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				WHEN YOU PLAY WITH FIRE...

				It was only a matter of time before Gareth Brennan had to die. Before he made that ultimate sacrifice, the assassin wanted to know warmth once again. His recent experiences had destroyed his ability to create fire, yet sexy bartender Ashley Clement was now igniting one within him.

				As a Phoenix, Ashley had limited time herself; soon a male Phoenix would claim her. Unless she could find a lover. Gareth was the perfect man for the job. Except he was no human, and their union might draw even more danger. But to deny their fiery attraction...that was a truly impossible task. 

			

		

	
		
			
				“I’ll show you mine when you show me yours.”

				Ashley leaned into him and the smell of sunshine and dry heat intensified. “Clever man. I suppose closing time will provide us both the answer I’ve not yet decided on. Stay if you will.”

				Spinning on her heel, she strode across the pub and slipped behind the bar.

				Gareth stole a look at his watch.

				Midnight.

				Two hours to kill.

				If this woman was his last chance? If she could give him the chance to find even a moment’s peace before an eternity of torment? There was nothing he wouldn’t do, no sin he wouldn’t commit. And he would do any of it, all of it, without batting an eye. After all, he was already damned, a dead man.

				There was nothing left to lose, only a warm woman to gain.
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				Dear Reader,

				Welcome back to the myth and magic of Ireland! The first book in the series introduced you to the five men, all Druids, who make up the Assassin’s Arcanum. This second book introduces the man who’s second in command, or Regent: Gareth Brennan. Darkness has weighed him down for too long, but the personal sacrifice it will take to shed that weight may be too high a cost. Only time, and the power of love, will tell.

				I was fortunate to spend several weeks in Ireland not long ago. The country is as charming as it is indescribably beautiful. And I can tell you without batting an eye that the country is as green as it’s reputed to be. And the people? They’re warm, friendly and have a quick wit about them. I made friends there that I still miss (waves at Mary and Tommy!).

				Every time I delve into an Arcanum member’s story, I’m transported back to this land. Ireland wove her own magic around me. It seemed anything...everything...was possible while I was there. I’ve cherished each discovery I made in Ireland, both personal and professional. But that particular feeling of being able to do anything I set my mind to? I’ve held it closest of all.

				May that sense of wonder and the urge to believe in the impossible find you somewhere within the pages of Gareth’s story.

				Until next time,

				Kelli

			

		

	
		
			
				To all the amazing people who touched my life while I was in Ireland researching this series.
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				Chapter 1

				Gareth Brennan considered the frost-rimed grass, yellowed and made brittle by a persistent cold no summer month in Ireland had ever seen. Toeing the edge of the macabre pattern of cracked earth with his booted foot, a hard shiver raced up his spine. The Old Ones, ancestors lost long before the modern day, held that a man knew when someone passed over his grave. They’d known with certainty what time such events occurred and disbelief at the myth had turned into an old wives’ tale, suggesting that the connection between life and death was so thin that the soul rebelled at death’s most subtle threat.

				Gareth had died here a little more than six months ago. And he’d been resurrected. His connection to this very place had been cemented that day. Whether anyone believed in the old legends, or his reactions, was irrelevant. Gareth knew every time man, animal or...other...crossed this ground.

				Clumps of dark, cracked soil broke away as he continued to think. The ground seemed to sigh, exhaustion bleeding out of the unnatural fissures. It shamed him that fear, not fury, was his immediate response to that sound, the sound that called up memories of his death. The goddess, Cailleach, bound millennia before to the Shadow Realm, had sought to break her chains and return to this plane. She’d sought to displace the gods and remake the world to her satisfaction, placing her and her siblings as rulers over mankind.

				Gareth hadn’t been of an accord. And he also hadn’t been willing to fight her, not when she’d possessed a woman who bore no responsibility in the merging of souls beyond having been born to the wrong bloodline at the worst possible time. He couldn’t condemn her for something so beyond her control. Well, that and the fact the Druid’s Assassin, Gareth’s boss and brother by choice, loved the woman. That had certainly influenced him, as well. As Regent to the Assassin and his Arcanum, second in command in all things, he’d made an executive decision. Dylan’s happiness trumped the man’s loneliness. So Gareth didn’t fight back, instead allowing the woman to run him through with a sword. A large sword. Bloody bad idea that had been.

				He kicked at the earth again, and it did, indeed, sigh.

				His fear intensified at the sound, one so familiar to the breathy voice that haunted him both waking and asleep.

				Death.

				Phantoms.

				The goddess.

				War.

				Gareth shuddered and took a step back as he considered the scarred soil.

				How much stronger was the connection between life and death if a man experienced death and rebirth in the same spot? How tightly bound would he be to the place if the Goddess of Phantoms and War herself told him she’d see him here again come Beltane?

				There wasn’t an easy answer. He only knew that each time someone crossed this patch, his entire body shuddered with repulsion. His breath stalled. The goddess breathed into his ear, her voice as chilling as mortals believed it should have been hot.

				“Beltane.”

				Always the same singular word, and always uttered with the same undisguised intent.

				She’s coming for me.

				He fought the urge to run, to get in his car and drive, to get away from Ireland by plane or by sea and never, ever look back. But to what end? History had proven over and over that there was nowhere one could run to that death couldn’t find him. The goddess was cagey like that.

				Bitch.

				He backed away several feet, eyes on the ground as if she’d emerge at his unfavorable thought. When nothing happened, he turned and stalked toward the giant keep.

				Mortals, and particularly tourists, who came to the cliffs saw only a decrepit building of tumbling stone and vine. If they came too close, a sense of bowel-loosening foreboding repelled them. And if they persisted? A little magickal push from one of the Assassin’s watchmen sent them on their way.

				He saw the place, known as the Nest, for what it was. A rather foreboding castle, it had a tower on all four corners. The courtyard had been enclosed to make a huge foyer over two hundred years prior. The garage was a bit archaic seeing as it had, for centuries, housed horses versus horsepower. And Wi-Fi had gone in—thank the gods—four years ago. The place was still a drafty monstrosity, and it always would be. But it was home.

				He jogged through the front doors, fighting the compulsion to keep his jacket on. He was cold, was always cold, now.

				“Yer late,” a thunderous voice called out, and he knew for whom that particular boom tolled.

				“And you’ve no cause to announce to the world I’ve come to drop my trousers for you,” Gareth countered.

				The burly man grinned as he stepped full out of the doorway to the infirmary. “Ye’ll drop yer drawers because I’m the only one who can give ye what ye need.”

				“Yep, your reputation’s toast,” an identifiable male voice called from an invisible point and was followed by general male laughter.

				“Shut up,” Garret called, shaking his head. “Bunch of tools.”

				He strode into the Druidic version of a physician’s office. The eye of newt was missing, but beyond that, it was relatively similar to that which a nonmagickal person would expect. Natural remedies, crushed herbs and preserved root stock shared space with modern medical equipment and, in some cases, drugs. In the midst of it all stood Angus O’Malley, the Druid’s version of a physician and owner of the voice that had started the trainee assassins chattering in the hallways.

				“Did you have to call out like that, Angus? You know they’ll fear coming in here now.” Gareth nudged the door shut with his hip and, with reluctance, shed his jacket. The cold that had chilled him became abrasive and he couldn’t repress a hard shudder.

				Angus looked him over with a critical eye. “No better, then.” A statement, not a question.

				“No worse,” Gareth countered.

				“Yer optimism’s noted.” He jerked his chin to an exam table. “Drop your denims and assume the position.”

				Scowling, Gareth undid his jeans and braced his palms on the table edge. “You know, I hate this. Just get it over wi—ow! Fecking hell,” he said, teeth gritted, hands clenching. The burn of the injection and the subsequent medication was almost as painful as Angus’s warm hand laid against the bare skin of his hip. He thought it possible he melted under the incredible heat of the healer’s touch, was less than a breath away from calling stop and begging to have the needle removed, when the large man pulled it free of his flesh.

				Gareth yanked his jeans up with enough force he doubled over with a grunt. He shot a sharp look at Angus. “What was in that bloody injection? Hydrochloric acid? Perhaps a little potassium sulfate to enhance the burn?” He rubbed his hand over the offended butt cheek. “Gods be damned, but in the course of this...this...nonsense, that was the most painful ‘treatment’ yet!”

				“‘Nonsense,’ is it?” Angus asked as he skewered Gareth with a sharp look. “As Regent, the Assassin’s second in both rank and command of the Assassin’s Arcanum, and considerin’ yer one o’ the brighter men I’ve yet tae meet, I believe I’m safe in saying the problem’s no’ the mix. The problem centers around yer fear, Gareth, and well ye know it.”

				Heat, unusual and yet welcome for its rarity if not the cause, burned across Gareth’s cheeks. “Tell a soul I’m scared o’ needles and it’ll mean fists between us, auld man.”

				Sighing, Gareth tucked the tails of his henley under his waistband with fierce jabs, retied his combat boots and—more gingerly—situated his pants legs before facing the man who’d treated his every injury since childhood. He propped one hip on the exam table and crossed his arms over his chest, mirroring Angus’s posture. “Is there anything you’ve found in treating me, anything so wrong that himself’s a need to know this very minute?”

				Besides the fact the phantom goddess marked my soul as hers, sealed the claiming with forced sexual contact and has promised to fetch me home by Beltane? Sure, and there’s that.

				Thank the gods he’d shared that with no one. “Well?” he pressed Angus.

				The healer rolled his shoulders forward, lips thinning. “Nay.” He shoved meaty hands into hair that resembled the topknot of a Highland steer. “That doesna mean yer symptoms aren’t worsening, though. Only that I doona know best how tae treat ye.”

				Ignoring his internal voice, the one that latched on to the admission he was worsening with a silent wail of rage, Gareth gave a sharp nod. “Then what do you recommend I tell Dylan? Should I say that I’m...what? Can you definitively prove that I’m...I’m...dying?” He swallowed hard and waited. What if Angus says yes?

				“I doona ken, but...no.” Angus dropped his hands to his sides, his wide shoulders sagging. “Ye’ve symptoms the likes o’ which I’ve never seen, symptoms as would scare a logical man near tae death. But I cannot predict death any more than you.”

				Every semblance of attempted humor fell away, and Gareth grew colder than normal. “I assure you, this isn’t as remotely scary as experiencing death itself.” And Gareth couldn’t predict death. He’d been given the date to expect the retrieval of his soul. Only eight days remained. The truth hit him like a sledgehammer to the sternum, and he fought the impulse to clutch his chest, take his pulse and have Angus examine him one more time.

				The healer gripped the counter, his gaze locked on some undefined spot to his left. “Ye never speak of it. Of dying, that is.”

				Because the horrors are too great to relive, and to speak of it could draw the phantom queen’s attentions prematurely.

				Gareth swallowed, the movement nearly impossible as the muscles in his throat tried to freeze, failed to work and wouldn’t respond. Stubborn, he pushed harder, the thought of speaking the goddess of death’s name turning his blood to slush, his marrow to ice. He opened his mouth and closed it once...twice...a third time, but he couldn’t do it.

				The healer paled. “Either you tell Dylan how fast this is progressing, that yer core temperature is dropping and yer symptoms are rapidly growing worse, or...or I will.”

				Gareth’s hands flexed. He’d told Dylan the whole truth and the rest of the Arcanum most of what had transpired, but none knew the extent of his degradation and suffering. He’d kept that to himself on purpose. He wouldn’t have them engage the phantom queen and risk their lives unnecessarily. “You’ve no right.”

				“Maybe no’,” Angus conceded, meeting Gareth’s hard stare and then stepping back in the face of that burgeoning fury, “but as he’s the Assassin, I’ve every obligation. Ye’ve got until the end o’ the week.”

				Gareth shook his head, fighting to speak around emotion’s unexpected stranglehold. “I need more time.”

				“To do what?”

				Die. Again. But on my own terms. He would be ending this before the phantom queen could execute her threat. That pleasure, at least, he could deny her.

				His answer, though unvoiced, hung between them as if shouted.

				Angus narrowed his eyes. “I’ll no’ be giving ye time to prove yerself an eejit, man.”

				Gareth dragged a hand down his face, fighting to shake off the black pall that clung to him like a cloak woven from a spider’s web. “If you’re worried about me proving myself an eejit, don’t. That little fact was proved in roughly 1892 when I slept with the local laird’s daughter.” He forced a grin but the effort climbed no higher than his lips, leaving his eyes barren. “Her mother discovered us in the haystack...and remembered sleeping with me herself a mere thirty years earlier. Awkward, that, when a man doesn’t age as a mortal should.”

				The healer scowled. “Ye’ve the heart of a lion, but it’s a right jackass ye’ve become.”

				“It’s a jackass I’ve always been. And, as always, your kind words come near to sweeping me off my feet—” he reached over and pinched the physician’s ruddy cheek “—only to instead dump me on me arse.” Pushing off the exam table, Gareth stumbled before regaining his balance and striding across the room where he grabbed his jacket, paused and glanced back. “Be well, Angus.” Then he passed through the doorway and headed down the hall.

				Ahead, the sound of good-natured taunts and deep male laughter ricocheted off the stone walls. Rounding the corner, he found several senior trainees leading a group of junior trainees out the keep’s front door. “Gentlemen,” Gareth said, addressing them as a whole.

				The young assassins turned toward him, their faces growing serious immediately.

				Jacob, the highest ranked individual in the group, stepped forward. “Regent.”

				Gareth inclined his head, taking in their civilian clothes and the clink of car keys in more than one hand. “You lads out for a bit of sport?”

				Jacob lifted his chin, face blank, emotions contained but eyes a bit wary. “Yes, sir. Thought we’d go to the village. There’s a group of musicians from Dublin playing at the pub. We’re looking for a little craic tonight.”

				Fun and music, maybe a little dancing. He could go in for that.

				If they’d have him.

				Six months ago, he would have been invited outright, title—and troubles—notwithstanding. The men had enjoyed his company when they got a little rowdy. In return, he’d enjoyed theirs—both their company and the wee bit of hell they’d raised together. But the word hell brought about an entirely different meaning now. Once a passing phrase, it had now become a tangible reality not related to fun in any way.

				Gareth had been there.

				He’d met...her, the Goddess of Phantoms and War whose name he couldn’t bring himself to utter, even now. She had changed his perspective on tossing the word hell around without a care. She’d forced him to consider what awaited him when this life came to an end, and she assured it would be sooner rather than later. Now he’d grown wary of sleep, fearful she’d exercise her mark on him and take his soul while he lay defenseless.

				Conjecture regarding his experience ran wild. The Arcanum and senior assassins had left him be, but the young men, those in training to become assassins, couldn’t help but wonder aloud. Speculation regarding his visit to the Well of Souls regularly traveled across darkened rooms, whispered like ghost stories on stormy nights. Conjecture as to what he’d seen ran rampant. But the fear they might die in service to the gods, might see whatever terror it was that had changed Gareth? That ran far more rampant, often followed by brazen boasts that only the darkest of the dark among them should bother to worry about such nonsense. He often interrupted these morbid conversations with simple if hard words. “Train harder, fight smarter and never hesitate to take your enemy down. Then you ladies can finally stop having this conversation. Understood?”

				Having died on his own turf, on land where he should have been strongest and had the advantage in any fight, he knew better. The phantom queen could find a man anywhere and would take him without hesitation if he was at all reluctant to strike back. Even if he did...

				“Sir?” Jacob’s voice said, cutting through Gareth’s wildly wandering mind.

				His focus shifted to the young assassin. “Apologies. What did you say?”

				“Would you care to join us?” The young man’s uncertainty was apparent in the tight line of his mouth and the flat tone of his voice.

				Gareth considered for a split second before grinning and giving a short nod. He would take tonight to live as he once had, would force himself to get out of the keep and stop looking over his shoulder at every suspicious action, every strange sound, every odd occurrence. His own demise was imminent, by his hand or hers, so tonight he would simply remember. “Who am I to tarnish memories of times gone by? You gents go on ahead and secure a booth near the telly. Ireland’s playing Scotland tonight, and I’ll want to toast our every goal. I’ll be no more than fifteen minutes behind you.”

				“Fair enough.” Jacob winked. “Gives me just long enough to toy with the bartender a bit.”

				Gareth stopped, brows drawing down. “Is he a new bartender? When did he start?”

				“She. The bartender is one hundred percent ‘she.’ And to a man, we’re grateful,” one of the group responded, letting out a low, slow whistle and shaping his hands over the invisible hourglass figure of a lush woman while oblivious to Gareth’s hesitation. “You being late will let us have a bit of a flirt with her before ye get there and steal her heart, ye careless bastard.”

				“Good to know.” Gareth swallowed hard and waved them on. “Fifteen minutes and we’ll see what her type of man is.”

				Several ribald jests were tossed about then as Gareth historically tended to be every woman’s type.

				Ignoring the men as a whole, he spun on his heel and jogged across the massive entry hall to the wide staircase, taking the steps two at a time. The sudden urge to remain at the keep, to stay inside the protection of the thick walls and the powerful wards that reinforced them, had him reconsidering his offer to go out with the men. But they needed it. Truly. They needed the support of the Assassin’s Arcanum, that elite group of five warriors, in all things, from the most difficult of their training all the way to burning off a little excess energy. So he would suck it up, stop his whining and let go of this ridiculous obsession of waiting on the queen’s calling card. Gareth was going to the bar. He could check out the new bartender while he was there, perhaps find a way to have a bit of sport as part of his last hurrah. That would also allow him to ensure she wasn’t a threat to the assassins here. Shaking his head at his paranoia, his smile felt brittle. He needed to stop seeing everything, and everyone, unknown as a threat. That she’d happened to show up while he was fighting his own demons didn’t make her one of them.

				Besides, in spite of his hardships over the last six months, Gareth’s three life truths still held true. First, nothing got a man’s mind off his troubles like a well-built Guinness.

				Second, an equally well-built woman was balm to the soul.

				Third? Well, third was his favorite. A mutually pleasurable one-night stand could make a man forget his woes.

				And all Gareth wanted to do was forget.

				* * *

				Ashley Clement hoisted the tray of drinks above her head, turned and began winding her way through the ever-expanding Friday night crowd. Setting down pints and baskets of bar food as she went, she also retrieved empties and took new orders. An hour ago she’d called in an additional waitress. Ashley would only work the floor as a barmaid until the girl arrived, and the sooner, the better. Seeing to the bar satisfied her far more than running to and fro, fending off wandering hands and keeping her volatile temper in check. The latter had cost her all she was willing to pay in every lifetime she’d claimed as her own. And as a phoenix? That number was vast.

				There’d be live music tonight from the traveling group, The King’s Footmen. They would play everything from contemporary hits to old favorites and traditional Irish ballads, pulling in a more diverse crowd as the band had a sound both young and old could appreciate. Tonight’s festivities alone ensured she would more than double her average take.

				Fergus, the bar’s owner and short-order cook, emerged from the small kitchen. The man was huge, his white apron appearing more like a dainty dishtowel banded round his waist. His gaze roved over the patrons, searching.

				Ashley knew he was looking for her, but something made her hesitate to raise a hand and wave. His behavior had been odd of late. Odd enough, actually, that she was considering moving on.

				He finally found her watching him, and his face darkened. “Stop yer lollygagging. Orders up!”

				She offered a jaunty salute. “Soon as these fine men are served, I’ll retrieve as commanded.” He ducked back into the kitchen and she added softly, “Jackass.”

				Laughter wove through the crowd nearest her.

				“He’ll have yer head should he hear ye,” said a regular who’d overheard her.

				“And a fine trophy it would be to join the others,” his tablemate answered.

				Others. It had to be a coincidence. Neither mortal man knew what she was.

				Ashley shifted her tray as she turned her attention to the table of attractive men who’d shoved into the largest booth nearest the telly. Distributing their drink order with care, she watched them under lowered lashes. To a body, they were larger than most Irishmen in both height and muscle, and instead of harboring the general spirit of goodwill inherent to the Irish, they seemed to blend with the shadows even as they appeared weighed down by some invisible onus. Their auras ranged from the palest shade of early morning fog to a gray so dark it appeared inky. Then there was the way their gazes continually roamed the room, all but announcing that, even in their cups, these men never found their ease. All in all, it had been a lot for Ashley to pick up on in the fifteen minutes they’d been here, but she could relate. And that she’d taken it all in was proof that living the last four centuries on the run had helped her develop a few survival skills. Nondeadly ones, anyway. The deadly stuff? Well, that part of her couldn’t be turned off any more than the sun could be commanded to rise in the west come morning. So she’d watch the men as she pulled taps, built Guinness after Guinness and poured the hard liquor with flourish. Should push come to shove and she discovered they represented a threat she hadn’t yet sniffed out, she’d be out the back door in seconds and with nothing more than the backpack she always kept within reach.

				Flipping her hair over her shoulder, she smiled at the group as she set the last of the drinks down. “You gents fancy some crisps or chicken gujons tonight? Clearly I’m headed to the kitchen and would be happy to deliver your order.”

				One of the men lifted his pint and tipped his chin toward her before taking his first sip. “We’ve an ear for the music tonight, love, but thanks. Another man’s joining the party shortly. He might be of a different mind.”

				She glanced at the band setting up in the corner. No electric instruments. This would be what the Americans called a jam session. Foot tapping as the fiddle player loosed a rapid flurry of notes, Ashley turned back to the men. “Enjoy yourselves, then, and I’ll check with your man when he’s here and settled.”

				Behind her, the vestibule door opened with its characteristic creak followed by a short burst of crisp, cool ocean air. The chill wind whispered a silent benediction over the thin sheen of sweat that graced her skin.

				That same breeze lifted her hair and whipped the long curls around her. Small crackles and pops, not unlike strong static, sparked between the strands and against her skin, and the sheen of sweat crept into her nape, dotted her upper lip and further dampened her lower back. Heat pinked her skin and arousal settled deep in her core.

				A wave of alarm swept through her as the warning signs settled into place.

				No. It can’t be time. Not yet. Please, not yet. I should have at least five more weeks.

				Every unmated or unclaimed female phoenix dreaded the initial symptoms of her impending epithicas, the triennial fertility cycle that ruled her body for one full week. Every third May, she endured seven days of sheer physical misery. Seven days of hellish sexual cravings. Seven days during which she had to take a lover and hide herself so well no clan member could find her. By their race’s laws, any clansman who discovered her could take her without repercussion. She’d be hunted. Actively. And if found, she’d be willing enough during that seven days because the only relief she would find was in sexual contact. But once that week passed? She’d regret every action when her mind cleared and her body became her own again. Humiliation would threaten to drag her into the depths of despair while fear of pregnancy would have her terrified to look in the mirror every morning. Phoenix law held that whichever male had impregnated her could legally claim her as his chattel, tattoo the skin on her arms with his lineage and call her wife...no matter how many other wives he possessed.

				After fleeing clan lands at only thirty-seven years old, she’d had three close calls—twice by poor luck, once by poor choice. The first two times had both scared and scarred her. The third time had cost her every dime of emotional currency she possessed and had left her not broken, exactly—unless she considered her heart. It had been shattered. Never, ever did she want a man to hold that much dominion over her again, be it by law or professed affection. Reason was irrelevant and emotions even more so. She would never willingly go there, or be that woman, in this or any other lifetime she claimed as her own.

				So now she took precautions, kept a particular incubus-friend-with-benefits on call. He was a nonphoenix with no more interest in a relationship than she. Even the idea of a long-term affair was enough to make them both cringe. The problem? He wasn’t due to arrive for almost four more weeks. If her epithicas truly did arrive early? She was, in more ways than one, screwed.

