me enthusiastic about the cause again. Reminding me of all the reasons we do this, that sort of thing. I made sure it looked like I was, and then for a while I started to believe in it again. I trained harder than I ever had, and I took every mission I was offered. But inside, it just felt different. I can’t see the objective as being so black and white any longer. I can’t stop myself from wondering if some of the other things we’d killed were just like you. As sweet, and loving, and caring as you.”

She offered me the sweetest smile in response, so damn perfect that it almost broke my heart.

“And that maybe . . . well, that they didn’t deserve to die.”

She pressed her forehead against my chest, and I naturally reached down to kiss the top of her head. I was worried that I was scaring her away—making her think that everything I did was wrong. I knew that it wasn’t. I’d saved lives as a result of my hunting. 

Even being forced to kill the vamp in the treatment rooms at Hell had saved lives. I might not have agreed with everything they did, but the Rain were genuinely trying to make the world a better place. I had to make Evie understand that my family wasn’t bad, just slightly misguided.

“Don’t get me wrong, I still believe in the things I’ve had to do—there are some things out there that are pure evil. I just wonder whether the Rain has some stuff wrong too. You opened up my eyes, Evie,” I said. “And I won’t allow them to be closed again.”

She looked up at me with hope and bravery in her gaze, and I wanted nothing more than to wipe away the last dredges of pain and heartache that lingered there. 

I knew only one way. 

With my heart in my throat, I closed the final, tiny distance between us and claimed the prize I’d been denied for years by pressing my lips against hers. She responded instantly, parting her lips and allowing her tongue to slide forward. Unable to resist the siren call any longer, I gave in to everything, releasing the emotions I’d kept hidden for over two years in that perfect kiss.

Her hands traced my body in ways they never had before, exploring each of the muscles over my back and shoulders, and setting off a thousand tiny perfect tremors through my nerves. She was warm, hotter than any of the girls I’d tried to replace her with, but in a way that didn’t bite my skin and burn the way that fire did. 

Nothing, absolutely nothing, in the world could ever compare to her touch.

I grabbed for her ass, pulling her closer to me and relishing the way she still fit perfectly against me. Her hands grabbed and groped, desperate for purchase as passion raced through us both. The spark I’d lit with the softest kiss raged into a blazing inferno.

Despite the intervening years and the unresolved issues between us, I was desperate for her. My cock rubbed almost painfully against the zipper of my jeans in its haste to escape. With the knowledge we’d have to move soon, I tried to slow down. 

When pulled away, her hands fisted into my hair, and she yanked me back to her. I needed to taste every part of her again, and I trailed my mouth and my tongue along her slender neck and down toward the V-shaped opening on her shirt.

I needed to stop, but the sounds she was making were driving me crazy.

Fuck it! I reached for her thigh and forced her leg around my waist before moving us forward together until she was pinned against the hotel wall.

Her fingers twined into my hair and she pulled my lips from her skin, only to begin a blissful assault over my chin and jaw with her mouth. I cursed the amount of clothing between us as my mind provided crystal clear images of what it would be like to take her then and there against that wall.

She ran her arms around my neck and over my shoulders before pushing the leather jacket I was wearing off of my shoulders. That movement forced me to stop. Shedding that one item of clothing would lead to me ravishing her all night long, and I couldn’t do that yet. Not with the danger of my family lurking downstairs. 

I closed my eyes and reminded myself of the promise of paradise waiting at the other side of the danger—the room at the Sheraton where we would be safe for a night, where we wouldn’t have to rush. Where we could make it special.

With a great deal of resistance and willpower, I drew away from her and showed her the items I’d bought to assist our escape. I couldn’t tell her exactly how much danger she was in; I couldn’t risk having the peaceful smile that graced her lips leave again so soon.

After convincing her to go get dressed, I quickly changed my jacket and then paced the room as I waited for her to return. If the dress didn’t fit, we’d be screwed. I didn’t have time to go out and get another one and with the type of attire the covens were apparently wearing, we’d stand out like sore thumbs trying to get through the crowd with her street wear.

I began to plan other routes, including assessing whether we’d be able to leap from the window. I smiled in awe when I saw Evie had almost the perfect room for a speedy escape, positioned over a second lower roof that overlooked a park. Unfortunately, that escape route was being monitored from the park across the road because of the events happening later that night.

When the door handle on the bathroom jangled to signal Evie’s return, I spun on the spot, anxious to see whether my plan was screwed before it had even begun.

What I saw was enough to leave me completely breathless.

The color of the dress, which had appeared almost the same shade as a ruby on the shelf in the store, had somehow morphed on her body to appear darker at the bottom, rising to an almost orange at the top where it met her hair. Maybe it was the material, but it seemed far more likely that it was her.

With her hair loose and flowing around her face, and the small smile on her lips, she looked powerful—unbeatable. It was as though she was flame embodied, glowing with light from the fire inside. 

Briefly, I even wondered if her kind were worshipped in times long ago. I decided that if they weren’t, they should have been. I wanted to throw myself down on my knees in front of her and worship her all night long. 

Instead, I settled for the best words I could find. “Wow, Evie, you look . . .”

She wrapped her arms around herself, and I realized my blatant gawping was making her uncomfortable. That tiny vulnerability was enough to break the hold she had over me, and I remembered all the reasons we needed to be moving.

I passed her the accessories the assistant at the store had insisted on and took the clothes she had been wearing from her before packing them into her bag along with my leather jacket. 

A moment later, I took the escape route she’d undoubtedly planned, out the window and across to a little loading bay, and dropped her bag behind a bin. I took a second to glance into the park and then signaled to the scouts hiding in plain sight, indicating to them that I was starting the perimeter check. Technically it signaled the start of the mission, but that just meant the countdown was on to get Evie out.

When I came back in, Evie looked a little confused about my actions, and when I explained them, I saw the fire I’d been expecting from the first moment I saw her near the museum.

“I do know what I’m doing,” she snapped at me.

I moved to touch her again, resting my hand against her arm. “I know you do. I also know it’s harder for two people to pass through unseen. We need to blend, at least until we get the hell out of Dodge.”

“What do you mean?”

I sighed because there wasn’t going to be a way to avoid telling her the truth if I wanted her to trust me. “I didn’t want to scare you, but it’s extremely dangerous here at the moment. There are some wicked things going down. The convention is actually a rare meeting of three covens of witches. My father and some other members of the Rain are in town, amped up and ready to kill anyone appearing to be with them. That’s why I was at the museum—research.”

A visible shudder ran through her body, and I could see how terrified she was. I imagined again her race away from Eth and hated my brother for making her endure that fear. 

I wrapped my body around hers, holding her back securely against my chest, and pressed my lips against the curve of her shoulder until her breathing returned to normal—or at least until it hitched in a way that had nothing to do with panic. “I won’t let anybody hurt you, Evie. And I’m not going anywhere without you. I walked away from you once. I don’t have the strength to do it again.”

She rested her head back against my shoulder, and I didn’t want to ever move. Except we had to.

“All right, what’s the plan?” she asked.

“The crowds are already starting to come in, that’ll give us some coverage. We’ll skirt through the lobby, around the edges of the party and slip out the front door. Then we’ll grab your bag and get out of here.”

“Wait,” she said, pulling out of my hold and leaving me feeling bereft and chilled. “The party is here? At this hotel?”

I thought I’d made it obvious, but maybe she hadn’t wanted to see it. “Why do you think I want to get you the hell away from this place?”

The change in her was instant, from fiery warrior to timid mouse. “Wouldn’t it be easier for us both to sneak out that window?”

Not wanting to sugarcoat it and let her do anything risky, I told her about the scouts keeping an eye on the hotel. She really had picked the worst place to hide out, but it was central and easily identifiable, so I could understand her choice.

“There’s no other way out of here, is there?”

I closed my eyes and frowned, wishing there was. “I can’t see one that won’t flag us as being out of place. We have to risk the lobby.” 

Her body quaked in my hold and I wanted more than ever to have an easy out. Once more, I realized that everything about my life brought danger to hers.

“I’m sorry, Evie,” I murmured.

Her gaze lifted straight to mine, confusion swum in the depths of her eyes. “For what?”

“For being me. If I wasn’t who I am, we could have probably strolled out of here without earning a second glance. Even now, there are people downstairs who are probably wondering where I am. I won’t have too much longer before my absence will draw attention. And yet despite all of that, there’s no way I can let you walk out of here alone. What if someone realizes the truth and I’m not there to stop them? I can’t lose you again, not if there’s anything I can do to keep you safe.”

She tugged at her hair, pulling it away from her face and seemingly trying to hide it. I wanted to help her, so I showed her the wig I’d bought. She quickly pulled her hair back into a ponytail and pulled the wig on. I moved around her to make sure it was sitting properly and that her ponytail didn’t cause any obvious bulges. Then I stepped back and surveyed the results. After the vision I’d had earlier, I had to admit I was almost disappointed with the way she looked and admitted as much to her.

It would work though. If I could keep her away from close proximity to my family, it would keep her alive. And that was all that mattered.





 





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR





I THOUGHT WE were home free. Everything was going so well. We were so close to the front door when I saw my dad standing by the entrance.

Fuck!

Holding Evie’s hip, I spun to move us away from Dad’s sight. I was positive he hadn’t seen me yet, and I wanted to keep it that way. Of every Rain operative attending the party, the ones whose blood pumped through my veins were the most dangerous to the girl I wanted to protect.

“What are we doing?” Evie whispered almost inaudibly.

I have to get her out of here. The thought was the only one that mattered. Ahead of me, I spotted one of the Rain operatives that Eth and I had met briefly when we’d arrived.

Fuck, fuck, fuck! I cursed our luck.

I spun around and clutched Evie’s arm, knowing that I would have to do the one thing I swore to myself I wouldn’t do. I was going to have to abandon her again, if only temporarily.

“Do you trust me to get you out of here safely?” I asked.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw my sister. And worse, she saw me. I could tell by the way her smile instantly fell into a scowl—no doubt angry that I’d missed the last minute preparations.

“Of course,” Evie said. “Why? What’s wrong?”

Her voice called my attention away from my sister for a moment. “Don’t turn around and don’t ask any questions. Just walk to the bar now and order a drink. Wait for my signal.”

I would wait until the moment was right, until I saw my family were all away from the exits, and then I would warn Evie to get the hell out of there. It felt so reminiscent of our escape from the warehouse in Charlotte, but I was determined for it to have a different outcome this time.

“What’s the signal?” Her voice was quiet, stolen by fear. As much as I longed to comfort her, I couldn’t. I would only put her in more danger if I did.

“You’ll know it when you see it.” I tried to give her silent reassurances that it would be okay. It didn’t matter what happened, I would get her out of there, and I wouldn’t leave her again. I was certain she must doubt me, and that was the last thing I wanted.

Evie and I had barely parted before Lou sidled up to me. “I thought it was only Eth who deserted us for hussies.”

I turned away from her so that I could keep Evie in my sight. “Give me a break would you? It isn’t easy doing this sort of hunt.”

“When they look human, you mean?”

I shrugged in response, trying to force my gaze to stay away from Evie’s solitary figure at the bar. I didn’t want to give her away by staring openly at her. I worried I was failing though, because I kept catching myself staring at her.

“You missed the meeting where Dad explained the plan of attack for tonight.”

Shrugging again, I found the best answer I could. “I’d imagine it’s much the same as always. Circle, contain, capture, then kill.”

“There are three high priestesses here tonight. Highly skilled and highly dangerous. It doesn’t pay to be flippant about it.”