				Scowling, Ashley tucked the tray under one arm, spun on her heel and started toward the bar. She had to figure this out, had to determine whether she stayed through the end of her shift and then quietly disappeared or threw caution aside, grabbed her backpack and walked out now. She didn’t think there was a male phoenix in the room—she should have been aware of him. If he’d somehow evaded her and she discovered him? The decision was made. She wouldn’t walk out of the room. She’d leave at a dead run.

				Of course, she could also hunker down here, lost in the little Irish village in County Clare, and find a bed partner to see her through the worst of things. If she could, she might just be able to keep the worst of the pheromones in check. The man would have to be willing to stay with her for the full week, able-bodied in defense should a male phoenix threaten and...well...there was that willing thing.

				Lost in thought as she calculated her options, she nearly missed the man who’d swept in on the ocean breeze. Then he moved, crossing her path as he wound his way toward the same table of men she’d just left.

				Standing several inches above her own six feet, his hair was the color of her favorite clover honey. Lighter and darker strands wove through the cut to make his hair appear multidimensional, even in the pub’s low light. Though he had the body of a warrior, it was his face that demanded her attention. He had a strong jaw, full lips and chiseled features, all of which gave him a near impossible appeal the fashion runways of Milan and Paris would worship. But his eyes were what commanded her complete attention. They were a light, bright blue. Faint creases at the corners said he smiled a lot and, sure enough, he did just that as several men hailed him in greeting.

				Something about the man pleased her phoenix, making that part of her heat up until she was sweltering. Now wasn’t the time, though. She couldn’t afford the distraction—though a man like that would be ideal to see her through this. The problem? She could seduce the stranger for a night, maybe two, but convincing him to give up a week of his life for her as an unknown wasn’t realistic.

				She slipped behind the bar and toed her backpack for reassurance before grabbing a glass, pulling a lager and then slamming it back. She dropped her chin with the last swallow and found the stranger’s gaze boring into hers. Undiluted desire slammed into her without warning, burning her from the inside out and incinerating every ounce of air in her lungs. The taste of ash on her tongue made her pull a second drink and slam it down even faster. Still, grit coated her mouth. She fought the urge to go straight up to the man and demand who, and what, he was, because he wasn’t a run-of-the-mill human. Oh, no. Too much power rolled off him for that. He also wasn’t a phoenix. If he had been, he would have arrowed straight toward her when her hair began the preliminary mating dance that was, as always, out of her control.

				Thank the gods he’s not one of us. Otherwise he’d have me flat on my back in the middle of the bar, fighting for my life. She shuddered. At least until the madness claimed me.

				When she shuddered a second time, her empty pint glass slipped from her fingers.

				The sound of shattering glass against the stone floor had a wave of attention shifting toward her. Several men laughed and whistled, calling her out—her—out over the broken glass. She, who tossed bottles and slid drinks and juggled empties—and had never broke a one. Yet experiencing a polite, if solitary, glance from a stranger had her falling apart.

				Damn hormones.

				She refused to blush, instead offering the crowd a wicked grin and one-fingered salute.

				Grabbing the broom and pan, she cleaned up without comment, never acknowledging the jests. She’d work, simply work, and if the man became a problem, she’d deal with him. Until that point, she wouldn’t allow herself to worry. More importantly, she’d keep her temper in check. Good rule of thumb, not killing while on the clock. So far she’d held to that little rule.

				So far.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				“Fifteen minutes, as promised,” Gareth announced to the men gathered around the large corner table. “I trust you didn’t drink the house dry.”

				His teasing was met with laughter and jests. Several men rearranged their chairs or scooted deeper along the lone bench to make room for Gareth. Instead of slipping in among the men, though, he tossed his jacket down before retrieving a vacant chair from a neighboring table. Flipping the battered and aged oak seat around, he straddled it loosely, rested his forearms along the square back and leaned forward. “Who’s buying the first round?”

				“Age before beauty,” Jacob announced.

				Gareth grinned. “Like that is it? Need I remind you to respect your elders lest you find yourself on indefinite kitchen duty?”

				“You’ve resorted to pulling rank. That means I managed to back you into a corner in moments,” Jacob said, grinning. “That’s worth peeling potatoes for a week...hell, a month, and without a word of complaint—mostly because I’d no idea it would be so easy.”

				The men laughed, Gareth included, though he was obliged to reach over and cuff the young man on the back of the head. “Mind your manners. I’m older than you, but I’m far from old. I’ll kick yer arse to the Aran Islands and see you come summertime when it’s warm enough for you to swim home.” A flash of color and the tinny sound of a cheering crowd drew Gareth’s attention to the wall-mounted television where Ireland’s national soccer team played Scotland. “So, what’s the score?”

				“Two minutes into the second half. Ireland’s up by one.”

				The woman’s voice was as smoky as a two-finger shot of single barrel whiskey and as smooth as the waters of Loch Mor.

				A jolt of pure, sensual pleasure arrowed through Gareth and settled a solid eight inches below his navel. He closed his eyes and took a bracing breath. “Care to repeat that?” Please.

				Instead of answering, she chuckled. “Sure and if anything changes, I’ll gladly shout it out for you. In the meantime, what may I get you from the bar? Guinness? Whiskey? Murphy’s?” She must have shifted because the air moved and carried with it her scent—campfire smoke, warm flannel and the faintest hint of something spicy, like cloves. “The kitchen’s only open for another half hour, so you’d best get your order in if you’re hungry.”

				Gareth fought the compulsion to look at her, the pull that urged him to face her where she stood and pair the voice with the rest of her, head to toe. “Order of chips and an Irish coffee. Be generous with the Irish.”

				“I’ll see that you’re not cheated a drop,” she replied, the smile in her voice an audible caress.

				Again, air moved, but this time with her departure.

				Gareth spun in his seat, his narrowed eyes homing in on the seductive sway of the tall woman’s hips. Narrow waist. Long, long legs clad in skintight denim and knee-high boots. A simple white T-shirt. Skin on her arms bordering on pale. And her hair... It was a red so brilliant, so vibrant, that every strand seemed to come alive as the mass tumbled to her waist. Large, soft curls swayed back and forth as she walked, and the dense mass crackled with static.

				He swiveled in his seat to face the men he’d come out to celebrate with. “She’s a new face.”

				Jacob snorted. “And I told ye so earlier. ‘She’ is the new bartender as of several months ago.”

				Gareth leaned his heavy forearms on the worn tabletop. Once, he’d have been the man to pursue her, the man to charm her right out of her tight jeans and onto a smooth-sheeted bed for a night of unparalleled pleasure. Now?

				He shivered, his near hand drifting to the persistent ache at his side.

				Now, not so much. If at all.

				So much for finding a means to forget.

				The men bantered back and forth, the sound mixing into the mishmash of noise in the crowded pub until all Gareth heard were random words, shouts of encouragement at the telly and, below it all, the faint vibrations of both fiddle and bodhran from the corner where the musicians had begun to prepare for the show.

				A fiver slid into his view, followed by Jared’s voice. “So what of it, Gareth? You in?”

				Slipping the euro back into the middle of the table, he looked up and forced an approximation of a smile. “My mind’s been wandering about. I’d be a poor Regent and even poorer assassin to take a blind wager, don’t you think?”

				Jacob’s smile fell a bit, and the other men went still.

				Gareth wanted to yank at his hair, wanted to shout at them to just behave normally, but he knew it had taken months of his withdrawing from them to get the men to this place where he was now unfamiliar. He didn’t want them to remember him this way after he was gone, but rather they should remember him as he had been. Might as well attempt to set things to rights.

				With an air of feigned casualness, he retrieved his wallet from his back pocket and pulled out a hundred note, sliding it across the table with the general irreverence he’d been known for over his lifetime. “But it’s not to say I can’t sweeten the pot for the man about to dive into the seedy Shadow Realm of bloody taunts and bodily wagers.”

				The men leaned in as if he was their puppeteer, the money their master.

				“Go on, then,” Jacob said, eyes bright.

				“I’ve a hundred that says not a one of you can get the redhead to take you home tonight.”

				“That was the wager—that you could talk her out of the bar and back to her place,” Jacob said, smirking.

				“I’m not favored in this one, gents. It’s not fair for me to use my gods-given charms—plural—against the lot of you.” He leaned back, hands gripping the chair back, and kicked his feet out in front of him. “Too much like taking candy from babes. So, you care to play or is it all talk with the lot of ye?”

				There was a great deal of shifting in seats and casual glances left and then right to see who would be the first to man up or bow out. Finally, a lad named Alex, slapped a ten-euro note on the scarred table and grinned. “I’ll take that wager.”

				Gareth chuckled. “You’re barely out of short pants, Alex. What could you possibly know about seducing a woman?”

				“Far more than you think, you gobshite,” he responded, his broad shoulders squaring. “I’ll have the lass eating out of me palm before sunrise.”

				Gareth grinned. “And that, right there, is why you’ll lose.”

				Alex’s brow furrowed.

				Leaning forward with an air of absolute seriousness, Gareth clasped the younger man’s shoulder. “The goal in spending the night with a woman has nothing to do with feeding them like a wee bird.”

				The men all laughed. Several more bills were added to the pile as their group grew more boisterous.

				Gareth chanced a quick glance over his shoulder at the woman in question. If he was honest, what he really wanted was another look.

				She’d nearly reached the bar. From somewhere deep in the group of men she passed through, a brawny hand snaked out and grabbed her backside hard enough he imagined she’d bruise.

				He was out of his chair before his mind registered that he’d responded. It turned out his intervention wasn’t at all necessary.

				In what appeared to be a single move, the bartender grabbed the offending man’s hand at the same time she whipped the tray out from under her arm and swung it down, edge first, on the tender spot between wrist and hand. Before the man could properly yelp, the woman spun the tray in her hand and smacked the man over the head with it. The tray splintered and the man slumped forward. Issuing rapid apologies, two of the patron’s companions eased him to the floor.

				Gareth hardly spared the downed man a look. No, he was too fascinated by the woman standing over the proverbial body and holding nothing but the metal ring of what had been a wooden serving tray. She wielded it like a weapon. And standing over the man like she was, Gareth could imagine her gladly wrapping the ring around the offender’s neck should he offer anything other than an apology following his physical set-down.

				But something about the woman, something he knew he had overlooked, forced him to focus on her with more intensity.

				With her shoulders thrown back, her breasts appeared fuller, her body leaner, her waist thinner and her legs impossibly longer. Her hair seemed to crackle with life. And her eyes? They conveyed competence and fury in equal measure.

				The man at her feet stirred and Gareth took a step forward, intent on aiding her whether she needed it or not.

				As if she’d singled out his movement among the bar crowd, her eyes met his. Fists clenched, she tossed her hair and turned back to the man at her feet. A firm nudge of her toe had his head lolling back. A partial beer she claimed from another table roused him...when she tossed it in his face.

				The bar quieted so much so that the commentary from the soccer game’s announcers seemed to skate across the tension strung person to person—tension that centered wholly on the redheaded woman.

				It was sexy as hell.

				Behind him, Jacob stood and sighed dramatically, propping his forearm on Gareth’s shoulder for mock support. “I’d love to be trapped between those thighs, gents. I’ve an inkling she’d hurt me in the best possible way.”

				Gareth knocked the young man’s arm aside with only partially feigned irritation. “Sit down, Jacob. You’re no match for the likes of her.”

				He continued to watch the woman. Something about her wasn’t quite right, but damn if he could put a finger on the vibe she emitted. It was nothing he’d ever encountered before. But before any of his trainees engaged her, be it in a bit of fun or...something else, he’d know who, and what, she was.

				* * *

				Ashley tossed the drink tray’s metal ring over the antlers of a large Irish sika deer with the misfortune to have found itself mounted on the wall in the name of art. She’d never understand men’s minds, no matter the effort she put into it. But if her epithicas was about to occur, she would indeed spend a great deal of time considering ways to harness one of them into giving up a week of his life for bed sport. A night? Oh, that was fine. But for her to be safe, to ensure her fertility remained suppressed and as undetectable as possible, she had to have a beck-and-call lover on hand for the hormonal surges. Only regular sex would satisfy that need. It had humiliated her for years until she’d come to realize it was either take a lover or risk end up a branded wife. There was always some part of her that wondered what it would be like to stay with a man by choice versus need, to wake up to him in the morning out of love and not compulsion. The epithicas had always destroyed that, though. Until she’d met Geoffrey the Swedish incubus, befriended him and set up a routine over the last several cycles. That this one might be early? She could call him...

				Stepping behind the bar, she dropped the pass-through. It landed with a loud whump. The sound reanimated the crowd. Men and women alike began to chatter. More than one looked at her with open curiosity, and she knew that wouldn’t bode well. Strangers in Ireland never stayed strangers long. People were too friendly. And curious. No, not “curious”—wicked curious. A good Irishman or Irishwoman would have your life story from you before you’d finished your first cup of tea and your hopes, dreams and heartaches before you were halfway through your second. It was part of the reason she loved the obscurity of tending bar. Patrons came in looking to talk to her or with her, not about her. Until now. She’d botched that up with a fair hand.

				Toeing her backpack not unlike a child affirming her security blanket’s location, Ashley couldn’t stop her shoulders from sagging in relief when her foot made contact with the worn canvas. It was there. She had choices, and choices, no matter how limited, were always better than the alternative.

				She glanced up and searched out the table of men she’d just served, the antithesis of the smaller traditional Irishmen yet Irish through and through. They tried for inconspicuous as they stared at her with a strange, almost ravenous look. It wasn’t too disconcerting. However, the man who sat at the head of the table set her back a step.

				His eyes were such an intense blue, heavy-lidded but not with lust. If she read him right from this far, and she prided herself on such things, he was sizing her up more as potential trouble than potential bedmate. That she wasn’t accustomed to. At all.

				Calloused hands curled in on themselves, and he gave a short nod and three-fingered swiping gesture low and to his side. Acknowledgment, then. That single move said he’d recognized her as Other, and he’d just given her the same confirmation. Whatever brotherhood that group belonged to, it wasn’t the local farmers’ collective.

				She knew he wasn’t phoenix. None of her kind was built with such a thick, muscular overlay. No, they were far leaner, faster. Potentially meaner.

				A second glance at him and those blue eyes narrowed.

				Okay. Maybe not meaner.

				Heat pulsed through her veins, hotter than molten rock. Her knees buckled. The only thing to save her arse meeting the floor was dumb luck and fast hands as she grabbed the counter. Smells intensified—the weight of the Guinness she’d pulled, the pungent yet sweet smoke from the pipe of the old man sitting closest to the taps, the hot oil in the kitchen.

				Her sex ached, and she issued a small, quiet curse. Definitely the epithicas, then, and damned early at that. It had never been early. Sure, it fluctuated a couple of days either way, but it was never weeks early. Ever.

				Only one choice made sense, and that was to try to talk Geoffrey into leaving Sweden now. If he’d hole up with her in her small garage apartment, he could see her through the worst of the cravings.

				A quick dip below the counter and she had her cell in hand. Geoffrey was buried deep in her contacts, but she found him without trouble and placed the call.

				Three rings. Four. Then a breathless, “Ashley.”

				“Tell me you’re free, Geoffrey.” The slightly manic edge to her voice irritated her. She wasn’t that person, wasn’t the woman to panic in a crisis, and she’d be damned if she’d start now.

				“I’m not on your rotation for five more weeks.” He groaned and, in the background, a woman gasped.

				Ashley shoved a hand through her hair, little static pops pricking her skin. Oh, yeah. It was time. “Things seem to be a bit early this cycle.” And there it was again—the wobble in her voice that brought her fear into the open.

				“How soon?”

				She bit her bottom lip and let herself simply be aware of her body. The vibration in her blood became a steady hum, the need a constant presence, and she knew it was as bad as she feared. Worse, her subconscious whispered. She swallowed and pinched the bridge of her nose with trembling fingers. “I’m guessing, since this is the first time this has happened, but based on the way things have happened in the past? I’m thinking I have two, maybe three days at best. Tomorrow at worst. Then it’s here.”

				“I can’t get there, my love. It’s simply not possible. Prior commitments and all that.” He paused. “You could join us here.”

				“I’m not one of the merry harem,” she said quietly. “You know the only reason I do this at all is necessity.”

				“Sure. Admit it, though. It’s been good for both of us.”

				True, damn him. But she wasn’t feeding his ego. “If things change, let me know. Otherwise, I’ll manage.”

				“Be safe, Ashley.”

				Hanging up, she assessed the bar again. She had to do something. If it meant finding a lover among the locals, she would. But he’d have to be strong—strong enough to ensure neither of them would be at risk if one of her clan or kind came after her. Sex would diffuse the call of her epithicas to the men of her kind, but they could still find her if she didn’t handle this right.

				That could never happen.

				Never.

				The vehemence of her denial echoed through her so loudly she instinctively shook her head in response.

				“Problem, Red?” The question was delivered with quiet indifference.

				Her gaze shot across the bar where the largest man from the corner table now stood. The blond Adonis with the air of wicked sin made her heart race, but his aura winked around him for a split second, an aura so dark it shrouded him like a fathomless black hole. Worrisome, but not so much as the fact she hadn’t seen him cross the room.

				“Oy! Guinness down the way!”

				“On the way,” she called back without looking at the patron. She couldn’t take her gaze off the man across from her. She blindly retrieved a pint glass and began to expertly build the requested stout, managing the building head without trouble.

				At her silence, the stranger’s eyes darkened, and he slipped onto the only vacant barstool.

				Instinct had her backing up a step at his predatory, assessing look. She reclaimed her ground, but with caution, and fumbled with the Guinness tap. At more than four centuries old, she’d spent three and a half of those defending herself from men she’d never loved and never would. Over three centuries she’d been pursued, her freedom dependent on evading her clansmen with every epithicas. All of the time factors and stresses added up to harden her heart where men were concerned, no matter how pretty the man in question might be.

				Like this one.

				“Problem?” she asked, repeating his question as she slid the Guinness down the slick bar top. Without taking her eyes off the man across from her, she grabbed a cherry from the setup tray and popped the little fruit in her mouth. “The problem is that you’re far too pretty for my tastes yet you keep popping up in my line of sight.”

				He grinned, slow and wicked. “And here I thought a woman like you would have refined ‘tastes.’ While it’s good to know, I’m not a menu item. Play with the boys in the corner if you’re looking for some flirtation.”

				The hairs on her arms stood up. “I don’t play with boys, darling. And ‘flirtation’ is the last thing I’m about.” She pulled the cherry stem out of her mouth and held it up for him to witness the double knot she’d tied it into with just her tongue. “I’m very selective when it comes to choosing the man I take to my bed.”

				“In the interest of seriousness, I’ll ask you for your name and a promise.”

				“Ashley. No promises. Now run along before I change my mind and decide you’re my type.”

				“Good enough. For now.” He nodded and moved away from her before she realized she hadn’t obtained his name in kind.

				Foolish woman.

				She watched as he settled into his seat at the table amid the jests and teasing from the younger men. They ended up huddled close together over the table, each of them pretending to watch the game on the screen.

				Ashley knew better.

				The problem she now faced was greater than the enigma of the man, though. She had limited time to find a bed partner. Having engaged the blond, she couldn’t seem to dredge up interest in anyone else. But she’d have to. Her mouth tightened and turned down at the corners in a righteous scowl.

				Good luck with that, Ashley.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3

				Gareth sat quietly, the young assassins teasing him mercilessly over their perception he’d failed to convince the bartender to play bedroom Twister with him despite his assertions he wasn’t interested in the bet. He even tossed another fifty euro into the kitty and bought a round of drinks in an attempt to get one of them to make a move on the woman. He wanted to see her reaction, take her measure and determine exactly what he was dealing with. Moreover, he wanted to take the focus off him and the change in his behaviors. Time passed and the woman, Ashley, avoided the table, leaving glasses empty as she kept well away from Gareth.

				Deep in their cups and wrapped up in questionable boasts and a few outright lies regarding their virility, his men hardly paid him any mind as he gathered his belongings. Nothing could have changed his sudden intent to return to the keep. The interaction with the woman had left Gareth off-center and slightly nauseous, like something moved inside him without his permission. As he worked his way to the front door, he asked familiar faces about her and was surprised to find no one knew much beyond her name with any certainty. Several had crude nicknames for her based on some of the same physical attributes he’d admired, but he wouldn’t ever address her by such. Then, on the literal threshold of leaving the pub, he ran into a bit of luck. The young barmaid, a lass who had a bit of a thing for him, pushed on the vestibule door at the same time he pulled it open. She stumbled inside leaving Gareth the choice to let her fall or catch her. Grabbing her by the shirt-clad arms, he set her on her feet and smiled with as much charm as he could muster.

				She fluffed her hair, arched her back to present her breasts like twin trophies and attempted to offer a pretty pout.

				Gareth offered her a small smile. “Siobhan, how are you tonight?”

				“Right as rain, love.” Reaching forward, she attempted to lay a hand against his chest. “What has you in a hurry to step into the squall tonight? It’s much warmer—more welcoming—inside. I assure you.”

				The smell of secondhand smoke laced through her hair and clothes was overbearing. “Nothing worth fretting over, but I’ll thank you for your concern.” Dropping her arm, he stepped out of reach. “I’ve a favor if you don’t mind.”

				Her dark eyes brightened. “Anything.”

				“What do you know of the bartender?”

				The interest in her eyes extinguished. “What’s it to you?”

				Ah, jealousy. Such a pain in the arse. “She’s running a tab for me for the boys tonight. I’d like to pay her square come tomorrow, but I need to know she’ll be fair about it.” It was an outright lie, but he had no hope of ever reaching the fertile, peaceful lands of Tir na nÓg. He was bound for the Shadow Realm and the Well of Souls, and he knew it. One lie would neither suspend nor hasten his arrival.

				“You must think I’m thick. Father Francis will have you doing penance for lyin’, and rightly so seeing as your tab is with the bar and not the bartender.” Siobhan outright scowled at him. “You know I’ve fancied you, and where I’d have been good to you, Ashley’s a right terror of a woman. Runs the bar front and the floor like a dictator, she does. Thinks she’s got the right to—”

				Ashley.

				So she’d given him her real name.

				He glanced at the bar and caught her flipping a bottle through the air, catching it and pouring a generous shot for a young man who looked as if his heart had been broken. Ashley talked to him, apparently teasing and flirting in equal measures. The lad slid a coin across the bar, she tucked it in the till and grabbed another glass to join him in a drink. By the time the lad lifted the shot glass to his lips, she’d charmed a smile out of the man. She toasted him, and Gareth read to the words to freedom on her lips.

				Lucky bloke.

				“Ashley what? What’s her last name?” Gareth asked, still staring at the woman in question. Siobhan stopped her little tirade long enough he was forced to turn his attention back to her.

				Siobhan sighed. “Her last name’s Clement.” She brushed passed him, her elbow grazing his bare wrist.

				Gareth jerked away with a hiss at the burning contact, and Siobhan glared at him. “Would it cost you so much you can’t afford to offer me the courtesy of at least pretending you’re not repulsed by me?”

				“You’re a fine lass,” he started, but she waved him off.

				“Save it for Ashley. Where I’d have been good to you, charming that frigid bitch will take all the skill you allegedly possess.” She stormed away, wrestled into her little apron and shot him a final scathing look before slipping into the raucous crowd to take orders and clear empties.

				The first table she hit was that of his boys.

				The musicians tuned up and, with a shouted four count, began to play “Rocky Road to Dublin.” Boots stomping and hands clapping in time, patrons began to sing along, near raising the roof with their off-key help for The King’s Footmen. The musicians took it all in stride. If Guinness flowed like water, then Jameson’s created every tributary. The entire village would be sodding drunk before half past eleven tonight and hung over as hell come sunup.