“When the time comes, I’ll do what I have to.” I wasn’t exactly lying; she just had no way of knowing what my true meaning was. I had no intention of helping anyone kill anything tonight—I had other plans. Plans that involved peeling the satin dress away from Evie’s body and exploring every inch of her properly. I regretted my thought immediately as my blood rushed south—I needed it to stay in my head for a little while longer.

“I really wish you’d end this crusade against us, Clay. We’re your family, not the enemy.”

“Yes, Mom,” I muttered under my breath, but immediately regretted it. Because Mom had disappeared after Lou was taken, Lou always felt responsible for her leaving. It was her Achilles’ heel.

She turned on the bitch again, whisper-shouting at me, “You’re going to get yourself killed if you keep this up. Worse, you’ll drag one of us down with you.”

“That’s not fair.”

“Maybe not, but it’s true. You’re so soft on these filthy beasts that one day you’re bound to let your defenses down again, and then what? What if a vamp was to get into your head? What if a banshee decided to use you for her bidding? What if a succubus—”

“Enough,” I said to stop her incessant noise. “I can’t help the way I feel any more than you can help the fact that you’re a vicious bitch.”

She just rolled her eyes in response. I risked a glance toward Evie and saw her watching us intently in the mirrors above the bar. I willed her to turn her gaze in another direction, but it was useless.

“Dad gave us all new athames at the meeting,” Lou said beside me. I turned back to see her holding one in the palm of her hand. “They’re engraved with some new runes based on the notes Eth brought back with him today while you visited with that puritan slut.” Keeping the blade tucked along her arm so that it wasn’t easily seen by anyone else in the room, she held it out for me to take.

“Seriously, Lou, have some fucking discretion.” Although it was hidden, it wasn’t exactly invisible. Snatching the athame from Lou and sliding it into the pocket of my jacket, I risked another glance at Evie.

“Who’s the chippie at the bar?” Lou asked, following my gaze. “Are you moving on again so soon? How very Ethan of you.”

Dammit! I’d been trying so hard to not call attention to Evie at the bar and had hoped Lou wouldn’t notice my watchful gaze. I decided to play it dumb. “Who?”

“The blonde at the bar.”

I saw exactly what the game was a second later when Dad slid into the bar stool beside Evie’s. Obviously Lou and Dad had seen me with Evie earlier and wanted to know more. Inside, my heart was beating so fast it could have been a piston in a NASCAR engine, and my lungs felt as though they were filled with lead. Outwardly, I tried not to let my stress show, but I worried I was failing miserably, especially when it was Evie’s life at stake and not my own.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said, trying to force my voice to come out sounding normal and not squeaky and stressed.

“Sure you don’t. I guess it doesn’t matter if you won’t tell me why she’s here, Dad will work out whether she’s a threat.”

I swallowed heavily as I watched Evie talk to Dad. When I was certain Lou’s eyes weren’t on me but Evie’s were, I tried to warn Evie about the trap. I exhaled as much of the stress as I could out of my system.

“Her?” I tried to force incredulity into my tone. “How can she be a threat if I don’t even know her?”

“You were talking to her earlier, quite intently in fact.”

“She asked me if I knew why there were so many people here tonight, that’s all.”

Lou narrowed her eyes at me. “What did you tell her?”

“That I had no clue. What do you think I would have told her?” I tried not to watch as Evie stood and left the bar. Out of my peripheral vision, I tried to see where she went and glanced quickly in that direction once Lou’s gaze left me to scan the room once more. I lost track of Evie once she’d walked from the room, and I longed to follow her, but I kept my feet glued to the floor so that Lou didn’t grow any more suspicious.

“Knowing you, Clay, you could have told her anything.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence, sis. Don’t you have anything better to do than hassle me all night?”

“Just promise me that you’ll be here tonight and not stuck in that monster-loving head of yours.”

I couldn’t do anything of the sort, but I nodded anyway.

Lou started to walk away but then stopped and turned back toward me. She glanced down at her hands before meeting my gaze.

“You know I’m only a bitch because I care, right?” She actually sounded like she worried about what I thought of her.

“I know.” Even though it was easier for me to paint my family as villains in my mind, the truth was that I did know they cared. Despite some of the screwed up things we’d had to do, we were closer than most other families I knew.

Even within the Rain, there were families so dysfunctional that they worked opposite sides of the country just so that they didn’t kill each other. For my part, I understood the drive behind their zest for death. I knew why they did it, and why I should want to too. I just wished they could see my side of the argument for once as well. Evie would never hurt them, I was certain. She’d never hurt anyone. I was sure of it and it was the one thing I put my trust in. She wasn’t a monster; she was just a girl with an extraordinary gift.

Leaving Lou, I moved closer to the bar just in time to see Evie leave on the arm of another man. Jealousy burned within my chest in an odd fashion. It was an emotion I’d never really encountered before, and it was entirely uncomfortable. It surprised me with its intensity. I wanted to rush to her and take my rightful place beside her. But I couldn’t. 

Instead, I had to watch as she walked by arm in arm with another man.

I called for the bartender and ordered a drink. The moment it was in front of me, I tipped half of it down in one gulp. Evie was outside, possibly running for her life as fast as she could with the danger I’d put her in. I needed to find a way to go outside, but I didn’t want to draw anyone’s attention to the fact that I was gone. With both Lou and Dad watching my every move, it felt almost impossible.

“You okay, kid?” Dad asked, sounding like he actually cared for once.

“Sure.” I shrugged. I had to wonder whether anything was actually different in the way he spoke or whether my guilt was just forcing me to hear the things that had been there all along.

“You ready?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be, I guess.”

“Why don’t you take a breather? I think things are supposed to heat up in the next hour or so.”

“Are you sure?” I struggled not to sound eager to leave.

“Just be back in half an hour, and we’ll be fine.”

Swirling the remaining scotch and ice in my glass, taking my time so that it didn’t look like I was rushing out the door, I nodded.

“No problem.” I tipped back the last of the drink and patted his shoulder in thanks.