				Gareth turned in time to watch Ashley pour all but a drop from a liquor bottle, slide the shot to the customer and then tip the bottle back to her lips. He swore he felt the burn in his throat and the fine fumes that rose in his nose as he watched her throat work to swallow. It was all nonsense, of course. Bottom line, he was craving the solitude of home, and he intended to get there fast as possible.

				Catching himself lingering over the sultry sight of her, he forced his feet to carry him to the door, demanded his hands to relax. The words he intended to utter hung in his throat, fighting his desire to squash any interest in the woman at all.

				Ashley. Seeing as you work with bottles, I’ll be thinking of you as my personal genie, love. I intend to bring us to an agreement that affords me my three wishes—your species, your intention and your departure date from our fine village.

				He licked his lips, experiencing the last of the imagined liquor and the faint tang of salt-tinged sweat. “Ridiculous,” he muttered, shoving his hands in his pockets before shouldering the door open against the wind’s near gale force. He’d had to use the car park around the corner, and that meant a sobering walk straight into a frigid wind.

				“Let it be,” he admonished himself, hands shaking wildly as he dug out the key fob for his Porsche 911. Thank both gods and goddesses alike that technology meant he only had to have the key in range for the car to start. If he’d had one more task, even had it only been to feed the key into the ignition? He’d have found himself standing in the same spot come morning.

				Settled inside the driver’s seat, he flicked the vented air away from his skin and then cranked up the heater. Hands numb, he cupped his palms and, without a second thought, whispered the one word of comfort he’d managed to retain. “Ignis.” Fire.

				The fingers on both hands cracked and blistered where the flame touched. Blood ran frigid but free. His focus fractured. All he could manage was to stare through the rain-splattered windshield into the unforgiving darkness. He coveted warmth the way an addict craved their next fix. It wasn’t lost on him that, as the keeper of the element of fire, the flame he’d called should have come to him as it always had. Before his death, heat had always been to him something as familiar as a lover’s caress, words whispered across the darkness, promises made, opportunities taken. Now it was a stranger to him, and he felt its absence more acutely than a sailor unable to find the North Star on a clear night.

				A powerful gust of wind slammed into the car’s ultralow profile, striking metal and fiberglass hard enough to have the wide-bodied machine rock on its shocks. Shifting his attention to the dash’s muted glow, Gareth rested his least abused fingertips on the wheel. Whether he thought to steady the car or himself, he didn’t know. Both needed something he didn’t feel qualified to give. Not anymore. But to give up was to accept death with open arms, and that—the ultimate end man simply labeled death because he didn’t know the truth of its horrors—would be here for him soon enough.

				Sitting there protected from the ragged downpour but still blinded by sheet after sheet of rain, the truth became the only thing he could see with any clarity at all.

				The goddess queen would come for him and would find him simply by waiting for his soul’s collection, not unlike an egg in a hen’s nest.

				“I’ve nothing left.” He closed his eyes. “No fight. Not anymore.”

				A leaden blanket of shame settled around his shoulders.

				The oppressive darkness grew heavier by the second. His breath was just warm enough to fog the car’s windows and block his view. He panicked. Failing to truly call his element had wrecked him. It had barely flickered to life, damaging his hands for the first time, his skin too cold to handle the tail of the flame.

				Memories rushed him, memories he hadn’t been able to shake since he’d returned to life in October.

				She came at him on the cliff side, blade raised, a goddess bent on the possession of a fine woman—a woman his brother by choice would call his own. To fight back would be to kill her. It would cost his brother everything he’d never thought to find let alone to possess, namely love.

				So there would be—could be—no fight.

				He braced and took the blade. With force and fury greater than any torment he’d suffered, the goddess-wielded blade ran him through, piercing and shredding and ripping. Darkness webbed across his vision. Sight fractured.

				A coppery tang coated his mouth, his throat, and he choked.

				He tried to scream. Pain like he’d never known, could never have imagined, rendered him mute.

				Not within his head, though. Gods, not within his head. His scream ripped through his skull as his heart rate slowed, his blood cooling. He knew it was the end, heard the waves crashing against the cliffs, felt their fading reverberation through limbs grown lethargic.

				Startling in its suddenness, sunlight winked out and darkness pulled at him with such force his bones shattered like fine crystal hurled against a stone wall.

				Pain burned along every nerve.

				His scream echoed....and echoed...and echoed. All in his mind.

				But there was no one to hear him. This was a solo trip. The magnitude of his isolation, his desolation, raked at his soul.

				Shards of cold shredded his skin until it hung in tatters.

				He didn’t bleed.

				Dead men don’t.

				He knew it was the end.

				Pressure gave way to a temporary vacuum, his legs, his arms, his spine—all broken. Entirely useless.

				Fear choked him, stealing the last of his will. He continued to fall, his body indefensible, his sense of self splintering.

				His heart stopped, and the vast depth of the silence inside him created a terror unlike anything he’d ever known.

				The darkness began to gain weight, to possess a malicious awareness of him. In the heart of his growing horror, a presence began to form.

				His body slammed into the ground. Cold seeped through him and his skin cracked, reformed and cracked again. And again. And again. The cycle sped even as the fissures deepened, skin to muscle to bone.

				He opened his mouth and cried out, the horror of his reality skating across his mind on the finest of blades.

				A face, both hideous and desirable, parted the mist above him as it moved into view. Macha, the Goddess of Phantoms and War, loomed over him. She didn’t bother to hide her vicious delight. “Welcome to the Well of Souls, Gareth Brennan.”

				She swept low, gripped his hair and canted his head back at an entirely unnatural angle. Cold lips pressed against his, peeling skin away when the contact was broken. Then she produced a metal discus with the Ogham Idad on it. She blew across the face of the piece, smiled down at him and then slammed it into the pad of muscle over his heart.

				Skin froze, burned, blackened and flaked off, the metal welding to bone.

				Gareth roared with a combination of pain and fury.

				She’d...branded him?

				Bones healed with supernatural speed only to afford the cold the opportunity to break them over and over, as thoroughly as that same cold ravaged his skin, his muscle, his organs.

				The goddess gripped him by the throat then and lifted him, holding him at arm’s length. “You are forever mine, but your service only begins here. Where my sister failed to release her brethren, I won’t. You’ll be my tool, my sword arm for eternity. With you as the head of my immortal army, I will release my brothers and sisters and retake every realm.”

				It turned out the Druidic belief that Tir na nÓg awaited all warriors was a lie.

				In the heart of eternity was eternal pain and terror.

				Nothing more.

				A clap of thunder sounded, the sharp sound shocking him out of the memory-induced numbness. He caught the sight of his eyes, wide and panicked, in the rearview mirror. In the ambient dash light, his lips were blue.

				Digging through the glove box, he retrieved a pair of driving gloves and sheathed his hands. Then he stumbled from the car and turned toward the pub, the only thought he could grasp was that the woman, the bartender, the woman he’d dubbed “Ash,” had generated a warmth that permeated his bones. It suddenly didn’t matter what she was, what her intent was. He needed that warmth, needed that affirmation of life in the absence of his own and the damage done to his hands by his element.

				He’d never been weak, never been afraid, never been one to avoid a fight. As Regent, he was more likely to seek trouble out, to get to the heart of the matter and eradicate whatever conflict existed by any means necessary. The Druidic race counted on his efficient brutality just as much as his brothers in service counted on him to retain the dregs of who he’d been as a younger man—the fun-loving lad with the sharp wit and quick smile. It had been a balance all these years, one he’d managed. No longer. His control was gone, stolen by the queen’s hand.

				Dissatisfaction raced through his veins. Every second brought Beltane closer, and what did he do? Sit here waiting. He thumped his head against the headrest. There was more to life than this, more to living than waiting to die.

				“Not for me,” he whispered, letting his eyes drift shut. “Never again for me.”

				* * *

				The music swelled, rallying the patrons. Ashley took orders and slung drinks as fast as she could. Tables were moved aside and an impromptu dance floor was created. Drunken customers spun wildly about the floor in traditional Irish dances, some in pairs and others stepping out alone.

				There shouldn’t have been time to consider the strange interaction with the unknown man who, for all intents and purposes, appeared to be the leader of the group of young men still collected in the corner booth. For all that, she couldn’t get her mind off him. Twice different men from the table had hailed her, but there wasn’t time to answer their summons or put down their flirtation as more than juvenile. She’d glanced around, looking for the men’s leader as they each retreated, but she couldn’t find him. The crowd seemed to have swallowed him. Or he’d left. Dangerous, that absence, given his air of malice as well as his aura’s pitch-black, densely saturated depth.

				She shivered. A man didn’t develop an aura like that from doing good works in life. Not even close. Someone as marked as he was had to have a violent history, a past that would likely keep her—her—up at night. His hands, scarred and broad, had been strong and capable, his body even more so. The air of subtle menace that surrounded him, giving depth and substance to his aura, said he had killed before—must have—and wouldn’t hesitate to do so again if necessary. That subtlety was far more terrifying than overt aggression. He was a predator who would slit a man’s throat between breaths and disappear into the night.

				“Don’t be a fool,” she muttered to herself. “You served him a drink. You watched him across the room. That hardly a killer makes.”

				But the truth was there in his very presence, his persona, his command of the men at the table. He was Other, had acknowledged her as such and was currently invisible to her searching gaze.

				A plan took root, began to form—one that was wild and reckless and measured by levels of desperation. Hers. If the man was as wicked as all that, he could well be the one to see her through her triennial fertility cycle, to keep her safe should the proverbial wolf end up at her door. Would he use that violence to her advantage? Could she convince him to give up a week of his life, maybe a bit more, and commit to staying with her until the worst of it had passed? She could move on then, would move on so as to leave no trace of her extended stay here in the village. She took it to extremes to ensure she always stayed two steps ahead of the men of her clan who would seek to call her their own and to hell with her preferences.

				She’d get through this cycle and leave not only the county but the country. Maybe she’d try Wales this time. She could settle in a little village deep in the mountains and make some sort of life until it was time to see Geoffrey and, once again, move on.

				But that was years away. This epithicas had to be addressed sooner, not later.

				Siobhan, the barmaid, flounced up to the bar’s edge and glared at Ashley. “The table in the corner is asking for a round of Jameson’s and three pints of Smithwick’s.”

				Ashley ignored the girl’s attitude, searching the table again under the pretense of counting out the number of shot glasses needed.

				“Eleven,” Siobhan snapped. “There are eleven men.”

				“Seems they’re missing the leader of their merry little band,” Ashley said with as much indifference as she could summon.

				“He left,” the girl snapped, flipping her hair over her shoulder. “I’ll warn you to keep your hands off that one.”

				Ashley sighed. “Yeah? And why is that? You involved with him?”

				Siobhan narrowed her eyes and Ashley caught her intent before she ducked under the pass-through and tried to use her rounded frame to intimidate Ashley’s height. “You know, Ashley, you’re a real bitch. I’ve had my eye on Gareth for more than a year. Keep away from him.”

				Ashley leaned down and went nose to nose with the girl, ignoring the way her face paled and her toxic breath came in short, panted bursts. “Listen, you gurrier. I’m only going to say this once.” Again. “You want a man? You claim him. I won’t touch him. But if you think you can bop around here like a loose bit, stamping your claim on every good-looking man to pass through the door? You’ve another think coming, Siobhan.” From me. “Trust it will be as far from pleasant as East is from West.” Rising, she twisted her hair up into a loose knot and stabbed it through with long stir sticks to hold it in place. Then she grabbed the girl’s serving tray and loaded it with twelve shot glasses and three pints. She poured the order and, slapping her bar towel down, called to the kitchen. “Fergus! Man the bar, yeah?” Then she focused on Siobhan. “And you? Tóg go bog é.” Calm down.

				Slamming the pass-through up, she stormed around the bar end. Her epithicas fueled her already volatile temper and heated her blood to the point a flush spread over her skin. She wove through the dancers and approached the table of men. But the man she sought, Gareth, wasn’t there.

				One of the young men, a tall, perfect specimen of attractiveness with an undertone of violence she had to admire, stood. “Well, and if it isn’t our favorite bartender in County Clare.”

				She let a seductive, suggestive smile spread over her face, forcing it to reach her eyes. “That the best you can do, lad? I’m a bit disappointed. I’d have thought Gareth would’ve taught you better than to use lame pickup lines on a woman who’s in the profession to have heard them all.”

				He blinked owlishly.

				“A bartender,” she said on a laugh. “Nothing more, ye bowsie.”

				He blushed as the other men laughed and poked fun at him.

				With deft experience, she slid drinks across the table, found homes for the Smithwick’s they’d ordered and picked up the twelfth shot glass. “Gareth?”

				A dark-haired young man leaned back, considering her as he ran a fingertip around the rim of his shot glass. “He left a good half hour ago, love.”

				Her stomach tightened, her breath hanging up in her chest. Gone. She’d have to go with an alternate male. The clinical part of her mind began to assess the men in front of her even as her phoenix rebelled. Loudly.

				“Sure and there’s one of us as would love to give you a spin...” His grin widened. “Around the floor, of course.”

				Ashley reached out and slipped his shot from under his fingertip and tossed it back. “The least you can do is buy me a drink before you proposition me.” Who to choose? Would one of these younger men be willing to defend her if she was found and incapable of defending herself?

				The memory of Gareth’s hands came back to her, their calloused appearance an indicator of strength. She glanced at the younger man’s hands.

				Smooth.

				Not one of these men would be sufficient. They weren’t Gareth, and both her mind and body craved him.

				A swift swipe and she picked up the extra shot she’d poured in the hopes of cornering Gareth. Slamming it back, she flipped the glass over and set it top down. “I’ve a bit of an issue to take up with him. How’s the best way to get in touch with him?”

				To a man they went still, each doing their best to appear nonchalant and failing so miserably she almost pitied them.

				Younger than I thought.

				She crossed her arms over her chest and, one by one, gave them a cool stare. “C’mon, boys. How do I reach him?”

				“I’ll deliver a message,” the dark-haired man muttered, his tone laced with disappointment.

				“While I appreciate the offer, that’s not what I asked for,” she countered.

				“Repeat the question, would you? I was out of earshot.” The chill of his breath skated across the shell of her ear as he leaned down and spoke to her and her alone. Deep and almost mocking, he pressed on. “And now you seem to have taken a shot poured for me. I’ll cover the cost out of admiration for your bravado. Once.”

				Every cell in Ashley’s body threatened to divide. Half demanded she take flight and run from him; half demanded she turn and run to him. The thunderous beat of her heart was like a heavy metal band’s kick drum on a fast track. Her pulse hammered savagely at every pulse point. Heat washed through her. She closed her eyes and reveled. No man had ever affected her so physically, rendered her so full of wanting with so few words, and disdainful ones at that. She shouldn’t want a man like this, not even in her epithicas. It was the equivalent of losing herself, so similar to falling into a life of obscurity as one of a handful of wives, never cherished, never the one thing a man would give anything for. If she couldn’t have that, she didn’t want any of it. She’d watched that neglect drive her mother to Final Death when she failed to ever “breed” for her father again. No, that was no life for her.

				This couldn’t be the man to see her through her epithicas. That half of her that demanded she take flight had her taking her first step away from him.

				“I wouldn’t,” he said below the close of an Irish ballad.

				“I...”

				“Want to dance,” Gareth finished for her.

				“No. I—”

				He spun her round and pulled her into his body, nostrils flaring on contact. The King’s Footmen took up a traditional Irish reel. One hand on her hip, he pulled her closer still and took her hand...within his gloved hand. Eyes tight at the corners, he said nothing.

				“New style, leaving your gloves on when you shed your coat?” Trying for flippant, the question emerged far closer to breathless as he spun her across the floor in time with the other dancers. His steps and spins were smooth, polished, as if he’d either been formally taught or had danced a thousand and more jigs and reels in his time.

				Gareth didn’t answer her, simply spun her faster as the piece took up a more frenetic pace. Holding her hand, he moved to her side and, in time, they began a step dance that had others clearing the floor and cheering them on.

				Caught in Gareth’s grasp, Ashley did the only thing she could think to do.

				She danced.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 4

				Gareth ignored the pain in his damaged, gloved hands as he held on to Ashley. She gripped him tightly in return, having made no more comment than to question him about his new fashion accessory. That suited him just... No. No, it didn’t suit him “fine.” It didn’t suit him at all. He wanted to touch her, skin to skin. How she chased the goddess’s chill away defied logic. And he didn’t care.

				The music sped up, the pace ever faster, and he had to focus to keep up.

				As if her body had heard his unspoken request, the point of connection between them heated, seeping through his palm, up his arm and into his shoulder. Sensation trilled through him.

				Warmth. True warmth.

				Gods, he’d missed it. Having that comfort now, he wanted more. And what he wanted, he typically made sure he got.

				Twirling her out and then back, he stepped into the move at the last moment so she didn’t have time to adjust her trajectory or stop her forward motion. Their bodies collided. He wrapped an arm around her trim waist and anchored her against him. Despite his heavy sweater and worn denim, the woman’s heat all but seared him.

				Ashley’s chin snapped up and she gasped. Her breath was sweet and sharp on the heels of the whiskey shot she’d taken with the brokenhearted lad. She was a heady mix of alcohol’s influence and natural sultriness. The combination speared through him, the sensations so sharp he had to wonder if the gods hadn’t shown mercy on him and manipulated the experience to fit his preferences.

				He knew better. The gods had abandoned him.

				Gareth forced the bitterness away, focusing instead on drinking in Ashley’s gift. He fought to keep up with the dance versus simply holding her tight against his body. Reflexively, he tightened his grip. She didn’t even flinch. Whatever she was, she could handle at least his rudimentary strength. Or what was left of it.

				Good to know.

				Crossing their hands, he twisted her around in his embrace under the guise of the dance. He knew better. And from her quick glance over her shoulder when he pulled her against him, her back melding to his front, so did she.

				He directed her across the floor, modifying the dance so she was in front of him rather than to his side.

				She never missed a beat.

				Apparently invasive by nature, her body temperature bled deeper into him, and he missed a step as his element surged toward her. He forced it back. The last thing he needed to do was burn her. Or reveal his gift in front of a roomful of locals who already thought him odd, no matter the respect with which they treated him. It would draw unnecessary attention.

				None of the assassins or tyros needed the extra challenge of wiping memories years before it was time. The Elders were the ones to perform that general spell every six years, the spell that made locals forget their faces. It was the only way the Assassin’s Arcanum, the assassins and the rotation of trainees could stay in one place across the centuries.

				“You’re lagging,” Ashley called back, reclaiming the whole of his focus. “A man of your stature should be able to dance circles around a common bartender.”

				He stopped her still in the middle of the floor and leaned forward, his breath against her hair. “Is that so?”

				She turned in his arms, the movement slow, almost wary. “So it would seem.”

				He bent forward, into her space, their noses almost touching. Something elemental sparked in her gaze, something that looked like desire. His heart skipped a beat, and his voice dropped low, emerged gruff. “Let me assure you, bean álainn, nothing is what it seems.” He’d called her a beautiful woman. And he’d meant it.

				Her eyes widened at the endearment. Obviously, she had the Irish. Reaching up, she tucked a strand of hair behind his ear, then cupped his cheek. “Nothing? I’ll ask you to prove it.”

				He grinned. “Oh, I will.”

				Several wolf whistles sounded, and she startled.

				He didn’t give her a chance to balk.

				Without forecasting his intent, he whipped her out to the end of his grasp, their arms extended. When she would have spun back to him, he twirled her again and landed her at his side. Glancing her way, he was thrilled to find a flush riding high on her cheeks. She was the picture of health, the epitome of beauty, the manifestation of his most vivid dreams. A deep well of craving opened in him, a well he’d believed capped and closed. Not so. Not if the burgeoning hunger he had for her was authentic, not manufactured. The thought irritated him. “Are you a siren, love, because you’re doing things to me that defy nature.”

				She tipped her chin up and laughed. “And have I sung to you then that I don’t remember?”

				His grin returned, wider than before. “No.”

				Her eyes met his, the amusement in them clear. “There’s your answer, then. A siren I’m not.”

				“A seductress for sure,” he murmured.

				Something odd passed through her gaze, but her smile never faltered. “Only under the waxing moon every thirty-sixth month.”

				“Smart-ass,” he teased. She started to respond, but he gave a short shake of his head. “Step dance in three, two, one.” Gareth started the traditional dance, setting a rapid pace.

				Ashley watched for a moment and then picked up his rhythm, matching him move for move. She followed his lead beautifully, increasing her speed as The King’s Footmen sped up the tempo.

				Gareth’s heart thundered in his chest, and he wondered briefly if the band was trying to kill him. It seemed possible given that they kicked the tempo up a third time.

				Ashley laughed again, the sound rich and full.

				Sparing her a glance, Gareth found a faint sheen of sweat covering her rosy skin. Her hair seemed to crackle. Her face was more radiant, her lips fuller.

				The music stopped abruptly and the crowd’s raucous cheer nearly raised the roof. Gareth glanced over to gauge Ash’s reaction. For the first time he could recall, he gaped.

				If a being could radiate robustness of, and for, life, she did. Her skin positively glowed. A faint sheen of sweat dotted her nape, and stray short curls stuck to her skin while longer strands that had come loose during their dance hung past her shoulders. Hazel eyes had taken on a burnished bronze shine. Her smile was infectious, particularly when she took a flamboyant bow and then threw her head back and laughed. Her voice was captivating. Lyrical. She was, in a word, radiant.

				She grinned wider before taking another flamboyant bow.

				As she rose, Gareth pulled her into his body and, without a thought beyond the need to taste those decadent lips, kissed her.

				She kissed him back.

				It was short and swift, and it wasn’t enough. Might not ever be enough. Not if the buzz that raced through his veins was an indication of what this woman did to him. No one had ever affected him like this. Never had a woman left him so on edge with wanting, so hungry for her he felt like a starved man given an all-he-could-eat token to the richest buffet in the country. She was vibrant. Spirited. Vivacious. And he wanted her with a desperation he’d never known.

				She met his stare and the merriment in her eyes softened. Retrieving her hand, she offered a small curtsy and an almost conscientious smile. “I suppose I should thank you.”

				“For?” he asked, voice a bit churlish, his heartbeat tattooing a rapid-fire rhythm against his rib cage—and it had nothing to do with exertion. The wound forever frozen on his side burned from the heat rolling off her.

				One thin shoulder lifted casually, and she seemed to struggle to hold his gaze. “I didn’t realize I needed to let off a little steam.”

				Gareth stepped into her space. Dancers began to spin around them with the band’s next set. She smelled of warm grass, sunshine and fresh earth. Like comfort. A refuge. Like home.

				Taking a loose curl between his gloved fingers, he suddenly resented the separation between them. He wanted to feel the silk of her hair. With infinite gentleness, he tucked the curl behind her ear and uttered the only words that came to mind as she gazed up at him in undisguised confusion. “Take me home tonight, Ash.”

				“Man the bar!”

				The words cut through the din and sliced through the music.

				Ashley glanced over her shoulder at Fergus, the bar’s giant of an owner, before again meeting Gareth’s direct stare. “I have to finish my shift.”

				Blood thrummed through his veins. “That’s not a denial.”

				“Neither is it acquiescence,” she retorted.

				Gareth reached out and dragged a finger down her neck. “I’ll only keep asking until you say yes.”

				“Persistent.” She eyed him carefully. “Care to own your heritage?”