I made straight for the front door of the hotel, sidestepping the other Rain operatives with a very brief nod to acknowledge their assistance in our mission tonight. 

As I passed a potted plant near the door, I pressed the athame Lou had given me into the soil and dropped my cell phone behind it—knowing that my family would be able to track me with it if I didn’t. Stepping out into the unseasonably cold night, I looked around to see if I could see Evie lingering near the entrance. 

When I didn’t see her, my heart sunk—certain she’d fled for her safety. Knowing her bag had been around the back of the hotel, I figured I would see if it was still there. If it was, then it was possible that Evie was waiting near it for me—the thought gave me renewed hope. If it wasn’t . . . well, then I would know any hope I had was false.

I was almost to the corner when the door opened and fast footsteps followed behind me. Hoping it was Evie, but certain it wasn’t by the weight behind the steps, I turned. Eth rushed toward me. Can’t you all let me be so I can leave in peace?

“Hey bro, what’re you doing out here?” Eth asked. “The party’s inside.”

“Just taking a breather,” I lied, reusing Dad’s words in case Eth questioned him later. “Lou’s being her usual self in there tonight, and I needed a minute.”

“You can’t blame her for being enthusiastic about tonight. I mean the last time we encountered witches—”

The image of the young woman’s life leaving her body after Lou had plunged the blade into her flashed behind my eyes, and I couldn’t listen to the story again, so I cut him off. “I know, Eth, but I just can’t take it. Her constant smugness and the way she looks down on me for wanting to be certain that they pose a threat. Ever since . . .” I almost said ever since Evie, but I didn’t want to give him a reminder of that, not now when I was so close to having her back in my life. I didn’t want a slip of the tongue to be what ruined it for us both.

“Yeah, ever since you betrayed the Rain for a piece of tail.” It didn’t seem to matter that I’d stopped myself short. Then again, Eth, Lou, and I had often been like that—able to guess each other’s thoughts even when we’d tried to hide them. It was the one thing that put me most on edge as I tried not to force Eth’s suspicions to spike.

“It’s not—” I couldn’t defend myself, not without saying everything I’d said before or risking becoming too defensive. “It wasn’t like that.”

“I know, I know, you were in love.” I wanted to punch him in the mouth for the way he said it—as if it were something disgusting and worthy of pity. Especially when the truth of the word, and the joy it gave me, made me feel like I could soar above all the bullshit. “And she wasn’t like the others. Take a moment if you need to, bro, but we’ll need you in there. Dad said he’s expecting at least three dozen tonight, and you know they’ll put up a good fight.”

I nodded dismissively, hoping he’d get the hint and leave me alone. I only had half an hour before the search party was sent out in force, and then maybe another half hour before the attack on the witches drew the attention away from my absence, I wanted to be tucked up with Evie in our hotel room long before then.

Eth seemed to notice my distraction. “Why don’t we go get a drink together after all this goes down?”

I resisted the urge to tell him just to go already as I glanced around the shadows in case there were any prying eyes. “Yeah, sure, I’ll, um, see you inside in a minute,” I said.

I watched Eth until he was back at the door, and then I raced as fast as I could to the loading bay, rushing to confirm my fears that Evie might have left. I could have jumped for joy when I saw her bag still resting there. It didn’t guarantee that she hadn’t left of course, but it wasn’t the confirmation that she’d run from me that an empty space would have been.

The instant I had the bag in my arms, I heard a sound behind me. I spun around with my hand on my gun as I twisted to see who or what it was.

Standing before me, like an angel in the soft light from the loading bay, was Evie. Her face was pale and drawn, and I could see she was worrying about something—possibly my family—but all of that became meaningless the moment I saw her. I rushed toward her, taking her in my arms to confirm with her heat that it really was her and that I wasn’t having some blissful delusion.

“I. Was. So. Worried.” I murmured between kisses on her soft lips.

She leaned away from my attention and for a moment, I thought she was going to shatter my heart the way I’d no doubt shattered hers just a few years earlier. Had she seen Eth’s concern for me and realized what I had to give up for her?

“Your family,” she muttered, her voice deathly quiet, and for a moment I thought I must have been right.

My argument for the fact that I knew that I wanted her, whatever the cost might be, was ready on my tongue.

“They killed my dad.” She wasn’t asking whether they had—it was a statement of fact.

It was like she’d just realized the danger I’d put her in when I found her last time must—and the danger she’d caused herself by finding me. 

I could only hope she didn’t pull away because of it. I’d made the mistake of thinking it was more important that she was safe than that we were together, but never again. Our separation had nearly proved as dangerous as being near her would have been.

“They killed him, and they don’t even care. They would have killed me too.”

I leaned my forehead against hers. “I’m so sorry.”

She shifted so that her cheek rested on my shoulder, and I felt her tears began to fall.

“I thought we’d have a little more time before they arrived,” I said with a voice full of regret. “They were going to leave this early part up to the local guys. I thought we’d be able to slip out unnoticed.”

Thinking about time reminded me that we were on a strict deadline that had to be followed before I was missed. Once my family came in search of me, it’d be the death of her if we weren’t far enough away. After allowing her another minute to gather herself, I reached for her hand. “C’mon, we’ve gotta get out of here.”

After reminding her to be careful of cameras that might lead to our discovery, I led her through the streets toward the waiting cab I’d prepared, hoping that he was still there.

Evie didn’t seem to notice that I didn’t give the guy the address, or if she did, she didn’t comment on it. Once we were in the car, I wrapped my arms around her shoulders and reassured her that I had a plan for where we would be able to spend the night. She trembled in my arms, and I reminded myself how much she’d been through since she’d found me. 

I had no idea what she’d had to face in the time we were apart, but being face to face with my father had to be a reminder of what she’d gone through on the night she’d lost her dad. I didn’t even know whether she’d spotted Eth or not; I hated to think of what she might have felt if she had. I wanted to ask her what she’d discussed with my father but didn’t want to be the cause of fresh tears from her. Instead, I wanted to be the reason she smiled. I hoped I could give her the reunion she deserved when we’d last met.