				He blinked slowly, surprised at her brazenness. Most Others were far more inclined to pass each other by giving a wide berth and an averted stare, particularly in these parts where the assassins were suspected to reside. But if she wanted to play it straight, he could check off the first of his three wishes—discovering her species. “I’ll show you mine when you show me yours.”

				She leaned into him and the smell of sunshine and dry heat intensified. “Clever man. I suppose closing time will provide us both the answer I’ve not yet decided on. Stay if you will.”

				Spinning on her heel, she strode across the pub, slipped behind the bar and returned to working the sticks and tossing bottles without pause.

				Gareth stole a look at his watch.

				Midnight.

				Two hours to kill.

				The common vernacular stung, but he shrugged it off. Killing time wasn’t what had earned him his damnation.

				Still, it was too much time to waste on a maybe. He might not even be able to touch her without excruciating pain. Except for the warmth she’d infused him with...

				One last glance at the bar and his mind was decided. He would stay. Ashley could be the only chance he had for skin-to-skin contact without excruciating pain before he was returned to the Shadow Realm and the Well of Souls. And just once more before the goddess returned for him, Gareth wanted to know warmth. If the woman behind the bar was truly his last chance? If she could give him the chance to find even a moment’s peace before an eternity of torment? There was nothing he wouldn’t do, no mountain he wouldn’t move, no army he wouldn’t slay, no sin he wouldn’t commit. And he would do any of it, all of it, without batting an eye. After all, he was already damned, a dead man.

				There was nothing left to lose, only a warm woman to gain.

				* * *

				The clock’s hour hand rested well past 2:00 a.m. when Ashley finally closed and locked the bar door. Talented as they were as a whole, each man in The King’s Footmen was quite certain he posed a far better catch than any of the others. They’d come on to her individually, each going so far as to offer her the moon and the stars. The lead singer and guitar player had even written her an impromptu little ditty, but she’d been firm. No sex with anyone professionally affiliated with the bar. She didn’t fish from the work pool. It complicated things when the affair ended, and, with her, it would always end. Nothing good lasted in her vagabond lifestyle.

				The fiddler, with his windswept hair and broad shoulders, that strong jaw and eyes as green as the fields, might have tempted her to break her rule. But the musician’s wild appeal couldn’t compete with the man who’d ignited her need earlier that evening.

				Gareth Brennan.

				He’d only offered his first name. It had taken little more than a couple of well-placed questions to discover his surname. Odd that no one knew much about him. He’d seemed a rather amiable fellow, popular with the ladies and well liked by the gents. His reputation at snooker and traditional pool had her itching to pit her skills against his, though it seemed unlikely the opportunity would present itself. Apparently he hadn’t been out and about much over the last few months. Shame, that. Her pride could have used the boost of beating him at his own game.

				But wasn’t that exactly what this was? A game? At least to him. He was intent on seducing her, convincing her to spend the night with him.

				As for her? She was intent on convincing him to spend at least the next week with her. So who was beating whom here?

				She snorted as she dug out the wide dust mop, broom and dustbin. Her pride would stick this out for the win, willing to take a beating before it bowed out. Always. Such was the curse of most phoenixes. Winning equaled dominance, dominance equaled power and power was everything.

				Cleaning the last of the peanut hulls out from under the bar, she repositioned the stools and dumped the pan in the bin. One final polish of the bar and she was finished. The weighted knowledge she’d be back here within hours, stocking the bar and checking kegs and bottles to make sure everything was ready for another go round, had her sighing with exhaustion. She needed to go home, needed to sleep—as much as she could possibly get.

				The kitchen door whacked the wall as Fergus shoved his way through. Grease-stained apron hanging loose around his neck, he stomped across the rough-hewn oak floor on feet so large they were more suited to a draft horse than a man.

				“For the love of all the gods, Fergus, spare a soul the unnecessary fright of seeing you emerge from your cooking cubby like a raging bull,” she snapped, exhaustion making her words sharper than usual. “You take a decade off my life every time you blow through that door and I don’t know you’re still here.”

				“You’d have been wise to pay more attention over the last three months,” he groused. Stopping at the obscured door tucked around a blind corner, he pulled a set of keys and rifled through them. “Seeing as I live here, it shouldn’t shock you so that I come from the kitchen to go upstairs every night.”

				“Smart-ass. It’s not that you emerge from the kitchen, it’s that you do so like a Pamplonian bull with the gleam of death in his eye. I’m never sure whether to run or...run.” She shrugged and grinned.

				He grunted, the sound as close to a laugh as he ever issued. “Beyond your impromptu Riverdance, I both saw and heard you toyed with Gareth Brennan tonight.”

				Her mouth worked like a landed trout’s—open, close...open, close—before she finally sputtered, “‘Heard?’ How in the hell could you have heard anything? You never leave the kitchen.”

				“So you did.” He gave a short nod. “It would be humane—” he sneered the word “—to warn you to be wary of that one. Used to be as he was a fun sort, the type that both silly girls and jaded women alike took to like a hummingbird does nectar. Something’s changed him, though, and recent-like. But two issues impede my warning. First, I’m no’ humane. I could give a rat’s ass what happens to you that doesna benefit me and mine. Second, it’s never wise to get wrapped up with someone else’s problems when you’ve plenty of your own.”

				Fear skipped down her spine faster than the denial passed through her lips. “I don’t know what you’re talking—”

				“Sure and you don’t.” He stared over her shoulder, focusing on something so tangible she felt that the “thing” he stared at could only be hovering inches behind her. The sensation intensified until, casting pride aside, she had to turn, to look.

				There was nothing—and no one—there.

				It took her a moment to work up the nerve to face her boss. Stiff shouldered, tendons corded in his neck, a ruddy flush to his skin, the warning to stay away from the new male... Fergus knew something. His scent shifted, and suddenly she was surrounded by the wildness of the Burren, that alien landscape strewed with dolmen, ocean squalls and scrubby little wildflowers. Sea salt would have glazed her skin had she stood still long enough. Luckily, she never stood still.

				Moving a bit farther out of reach under the guise of returning her cleaning supplies to the cupboard, she called over her shoulder, “Where’s this oddity coming from, Fergus?”

				“It would be none so odd if you’d been paying me the attention I’m due. You and your kind have always had a superiority complex, thinking your ability to resurrect is your right.”

				She froze. You and your kind... Resurrect is your right... He knew what she was. “How?” she wheezed.

				“Your scent changed tonight after Brennan arrived.”

				Studying him in the reflection of the bar mirror, she watched as something not unlike a rolling black-and-white television channel skipped across his appearance. He showed himself as one thing for fourteen of every fifteen seconds, but that one, lone second that rounded out every quarter minute? That one blip? Fergus became something Other.

				Hunching forward, he folded in on himself before rising. When he finally stood as straight as he could, he was so tall he had to cant his head to the side to avoid bumping the ceiling rafters. His temple brushed the iron chandelier and set it swinging. He reached to still it with a hand that now sported a palm the size of her dead drink tray.

				She couldn’t get her mind around what she saw and understood to be true. Both magnificent and terrifying, Fergus had changed. With a sheet of hair as brilliant as a new star and eyes that blazed a myriad of crystalline colors, skin that shone with a diamond hue and hands the size of dinner plates, she couldn’t look away. Legend said that the last of the genii—giants who could change their appearance and proportion at will—had faded, passing to the afterlife centuries ago. But that couldn’t be true. Not if what Fergus presented was a fleeting image of his true nature. And if that was the case...

				Years of education rolled through her mind, flipping faster and faster as she tried to recall what it was the genii wanted with the phoenix. What was it that had rendered them friend or foe? It had all centered around one thing. What had it been? Somehow, it involved dice. Or a card game.

				“Confused, little phoenix?” He huffed out a sound of genuine disdain. “I expected better of you. Turns out you’re nothing but a stupid bitch in heat. However, your cycle changes my time frame. It saves me having to pay the male I located. They’ve been looking for you, you know. This saves me having to defend my rights against any of the men of your clan should one or more of them respond to the gods-be-damned scent of you. The timing isn’t perfect, but it’ll be what it is.”

				Ashley kept her gaze loosely focused, trying to take in everything around her that she could, certain she needed to find her way out of this mess before she was forced to fight her way out. But... “You called me a bitch. Do it again and I’ll be calling you a hearse.”

				Fight it was.

				That’s when she remembered the connecting pieces of history.

				Their king had made a last stand in the final Tribal Wars, and he’d lost. Desperate, he’d challenged Daghda, the All Father, to a game of dice. Daghda had declined, asserting his right to dissolve the band of giants. The giants’ king, with nothing left to barter, wagered the giants’ immortality against the god’s ability to beat him in the game of Daghda’s choosing.

				What. An. Idiot.

				Daghda chose archery, and the genii’s king lost. Badly. In a final stand that had been recorded in the blood of the fallen, the last of the giants had disappeared. Only their legend remained. Those rumored to have survived had been rendered mortal, their lifespans still far greater than a human but shortened all the same. So what could a genii want from a phoenix who had to be less than half his age...

				Ashes.

				Horror stole over her and her skin felt as if it shrank.

				A female phoenix’s ashes were the key to immortality if a being knew how to harvest them. To get to the point of harvest typically involved murder and theft—of the phoenix’s life and ashes, respectively.

				To kill any phoenix was nearly impossible, but the females were far more difficult to dispense than the males. Few knew the secret to forcing a member of the secretive race into irrevocable death. The phoenix had to take her life by removing her own heart. Once that happened, the heart had to be burned to ash. Those ashes could then be harvested. If a mortal tattooed her ashes over his own heart in the constellation symbol for the phoenix? The phoenix’s immortality transferred to the mortal and gave him what so many coveted. Immortality.

				She had to get out of here. Now.

				Ashley shot him a hard, hot look. “Timing?” Her smile was brittle. She’d expected to defend herself from her own tribe, not a damn genii. “Your timing sucks. I have a date tonight.”

				“Whore.”

				“Screw you and the hearse you’re about to ride out on.”

				He rocked forward on the balls of his feet, arms loose, body ready. “I’ll take that which is my due.”

				“Due? The only ones ‘due’ anything are the gods, and even their claims are debatable. You? You’re not even a minor deity in my handy little Book of Mythologies and Verses, so back the hell off.” She raised her hands in front of her, not in fear but to widen the fan of flames that ran from her elbows to her fingertips.

				“I’ve hunted your kind for more than six centuries, aging a fraction every day as I sought to reclaim that which my father lost. I will return to the throne and see the genii recognized as the force they were meant to be.”

				“Return to what throne? And whom do you truly think to rule? Your shadow? There aren’t enough of you to reestablish any type of kingdom without serious inbreeding.”

				He only stared at her.

				How the hell had she missed the fact Fergus was Other? She’d been a fool.

				Shaking her head, she took one step aside, angling to get a better line on the front door. Distract him. “You’re sick and sodding mad to boot.”

				That gave him pause, and he stopped to consider her. “I’ll draw together all those left, those Daghda abandoned, and I will see a new reign challenge the way of things.”

				Ashley arched a brow. “I’m almost sorry about this, Fergus.”

				The genii’s heavy brow furrowed. “Sorry that I’ll take your life?”

				“No,” she said softly, her voice fading behind the wall of flames that erupted around her. “Sorry that I’ll be taking yours.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 5

				Gareth sat in his car, having moved it across the road from the pub’s front door. The hours passed and, finally, as the last patrons trickled out the front lights were turned off. Ungloving his hands, he found they had generally healed, but the cold persisted, an ache within him that simply refused to give quarter. He fought the need to lash out, to beat against the heavens’ doors, to deliver equivalent pain to those who saw fit to punish him in kind. None of it was possible, yet he believed it would happen. It had to.

				Shoving free of the low-slung vehicle, his need to control something choked him. He rose and stumbled into the wild weather, raised his hands to the sky. “Ignis, I praecipio vobis!” Fire, I command you. So close to death and separation from the gods he’d served for centuries, they wouldn’t deny him this, surely.

				Flames he still possessed, flames as familiar to him as his reflection, hissed in the torrential downpour, flickering erratically but refusing to wink out. He shook with the effort to control his element. Only the faintest blue of the flame he’d summoned clung to his skin, hovering in the cup of each palm with a tension that superseded the force created by the storm.

				Then the tenor of the storm shifted. Rain turned to sleet, pellets of ice sliding down the neck of Gareth’s shirt. The flame he’d called winked out in the face of nature’s onslaught. Gods, he resented the cold.

				Without warning, the pub door flew open. Watery light spilled into the darkness and battled it back.

				Wide-eyed and moving at nearly inhuman speed, Ashley followed. Her hair whipped around her, seeming to crackle and writhe. Backlit as she was, a faint nimbus built around her until, magnified by her fury, it brightened and blazed wildly.

				For a moment it had appeared she was on fire. Gareth blinked and shook his head to clear his vision.

				It was the bar. The bar was on fire.

				Still looking over her shoulder as she ran, Ashley plowed into him at full speed. Instinct dictated his response. Gareth caught her, hoping to steady the both of them, but her hit was brick-house solid. He grabbed her biceps and down they went, falling into a heap of tangled limbs, shouted curses and pelting rain.

				They both hissed at the skin-to-skin contact, and Gareth’s first thought was that he’d burned her with his bitterly cold hands. He let her go and rolled to his feet, shocked to see her skin was clear.

				Thank the gods.

				An unholy roar erupted from within the bar and something enormous moved.

				Sirens sounded in the distance.

				Gareth grabbed Ash by the hand, ignoring the pain in his own, and yanked her to her feet. “What the hell happened?”

				“Genii,” she said, breathing hard. “Have to—damn! My backpack!”

				She started for the bar and Gareth grabbed her round the waist, hauling her against his side. “If you pissed the genii off that bad and then lit his bar on fire? We need to go. Now.”

				“My life is in that pack! I have to go back!”

				Just then, an enormous fist plowed a hole through the side of the bar building.

				Ignoring her efforts to fight free, Gareth curled his body around hers to shield her from the plaster and debris falling around them. The genii was pissed, and bad things tended to happen when geniis lost their tempers.

				He yanked the passenger door of his car open and dumped her unceremoniously inside with a barked order, “Buckle up!”

				Ignoring the odd sensations winding through his system, he raced to the driver’s side, jumped in and sped away from the curb, engine roaring.

				“What the hell happened?” he shouted, the glow of the fire lighting up his rearview mirror.

				“Fergus...” She looked over her shoulder. “Gods, he’s not a man.”

				Gareth’s brow furrowed. “You thought—”

				“And why wouldn’t I?” she demanded. “He’s been nothing but a bar owner and fry cook since I’ve known him. Nothing said he was a...” She snapped her mouth shut, her lips forming a surgically precise line across her lower face.

				“A what, Ash?” Gareth pressed. He needed to know how much she knew, how Other she was.

				“You ask what Fergus was when you’ve already referred to what he was.” She glanced back once more, gripping the door handle so hard her knuckles appeared skeletal beneath her fine skin. “Is. No, definitely was.”

				The fire had grown to a raging inferno, and the giant had collapsed inside the building. Nothing beyond flames moved inside the bar now. That meant there would be nothing left of him by the time the brigade arrived. No body meant there would be no questions the Arcanum couldn’t answer, even if a bit of magickal manipulation was required. Had there been bodies? Or, in this particular case, a body? That tended to complicate things.

				Gareth quietly considered what little he could be certain of. That certainty was based on that fact that, in all the years the genii had been in County Clare, the creature hadn’t behaved rashly or in a manner that would draw unnecessary attention its way. Had he been violent? At times, yes. But the genii had never been reckless in a way that would endanger himself. That meant that, whatever Ashley was, Fergus had wanted her badly enough to give up everything he was to take the woman out.

				That decided things.

				Retrieving his cell, Gareth dialed the Nest. A young man answered on the second ring. At this point, niceties were obsolete. “This is the Regent. Put the Assassin on.”

				“Yes, Regent.”

				Seconds later, Dylan O’Shea’s voice came across the line, a trace of humor underlying the man’s typically serious nature. “Heard you were finally out for a bit of sport tonight, Gareth. She done with you already?”

				“We’ve got a problem.”

				Dylan’s voice changed in an instant. “Tell me.” All teasing was gone, replaced with a well-earned and accurately described deadly seriousness.

				How much to say in front of the woman? Gareth glanced at her and found her staring at him, her slim face paler than a full moon’s blaze on a clear night, her eyes wide.

				“Assassin?” she asked on a shaky breath.

				“You have her with you and you’re speaking in front of her, Gareth?” Dylan bit out. “There better be a good reason.”

				No help for it. He’d either have to have this conversation with her in the car or set her on the side of the road. He wanted her warmth more than he wanted privacy, so talk in front of her it was. “Aye. She and Fergus had a wee bit of a mash-up at the pub.”

				“The genii did what, exactly?” Dylan asked.

				“Well, exposed his true nature and apparently threatened her, though I’ve not got the whole of it out of her yet. But I will,” he added harshly, steering with his knee as he raked his fingers through his hair and pushed the wet mass off his face. “End result was that the bar burned down and Fergus with it.”

				Dylan’s silence lasted several heartbeats. “She’s Other?”

				Gareth glanced at her. “Yes, though I’ve no more information than that.”

				The Assassin’s curse was long, low and colored the air blue. “You can’t bring her here without knowing the danger she poses. Not with Kennedy’s lifeline tied to mine. If your woman—”

				“I’m aware of that,” Gareth said between gritted teeth. “And she’s not ‘my woman.’”

				“She’s in your possession, she’s yours,” Dylan countered.

				“And if I’d said the same to you about Kennedy?” he asked so low he hoped Ash didn’t hear him.

				“I’d have knocked your teeth out,” Dylan said, unexpected amusement winding through his words. “But only because I knew they’d grow back.”

				Gareth huffed out a humorless laugh. “You’re a right thicko. I’ll hole up tonight and find a way to get her out of the area before I return. We’ll need to renegotiate the treaty with the genii as they’ll discover I’m the one who drove off with her.”

				Dylan’s silence reined the moment, then he did the unthinkable. “I’m sending Rowan to handle her. If you have to kill the woman—”

				“Spare him that.” The minimal warmth he’d been able to steal from the brief contact with Ashley fled as if chased by the monsters that haunted him. “I’m already damned, and well you know it.”

				“I don’t accept that.”

				“I’ve seen the end, Dylan.” The words were barely a breath. “It’s inevitable.”

				“I’m sending Rowan. Until then, keep in mind your limitations,” Dylan said quietly. “I won’t lose you.”

				Gareth wordlessly disconnected the call with a swipe of his thumb and dropped the phone in the console. Ash opened her mouth to speak, but he shook his head. “Not right now.”

				I won’t lose you, Dylan had said.

				The irony of the statement left Gareth aching with the brutal truth.

				He was already lost.

				* * *

				Ashley listened to Gareth’s side of the conversation. Most women would have been offended. She’d been thrilled. He had no intent to try to lay claim to her beyond her body. He’d then promised the Assassin—surely not the famed Assassin—he’d be spending the night with her tonight.

				Bottom line? He was perfect. No commitment issues. No expectations. Strength enough to defend her if her epithicas rendered her unconscious. She didn’t think that would be a problem, though. Not if she got sex and, more importantly, orgasm. It would diffuse the hormonal storm building inside her, making her harder to track. And since Gareth had picked her up off the pavement, she’d felt invigorated, her core temperature running hotter than normal. Had to be the thrill of survival. Or adrenaline. Okay, it was the fertility cycle. Whatever. What she knew for certain was that she had more energy than she’d ever had once her cycle began to crash in on her. Odd, but she wasn’t one to look a gift horse in the mouth let alone check its teeth. No, she was far more likely to mount the damn thing and spur him forward in order to gain as much ground on life as she could.

				There was only one thing left to accomplish. She needed to convince Gareth to remain with her through her entire epithicas versus ditching her in the morning. If he was tied to the Druidic assassins, he was literally perfect. But how to convince him to stay? There had to be something in it for him, and she’d lost everything she’d owned when her pack burned in the bar. She couldn’t even offer to immediately replace lost wages seeing as she wouldn’t be going back for her paycheck. It would take a trip to her bank box, and she doubted he’d carry her across the country for something so mundane as money.

				Panic both pushed and pulled her to act and react, respectively. She was effectively homeless, temporarily penniless and left without the few contacts she’d stored in her cell. Worse, though, was that she’d lost the only picture of her mother she’d had. An old and worn etching, it had been the only possession that mattered to her. She wanted to cry, and she never cried. It had been rule number one for so long that the urge caught her off guard.

				She rubbed her clenched hands against her denim-clad thighs. She’d started over more than once. She’d do it again. And the picture of her mother? The lump in her throat thickened. Her only solace was that nothing and no one could steal her mother’s memory from her. It would have to be enough.

				Swallowing around the mass of regret that choked her, she forced her hands to relax, forced the heat of her emotions to recede. She shifted onto one hip and faced Gareth. “So, we’re headed...”

				“Somewhere safe.”

				“Does this ‘somewhere safe’ have a name? An address? How about GPS coordinates?”

				He slipped her a quick glance. “You’re more interested in our trip details than the fact Fergus clearly wanted you dead. Death threats a daily occurrence, then?”

				“There are worse things than death,” she responded absently, mind on their destination. Were they headed somewhere they could spend the next week?

				Gareth whipped the car to the side of the road so fast she would have been tossed from her seat had the harness not locked up. “Don’t you ever, ever tell me there’s anything worse than death. Ever. Understood?”

				She paused her fight to get the safety belts to relax before looking at him. He sat facing forward, his hand gripping the steering wheel so hard the leather creaked. The metallic tang of blood made her look closer. His hands were bleeding. And his eyes... His pupils had eaten up the blue of his irises leaving his face haunted in appearance, his features chiseled and skin taut in the dash light.

				“Your hands are bleeding.”

				He ignored the comment and instead insisted, “Your word, Ashley.”

				What about death scared him so? The idea he might not be the warrior she’d assumed bothered her, but this was all temporary. If she had to commit to this or worse in order to get him to see her through this, she’d tell him the moon was made of cheese and say it with conviction. “Fine. My word.”

				He pulled the car back onto the highway, merging onto the M fifteen minutes later.

				Ashley watched the scenery pass by through the dark dregs of the storm. “May I ask where we’re going?”

				“A safe house.”

				“Who are you that you have a safe house?” she murmured, not looking at him.

				“Who are you that you need one?” he countered.

				“Fair.”

				They rode in silence for the next half hour, the only sounds the whispering swish of the windshield wipers, the tires slicing through rainwater on the road and the engine’s variable RPMs as Gareth changed gears. He drove like a professional, maneuvering the dark sports car through the sparse traffic like the car was little more than a shadow. His focus never wavered.

				The longer Ashley rode, the more convinced she was that he was actually one of the reputed Druidic assassins rumored to exist among the Others. If he hadn’t been so cold, she would have been far more certain, but the assassins were reputed to be men. Druids. The chill of his breath was an anomaly, the frigid temperature of his skin one of the strangest things she’d ever encountered.

				Just as she worked up the nerve to ask, he exited the M and took the off-ramp at speed. They raced down a narrow two-lane, never slowing.

				The sign for the small town of Ennistymon flashed briefly in the headlights. Gareth finally reduced his speed as they passed the cemetery and pulled into the village proper. Not a light shone from a single window of the residences clustered around the town center. They crossed the old stone bridge that spanned the River Inagh and its picturesque falls, all in the continued silence that had begun to weigh on Ashley.

				She couldn’t help but be grateful when he pulled into a small car park across from an ancient stone building and shut the car down. Still...

				“Not to criticize your methods,” she said as the engine ticked and cooled, “but if this is a safe house, isn’t this car a bit of a beacon to anyone looking to find you?”

				“The car will be moved after we’re inside.”

				“By whom?”

				Again, he didn’t answer but instead unbuckled his harness and unfolded his massive frame from the tight confines of the car.

				She followed suit, stretching in the fine mist that continued to fall. The rush of running water cascading over the falls was soothing and she closed her eyes, relishing the calming sound. Had she not, she would have seen Gareth approach her.

				Frighteningly cold hands gripped her biceps and she gasped.

				“Who are you, Ashley, that you’ve the ability to warm me, piss off and then kill the prince of the genii before burning down his bar all of an evening and without female histrionics?”

				Opening her eyes was a slow process as he’d piqued her temper. “And why would you expect me to be hysterical? I’ve done nothing wrong.” Heat began to gather, flowing through her veins.

				The clouds broke and moonlight shimmered in his eyes. “No? You killed a man. Murdered him in his place of business.”

				Fury thrummed through her, and she tried to pull free of his grasp, but he tightened his hold. Fine. She went nose to nose with him. “I fought back against a man who was trying to kill me! He came up short. That’s self-defense, not murder.”

				“How?” he demanded with a small shake. “How did you start the fire?”

				“With a flame.”

				“Smart-ass.” He moved into her, backing her against the car and pinning her there with his hips. “How, Ash? Don’t play with me.”

				“But I want to play.” Her hands went to his chest. She thrilled as his breath caught and his heart raced beneath her palm. The attraction was mutual, her pulse responding in kind. Heat bloomed between her thighs and she fought the urge to rub against him like a giant cat.

				But then the draw to him morphed into something far too close to a requirement. What had been a pleasurable sensation shifted, heating her blood to near boiling. She’d never experienced such a radical shift, never been in a position she not only wanted but needed the man she was with. It had to be the epithicas. She’d never accept another explanation, would never subject herself to needing anyone, particularly a male. Species was irrelevant. This was about self-sufficiency, about retaining her freedom, about—

				His cool breath swept over her face as he whispered the nickname he’d given her. “Ash.”

				Desire swamped her, drawing her flame nearer the surface even as it buckled her knees.

				Gareth caught her, his brows winging down just before he hissed and whipped his hands away so only his hips held her steady. Even so, he leaned his chest against hers. “Stop playing around.”

				“Not...playing...” Words eluded her, her mind fuzzy with the sudden combination of the adrenaline crash after the evening’s excitement and, of all times, the official bloom of her triennial window of fertility. Damn Geoffrey for being unavailable. She had to have Gareth, and soon.

				“Tell me how you started the fire,” Gareth demanded, shifting against her.

				The delicious feel of his erection pressed against her lower belly, and she fought the urge to scale him like a totem pole and wrap her legs around his waist. Instead, she reached up and threaded her fingers through his hair. “Kiss me.”

				His pupils expanded. “Once you answer me, we’ll discuss it.”

				“Can’t wait.” She pulled his mouth to hers at the same time he sucked in a breath. Their lips collided. Ashley didn’t give him time to think, to consider, to stop. She delved her tongue into his mouth, sipping from him in long draws. He tasted of whiskey and cinnamon. He smelled like fresh snow and leather. He felt as capable of loving her body as he was undoubtedly dangerous to others. Every part of her responded to the elemental force he presented. Her internal flame roared, the sound a rushing wind through her clouded mind. The woman in her craved him. The phoenix in her hungered for him. Combined? She was liable to set a second building on fire tonight, but this time with passion versus intent.

				He reached up and gripped a handful of hair, hesitating.

				“Don’t stop,” she said against his lips.

				“Ash—”

				“Please.”

				“Damn you,” he whispered brokenly. Then he canted her head and took control of the encounter.

				Soft kisses followed stinging nips along her jaw. He moved with slow deliberation from jaw to ear then swept her hair away to work his way down the side of her neck.

				She let her head fall to the side to give him better access. She’d reached the point her body was going to need him very soon.

				Whether he damned her for it again in the morning remained to be seen.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 6

				Gareth’s hands ached for a new reason—the heat Ash generated. Even her hair was warm. Intensely so. But unlike all the other sources he’d tried to warm himself with, sources that had burned him horribly, the heat of her body seeped through him. He soaked it up like a dry sponge exposed to a veritable ocean. He wanted to be supersaturated, overloaded, hot. And damn if the woman wasn’t working him into a right frenzy that centered round another type of heat altogether.

				Sexual craving had eluded him since his resurrection. The phantom goddess had taken him against his will in the Well of Souls before he had been pulled back to the mortal plane. The experience had horrified him, breaking something in him he hadn’t known had existed when his body responded at her command and against his will. He hadn’t been able to shed the memory, hadn’t been able to find true desire since. Touch repulsed him. The idea of intimacy had been reduced to a thing of base nature and brittle resentment. He didn’t want to feel. Not anything. But Ash called to something deeper in him, roused physical responses he’d believed had been stripped from him that day.

				Now, with her lithe body moving beneath his hands, the apex of her thighs grinding against his cock, he wanted her more than he could recall wanting anyone before. She reacted to him with authentic desire, nothing fabricated, nothing forced. The little sounds she made were maddening in the best possible way. It was clear she wanted him as much as he wanted her.

				There was still the matter of the three questions he needed her to answer, most important species and intent. And there was the little issue of the fire she’d started. His brethren’s safety came before all else. It had to. So, regardless of his personal preferences, preferences that centered around getting the woman naked and beneath him—or above him, or against the wall, whatever—he needed to obtain answers.

				With a nip to her earlobe, he reluctantly parked his hands, warm for the first time since October of last year, on the cold metal of the car. Bone-crushing chills crept up his arms. Those chills inched their way through the heat he’d borrowed and left his arms vibrating with the need to return to her. The brand on his chest hurt all the way through as if his heart had been pierced by a sharp blade. Leaning away from her, he managed to keep their groins in tight contact. He wasn’t a complete sexual masochist. “We need to take this inside.”

				She looked up at him through dark lashes, her burnished eyes assessing. “What’s inside?”

				“A safe place to spend the night.”

				“Safe tonight and I appreciate that, but what about tomorrow? The threat you perceive tonight doesn’t change because the sun rises.”

				The threat you perceive tonight. Were there more threats? His mind rebelled at anyone harming this woman. His element stirred in unexpected defense as if it might leap out without his summons and defend her on its own. That was new.

				Reaching out, he tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Clearly you have enemies. What is it you have, specifically, that Fergus wanted so badly that he was willing to risk exposure and possible censure over?”

				Those burnished eyes shuttered before him. “Could have been any number of things.”

				This time he stepped away from her, breaking all contact. “Evasive nonanswers won’t garner you my help.”

				She crossed her arms under her breasts and stared at an indiscriminate spot on the ground between them. “What will?” she asked so quietly that the force of the wind all but carried her question away.

				“Honesty.” His answer, sharp and sure, was out before he considered the ramifications. Not at all his usual speed. Hell, he never made promises based on less than all the facts, but his craving for this woman was driving him mad. He realized then that he would do whatever necessary, from bodily service to bodily harm, to bask in her warmth. Not good. Not good at all. But the bargain was struck, and on his singular term, so he’d honor it. At least so far as she did.

				“Fine. I need your help for seven days.”

				“Seven days,” he repeated somewhat stupidly. “You think you can define a timeline for danger?”

				“Yes. Seven days. Beginning now.” Her eyes blazed. “Beyond that, I’ll take care of myself. I won’t need your sword or your...services.”

				The disdain in her voice chaffed. “You won’t ‘need’ me? And who said anything about my ‘services?’ I’m no’ a bloody stud for hire!”

				Her intense gaze snapped to his, unblinking. “You’re an assassin. You’re damn well for hire. And I’ve the means to pay.”

				His heart skipped a beat. She was deep into the Other world to know of the assassins to begin with, but he’d thoroughly screwed up asking for Dylan by title instead of name. The assassins’ secrecy was tightly held, and he’d blown that closed door wide-open.

				Kill her.

				The voice whispered through his mind leaving ice crystals in its wake.

				What the hell?

				“No,” he spat.

				Ash parked her hands on her hips. “I can afford your fees, I assure you. It’ll take a trip to Dublin to obtain the funds, but I’ll see you paid and in cash. You’ve my word.” She hesitated, then added, “And as for the other—”

				“No,” he said again. “It’s...” He hesitated. To admit he was an assassin was to open a dialogue he could never take back. But hadn’t he done that already? Had he been clearheaded, had death not hung like a guillotine suspended over his exposed neck, he surely wouldn’t have made such amateur mistakes.

				Of course, he had tonight and eight more days until Beltane. Beyond that, none of this would matter. He would be dead. Unless he ended it before then, as planned. If he did, he could take with him the secret that he’d fouled up and the woman could do nothing with it. She’d never find the rest of them.

				Except he’d been at the bar with a handful of the tyros, or trainees. She’d seen them, would know their faces and was smart enough to put the pieces together should their paths cross again. Or, worse, she’d know them well enough by sight to go looking for one of them should Gareth reject her.

				Hell’s bells, he’d screwed this up.

				“I’ll double your fee.”

				She thought he was hesitating because of the money? He snorted and shook his head. “You can’t afford me, darkling. Trust me.”

				“Oh, but I assure you, again, that I can. My money’s just tied up in the city.” She pushed off the car and stepped closer. “Seriously, take me to Dublin and we’ll settle this.”

				Her heat was a balm to the brand Macha had left on his chest, overpowering the cold with sultry warmth that spread through him. “Assuming you’re right about me, what’s so dire you think you need my services?”

				She opened her mouth only to snap it shut and look over at the running water, watching it tumble down the rock falls until the river carried it away.

				Gareth shoved his hands through his hair and grabbed handfuls, pulling. “You’ve one shot at this, Ash. One shot at honesty. Lie to me? I’ll be leaving you here to sort yourself out, and trust me when I tell you that you won’t catch me looking back. Ever.”

				Arms still crossed, her hands fisted. “Are you always so brutal?”

				Months ago, the answer would have been no, no matter who she’d asked about him. But dying had changed him. He had no promise of a better tomorrow, no belief in a beautiful eternity, no hope. He’d spent his life in service to the Druidic race, keeping the peace, defending them against all comers, carrying out the dark side of assignations so that his brethren could uphold the core values of their beliefs on nonviolence. He had made it possible for them to live without conflict. He had made it possible for them to shun violence. He had operated under the guidance of the gods. He’d believed the tales the deities recorded of the afterlife for those who had served them well. And then he’d died. Everything he’d ever done, ever believed in, had been destroyed.

				Ash snapped her fingers in front of his face, startling him.

				“What?” The single word held a vicious bite. That’s what was left of him now—the dark, the ugly, the bitterness. The base truth of who he was. He resented being reduced to roadkill that had been hit but not killed and now waited, painfully, to die.

				“You need to decide where your head’s at, Gareth.” She stepped even closer. “I want you for the week. All of you. There may be a point where I’ll need you at my six, but I can’t know exactly how this will play out until this week is history.”

				“Ash, you’ve got the wrong man.”

				She shook her head, hair gone dark in the night moving with a susurrus noise against her shirt. “I don’t think I do.” A faint shiver stole over her skin and she frowned, but she didn’t mention that he was the source of the cold.

				Shrugging out of his jacket, the wound on his side cracked open. Blood saturated his sweater in time with the elevated pump-pump-pump of his heart, shocking him. He rarely bled anymore, let alone so profusely.

				“When were you wounded?” she demanded, reaching for his sweater’s hem.

				He gripped her wrist and stepped away to prevent her from lifting the top. “I’ll do.” The heat of her skin broke through the hoarfrost that coated his, melting it so his grip was slippery. Beyond a reflexive yank of her wrist against his arctic grip, she didn’t comment on their differences in temperature.

				“That much blood?” Her gaze went from the spreading stain to his face. “I don’t think so. I’m a fair hand at field dressings. Let me look.”

				“I’ll deal with it inside. It was foolish of me to stand us out here like ducks at a carnival shooting gallery.” Still holding her wrist, he hauled her forward, ignoring her stumble in the name of progress. He’d get her inside, get her settled, tend the bleeding and then do as Dylan suggested, calling for someone else to take over. Yes, the woman needed help. Gareth just wasn’t the man for this particular job. Not anymore.

				But the kiss they’d shared...

				Bloody, lovely, that. There would have been a time not long ago he’d have leaped at the opportunity. But that was then.

				This was now.

				* * *

				Ashley fought not to cringe at the temperature of Gareth’s skin. How could he be a Druidic assassin, an incredibly long-lived race that pushed the fringes of an immortal lifespan, and have a temperature that stole through her like a bitter January wind? It made no sense, but she wasn’t about to ask him now and risk alienating him further than she already had. It seemed she’d made a grave error in offering to pay him. She’d sealed the deal when she refused to answer his direct questions. There had to be a way to rectify her poor judgment.

				Honesty.

				He’d asked her for the one thing that had been ingrained in her for centuries, the one thing she had to deny when it came to admitting who, and what, she was. And sharing her state of distress due to the epithicas? Forget it. She’d shared that with Geoffrey and Geoffrey alone after more than a century of friendship. She wasn’t going to just open her personal closet and let Gareth pull out the skeleton of his choice and have a good go-round with it. Fergus was now one of those skeletons—animated, aggressive and scary as hell. And Gareth held a peace treaty with the bastard. Had held. Past tense. Thanks to her, that was a moot issue, but there would likely be others Gareth and his order, or Arcanum, had peace treaties with—others she’d have to defend herself against. And she would never forego defending herself if she was backed into a corner. Not if she had the means.

				She followed silently as he pulled her along, down a dark alleyway, across a street and up another alley. He stopped in front of an ancient stone building with an arched wood-and-iron door, finally letting her go to dig a key ring out of his pocket. Flipping through several options, he settled on a worn skeleton key. He shoved it into the door’s decrepit lock. After wiggling it about for several seconds, the locking mechanism clicked loudly and the door swung open. He stepped through and didn’t look back, leaving her to follow of her own free will.

				The house smelled fresh, clean, but it wasn’t the smells of wood wax and lemon oil that struck her dumb as she passed under the stone archway carved in Ogham script. It was the moment Gareth had let go of her wrist. She’d heated in a rush, her phoenix fire consuming her so hard and fast that her hair crackled and sweat bloomed between her breasts. Her heart hammered faster than a semiautomatic with the trigger depressed. The way her legs moved—or refused to—had her stumbling into the foyer. Reaching out, she braced herself against the wall and leaned her forehead against the cool plastered wall.

				Too fast. This is hitting me too fast. I have to do something.

				Seducing Gareth was the only choice available to her.

				Gareth’s booted steps, intentionally heavy as he’d previously moved like a wraith, preceded his rounding the corner. His scowl said he intended to chastise her for not following him deeper into the home, but he paused. Taking in her shaking legs and laboring breath, he laid a hand on her near shoulder. His cold was so fierce it bled through her shirt and into her bones, assuaging the worst of the epithicas. “Ash?”

				Her skin, too tight only moments before, relaxed. Her sex still ached, but it was manageable. The worst of her condition had returned when Gareth let her go. What if...

				She reached for him, gripping his hand.

				His brows winged down in a tight V on contact as she sighed with evident relief.

				Letting go of him wasn’t an option. “Your cool soothes me. Would you just hold on for a moment? Unless it pains you.”

				“You go from kissing me to insulting me to asking me to hold you?”

				Yep. Definite confusion. Add a little irritation and she could probably come fairly close to mimicking his voice.

				Squeezing his hand, she put her pride aside and offered him the honesty he’d asked for. “I need the cool to keep me balanced right now. My body is...” She paused, fighting to find the words. “I’m approaching my fertility cycle. Quickly. You seem to afford me some semblance of control.”

				Brows that had drawn together now winged up. “Your fertility cycle?” He stepped away, but she followed, refusing to let go.

				“Yes. Please, just...get me through this. Please, Gareth. I can’t do it alone. It could cost me. Huge.” Actually, it could kill her, causing her to die and resurrect over and over until, at some point, death would be final. Having figured out the key to surviving the epithicas had left her joie de vivre at an all-time high, and she had no interest in turning to ash permanently.

				He considered her, weighing her words.

				“You asked for truth.” Her tone was softer, gentler this time. Persuasive even. She needed him for this, pride be damned, and she’d do what she had to in order to make it work, get him to agree. Anything. Even—she swallowed hard, self-respect leaving a bitter aftertaste—beg.

				His eyes softened. “I’ll give you tonight. It’s all I can promise.” He rolled shoulders so broad they stretched his sweater’s weave. “Tomorrow—”

				“Is tomorrow,” she quickly interjected. “We’ll deal with it then.”

				His fingers twitched against hers. “Tonight, then.”

				A wave of relief washed through her, cleansing but somehow not completely satisfying. He was so resistant to anything beyond tonight, and she would need him. Could admit that now, could use that vile word, need.

				On a sigh, she stepped into him and slid an arm around his waist. “I’d still like to see the wound that has you bleeding.”

				“It’s stopped.”

				His gruff answer buried the truth so deeply she didn’t know if he was lying or not. If he wanted to pretend it hadn’t happened? Fine. She simply had to get through tonight. But she’d do what she could to get him to stay longer, her powers of persuasion being historically sufficient. She could only hope that history held and she could convince him a week with her would be worth it.

				Wrapping his arm around her, he led her to a small kitchen. “Hungry?” he asked, attempting to let her go as he headed for the fridge.

				Ash clutched his hand, stopping him. A glance at the clock confirmed it was almost five in the morning. The knowledge stole the last of her energy, leaving her feeling rather wilted. “I’m exhausted, actually. Will you take me to bed?”

				He startled, eyes widening until the whites dominated his paled face. “I can hold your hand tonight, keep contact to keep your breeding heat down, but there won’t be sex, darkling. I... There just won’t.”

				It was the second time he’d referred to her as “darkling.” As if she was fae. She huffed out a short, unenergetic laugh. Let him think what he would. If he didn’t recognize her as a phoenix at this point, he likely wouldn’t. They were rare enough, secluded enough, that few of her kind ever ventured into the realm of mortal men. Instead, her race preferred to stay sequestered in the hills of Italy and Greece and the deserts of the Middle East. It was, she remembered, far easier to dispose of the bodies of interlopers in such remote locations. Few came looking, and those who did? More bodies.

				She shuddered. It didn’t suit her, killing so freely. If cornered, though, her inner phoenix had no trouble defending what was hers, particularly her life.

				“Ash?”

				“Bed, Gareth, before I fall over. I’ve been on my feet and running since early this afternoon and then, literally, running. I’m knackered.”

				He surprised her, pulling her into a comforting hug. “I hadn’t considered. Sleep it is.”

				A burn of tears shocked her. Burying her face in his soft sweater, she simply sagged into the embrace.

				“I need to make a call. I need to make a call, but I want to get you settled first. You’ll be safe here so long as I’m within shouting distance. No one knows of this place save my brethren, so rest easy,” he said softly into her hair.

				She looked up and perused the room. “Where’s the bedroom?”

				“Second floor’s the one I want to put you...us...in. If we need to get out, there’s a fire ladder we can drop. Or jump. I want the opportunity to get away if someone attempts to break in.”

				She nodded and yawned. “I can jump.”

				He considered her carefully. “As can I, but I’m not sure I’m willing to risk breaking something.”

				“I’d catch you,” she offered absently.

				One heavy brow arched. “You’re that confident you could sustain my weight from a free fall?”

				“Sure?” She stepped away, refusing to meet his stare. “If you’ll get me settled and then leave, I won’t have to worry about traversing the stairs.”

				“Deal. And I won’t leave you long.”

				“Double deal.”

				Together, they walked upstairs, Ash’s legs noodly still but far closer to al dente than overboiled. She made it, but barely.

				The room was rudimentary save for the bed. It was a king-size monstrosity with lush brocade covers, a plethora of pillows and a thick mattress that promised a good night’s sleep.

				Gareth folded the covers back as she shed her boots, jeans and bra.

				She crawled into the plush bed wearing nothing but her shirt and panties.

				He tucked her in, his face stark and strained. “Back in ten.”

				“Make it five. Please.” She added the last as her temperature began to rise. Geoffrey had asked her how long she’d had, and she’d guessed days. She’d been wrong. She hadn’t had hours. The epithicas had descended, and her only choice was to see it through.

				Gareth let her go and stepped back, eyes fixed on her.

				Ashley’s internal heat surged forward when physical contact with the assassin was lost. If she didn’t know better, she’d think her phoenix had reached for him.

				But that wasn’t possible.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 7

				Gareth paused in the doorway and glanced over his shoulder, watching as Ash began to writhe on the bed, her legs scissoring, her hands wadding up the sheets. Her skin had taken on a flushed, fevered appearance. Whatever this thing was that had hold of her, she seemed miserable. He knew what it was like to lose control of one’s choices, to be victim to the body’s demands without one’s consent.

				Dark memories rose and, with a choked curse, he spun away and stalked out of the room, retrieving his cell as he went. He knew what he was doing wasn’t entirely fair, asking another assassin to take over here when Gareth had made the choice to get involved in the woman’s plight. But fair or not, he was on a limited timeline. He wouldn’t spend the days he had left in service but would instead take the time to set the last of his affairs in order and say goodbye to the men who made up his family, the Assassin’s Arcanum, the men he called brothers. A few taps on the screen and the call connected. One ring. Two.

				“You tucked in for the night?” Dylan asked by way of greeting.

				“I need Rowan here by dawn.”

				“Where’s ‘here,’ exactly?” Dylan’s voice was tighter than stretched barbwire and just as sharp.

				“I’m at the safe house in Ennistymon.”

				“With the woman?”

				Gareth nodded as he answered. “Yeah. She’s in trouble, but I don’t have, or want, details. I’ll see her through tonight, but then I need him to take over. She’s Other, and she also knows who I am thanks to me running off my big mouth in the car.” He sighed and pulled at the neck of his sweater. “I’ll have his word that he’ll see her to safety before he returns to the Nest.”

				“Any reason you want Rowan in particular?”

				Because he won’t touch her. “You suggested him earlier.” Dylan didn’t respond, and Gareth knew well enough to wait him out. Too bad his mind and mouth weren’t of an accord. “Your word, Dylan.”

				“You know I’ll do as you ask. I was only trying to think if it might be better to send Niall or even Kayden. Rowan can be a bit...rough in his demeanor.”

				He thought of Ash. “She can handle him. And I trust him to deal with anyone who might show up with the intent to harm her. Rowan’s canny. He’ll get her out of here so she’s beyond harm’s reach.”

				“I’ll have him there in the morning. Gareth...” Dylan hesitated, the weight of Gareth’s name on his lips heavier than censure. “Come back to the Nest. That’s an order.”

				He knew. He knew Gareth was considering ending it. Damn Angus and his bloody big mouth. Whereas Gareth might have slipped away and faced his death on terms he set, he’d now been ordered home where he knew his fellow assassins would demand a fight. How could he tell them he was resigned to his fate? That he had no fight left? What Macha had done to him had changed him on a fundamental level.

				“Your word for mine, Gareth,” Dylan snapped. “Now.”

				“You think to manipulate me into what? Finding my peace with this?” Gareth snorted. “You’re a smarter man than that.”

				“And beyond the hurt and fear you carry is the man I’ve called brother for centuries. I’ll have you back here so we face this together.”

				There was something in Dylan’s voice, something Gareth believed sounded suspiciously like guilt.

				Gareth shifted in his seat. “Don’t press me on this out of some misguided sense of reparation due me, my friend. You owe me nothing more than the promise that you will love your wife to the end of your days.”

				“Aye, and I will.” Dylan’s voice was thick with unspoken emotion. “You offered your life so that Kennedy might live.” A hard breath hissed over the connection. “I owe you everything, man.”