When we pulled to a stop in front of the Sheraton, her eyes widened in surprise.

“Wow!” Her voice was a hushed whisper as she took in the view.

The building that had appeared perfect during the day was spectacular when lit from inside at night, but it was nothing compared to the look of wonder on Evie’s face and the knowledge that I’d put it there. Then a trace of doubt and worry marred the awe and, as her expression darkened, I wondered whether maybe I’d made a mistake.

“You like it?” I asked, feeling a little uncertain about my choice.

“Like it? It’s beautiful.”

As soon as the confirmation crossed her lips, I longed to get her out of the night and into the safety of a new room. I passed the driver the second half of the money I’d promised him, and then a little more for his silence, and invited her to follow me.

Once we were in the elevator, Evie leaned heavily against the mirrored wall before tilting her head back and closing her eyes. A dreamy little smile crossed her lips, and I wondered what she was thinking. Her lips fell apart in another tiny sigh, and I longed to press my lips against hers. The small movement kicked my libido into overdrive and within an instant, I’d dreamed up a hundred different ways I could claim her. There would be no more teenage foreplay, no restraining my passion. I was instantly hard and ready for more of her—for all of her.

She opened her eyes and caught my lustful stare. The questions I saw in her gaze prompted me to spill my ulterior motive for selecting such a nice hotel. It wasn’t that I necessarily expected us to make love on the first night of our reunion, but I wanted her to know that the option was there because I wanted to. I really wanted to. All night long and well into the morning if possible.

I’d been dreaming of the warmth of her touch, of her soft lips pressing over my body, and of exploring every part of her for years. 

If she allowed me to, I would make good on the promise I’d made to her years earlier. I would make our first time special. When my admission was met with confusion, I decided not to push it too far, just in case it made her think I only wanted her for her body. It was one of the reasons, but not the prevalent one.

Once we were in the hotel room, we shed our coats and shoes, and then Evie asked why we weren’t running farther away—we’d only traveled about twenty minutes by car from the Hawthorne Hotel. I explained as best as I could that I knew Dad would expect me to run as far as possible as quickly as I could. We were close to the danger, precisely where he wouldn’t expect me to be. I figured I’d find a computer and try to trace their cell phones before heading in an opposite direction. The only problem with that plan was that once I tried tracking them, we’d need to move almost immediately because it would risk exposing me to the Rain.

When Evie asked about the Rain, and what they were likely to do to the witches, I slipped back into old routines—into the old way of answering the questions—and responded in the way I anticipated the Rain expected rather than with the natural doubt and skepticism I felt over their actions. The instant the words left my mouth, I felt the heat emanating from her body rise and witnessed her face sink into a frown. 

I’d said the wrong thing. 

I pulled her into my hold. “I didn’t mean it like that, Evie. The Rain doesn’t believe that anything not human is a person.”

“But they have families,” she argued, even as she relaxed into my hold regardless.

“Not all of them,” I said before the memory of the púca and her child raced through my mind. I flinched as I tried to push it away and replace it with the knowledge that púca where related to fae—who were truly malicious. Surely that meant that the creature I’d killed had the capacity for malevolence.

“There are some creatures out there that are pure evil. Trust me, I know. Lou . . .” Just saying her name brought back all the vivid memories of her screams and nightmares, of how much she’d endured and the fact that I’d left all of my family without saying goodbye. It hit me in that moment exactly what I’d done—I’d broken my promises to them when I’d abandoned my family for the last time.

“What?” Evie prompted.

Can I tell Evie their secrets? Should I? Is that even more of a betrayal than I’ve already done?

I met her gaze, and the love, warmth, and compassion I saw there made Lou’s history tumble from me in a babble of words.

“Lou . . . she was replaced by a changeling when we were little. Dad was already in the Rain so he recognized the switch almost immediately, but we didn’t get her back until we were almost five. We lost Mom during the search, and Lou’s life was irrevocably shaped by the years she spent away from us. The things she endured . . . well, no child should have to suffer those things.”

“Who would do such a thing?” She seemed disgusted as offered me the comfort of her touch.

“It was the fucking fairies,” I said, certain my voice reverberated the hatred I felt toward the bastards.

She wrapped her smooth palm around the stubble on my cheek and looked at me with what could only be described as empathy. My heart ached at the sight of it; Lou was the one who deserved the pity, and I was the one who’d let her down.

“It was a fifty-fifty chance,” I told her, confiding a truth that I’d never really shared with anyone outside my family before. “They could have taken me instead. It was only pure luck that they didn’t.”

“It wasn’t your fault,” Evie said with a voice steady and sure and completely without doubt.

“I was just a baby.” I’d heard the words before, and understood them on some level, but deep inside I still felt guilty that Lou’d had to suffer so much. I hated that I hadn’t been able to protect her from the agony she’d experienced.

“It wasn’t your fault,” Evie said again, and as I looked into her eyes, I could see how badly she wanted me to believe it, so I smiled at her.

I wanted to tell her everything that I felt, everything I’d learned in the time that we’d been apart, and everything about my family. I was going to, but as I met her gaze, I didn’t want to ruin what could potentially be our perfect night—and the start of the rest of our lives.

“You never even had a chance to show off in your impressive dress tonight,” I said instead to distract us both from the melancholy that was threatening to sink in. Holding her hand in mine, I spun her slowly before guiding her into my arms.

We danced in a small circle, our conversation moving swiftly from light and airy to heavy and weighted with the pain of the past. Eventually, I couldn’t resist the call of her lips any longer. Only a few moments after I claimed them though, she pulled away.

“You said you were hoping to make good on a promise tonight?” she asked with definite curiosity.









CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE





I WONDERED IF I was imagining the desire that twinkled in Evie’s eyes and fell from her parted lips as she asked the question.

You bet your sweet ass I was wanting to make good on a promise.