				The first part, at least, was true. He’d died to give Kennedy, and Dylan, the chance the gods had afforded them in their godly-but-convoluted way.

				As for the second? “I’ve said it a thousand times if I’ve said it once, but it seems you’ve yet to hear me. You owe me nothing.” Gareth’s dismissal was hoarse, the words laden with something he couldn’t hope to explain. Yes, he had allowed Kennedy, the woman who would become Dylan’s wife, to run Gareth through with a sword. Yes, it had been the most difficult decision of his life—let the woman possessed by a crazed goddess live or take her out. But Kennedy had been Dylan’s one chance at the kind of love that lasted beyond time. It was a poor friend who would allow such an opportunity to go wasted when there was a way to influence the outcome for the good.

				When it had all been done, the cost had been his soul for Kennedy’s.

				Gods but the cost had been high.

				Still, he said, “I would do it over a thousand times to see you happy, mate. I don’t regret the choices I made.”

				“Stop acting as if it’s a foregone conclusion that you’re dead!” Dylan roared. Breathing labored, he blew into the phone with harsh pants. “Home in the morning or I’ll be coming for you myself. Your word, Gareth.”

				“Damn you,” he said, voice low and fierce. “You’re insistent on making this harder than it has to be.”

				“And you know that damned goddess wants more from you than your life. With the banished deities who’ve been tied to the Shadow Realm now rallying, you know there’s more at stake than your choice here.”

				Yes, Gareth knew. But the goddess hadn’t been clear, only that his death was the beginning for her. How was he to know what to do?

				“Your. Word.” Dylan’s tone had gone stone cold, affecting the role he was known for. Assassin.

				“My word, then.”

				“Rowan will be there by dawn. Leave the moment he arrives.”

				“Aye, I—” the phone went silent, Dylan having disconnected before Gareth could finish with “—will.”

				He slipped his smartphone into his jeans pocket, removed his boots and padded back to the bedroom.

				Ash had broken out into a vicious sweat. The sheets were a tangled mess, her hair damp with fever and curling where it stuck to her skin. Her eyes were closed, her lips parted but dry. Heat radiated from her like a furnace.

				Slipping into bed beside her, he laid his blue-tinged hand on her forehead and hissed at the contact even as she moaned with evident bliss. Her thrashing slowed and then stopped.

				“Gareth.”

				“I’m here, lass.”

				“Spoon me.”

				“Spoon you?” He couldn’t help but smile even as she rolled to her side and backed into him. His body curled around hers reflexively, absorbing the warmth she emitted like a plant turning its face to the sun.

				“You’re cold. It stops the hurting. Please.”

				Ironic that she needed from him the direct opposite of what he needed from her.

				Curling around her, taking in her warmth in exchange for his cold, he fell asleep and, for the first time since October, slept beyond the reach of nightmares and memories.

				* * *

				Gareth woke with a start, whipping his Sig Sauer out from under the pillow and aimed it at the giant of a man who stood over him. One brow raised, the man stripped the gun from Gareth and turned it around so the muzzle pointed at him before Gareth had it sighted. Gareth sagged into the mattress, heart in his throat.

				“You know better—” the man began, and Gareth shushed him, gesturing to Ash’s sleeping form.

				He slipped from the bed with infinite care, punching the man in the shoulder as he passed. It was a “follow me” gesture packed with a little extra in the way of hello. A hard hello.

				“You trying to steal the last of my life, Rowan?” Gareth groused, more irritated with himself that he’d completely allowed the other man to sneak up on him. Putting the teakettle on, Gareth ignited the burner with an absent flick of his fingers. He froze, eyes wide, ignoring whatever it was his fellow Arcanum member said in response. Fire, Gareth’s element, had come to call without a thought and with no effort at all. He examined his fingers. No burns. What in the name of all that was holy had changed?

				His heart surged at the idea Angus might have found a means to return him to normal despite the healer’s assertions he had no idea how to help Gareth. Obviously something had helped.

				Ash.

				But she hadn’t done anything. They’d slept, he knew, without waking. She hadn’t moved from the position he’d held her in all night—tucked up close to his front, his arm around her waist, his defiant erection settled in the crevice of her ass.

				A slap to the back of his head had him rounding on Rowan. “What?”

				“I said make your tea to go. Dylan’s ordered you back to the Nest as fast as possible. I even had to pull your damn pop can of a car around to save you the time.” He scowled. “I’m not a bloody chauffeur or a babysitter, and you’ve turned me into both.” The dark-haired warrior pulled the giant sword he carried from the sheath on his back and let it clatter against the tabletop. “What has Dylan frothing at the mouth so?”

				Gareth shrugged and turned away, moving to the cabinet to retrieve a travel mug to make his tea. “He’s got his knickers in a knot over Beltane.”

				A heavy hand rested briefly on his shoulder, shocking him. Rowan was a no-touch-ever kind of guy. One squeeze and the other man let go.

				“Return to him so you can resolve this.”

				Great. The entire Arcanum must know. “There’s no solution—”

				Rowan spun him around and tea flew everywhere, scalding his skin where it hit. He gripped Gareth’s shoulder. “I’ll handle the woman and return to the Arcanum as soon as I’m able, but in no more than seventy-two hours. We’ll fight this together.”

				Gareth’s throat tightened in a rush that made it hard to breathe, hard to swallow, impossible to speak. Nodding and ignoring his blistered skin, he made a second cup of tea before heading for the front door. He paused several steps short. It would be harsh not to say goodbye to Ash. Turning back, he ran smack into Rowan’s chest.

				“Don’t let her make you vulnerable,” the larger man said softly. “Only pain will come from it.”

				And Rowan would know. He was the only Assassin in history to have given up the position versus dying in the line of duty and being replaced. He’d lost his wife and children in an attack over five hundred years ago, and it had left him changed, hardened straight through.

				Gareth nodded, regretting that he’d never see Ash again. She had spirit, chose to live free of the confines of fear and, he grinned, had thought to bully him or pay him to “have her six.” She hadn’t cared which means of currency he’d chosen—murder or money.

				Closing the front door behind him, the iron latch settled with an ominous thunk, the sound muffled by the dense fog. He stepped toward his car and his ears popped. Shaking his head, he pulled his keys from his jeans pocket. The keys flew out of his hand as if he’d been slapped. Without conscious thought, he reached for his gun. It wasn’t there. He cursed softly for not having demanded the weapon back from Rowan. He bent low and slid a lethally sharp dagger from his boot, clutching it tight. Gutting whomever approached was a given.

				The fog thickened, swirling about him and clogging his nose. Already chilled, his hands went numb. Horrifying memories of a mist such as this gave terror its every foothold as it clawed its way up his spine. Before the fog began to froth and then part, he knew whom he would find.

				The figure emerged at the end of the alleyway and moved toward him with slow, deliberate steps.

				The sheer magnitude—the familiar magnitude—of her being threatened to drive him to his knees. She was too much for this little village, too much for this world, too much for this entire plane.

				Macha, the queen of phantoms and war, appeared, draped in a hooded cloak that flowed around her like a sentient thing as she moved toward him. Her manifested person looked little more than a graceful, feminine outline in the murky morning light.

				What. A. Lie.

				He knew the beauty hidden beneath that cloak, knew it to be an illusion for the horror she truly represented. He’d once misjudged her based on that illusion. He would never do it again.

				“Gareth Brennan.”

				Macha’s voice slid through him, a thousand tiny blades that left him as carved up as a tin can under a Ginsu knife, sharp edges and all. His upper lip lifted in an involuntary snarl. “You’re not welcome here.”

				“One man’s opinion does not a consensus make.” She paused before cocking her head to the side. “It admittedly disappoints me that you do not offer me a more enthusiastic welcome when you created for me the path to this realm.” Her words were infused with a thousand hissing voices that threatened to stop his heart. “You did such a splendid job that I’m now able to come to you anywhere you are in this world.” Her brilliant smile shone from the depths of her hood. “There are no boundaries for me. Not anymore.”

				“I beg to differ. There are indeed boundaries. Hard ones,” he said, jaw tight. “If there weren’t, you’d have been here long before now. Tell me otherwise and I’ll call you out for the liar you are.”

				Her grin widened. “Temper, temper, darling. You and I? We have other things, bigger things, to conquer than my mere manifestation. You’ll be commanding my army of souls upon my return to full goddess status. You’ll be a general of sorts, the leader of the damned.”

				Souls. Those dark, semitransparent, wraithlike creatures that had slithered over the walls. Not wraiths. Phantoms.

				Adrenaline hit his system like it had been administered via an IV push. His heart sped up as cold sweat beaded along his hairline. The denial tumbled out before he could stop himself. “I’ll slit my own throat before I aid you in anything beyond your own permanent end.”

				Macha’s pale hands slipped from the bell sleeves of her robe, and she pushed her hood back. “Tread lightly, Druid, mine. You are favored, but chattel still. You’ll do as I bid you.”

				“Like hell,” he snarled. “I’ll never be anyone’s ‘chattel,’ be they a goddess of the heavens or a cast-off demigoddess bound to the Well of Souls and left there to rot.”

				The screams of the phantoms bound to the goddess began to coalesce around her, a darkening whirlwind of fury fueled by their need for retribution and, more, salvation. They would find neither. Ever.

				The cacophony of sound intensified until one of his eardrums ruptured. Blood trickled down the side of his face and dripped off his jaw.

				“You came to me at death because I summoned your soul and marked you in the old ways, thus laying claim to you for eternity.”

				Gareth’s knees threatened to give way. He managed to stave off a fall, but his stomach wouldn’t be held in check. The little bit of tea he’d consumed came up with violence at the thought she’d destroyed his chance at Tir na nÓg. His own happily-ever-after stolen. Wiping his mouth with the back of his free hand, he stood. “You bitch.”

				“You are mine to rule, Druid. It would seem, however, that you require a reminder.”

				Macha slashed her hand through the air and the symbol over his left pec froze deep and hard, splitting skin and muscle to the bone.

				Gareth grunted in pain, unwilling to give her the satisfaction of a deeper, more visceral response. Coaxing his elemental flame to life, he cupped it in his hands and began to chant, watching the blue light take on a white-hot glow. The goddess wanted to play? He’d play and with everything he could summon. She might control the cold that was killing him, but he controlled at least the rudimentary heat that could, would, scar her. Intent on cursing her as he dreamed of burning her to ash where she stood, he tried to coax his flame higher. What had come so easily in the kitchen now defied him. Still, he fought to harness the power of his element. By the gods’ own ordination, it was his to command. “I’ll never come to you willingly.”

				“Say my name, darling.”

				“Never,” he ground out.

				“Say it,” she commanded, those hissing voices screeching at him.

				“Never!” he bellowed, raising his hands to release what fire he’d been able to summon.

				Macha’s face darkened to an inky blackness that revealed the skeletal form of her true countenance. “You smell like a... You took a woman,” she screeched, all pretense gone as she rounded on the safe house door. “I need to harvest your soul while you live, but I won’t tolerate infidelity. You’ll learn to fear me, Gareth,” she snarled. “Your actions just cost your whore, and she’ll be paying your penance with her life.”

				* * *

				Ash woke with the knowledge Gareth had left her alone in bed. Her epithicas burned hotter than ever before. She ached all over as if she had the worst flu, her sex was swollen and she needed him. Only him. She had to get to him, had to find him and admit what was happening. He knew only part of it. Here was hoping the full truth didn’t send him running to the hills of Connemara.

				Shoving the covers off her overheated body, the phoenix in her screamed its displeasure, and Ash had to fight back the urge to loose the sound on the house. Her enraged call could shatter every glass in a one-block area, crack foundations, push cars off the road and more. Conversely, her unique song could soothe the heart’s deepest hurts. It was the most intimate of gestures a phoenix could offer, sharing her song. She’d never done it and had no plans to change her statistics. The song had power, and she didn’t share her power. With no one to count on but herself, she needed every ounce of it to survive.

				Someone moved downstairs, the smell of brewing tea and toast winding round her until the temptation, and her stomach’s insistence she follow that smell, was too great to ignore. She made her way down the steps expecting to find Gareth. Instead, a huge man stood at the counter, back to her. He spooned sugar into a teacup with hands so large they made the utensil look like a condiment spoon. Buttered toast sat to the side. A giant sword lay across the wooden kitchen table.

				“Where’s Gareth?” Her voice held the hiss of flames laced liberally with fury.

				The man rounded on her and Ash swallowed a gasp.

				He was beautiful, with dark wavy hair that had grown to brush the neck of his T-shirt, shoulders every bit as broad as Gareth’s, muscle stacked on muscle, a trim waist and a good three or four inches on Gareth in height. But his eyes were arresting—a blue so clear it defied labels, his gaze colder than Gareth’s handshake.

				“Name’s Rowan. I’ll be seeing you to Shannon Airport.” He sipped his tea, grimaced and added another spoon of sugar. “Today.”

				Gareth had left her? “Where’s Gareth? It’s him I struck my deal with.”

				“Gone. You’ll deal with me or none at all.” He sipped his tea again and added a touch more milk.

				“I’ll deal with Gareth.” Heat suffused her skin, her phoenix rebelling at Gareth’s absence as much as it did this man’s attempt to dictate her actions. “Where has he gone?”

				“Home.”

				Home? No.

				“Who is he to you?” Her hands heated along with her temper, and Ashley began to wonder if she’d actually throw sparks against her will.

				“He’s a...friend. He asked me to see to your safe passage out of Ireland as he had other, more pressing things to manage. Dress and we’ll be on our way.”

				Turned out sparks were an underestimation of her manifested desire for Gareth. Her hands lit, flames licking at her fingertips before gathering momentum and rolling around her hands. “Tell me when he left and where he went before this gets personal.” She didn’t bother to couch the demands in a question any more than she attempted to subdue the flames that now danced up to her elbows.

				“It is personal.” Another sip of tea. “So you’re a phoenix. It’s a testament to his frame of mind that he didn’t figure it out himself.”

				Flames burned hotter, the ends of her hair sparking. “His frame of mind?”

				Rowan shrugged one shoulder nonchalantly. “Your eyes always turn gold when you’re pissed, Red?” The question held an almost indifferent curiosity.

				Before she could show him exactly what else changed when she was furious, the air around them warped, atmospheric pressure pushing in so hard Ashley’s ears popped.

				The large man hoisted the sword one-handed and started for the door. “Stay here.”

				“Like hell.” She raced past him before he realized what she’d done and, element still hovering over and within her skin, yanked the front door open. Wearing nothing but her T-shirt and panties, she stepped outside and took in the scene at a glance.

				Gareth stood, knife gripped, one hand cupping something small but bright as he faced off with a relatively petite, incredibly beautiful woman.

				Why would he pull a knife on a woman? Unless—

				A skeletal mask flickered behind her stunning face and bitter cold power that made Gareth seem feverish poured off her in heavy, nauseating waves.

				—she’s not a woman.

				Whatever she was, she emitted energy that crawled over Ash like a contagious malignancy.

				The woman raised her hands toward Gareth. Mist formed between her palms. The sheer weight of the cold power she wielded made Ash’s bones ache.

				Without thinking, Ash raced from the house and tackled Gareth to the ground, rolling him away from his car in time to see the machine he’d been standing in front of freeze, its glass shattering, tires shrinking, leather cracking.

				But it wasn’t the effect the woman’s efforts had on Gareth’s car that shook the buildings around them. It was what happened when Ashley and Gareth collided that threatened to bring down ancient structures, tumbled the cobblestone road and destroyed the light post they’d come to rest against, glass raining around them.

				Ash’s flame arced out, connecting with Gareth’s palm and weaving intimately through his fingers before winding its way up his arms and around his neck. She fought to draw the flame home, but what came to her call was a foreign entity. Starved heat that fought to survive surged into her. The phoenix within her shuddered, shocked at the cool, weak power that left an aftertaste not unlike the smell of a struck match. It coated her tongue and throat. She coughed and tried to retrieve her hands from Gareth’s arms, but they were stuck there as if they’d been welded.

				His eyes were wide and his back arched at an unnatural angle. His whole body stiffened. And then he screamed.

				Gods, the sound. Ash was caught up in a whirlwind of confusion as whatever had Gareth suppressed tried to control her phoenix, but her nature rebelled at the stifling attempt. She threw off the invisible chains that bound her to Gareth, refusing to succumb to the pressure on her body, pressure so fierce it threatened to break bones.

				“Oh, little phoenix, I’m so glad you’ve come out to play.”

				The cloaked woman slashed her hands through the air and a wall of heart-stopping cold slammed into Ash, and her pulse rate became sluggish for several seconds.

				What the hell?

				“Do not think you can take what is mine.” The woman raised her hands again, mist coalescing into an opaque ball that spun fast and then faster still.

				“Screw...you...” Ash panted, forcing herself to crawl away from Gareth’s writhing body. The man was being tortured, and the cloaked woman was responsible. Ash might be pissed he’d left, but she was livid that this bitch thought she could command her, pulling Ashley’s strings like a puppet master. “He’s his own man.”

				“Oh, you naive child. It’s pretty to think so, isn’t it, child?”

				Ashley lumbered to her feet and saw Rowan raise his sword.

				“Back off, Conan,” she spat. “You want in on this, watch Gareth.”

				Rowan arched a brow at her but moved to place himself between the downed man and the cloaked woman.

				Ashley moved to the middle of the alleyway and, without forecasting her intent, flung herself at the woman, igniting every ounce of phoenix fire she possessed as she moved. This creature thought to take the man her phoenix needed to see her through this epithicas? No. No one took what was hers. No one.

				Cold hit her seconds before she struck the blonde, but the effort was hardly enough to temper the flames that swallowed her whole. Ash threw a hard right on impact, snapping the woman’s entire head to the side and throwing her off balance.

				The woman’s form shimmered before solidifying again.

				Ashley grabbed the stranger as they went down, her phoenix flame raging with fury.

				The woman’s cloak combusted as her hair curled and shriveled beneath the onslaught of fire. Screaming, the woman beat at her and the flames that refused to die as Ash funneled more and more of her fury into them. Porcelain skin charred and cracked, and then the skeletal face emerged with a screech. Black mist swirled around them as an innumerable number of tortured voices joined the horrid sound.

				“You don’t threaten me or mine,” Ash shouted, her own clothes going up in flames. “Think to touch him again and I’ll burn you to the ground and scatter your ashes in three different rivers.”

				The woman disappeared in a flash but left a sculpted ice form behind, one that resembled her false beauty. Ashley ended up embracing the sculpture, her fire quickly melting the ice and leaving little more than a puddle behind.

				She fought to shut down her fury, to rein in the phoenix’s desire to raze the town. Her breath came in hard gasps as, shaking with residual rage, she stood and rounded on the men.

				“Easy, Red,” Rowan said quietly, pulling off his T-shirt and slowly handing it to her to cover herself. “This would be the ‘friend zone.’ No need to go barbecuing anyone else’s ass this morning.”

				“Friend.” The word emerged dull, lifeless. She pulled the shirt over her head, the hem hitting her lower than midthigh.

				Then she saw Gareth.

				He lay in the gutter, clothes charred and soaked, the bloodstain on his sweater lightened by the pool of water he lay in. His breathing was far too rapid, his eyes too wide. Trembling hands raised, he stared at them with a combination of horror and wonder. “What did you do to me?” he croaked as blue-and-orange flames danced from his fingertips.

				She held up her hands and found her flame’s color had changed, as well. No longer bright red and orange, it held a hint of blue at the base. Suppressing it, she called it again with the same results.

				Gareth fought his way to his hands and knees and lifted his chin to stare at her with blue eyes gone cold. “Ash, what did you do?” he roared.

				Her heartbeat paused and, for a moment, she wondered if it would start again. It did—running triple-time. What had she done? he asked. The answer was simple. “I saved your ass from the skeleton queen.”

				“She flashed out of this realm, but she’ll be back. So, no. You didn’t save me. You only postponed the inevitable.” He shook his head hard and fast as if to clear it. “And that’s not what I meant. I’m referring to this.” He held up one hand and watched as flames danced merrily around his fingers.

				Oh. That.

				“She called you phoenix. The phantom queen called you phoenix.” He gasped, the flames extinguishing, and he cradled his hand to his chest. “What. Did. You. Do!”

				“Phantom queen? As in, Macha? You can’t be serious.”

				“You just threw down with a goddess, woman.” This from the ever-helpful Rowan. “Even though you likely just signed your own death warrant, you fought well. I’m impressed.”

				The Goddess of Phantoms and War. “I suppose it would be immature to say she started it.” Her response was as dry as her mouth. So she’d saved Gareth, but that seemed secondary when she considered what might have just happened between them. She had to know. “Tell me true, Gareth.” She swallowed hard, the taste of ash coating her tongue. “How are you affiliated with fire?”

				“It is...was...my element to call.” He stared at her, unblinking. “As an assassin.”

				She nodded, a single, shallow dip of the chin. Honesty for honesty, then.

				His eyes narrowed as he struggled to his feet with Rowan’s help. “Why?”

				She closed her eyes and focused. There, in the heart of her where her phoenix fire had always been, rested a kernel of something different, something she could touch, manipulate and mold to her will, but it wasn’t her phoenix flame.

				Legend had it that this could happen, that elements could be attracted to one another, but she’d never heard of it happening with the same elements. Perhaps wind and fire, but...fire and fire? No. Because like a glass of red wine poured into a glass of white and shaken, two flames merged could never be separated again. The danger wasn’t in the mix, though. It was that neither body was meant to harness the flavor, or power, of the other.

				“Answer me, Ash,” Gareth said, the warning clear in his voice.

				She opened her eyes and met his shocked gaze. “Our elements just merged.” Raising her hands, she let the flames lick at her skin. “I’ve never had the blue base, and I’d guess you’ve never burned red.”

				“What have you done to him?” Violence wove through Rowan’s question, his face thunderous.

				“If the legends are true, I either just saved his life,” she said, “or I killed us both.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 8

				Gareth lumbered to his feet, his hands still flickering with fire. There one moment, gone the next. A sense of foreign warmth had settled in his abdomen, not exactly comfortable given the cold still permeating the rest of his body. He wanted to take his sweater off. He also wanted to go inside and huddle next to the fireplace.

				Staring at his hands as the unfamiliar hybrid flames danced around and then disappeared again, he recognized another unfamiliar feeling—sexual desire so strong it had his cock swelling with undeniable urgency. His brows furrowed. What the hell was that about? He usually got a cock stand after a good fight, but he hadn’t fought. Ash had saved his ass.

				Humiliation chased after the rest of his emotions. He’d been all but defenseless when he’d faced the phantom queen. What’s worse, he’d known it. The minimal amount of fire he’d been able to summon would have been extinguished by the goddess before he could have done any damage. It galled him to have been rendered so impotent.

				Of course, given the raging erection he was sporting, “impotent” was only relevant to what had been. Not what was.

				He glanced at Ashley and considered what he knew. She’d been feverish and needed his touch. More often than not, she avoided answering him directly. She had, for all intents and purposes, propositioned him. Her nature was unarguably volatile, far beyond that which he’d been taught was natural for a phoenix. This desire he was drowning in, had it come from her, too? Only one way to find out. “What else did I inherit, Ash? Beyond combining your element with mine?”

				She shifted from foot to foot, her lips thinning.

				“Own it, woman.” Rowan shifted toward her, his stance changing to that of aggressor as he leveled his sword at her throat.

				Gareth stepped between them, staring down the larger man. “Stand down, Rowan.” When the other man didn’t flinch, Gareth used his sleeved arm to strike the flat of the blade away. “Don’t force my hand on this. I’m Regent. You will follow my order. Stand. Down.”