“Maybe it was a little rash on my part, but yeah,” I said when the words in my head sounded far too crass. “I believe I promised that I’d make sure our first time was special.”

Evie’s face fell, and all of the need I’d thought I’d seen, or maybe imagined, was gone. In its place was shock and disgust.

Doesn’t she want me? Then horror struck me as another thought appeared. Does she think I think she’s easy?

I was horror-struck and started to backtrack and then tried desperately to explain myself. “I don’t mean. God, I’m not saying that we have to . . .”

Unfortunately, in my desire to explain myself so that she wasn’t disgusted by me, my words stumbled over themselves and fell from my tongue long before I could complete any full thoughts. “I don’t want to do anything you don’t want to do. I just . . . Please tell me I haven’t screwed this up before it’s even started.”

To my surprise, she laughed. The sound was melodic and perfect; I could listen to it for the rest of my life. Then her mouth formed words I could barely believe. “Relax. I want it. I want you. You would not believe how often I’ve dreamed of this. Us.”

“Yeah?” I asked, unwilling to believe my own ears.

She pushed lightly against my chest, and I could tell that she wanted to take control. I followed her lead, allowing her to push me backward until my knees struck the bed. I fell onto the mattress. A moment later, she’d climbed onto my lap and was attacking my mouth with warm, wet kisses. My cock stood on end almost instantly, straining desperately against my jeans and longing to be released.

I held her against me and relished in the heat that radiated from her. It was what had been missing for years. I would never tire of the way her skin burned and soothed all at the same time. She pushed her hips forward against mine, and I wanted nothing more than for all of our clothes to magically disappear.

“God, I’ve wanted this for so long too,” I admitted to her, desire straining in my voice. “More than I should have.”

Her arms wrapped tightly around my shoulders, and her mouth pressed against mine as her tongue moved in ways that I was certain it hadn’t before. Despite how much we’d explored each other when we were younger in Charlotte, there was so much we hadn’t done. Our touches then were almost innocent compared to the way her hands trailed across my body now. It seemed she’d learned some new tricks in our time apart that made me wonder . . .

“Are you a . . .” I couldn’t voice the world—virgin—because I really didn’t want to hear the answer just as desperately as I wanted to know. I hadn’t been a virgin for a long time, but I wasn’t sure whether it was the same for her.

Without breaking the contact of her body against mine, she shook her head.

“Not anymore,” she murmured with a heartbroken sigh.

For a moment, guilt ate at me. What was that sigh about? Did she have a bad experience? Did she have a great one and was sad she wasn’t still with him? Was I her second choice?

Not since my first time had I been struck with performance anxiety so severe. She was everything I wanted, exceeding all of my other experiences beyond measure. 

What if I wasn’t that to her? 

What if I was a disappointment?

As if to quell my doubts, she ran her hands down my spine, her fingers warming the fabric of my shirt before meeting my lips again. Her tongue explored my mouth, and all of my concerns were washed away. I tilted my hips to better connect with her, and she tipped her head back with the softest moan of pleasure that rushed straight through my body and sent even more blood rushing to my dick.

With her head tilted at that perfect angle, her throat and collarbone were exposed and her breasts jutted forward exquisitely. Through the soft silk of her gown, I could see the tips of her nipples, and I wanted to take the tiny buds between my lips and suck them both in turn.

My mouth explored her throat, my lips and tongue relearning all of the curves and tastes of her unique skin. Clutching at her hips, I moved her on my lap to get the perfect friction. If I kept the rhythm going, I would probably only last a few more minutes, but they’d be the best minutes of my life to date.

Even as I held her, Evie’s temperature rose in time with the frequency of her tiny moans of pleasure. Despite the memory of her touch I still carried from years earlier, the whole experience was better than I’d ever imagined it could be, and we were both still fully clothed. I had to rectify that before another minute passed. 

As I was getting ready to correct the clothing situation, she pushed me away lightly.

Thinking that I must have done something wrong, I tried to find out what it was even as I tried to bring my desperate breathing back under control. Her eyes met mine, and the swirling fire of emotions I saw in the depths of her gaze stole my breath away entirely.

“I love you,” she whispered, stroking her palm softly across my cheek. “So much.”

Her confession was too much for me to bear, my lips attacked her skin as I tried to take more of her in—all of her in. “Fuck, Evie,” I whispered against her skin. “You have to know I love you too.”

Reaching down, I grabbed the ends of the silken dress she wore and pulled it off over her head. Even though I knew she was wearing very little beneath the gown—my fingers had confirmed that as I’d explored her back and shoulders, as had the wondrous sight of the satin clinging to her breasts and hanging from her perfectly erect nipples—I wasn’t really prepared for the long stretches of tanned skin that my action exposed.

Once more, I noted that she was thinner than she’d been the last time we’d met. Her ribs pressed harshly against her skin in a way that saddened me for what she’d had to endure until then. Despite her undernourished physique, I could still see the beauty in her gorgeously feminine body.

The curve of her shoulders flowed down to meet with the swell of her breasts, her sides rushed inward to shape her petite waist before tilting out again to hug her slender hips. Without any clothes to cover her figure, her curves were accentuated. Heat radiated from her skin almost visibly, and the whole picture had me so mesmerized I’d even forgotten to move. I wasn’t entirely sure that I was breathing any longer.

“Goddamn it, Evie, you are so beautiful,” I murmured, the truth falling easily from me.

Lifting my gaze, I caught the effect my appraisal was having on her. She was as desperate and wanting as I was. Although I could have sworn neither of us had moved, we were both crashing into one another again in a tangle of limbs and need. 

I held her as tightly as I dared, and it was like holding fire between my palms. Fire that didn’t burn in the traditional sense but instead sent my desire skyrocketing.

With a growl of need, I flipped us over so she was pressed against the mattress and I could control the pace of our union. Trailing kisses across her cheek and down onto her jaw, I supported myself with one hand and used the other to explore the silken planes of her flesh.

My fingers traced paths over her throat and chest. I cupped her breast before stroking her nipple with my thumb. My mouth found her other nipple, and I dragged my teeth lightly across the surface. Evie moaned beneath me. The sounds she made increased in tempo and pitch as I took her to new levels of bliss—being willingly dragged along right behind her.

She clutched at my arm and tugged me toward her, but I resisted. The instant that I settled myself between her warm legs, I wasn’t going to be willing to leave again for a while. Although that was what I wanted, I didn’t want it yet. I wanted to give her an experience that was better than that. Although I wasn’t proud of the time I’d spent with the other women I’d screwed, it had given me the confidence and the skill to know how to elicit pleasure in Evie the likes of which I doubted she’d ever experienced before. I doubted she’d shared the connection between us with anyone else. 

Continuing a path down her body, I kissed her stomach while my fingers followed the curve of her waist. When I hit the end of the bed, I continued my downward trail, determined to see all of Evie, exposed and writhing while she waited for my touch.

I reached for her panties, languidly drawing them over her legs before tossing them away. For a moment, I stood and admired the view. It was an image I’d pieced together from what I’d seen and felt over the course of our week together, and the day her Dad had been murdered, but somehow seeing it all combined under the current circumstances was so much better than anything my imagination had ever been able to create.

Although I was barely aware I was speaking, the words flowed from me, telling her how fucking beautiful she was. Pressing one knee against the bed, I touched my mouth against her stomach before moving lower and lower.

By the time I reached my goal and had a chance to taste the pleasures I’d only experienced in my dreams, I was almost as breathless and desperate as Evie was. I placed small open-mouthed kisses against her thigh.

“Please, Clay!”

The needful cry drove me onward, and I pressed a soft kiss against the apex of her thigh. Her hands fisted in my hair, and she cried out with pleasure. I’d barely started the attention I wanted to lavish on her, when she pushed me away.

She sat up and grabbed hold of my shirt before dragging me back toward her with it before kissing me as she worked on the buttons. As she helped me to shed my garments, worry struck that my scars might disgust her. They’d terrified others in the past, and Evie knew more about why I had each and every one. Although I was certain she’d seen some of them peeking from the bottom of my shirts or sleeves, some were newer—still angry and puckered. I pulled her closer to me, trying to hide them all just in case the evidence of my hunting activities repulsed her.

When she surrendered into my hold, my worry subsided. I’d never told her the full nitty-gritty details of my past, but I’d never hidden anything either. I shed the last of the barriers between us so I could take her in my arms and worship her like she deserved. Now that I had her safe by my side, and was so close to fulfilling every fantasy, I didn’t want anything to ruin it.

Even as the thought stuck me, I realized that despite all my careful planning I’d failed to consider one important item for the night of pleasure I’d planned. I swore out loud when my failure to get a simple box of condoms threatened to ruin our whole evening.

To my surprise, Evie laughed when I admitted to my failure.

“Clay, they, umm, they don’t work for me anyway. Heat and latex?” Her nose scrunched up in the cutest way. “Not a good mix.”

The words I needed to ask how she knew that were on the tip of my tongue, but her statement was little more than a reminder that this wasn’t her first rodeo. I really didn’t need the dirty details before I claimed her for myself. I may not have been her first, but I would damned well do everything in my power to make sure I was her last.

As if to allay my concern, she asked whether there were any risks, and for me there weren’t. I’d always been safe before I’d been celibate.

“Then we’ll be fine,” she said.

Even if I’d wanted to argue, the heat in her gaze was enough to burn me, and I couldn’t resist the call of it a second more. A moment later, she was lying beneath me, and I was ready to take everything that she offered.

“So beautiful,” I said again as I settled into place, my fingers tracing her body again.

It was a perfect moment two years in the making.

I stilled at the thought. 

It had been two years. 

Two years of fantasies and endless thoughts of how perfect this moment might be. I couldn’t help but wonder whether she’d dreamed of the moment too.

As if to answer my concerned thoughts, Evie spoke as we broke apart for air. “Clay, please. I’ve waited long enough for you.”

I was struck by an unusual, but seemingly insurmountable, bout of performance anxiety.

What if I can’t live up to Evie’s fantasies?

There was the chance I’d built her up into something that reality could never come close to, and the opposite could be true. The idea of disappointing her was almost enough to make me not want to try. 

Almost, but not quite.

The call of her body was so loud I couldn’t resist it. After a moment to temper my illusions and to try to set more realistic expectations, I would be ready.

While I was overthinking everything, Evie reached her hand down between us and took my cock in her warm hold. The sensation of her hand on my sensitive skin didn’t match the fantasies I’d had. 

No, it was better. 

Much, much better.

Before I could comprehended that sensation, Evie guided me inside her, and I was temporarily blinded by the sensation.

“Fuck, Evie,” I muttered as my body took over from my mind after her actions had shaken the doubt from me. I was wrong to worry about our union. It was perfect—better than every fantasy I’d ever had.

Her body was fire, her lips pure passion. Every sensation between us tugged me that much closer to oblivion. Although I tried to be gentle, tried to make our first time last as long as possible and take her to places where she’d be beyond words, it was almost impossible to temper myself.

I was where I’d dreamed of being for so long—in bed with her panting and desperate as she came apart because of my touch.





FOR ALMOST two days, Evie and I stayed in our own little bubble. We ordered room service when we wanted to eat and ignored the fact that a world even existed outside of the hotel.

Even after that time, I wanted more. I didn’t want to leave or move. I was happy to stay in the room forever and never leave. I knew it wasn’t practical though. Eventually, my money would run out—it was already dangerously low after a few nights in the luxury of the suite we were in.

We had a few tense moments when we each revealed the details of our intimate pasts. I couldn’t believe it when she told me she’d been with a fairy. Her simple admission had felt like the ultimate betrayal. For Evie’s sake, I tried to look at it from her side, but I couldn’t reconcile the goodness I saw in her with the terrible things I knew were true of the fae.