				“I told you true in the bar. About the thirty-six month thing,” she started.

				Before she could finish and before Rowan completely lowered the sword, a door latch clicked and hinges squawked in the preternaturally still morning fog. Two doors down, a woman stepped out onto her porch. “What’s with the racket?” she demanded. Her eyes widened as she took in the state of the alley, the destruction and, finally, Rowan’s lowering blade that had clearly been pointed at Ashley. Every ounce of color drained from the stranger’s face and she backed into her house, slamming and audibly locking the door.

				Gareth sighed. “Excellent. Rowan, put it away. Now,” he emphasized when the man had lowered the blade point but still held the weapon. “Ash, inside.”

				“Don’t think to order me—” Her knees buckled as she turned toward him, and she crumpled to the ground. “Crap,” she muttered, chin to her chest.

				Gareth strode forward, his energy level a surprise. He felt better than he had since his death, felt like he could actually do something. Anything. He scooped Ashley off the pavement, holding her close to his chest. Need drove through him and made his shaft ache. The heat in his belly began to spread.

				Ashley mewled softly.

				Gareth tightened his grip, the response to the small sound involuntary. “What’s going on between us, Ashley? What’s the ‘thirty-six month thing?’ Is that what’s making me want to fight with Rowan and then take you to bed?”

				She turned her face into his shoulder. “My epithicas.”

				He racked his brain for the definition at the same time Rowan cursed. “What?” Gareth asked, looking over his shoulder.

				“Her epithicas is her fertility window. Happens something like every three or four years for the race’s females. It draws the race’s males to her.” He scowled. “They’ll fight you for her. Won’t stop ’til one of you is dead.”

				Gareth stared at him, dumbfounded, before gathering his wits. “What? Why?”

				Rowan rolled his shoulders before sheathing his blade. “Any male who impregnates her has the right to keep her.”

				“Don’t let the clansmen get to me,” Ashley murmured. “Please, Gareth. I can’t...”

				He shifted his gaze to her. “Can’t what?”

				“I won’t be owned.” She lifted fever-bright eyes to meet his. “I belong to no one, am no man’s possession. I’ll never be a sexual subservient, never be one of a handful of wives. Ever.”

				His skin had grown warmer as he held her, his desire for her blossoming. Her words did little to subdue his hunger. His throat worked as he swallowed, the image of her sexually submitting to him driving him closer to a ledge he hadn’t even realized he stood on—one that would drop him into an abyss of craving and skin and sex. The breeze shifted toward him and he caught a whiff of the most enticing scent he’d ever experienced. It was the same he’d caught on meeting her, only magnified.

				His grip tightened even as his erection throbbed, and his voice was strained when he finally managed to get himself under control. “What are the odds I also got a touch of this epithicas thing?”

				“Zero. Men don’t suffer the affliction. They just solve the female’s problem.” Rowan looked him over with as much interest as the man ever showed. “Why?”

				“I’m...” Gareth hesitated. Maybe his arousal was simply a result of having survived battle. He closed his eyes and breathed deep. Again, Ash’s scent filled his nose, even stronger this time. And he knew. “I think we’ve broken the race’s gender rules.”

				Ash blinked owlishly. “You’re suffering, too?”

				Her word choice, suffering, grew more accurate by the second. He gave a sharp nod. “How do I fix it?”

				Heat suffused her cheeks but she didn’t answer.

				Rowan’s lips twitched and Gareth nearly dropped the woman. It was as close as the large man had come to smiling. Ever.

				“What?” Gareth demanded.

				“Sex.”

				Rowan’s deadpan answer caught Gareth off guard. “Come again?” he sputtered.

				“That’s your job, mate, not mine.” The man started toward the front door. “Seems that, given the baton you’re sporting, it won’t be an issue.”

				Sirens sounded, still quite a ways away but fast approaching. “Rowan, get the door. We’ll sort this out inside.” Even as he said it, he knew he was inching closer to that unexpected ledge. He wanted to drown in Ashley’s scent, to bury himself in her and stay there forever. The need to see her to her pleasure caused him to stumble, images of what she’d look like after a proper round between the sheets filling his mind like snapshots, one flung immediately on the heels of the last until there was a pile of explicit photos filling his mind. He couldn’t think. Couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t stand the brush of his boxer briefs against the head of his cock. Fear he’d lose control like a teenaged lad had him hurrying toward the safe house door. “Step it up, man.”

				Ashley drew a breath, presumably to speak, and her eyes flashed wide. The tip of her tongue traced her upper lip, retreating before her teeth sank into her lush lower lip.

				“What?” he snapped at her, his desire creating enough tension between them to shatter even the thickest of sword blades.

				“You smell like...” She paused and closed her eyes.

				“Like what?” he croaked.

				“Ozone after a lightning strike,” she whispered. “Like the wildness of the sea in a storm. Like the promise of the storm’s power.” Lifting a hand, she traced his stubbled jaw. “Gareth...”

				He pushed past Rowan and kicked the door shut in the man’s face with a shouted, “Mind the door.”

				Sitting Ashley on the foyer table, he ripped at the button to his pants even as she struggled to get the borrowed T-shirt off. It was so long that she was sitting on the hem. Wiggling and fighting, she yanked at the fabric and rocked the table so hard a vase was knocked off. Ceramic shattered against the aged oak floor.

				“Leave the shirt.” His erection sprang free, jutting from his groin.

				A sound of desperation came from deep in Ashley’s chest, a sound that wound him up tighter than a self-winding watch attached to an orchestra conductor’s wrist.

				Still, he had to know. “Do you want this, Ashley?”

				She reached for his length, gripping it in her palm and pulling him toward her. “Need it. Need you,” she croaked. “Please, Gareth.”

				“Do you want me?” he demanded, fighting the urge to sink into her. Never had he hungered for a woman so badly, but he’d have her acquiescence first, particularly after she’d voiced her fear that a male would use this as justification to support taking her against her will. For Gareth, there was no argument sufficient to warrant a decision like that. Not now. Not ever. It would be her explicit consent or they stopped this here and now.

				“Ashley,” he prompted one last time. “Answer me. Do you want me?”

				Wide, burnished eyes sought his out. “Ever since I saw you at the bar.”

				Her words drove every thought of waiting he’d had into the dark recesses of his mind, locking them behind a door he hadn’t known existed anywhere in his conscious. He became a well of desire that overflowed, his body moving of its own volition to find the heart of her, to bury himself there, to lose all sense of right and wrong, to give himself over to this raw passion.

				With fumbling hands, he dug a condom out of his wallet and slipped it on. Then, without hesitation, he surged forward, driving into her with one hard move and reveling as she cried out with unabashed pleasure.

				Her heat surrounded him tighter than a clenched fist. She became his epicenter, blurring every thought he had beyond pleasuring this woman until she could say nothing but his name. He thrust once and then again.

				Her long legs wrapped around his waist. She ran her fingers through his hair and gripped, pulling him forward for a searing kiss. The woman dominated the moment, her tongue thrusting against his in time with his forceful thrusts, the table rattling its objections against the wall as it rained decorative flotsam, small and large, to the floor—keys, a stack of books and their bookends, a small lamp.

				They ignored it all.

				Gareth lost himself in the woman, in the vitality of each second in her embrace. She was fire to his ice, the sun to his moon, the match to his kindling.

				Ashley broke the kiss and, clutching Gareth’s shoulders, slid her ass to the edge of the table giving him great access, more depth, more control.

				He took it.

				Driving into her mercilessly, the sound of sex, of skin on skin, echoed through the foyer. Her soft cries grew louder, more demanding, and, gripping her hips, he gave her everything she asked for and more. He craved the sight of her skin, promised himself they’d go slower next time. And there would be a next time where he’d make it up to her, show her he was a better lover than this, a better man than to take her the moment the door closed behind them. But that was later. Now all he wanted was to take her to her peak, hear her cry his name again and again, and lose himself in her sensual embrace.

				Reaching between them, he found the small bundle of nerves that would have her ceding all control to him, would drive her higher before catapulting her into the abyss. When he went, he wanted, needed, her to go with him.

				He manipulated her with his thumb, strumming the little bud quickly.

				It took only seconds to push her over the edge.

				Her hips lurched against his and she took him all the way to the hilt. Digging her fingers into his shoulders, she arched her back and rode him hard, crying out as she tightened around him, spasms rocking her lithe form as her body gripped his so tightly that he lost the last tether to his control.

				With three rapid thrusts, he roared out his pleasure and followed her into that indefinable chasm where only they existed.

				His orgasm seemed to pull on his very soul, drawing out so long his legs began to shake.

				Ashley rode him through to the end, finally, slowly, relaxing, softening her grip on his shoulders as she sagged against the wall. Her eyes fluttered shut. A small smile played at the corners of her mouth. “Damn, Assassin,” she said, breathing heavily. “Had I known you were capable of that, you might have saved Fergus’s bar.”

				“How so?” he managed to gasp out.

				Eyes that had gone a bronzy gold opened and focused on his. “I’d have had you in the broom closet before you got your coat off.”

				Gareth chuckled, dragging a hand through his hair, the other still resting on her bare hip. And for the first time since the phantom queen’s assertion she would harvest him before his time, Gareth realized he wholly regretted that his life and longevity had been stolen from him. He wanted this woman again, and that meant one of two things: Gareth could either make the most of the eight days that remained before Beltane, or he could fight to find the will to change his fate. The former would be the easier of the two choices but assured his damnation. The latter? That was a different story altogether. If he chose to fight, it left him only one option. Beat the queen at her own game. The problem with that option?

				He knew of no one who had survived such a calling card who might tell him how it was done.

				* * *

				Ashley rested her overheated back against the cool plaster wall and let her head loll. The epithicas was beaten back, at least for a little while, leaving her mind clearer than it had been in a couple of days.

				First priority was getting dressed. She’d burned her top and underwear up and, seeing as they’d been all she owned, she was stuck wearing the borrowed shirt. Her jeans and boots were upstairs still, so at least she had those.

				Second, she and Gareth needed to get out of here. He’d assuaged the worst of the heat, but it would be back. She just didn’t know how soon. They’d need to be somewhere remote, somewhere she—they—could fight without mortal interference should the need arise. That was assuming he’d fight to help her retain her freedom. But... If the epithicas had actually been shared when their elements merged, he’d be rendered as helpless to his lust as she. What then?

				Man, she hated this. She’d give anything to be able to lock herself in a vault with a nonphoenix lover and just get through the worst of... Nonphoenix lover. If Gareth had merged elements, and if he was experiencing the epithicas, would he expect her to remain loyal to him for a lifetime based on hormones alone? Worse, would he expect her to give her life up to him, remaining faithful to him and, again, him alone while he “collected” wives? Because she wouldn’t settle for being wife number one—only number one and only. Wait. She was thinking wife-thoughts?

				The last thought had her scrambling off the foyer table.

				Pants around his ankles, Gareth stumbled out of her way.

				Okay, she shoved him. A little. But panic made her irritable, and this was legitimate grounds for panic.

				She wasn’t wife material. Sure, she’d gone against conventional clan-focused behavior and lived as a nomad, but she had craved home and hearth most of her life. The problem? She could never be sure a man wanted her for her, not just another broodmare, that he truly loved her and hadn’t been influenced by the hormones emitted during her epithicas. Insecurities ran deep, so she rarely took lovers in between her fertility cycle. Lovers, even one, complicated things when she moved on, and the last thing she wanted was complication. Life on the run was difficult enough. Besides, the fewer lovers she took, the less likely she was to risk falling in love. Love made people stupid. Talk about the ultimate complication compounded by idiotic personal behaviors. Plural.

				“We need to get out of here,” she called without looking back as she headed for the stairs, coiling the T-shirt and knotting it at her hip so it looked less like a dress. Her plan? Retrieve her jeans and boots from the bedroom and then hit the road. There were caves in Killavullen in County Cork, caves with multiple ingress and egress options that would keep her from being cornered. She, they, could hide there. The River Blackwater would help disperse the draw of her epithicas. All she had to do was convince Gareth he needed to stick with her through this, and that shouldn’t be hard. He now needed her as much as she needed him.

				She was halfway up the stairs when booted footsteps made her pick up the pace. He was coming after her, and she had a feeling it wasn’t to discuss how she’d like her postcoital cup of tea. The man was an assassin, he’d want to—

				“Damn it, Ash, stop! We have to discuss how we go forward.”

				—plan.

				He grabbed the back of her shirt and she lost her balance, falling into him. Strong arms banded around her, keeping both of them upright.

				She pulled away from him and started up the stairs again. “There’s not much to discuss. That bitch goddess-queen-whatever tracked you here. I pissed her off, and she’s clearly not done with you for whatever reason. We’ve got to move on.”

				Gareth took her by the arm and spun her toward him.

				She braced one palm against his chest and the other gripped his side.

				He hissed and twisted away, all color draining from his face.

				“Gareth?”

				“It’s an old wound.” He relaxed his hold on her. “If it’s best we get out of here, I’m going to assume sooner is better than later.”

				She looked up at him, confused. “You’re not going to fight me over this?”

				His brow furrowed. “Why would I?”

				He sounded genuinely confused. “Because I’m...” A woman. And in her race, women were only good for breeding and domestic chores. The warriors, the decision-makers, were men.

				“The expert? Yes, you are. I know next to nothing about the phoenix as a people.” When she didn’t move, he reached out and slid a hand around the back of her neck, using his thumb to cant her chin up. “I won’t bow to your every directive. We’ll discuss how we handle things over the next few days—” His eyes darkened, as he said, “—but in this, you know more than I do. Where do we go?”

				Ashley stepped away from him, conflicting emotions ricocheting through her. He defied everything she’d ever known about men. It left her out of sorts.

				Yanking on her jeans while considering how to respond, she was in the process of fastening the top button when something hit the downstairs door with incredible force. A second blow and the door sounded as if it had splintered.

				Gareth raced to the window as she pulled on her boots. One look and he cursed. “Uninvited guest.”

				Her breath stalled. “Who?”

				“No idea. Given the fact the front door is smoking, I’m going to guess phoenix.” He glanced at her. “I’m beginning to think you’re a total catastrophe magnet—burning down the bar and its owner, engaging the phantom queen known for warring, seeing my car destroyed and now causing an epic fight in a bloody safe house.”

				She glared at him as she shoved her feet into her boots. “Your car was not my fault. And it’s too soon for anyone to have tracked me.” Unless Fergus had actually done as he’d said and notified one of the men of my clan.

				“Obviously not,” he said, his voice carrying low and hard. “We’re out the front.”

				“What about a car? As you pointed out, yours isn’t exactly a getaway machine anymore.”

				“We’ll take Rowan’s.”

				“What about him?”

				Gareth’s smiled, and the look was colder than his skin had ever been. “I feel sorry for the phoenix. Brother’s got some rage issues. Now, let’s go.”

				Sure enough, the sound of creative cursing, fists hitting flesh and things breaking rolled up the stairs.

				Ashley went to the window that faced the main street. It was a solid fifteen feet to the sidewalk. She could make it, but she worried for Gareth. If he broke something, he’d be a liability—one she wouldn’t in good conscience leave behind. Not when their elements were combined. If the old stories were true, his death could kill her and prevent her resurrection because she didn’t hold the total power of regeneration anymore. She couldn’t let him be caught, let alone killed.

				“Out the window, darkling,” he said as he ran the windowpane, wavy with age, up its runners. “Rowan will lose his temper soon and kill your clansman, and I’d rather not be around when the man goes up in flames. Burning to death isn’t my idea of postcoital entertainment.”

				Swinging a leg out over the window ledge, she looked at him without bothering to disguise her concern. “It’s probably fifteen feet down.”

				“You scared of heights?” he asked absently, glancing at the doorway as the sound of fighting intensified.

				“I’m scared you’ll hurt yourself,” she blurted out.

				He rounded on her, eyes blazing. The look of unchecked fury had her leaning farther out the window.

				“You don’t ever consider me the weak link, Ash. I’ll handle whatever comes my way. Now, go.” And then he pushed her.

				She twisted to ensure she landed on her feet. The morning was late enough the sidewalk was populated, and people started and stared. They followed her gaze, looking up as Gareth came out the window after her.

				He dropped with far more grace than she had, landing in a crouch. Shooting to his feet, he grabbed her hand and took off down the street with only a slight limp. They dodged a group of tourists wielding cameras. Then there was a moment of suspended silence, the type that made every hair on her body stand up. An earthshaking boom shattered the silence. Heat washed over her, scalding in its intensity. She didn’t bother to look back. The male phoenix had gone up in flames just as Gareth had predicted.

				The only thing that mattered now was survival.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 9

				The heated blast licked over Gareth’s back, the consequence similar to that of a blowtorch turned on a cotton candlewick. The only option it had was to burn. Destruction was inevitable. Shirt fabric curled and smoked. His skin tightened, shrank and split in at least one place on his shoulders. He swallowed an anguished shout, gritting his teeth as he hauled Ash along the cobblestone road. They had to get out of here. Rowan would have utilized the other car park in the small town, leaving his vehicle as close to the entrance as possible.

				Thanks to the woman in hand, he hadn’t been grievously harmed in the morning’s skirmish. He was grateful. And even though he was a feminist and truly adored women of all shapes, sizes and—obviously—races, he was irritated he’d been forced to rely on a woman to save his ass. He’d been so focused on forcing his element to heel that he’d missed the authenticity of...Macha’s threat. If he was going to fight her, he might as well start addressing her by name. Somehow, he’d believed the goddess wouldn’t collect his soul until Beltane. Now he was forced to reconsider. She hadn’t hesitated to strike at him, and that seriously revised his estimation of the time he had left.

				Should’ve known she was a lying bitch.

				He stumbled on the thought, and Ashley crashed into him sending him careening forward and bouncing off a signpost. Gripping his aching shoulder with his free hand, he fought to catch his breath.

				The goddess had lied.

				And if she’d lied to him about the date she would return for him, had she lied when she said she’d marked his soul? Could any damage she’d done be undone? Or... His heart pounded so loud that he couldn’t hear anything but the thunder of his pulse through his ears. Was it possible she’d fabricated the whole thing and her mark on his soul, her stamp of ownership there on his chest, could be reversed?

				Worse, had he essentially stopped living, given up on life, because of the word of a banished goddess? How could he not have anticipated she would lie? He was an idiot—a fecking idiot who’d thrown in the towel when the threat became too personal. The knowledge made his stomach pitch. He was a better man, a better assassin, than this. Or he’d thought he was. Who just gave up without a fight?

				Him, apparently.

				“Gareth!”

				He whipped around to discern the threat but only found Ashley staring at him. “What?”

				“You’re going to break my hand if you don’t ease up.”

				She massaged her fingers after he let go. “Where’s Conan’s car?”

				“His name is Rowan.”

				“Big, muscle-bound man. Carries an egregiously large sword as presumable overcompensation. Speaks in grunts and glares. Conan. Discussion over.”

				Despite their situation, a smile pulled at the corners of Gareth’s mouth as he started toward the car park again. “I suggest you don’t call him that to his face. He’s a little unpredictable.”

				“Too late.” She glanced back the way they’d come as if anticipating more trouble. “And so am I.”

				“The phoenix—how long will it take him to resurrect?”

				“No idea. Could take twelve hours, could take up to forty-eight. Depends on his age and strength and whether or not he met his Final Death. I didn’t see him, so I don’t know who he is. Was.” She pushed her hair off her face with a huff. “Is. Whatever. I don’t know, okay?”

				“You said ‘Final Death.’ What is that?”

				She cast him the side-eye. “Forget it.”

				“Spill, Ash.” When she hesitated, he didn’t wait to make this personal—because it was. Very. “This isn’t just your problem anymore. You did something to me...”

				This time the look she shot him was one filled with undisguised irritation. “Even a phoenix can die. Don’t ask me more. I’m not discussing it.” She looked around the car park as they passed through the pay gate. “Which one is Conan’s car?”

				“Right here.” He pointed.

				“You guys have serious testosterone issues,” she muttered, stalking toward the midnight blue Ferrari 599 GTB Fiorano Coupe F1. “How are you supposed to be inconspicuous in a car like this?”

				“It’s that old adage about hiding in plain sight.” Gareth pulled out his cell, opened an app he’d developed that allowed him to take over any assassin’s car via the computer and selected Rowan’s from a drop-down list. Some might call it hacking. He called it creative forethought. One tap on the screen unlocked the car, and he opened the door for Ashley. She slipped in quietly, her eyes on the building they’d left. The thatch roof had been nothing but tinder at the phoenix’s death, and the entire building now burned.

				Slipping into the driver’s seat, Gareth selected a second option on the app and started. It was the work of a moment to feel around under the seat and discover what he considered a personal treasure. With a grin, he traced the shape of the first one and then the other of a pair of Sig Sauer P220 handguns. Standard issue for assassins. There would also be extra ammunition stashed in the car as well as knives, garrotes and more. Thank the gods Rowan always brought a variety of weapons to every occasion, be it a dinner party or a street fight.

				“So, Conan carries a sword and fights with his fists but drives a Ferrari, and you carry a Sig and are tech-savvy but without a vehicle. How is it possible you’re both assassins? One an archaic mothball, the other a bicycle-bound geek.” Again, she looked toward the house.

				“Your ass is in a Ferrari and I’m behind the wheel. That’s hardly bicycle bound.” He ignored the rest of her question, instead directing the conversation to her as he paid the box attendant and then pulled out of the parking lot. “Why do you keep looking back?”

				“To see what’s going to step out of the smoke and debris. The way the day is going it seems prudent to be prepared, you know?”

				Sure, the day had generally sucked. But seeing as they’d wrapped up an incredible sexcapade less than twenty minutes ago, the comment stung. Never mind that it was his pride that was wounded. Realization made his response that much sharper. “Ah, and for a second there, I thought your generous mood following a great round of spontaneous sex would stick. Obviously, you’re far too mercurial to appreciate postcoital afterglow or conversation. Prefer a shag and fag do you, then?”

				She shifted to her hip, facing him. “You’re only pissed off because I didn’t fawn over your male prowess, taking me on a table like that.”

				“And ye’re too proud to admit I had ye yellin’ me name within five hard strokes,” he groused, brogue thickening as his irritation escalated.

				“It’s the epithicas,” she murmured as she settled back into her seat and stared out the passenger window. “I can’t help it.”

				“And that’s a right convenient excuse, do ye no’ think? ‘I canna help meself.’” He laughed, the sound bitter enough to sour milk. “An’ I asked ye if ye were sure. I asked ye if ye wanted me. Ye dinna hesitate, did ye? No.”

				That was the crux of his wounded pride. She’d said she had wanted him since she first saw him, claimed she would’ve taken him at the bar had she known how good it could be. Now? Now she was using her fertility cycle as a scapegoat, blaming her every action on hormones and not choices. He wasn’t above crying foul. “Ye made yer choices, lass. Ye’ll stick by them, and stick by the fact ye chose me, for choose me ye did. Hence the reason I waited for yer shift tae end before ye burned down the bar. Don’t be thinkin’ tae try tae change the choices ye made—”

				“Choice we both made,” she interceded.

				“—that led us tae this moment,” he finished without pausing. Breathing hard, he schooled his face and wrangled his temper, controlling both with Herculean effort. “You’ll own this, Ashley. You won’t be pushing this off on some breeding heat. You chose me, and I’ve paid the price for that choice.”