Our little bubble burst the moment a newspaper arrived on our second morning. It was such a simple thing, but I knew it was trouble the instant the bell rang because I hadn’t ordered anything.

Although I didn’t want to scare Evie, the delivery told me beyond any shadow of a doubt that it was time for us to go. The headline screamed about a fire at the Hawthorne Hotel and spoke of the number of deaths. 

It wasn’t a coincidence that it arrived when it did, or that the bell had been rung to signal its appearance. Someone knew I was at the hotel. Whether they knew I was there with Evie or not, I couldn’t be certain, but I wasn’t willing to risk it either way. Even if they didn’t, I was certain they soon would.

When Evie questioned me, I tried to act normal and pretend everything was fine. Still, I needed to impart the urgency to move on. While Evie was packing, I read through the accompanying article, trying to decipher any code in it. It was too coincidental that the paper that had arrived had that particular article. 

I thought back to the night at the Hawthorne and the way my family were acting. Had they been expecting me to run? They’d certainly been interested in learning more about the woman at the bar and looking back, it had been almost too easy to leave.

Were they giving me R&R? 

If that was the case, was the newspaper their way of telling me to come home. Scarily, it wasn’t outside the realm of possibility. They’d have had no immediate way of knowing Evie was still alive, and probably assumed that I’d hit it off with the puritan messenger girl. It wouldn’t have been long before they reviewed the security footage of the Hawthorne hotel though. I tried to think of how they might have known where I was, but the only thing I could come up with was that the cab driver must have turned informant—unless I was just being paranoid.

Regardless of whether the cabbie had divulged the information or not, I needed to get Evie as far away as possible. I couldn’t risk my family endangering her life. Neither could I risk the possibility of her hurting them.

When Evie went into the bathroom to put her hair up, I read the article for the third time, thinking how odd it was that a story about a Rain operation had made the paper at all, let alone the front page. It happened on occasion, but not that regularly and usually not without some reason.

It was then that I noticed one of the ads next to the story, an ad for a bridal shop, had some odd punctuation and word choices. With my heart in my throat, I scanned the ad carefully, reading every word after the punctuation and saw a message that was almost certainly intended for me.

“The meeting is over. You’ve had your fun. It’s time to bring your new bride home.”

It confirmed the cab driver had been our betrayer. Whether Dad had found out the license details of the man and threatened him or whether I’d stumbled onto a Rain sympathizer, I would never know. 

Ultimately, it didn’t matter. 

Dad had obviously thought my story to the driver was the truth. It meant that he didn’t know Evie was still alive, but he did know where I was. That was all I needed to know—enough to convince me to leave.

A little less than an hour later, Evie and I were on a bus. I didn’t look where it was going, because it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that I had Evie back in my life and that she was safe. I wasn’t willing to give her up ever again.

I could only hope that the rest would work itself out before the end.
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Evan is a reluctant cupid.


Facing an unknown term of servitude to repay his debt to the world, it is his responsibility to guide couples together. Despite initial hesitancy, he has learned to handle every case with care and he now basks in the afterglow of new-found love and relishes in the energy it provides him. But his end goal is still the promise of paradise in return for his penance.


It's all going according to plan until he receives an assignment that is inconceivable to him. He has to find a mate for Becca, within whom lives the reincarnated soul of his one true love. Bound by his duty to find her a match, he must resist her charm and suppress his own desires. It is his job and he cannot fail, even if his own paradise now seems lost.


For a cupid, falling in love is against the rules.


Isn't it?
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Amity is a disillusioned angel. 


For countless millennia, she's helped her assignments find truth in their experiences and improve their lives. Once, she'd been tender and caring, but humanity's misuse of free will and her own missteps have left her jaded. 


Now, all Amity allows is the truth. Get in, get out, and never let them know that she’s there. That’s the motto she's lived by for years. She considers her latest assignment nothing more than the next in a long line of jilted lovers that she’s had to help. When her presence exposes more than either of them was ready for, will they be able to find the truths hidden deep within the other? Or will the fallout leave them both in tatters? 


The truth will set them free. 


Won’t it?
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Available Now


Evie Meyers’ life is one spent on the run. Every minute of every day, her life is in danger if anyone should suspect the truth about her ancestry. Her father was willing to risk everything to keep the truth hidden, even from her, but the lies he fabricated were exposed when her high school crush, Clay Jacobs, inadvertently stumbled upon her secret. His discovery puts Evie at risk from a secret organization tasked with washing the world clean of nonhumans—and Clay is one of its deadliest soldiers. Forced into a war she doesn’t understand, all because of what she is, Evie is left with no choice but to flee with her father to escape persecution.


When Clay reappears in her life, battle scarred and mysterious, Evie is unprepared and terrified as he forces his way back into her heart. When the battle catches up with her, and a tragic accident tears apart the peace she discovered, she finds herself alone and without the protection of her father, or her lover. Now, she needs to keep her secrets hidden and learn to survive on her own in a world that wants her dead, all while searching for the missing piece of her heart.
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Experience Declan’s complete story. Includes all four novels, the RONE-nominated novella “Decide” and an exclusive bonus novella “Decode”.


INCLUDED BOOKS: 

Decide

Decline

Deceive

Decipher

Declare

Decode


As high school sweethearts, Declan Reede and Alyssa Dawson didn’t always see eye-to-eye. Especially when it came to his dream of being a driver in the ProV8 series. When he’s offered the chance at the career of his dreams, Declan straps himself in for the ride regardless of the cost.

Older, but not wiser, Declan is on the path to becoming a racing legend. Only, regret haunts him around the track and threatens to send him off-course. When a chance encounter offers the opportunity to correct his mistakes, Declan must learn to manage the curves if he wants to claim the ultimate prize.

**Due to strong language and sexual content not intended for anyone under the age of 18**
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