				They left Ennistymon at far greater speed than they’d entered, the luxury car purring quietly as Gareth worked his way through the gears. The winding road was as much a joy to drive as the woman beside him was a pain-in-the-ass enigma. He didn’t understand her, and he prided himself on understanding women. At the age of five and ten, a man in times past, he’d taken his first tumble in the hay. Literally. It was then he decided he loved women. All women. This one might be the exception, capricious creature that she was.

				His mind shifted direction, considering the other temperamental woman he had to manage.

				Macha. Goddess of Phantoms and War.

				Things had changed, and he needed to speak to Dylan, update him as Regent to the Assassin. He considered dialing direct from his phone and changed his mind. Using the hands-free option in the car, he said, “Call Dylan.”

				The car’s digital voice responded, “Calling Dylan.”

				Almost immediately, the phone rang across the speakers.

				Dylan answered on the first ring. “Talk to me, Rowan.”

				“It’s Gareth, and I have you on speakerphone.” It was an undisguised warning to Dylan to mind his words. “Ashley Clement is in the car with me.”

				“And what of Rowan?” Dylan’s tone gave away nothing save that Gareth knew him better than anyone. Beneath the four-word question was a well of fury the other man not only lived with but drew from in order to hold his position and run the Nest with brutal efficiency.

				“Cleaning up what’s left of the safe house.”

				“Casualties?”

				Gareth glanced at Ashley. “Nothing likely permanent. Rowan took out a male phoenix who thought to enter without saying the magic word. No idea when, or if, the phoenix will resurrect.”

				“Explain.” Dylan’s tone had taken an even sharper turn toward outright irritation.

				Ashley continued to stare out the window when she spoke. “Given that both the fire brigade and the Garda were in attendance, his ashes may be spread too thin, washed or tracked out and away from the scene. There’s a chance he won’t be able to resurrect. It’s too soon to tell.”

				Gareth shot her a hard glance. She’d withheld the specifics from him when he asked about her clansman’s possible resurrection. Temper pricked, he carried on. “We’re going to ground for a day or two, but I need you to do something for me until I’m able to return. I need...” He blew out a breath. “I need you to trust me on this.”

				Dylan didn’t hesitate. “Name it.”

				“I need you to go to the Elder’s Library and see what you can find out about the old ways of marking a soul and what it would take to break the bond between that soul and its claimant.”

				“Gareth, I’ve looked—”

				“And I believe the goddess lied,” he said softly, not unaware that Ashley had turned toward him, eyes wide, all color leeching from her face. “I believe there’s a way to break that bond. She tried to harvest my soul early. And by ‘early,’ I mean today, Dylan. She claimed Beltane was her window of opportunity. If we can break the bond, stop her from forcing me into service... If I can reclaim my soul...” His throat tightened at the very thought. Coughing, he forced himself to continue. “We can stop her bid to rally an army and return to this plane.”

				“I’ll involve the Elder and the Arcanum in the search.” Dylan’s father, the Elder and leader of the Druids, knew the seemingly infinite tomes in that library better than any other. Then there was the Assassin’s Arcanum. That band of men would move the heavens and descend to the very heart of the Shadow Realm itself to spare him this.

				Gareth’s chest tightened. He had to disclose everything. “There’s more.”

				Dylan’s silence was so weighted it seemed the car should have slowed under the burden.

				“When the goddess confronted me this morning, the phoenix, Ashley, interceded.” Gareth shot her a glance before refocusing on the road. Her normally lush lips were nothing but a harsh horizontal slash, their fullness suffocated by emotion. Nerves. “Our elements seem to have merged. Dylan, I need you—you alone—to figure out what this means for me. For her.”

				In the background, Kennedy’s light footsteps preceded her voice. “Is Gareth okay?”

				“He’s going to be,” Dylan responded with hard conviction. “How much does the phoenix know about this?”

				She scowled at the nearest car speaker. “‘The phoenix’ is sitting right here.”

				Gareth spared Ashley another fleeting look and answered Dylan before he and Ash got into it. “Her comment was she’d either saved my life or killed us both.”

				Dylan’s violent cursing colored the air, and when he finally slowed, his words were as brittle and sharp as shards of untempered glass. “Hear me on this, lass. You harm my man and I will come at you with everything I’ve got and every resource at my disposal. I will kill you a thousand times if that’s what it takes to avenge my brother.”

				Gareth’s temper reignited. “Don’t threaten her, Dylan. She saved my life.”

				“Aye, and she may have cost it. Until I’m sure which gesture prevails? Keep her away from the Nest. I’ll be in touch.” He disconnected the call.

				“Well, that went well.” Gareth approached the on-ramp to the N18 highway. “Which way?”

				“Head south toward Killavullen.” Ashley stared straight ahead, shoulders as stiff as her tone. “And if that went ‘well,’ I’d freaking hate to see something go poorly.”

				“You have no idea, darkling.” Gareth accelerated down the on-ramp. “You have no idea.”

				* * *

				The miles passed in relative silence, Ashley lost in her thoughts. So much had happened in such a short amount of time, she wasn’t entirely sure which event to process first. Everything clamored for her immediate attention. One event stood out.

				Sex.

				Her body was already aching again, and she’d caught Gareth adjusting his jeans to better accommodate the return of his nascent erection. They had a solid hour left before they reached Killavullen, and then they had to hide the car and hoof it to the caves. The main entrances had been gated and locked years ago, but there were other ways in, smaller openings most people were unaware of. Provisions would have to be acquired, too. Without access to her accounts, she was left entirely dependent on Gareth to provide for her needs. Again. That dependency translated to another type of possession, one where he could provide or withhold as he saw fit. She didn’t like it. At all. Centuries of independence and self-sufficiency left her fighting the urge to change their course to Dublin where she could gain access to her emergency monies. But Dublin wasn’t an option. Last she’d heard, there were three male phoenixes in residence within the city, and she couldn’t afford to be anywhere near them right now. Chances were good that’s where Fergus had found a male to descend on her so quickly. And if he’d found one, he certainly could have found others.

				She wanted to cry foul.

				Instead, she pointed at the next exit. “We need to pick up a few provisions. Limerick will be a good place to blend in to the crowds and find what we need.” She gripped her thighs, fingers digging into muscle hard enough to bruise. “I’ll have to rely on you to pay seeing as my pack was destroyed and you wouldn’t take me to Dublin.”

				He shifted lanes and headed up the off-ramp. “No worries.”

				“I’ll see that you’re repaid.”

				He didn’t look at her as he entered the roundabout. “Consider the supplies recompense for saving my life this morning.”

				“I don’t need to be paid for that.” She forced her fingers to relax and rubbed them against her jeans. “It was the right thing to do.”

				“Merging elements was a conscious choice?”

				“Don’t sound so incredulous, and no. It wasn’t.” She kept her gaze focused on finding a consolidated market area where they could get the items they’d need in one stop. Moments later they crossed the bridge over the Shannon Estuary and entered the heart of the city. Shops and markets lined the road offering everything she could have asked for. “Stop here.”

				Gareth pulled into a vacant spot along Dooradoyle and shut the car off. “Where do we start?”

				“Nonperishables first. Groceries last. I saw a sign for Tesco’s at Crescent Shopping Center. They’ll have everything we need.” She opened the door and stood, taking in the heavy crowds. “It should be easy enough to remain unnoticed, as well.” The crowds would help diffuse her epithicas while they were indoors. The running water of the estuary at high tide and the ocean breeze would definitely help when they returned to the car. Neither detractor would be enough to keep her safe, though. If she could hide in a crowd, a clansman could, as well. She’d never smell the dry, desert heat of him before he was upon her, and then it would be too late. This would have to be a fast stop.

				Gareth moved in beside her as she started down the sidewalk toward the shopping complex, shocking her when he slipped his hand into hers. At her confusion, he shrugged, the action stiff and unnatural. “If we look a bit like a normal couple out to market, we’ll be less likely to draw attention.”

				“Right, because we don’t look like we’ve been through the wringer or anything.” She glanced up at him, unable to suppress a smile. “Everyone goes out with charred clothing, bloodstains, road rash, T-shirts that could be dresses and no underwear.”

				His hand twitched around hers. “First, the charred clothing and bloodstain are hidden by my jacket. Second, the road rash you incurred on your hip and knee when you tackled me are hidden by your jeans. Third, I want you out of Rowan’s shirt first thing. And fourth?” He sucked in a breath at the same time he reached down and unashamedly adjusted the bulge behind his jeans zipper for the second time in an hour. “Don’t discuss going commando with me unless you want to cause a public spectacle. You don’t strike me as an exhibitionist.”

				She grinned. “Neither do you.”

				Pulling her to a stop, he faced her, closing the distance between them until her breasts rubbed his chest. “I’ve apparently had a personality transplant because all I can think of is dragging you down a side street and taking you against the first stretch of exposed wall I find.” The tenor of his voice dropped. “Voyeurs be welcome or damned. I don’t care.”

				Ashley closed her eyes and leaned into him, careful to avoid the bloodstained area that had pained him before. Her breasts grew heavy, her nipples hypersensitive. Her sex ached. The need to touch his bare skin had her slipping a hand under the front of his sweater and curling her fingers over the waistband of his jeans. Her knuckles brushed the head of his arousal.

				He jerked on contact and drew a sharp breath through clenched teeth. “Unless you want to act out my alleyway fantasy, remove your hand.”

				She did, albeit slowly, taking every opportunity to caress the silky head with her fingers as she withdrew.

				“You’re playing with fire,” he murmured.

				She rose to her tiptoes and, lips almost touching, whispered, “I am fire.”

				“So am I.”

				Ashley grinned. “I know.”

				Settling to her feet, she closed her eyes and fought to refocus. The need was growing faster. They had to get in and out of Limerick as fast as they could, and flirting with each other like this was to court disaster seeing as it occupied both of them to the point of total distraction.

				Stepping away from him literally hurt, but she did it. “We need to make this a fast stop and get back on the road quickly. We’ll need to park a fair distance from Killavullen and hike in to the caves. I’d like to be there by dark.”

				Gareth dragged a trembling hand down his face. “You’re right. I just... The epithicas—it’s an all-consuming thing. Is it always like this?”

				She didn’t hesitate for even a second. “It’s usually worse. You’re only getting a small part of it.”

				“Gods,” he murmured. “How do you stand it? It’s... I feel for you.”

				“Don’t pity me. I’ve done well for myself over the years and have, above all, managed to keep from being claimed.” Pulling farther away, she spun on her heel and started for the mall.

				He caught up to her in only a few strides, again taking her hand. “Has it been hard, living like that?”

				“Like what?”

				“Always looking over your shoulder. Always afraid the next man to approach you will be the one that beats you at your own game?”

				Her heart ached at the question. Had it been hard? No. It had been worse than that. Inexplicably worse. A far more accurate description would have been to say it had been bloody near impossible. She retrieved her hand from his. “It’s not a game.”

				“I didn’t mean—”

				She gestured toward the large department store she’d been looking for. “Forget it. We’ll stick to shopping here. What they don’t have, we’ll do without.” Moving swiftly and doing her best to keep her mind off the conversation, Ashley took the elevator to the second level, grabbed a shopping cart and started through the home goods department.

				Halfway down the first aisle, she paused, her grip tightening on the cart’s handle. She didn’t want to ask this, didn’t want to need permission, but the money wasn’t hers. It galled that she was dependent on someone else to provide for her after so many centuries of self-sufficiency. It smacked too much of his possession of her, and she belonged to no one. Not now; not ever. But her feelings on the matter didn’t change the question that had to be asked as a matter of courtesy if nothing else. “What’s my budget?”

				“I’m a fair hand at field survival, but I’m also...financially secure. Get whatever you believe we’ll need.”

				She gave a sharp nod and pushed the cart on.

				Gareth kept up with her, quietly scanning the area around them as she shopped.

				Improvisation was required when the store failed to offer sleeping bags. Instead, she grabbed blankets and pillows. The caves would be damp and cool, so sharing a bed and body heat would be more practical. And there was no sense pretending the epithicas would cede to their situation. It would demand satiation, and soon.

				She also grabbed candles, matches, a battery-operated lantern and batteries, a single-burner butane cookstove with two bottles of butane, two large duffels, bungee cords and a single cook pot. Then it was downstairs to the canned goods aisles where she rapidly pulled together impromptu menus of high-protein, calorically dense meals and more—crackers, cookies, nuts, trail mix.

				She had picked up four large containers of water and was wiggling them into the cart when Gareth finally spoke. “We can’t carry all of this.”

				“We’ll have to carry the stuff from upstairs, but half the food can stay in the trunk.” She pushed the laden cart toward the checkout lane, then paused and looked back. “We’ll keep the car within walking distance in the event we need to make a run for it.”

				His face closed up, became an emotional wasteland devoid of anything familiar. “I’m sick of running. I’ve been doing it since before Samhain. I’m done.”

				“I’ve been doing it so long it’s second nature. And neither of us is done. Not yet.” She pushed the cart up to the checkout line and stood, waiting her turn. “After we’ve paid, pick out clothes and get changed. I’ll watch the cart and take my turn to dress after you’re done.”

				He gave an absent nod, his mind clearly somewhere else.

				She stepped up to the register and began to unload their haul, half amused and half irritated at the way the cashier kept fumbling goods as she openly stared at Gareth.

				The man was total eye candy, and he was completely oblivious to women’s reactions to him.

				After the last item was rung up, the cashier called out the total. Ashley cringed but didn’t say anything. She’d definitely see to it that Gareth was repaid. It was only right.

				He stepped up to the cashier and offered her a kind word and smile as he paid cash for their goods.

				The young woman accepted the bills with a blush, and Ashley was impressed the girl managed to return Gareth’s change without including her number and panties.

				Whereas Ashley had been amused before, she was stunned to find her fingertips shifting to talons and her skin flushing. Her phoenix screamed in her head, the noise defiant in the face of the cashier’s flirtation with their man.

				No. No, no, no.

				Gareth was not theirs.

				That implied emotional commitment. That translated to relationship. And relationship translated to complication.

				No, he couldn’t be theirs. Hers.

				Ever.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 10

				Well aware that Ashley’s mood had tanked in the checkout line, Gareth had no idea what the catalyst had been. All he’d done was pay for their items and offer common courtesy to the young woman who’d run the register. Yes, she had flirted with him, but surely that hadn’t bothered Ashley. Why would it? He couldn’t come up with any legitimate reason. The cashier had been a kindhearted girl, but she couldn’t hold even an unlit candle to Ash’s desirability. It wasn’t possible. Yet, if he was honest, it pleased him on a base level that she might be as affected by him as he was by her. He had been happy to provide for her today. It had stirred a dormant sense of chivalry to meet her needs.

				Needs.

				Yes, needs. No matter her convictions, she needed him. They would certainly have to depend on each other to get through this epithicas, particularly if the body’s demands grew any worse. But he didn’t want her to simply need him. He wanted her to want him, to crave him the way he’d begun to crave her as he fell asleep holding her last night. He shifted his packages in order to tug at the collar of the new shirt he’d bought. Despite the V-neck T-shirt’s design, it was stifling. Too tight. Touching him everywhere, and it wasn’t cotton he wanted rubbing his oversensitive skin. He wanted Ashley’s hands, mouth and body all over his.

				It galled that, for the first time, he’d had to demand a woman declare her desire for him. He wasn’t arrogant. Not really. It was just... Women had always been so direct with him when it came to their sexual appetite. Not Ashley. He’d had to push her to not only affirm but articulate her choice. It was a first—one he didn’t care for at all as it left him wondering at the authenticity of it. Worse, it left him with the realization he might want her more than she wanted him. And even worse than that was the understanding that his wanting her had begun well before their elements had merged, and from that wanting had been born an uncomfortable sensation far too similar to his own brand of need, entirely unfamiliar and not at all comfortable.

				The private admission startled him.

				It has to be the epithicas.

				And if it was? Did that mean he’d taken on the possessive nature, the apparent need to own a woman, or...worse? It couldn’t be. He’d know. The feelings he was experiencing had to be his and his alone. And they were, in all likelihood, due to the fact he’d felt so little since his resurrection. That had to be it. Particularly if he looked any harder at the situation. Or the woman.

				Following a couple of steps behind Ashley, watching her hips sway back and forth enticingly as they navigated the crowds on their way back to the car, Gareth couldn’t help but cringe. The physical reaction to his emotional epiphany had nothing to do with her very fine ass. It was all about the fact that he’d openly mocked her for blaming the epithicas for their having had sex, and here he was doing essentially the same thing where his passion was concerned.

				He slowed.

				That’s it. Not passion. Compassion.

				Struggling as he was with this hormonal influx had left him feeling genuine compassion for the first time in months, and he admittedly felt for Ashley as she suffered this affliction every three years. There wasn’t another plausible explanation.

				Unbidden images of the men she must have taken—been forced to take, his subconscious interjected—flashed through his mind. What type of man did she usually prefer?

				The thought of her racing out the doorway this morning assaulted him, hitting his awareness as hard as she had hit him in the flesh. Perhaps she favored someone like Rowan. She’d emerged in nothing but her T-shirt and underwear, after all. And the other man had not only seen her in such revealing wear, he’d also seen her full flesh when she’d incinerated her clothes as she assaulted Macha.

				Jealousy raged through him, and he wanted nothing more than to break Rowan’s nose after he blackened both eyes so thoroughly they swelled shut and assured the man wouldn’t see Ash’s skin again.

				What the hell?

				Gareth slowed even more. This had to be a result of the epithicas. He was never possessive over a woman. Women. Whatever. Jealousy and possessiveness had never been part of his bag of tricks when it came to the fairer sex. No, this was new. And he didn’t like it.

				At all.

				Guilt wove through him like a dense, decorative thread in the loom of his being. A thread so brightly colored that it didn’t match the dark, thick, dull threads that reflected what he was truly made of. He could pull at that brilliant thread, but that would leave a gap in the weave. That gap would ultimately unravel, and thoroughly. He wouldn’t have a clue where to begin repairs to the very fiber of who he was. Yet by leaving that thread, that guilt, alone, the emotion would only embed itself deeper.

				He shifted his focus and tried to envision his life’s tapestry without that mismatched emotional thread only to find another—one that added multiple dimensions, visual interest and personal appeal. Ashley. She neither matched nor contrasted, but had undeniably been woven into his life. She was part of his present. Time would make her a permanent part of his past. No other outcome made sense.

				The woman occupying his thoughts looked over her shoulder, those burnished eyes sparking with irritation. “Keep up.”

				He arched a brow but stepped up his pace. “Perhaps you should keep pace with me seeing as I’m the one with the key code to the car.”

				She slowed, turning so she walked backward despite the pedestrian traffic, uneven sidewalk and the burden of her share of the shopping effort that she’d demanded she carry. “Your legs are longer than mine. You’re in fine shape. You can either keep up or I’ll wait for you at the car.”

				“I thought you’d hired me to ‘cover your six.’” It was an unnecessary verbal jab and he knew it. And reintroducing the bargain and her offer to pay him into their personal equation was a hit below the belt, but the words were out before he could stop himself.

				Her eyes flared, hurt flashing through them before they narrowed and a cool smile disguised whatever she’d felt. “Oh, I would have hired you, but I didn’t. No money ever changed hands. Besides, you’re not.”

				He slowed a fraction more, silently amused when she followed suit. “Not what?”

				Turned out it was only to deliver her proverbial shot across his bow.

				“You don’t have my six, assassin. You’re staring at it.”

				“You don’t know that,” he blurted. What in the name of the gods had happened to his finesse?

				“If my ‘six’ is my ass, I most certainly do.”

				He glared at her, the irritation with himself though she bore the brunt of it. “You have eyes in the back of your head, then?”

				“No need.” She smirked. “Your defensiveness is answer enough.”

				He stopped.

				So did she.

				Gareth took a step toward her.

				She took a step back.

				“You’re playing with fire,” he said just loud enough for her to hear.

				I know, she mouthed back.

				He couldn’t contain his bark of laughter.

				Her eyes glittered, compelling him forward as if summoned.

				Several large strides and he was by her side as she spun and resumed her trek to the car. This time he kept up without comment.

				Though he did miss watching her ass.

				Canny woman.

				* * *

				Ashley stood by as Gareth circled the car, looking it over carefully. “Are we expecting bombs? Or are you checking for scratches? Conan seems like the type to get a little pissy over, well, everything.”

				He looked at her over the low-profile roofline. “He’s not pissy. He’s both indifferent and angry. Big difference.”

				“How can he be indifferent and angry?”

				Gareth pulled his phone and tapped the screen. The trunk popped open with a soft snick and he kneed the lid up. “Easy. He’s indifferent to everyone except those in the Assassin’s Arcanum and angry at the world. He’s reclusive yet loyal, willful but obedient and, without exception, wields his blade with a conscience.”

				She considered the man she’d met and realized it was a pretty good description. “Sounds more like a serial killer with multiple personality disorder than a famed Druidic assassin.”

				One corner of Gareth’s mouth kicked up.

				“Wait. Let me guess.” She shifted the shopping bags she carried. “You’d suggest I not say that to his face.”

				The smile bloomed, a deep dimple revealed. “Pretty much.”

				“I need a notebook of all the things I’m not supposed to say.”

				“Why?”

				She grinned in response. “So I can remember to say them.” Her grin slipped as a familiar awareness hit her—an awareness that this time with Gareth, no matter how enjoyable, was temporary. Like everything. “Scratch that,” she said woodenly, dumping her bags in the trunk space.

				Gareth’s own smile waned. “What’s wrong? I blinked and you went from smiling to somber.”

				Noticed, did he? Fair enough. “Keeping up with smart-ass remarks is pointless considering I’ll likely never see Conan again.” He drew a breath as if to reply, but she held up her hand in a palm-out, stop-motion gesture. “I’ve been through this with you. Once the epithicas is over, we’ll go our separate ways and our paths won’t cross again.”

				“Why?” he demanded.

				She sighed. “I can’t come back here again and you can’t leave.”

				“Why?”

				“Really? What are you, two?”

				His eyes darkened. “Answer me, Ash.”

				“I’ve been here too long. Coming back would be stupid—like hanging out a shingle and inviting every male phoenix to stop by for a cuppa and a chat. And you can’t leave because you’re an assassin. Your home is here.” She leaned into the tiny trunk and dug through a bag, retrieving a hair tie. Movements short and sharp, she pulled her hair into a loose topknot. “The difficulty will be managing our merged elements.”

				“What do you mean?”

				Clasping her hands behind her neck, she pulled. How to answer? He deserved the truth. Always. And she hated lying. “A phoenix’s life, death and ability to resurrect are all tied to her element. I have no idea what this means for me now that I only hold half that ability. I can only hope that, if you die, my element returns to me.”

				He crossed his arms over his chest, the short sleeve seams on his shirt straining against his biceps. “And what does it mean to me if you die?”

				She dropped her hands to her sides and met his flat stare. “The most I can do is offer an educated guess based on the legends and myths I grew up hearing.”

				Impatience marred his features as he gestured with his hands, indicating she should get on with it.

				“If I die, you can hope your element returns to you...or that mine does.”

				“What if I get both?”

				“That much heat would be too much for anyone to master. You’d burn to ash where you stood.”

				“Not exactly the way I want to go.” His shoulders sagged a fraction. “I guess that makes survival your first choice.”

				“That’s nothing new seeing as it always has been.” She looked away, unable to meet the unguarded emotion in his eyes, an emotion that looked like diluted hope. “I never meant for this to happen.”

				“What does it—this thing between us—mean, Ashley?”

				“We’ll always be tied together, aware of each other on some level, but exactly how aware?” She shrugged uneasily. “I don’t know. You needn’t worry that I’ll park myself in your back pocket or anything, though. I’m not built that way.”

				And she wasn’t. Even if her lifeline was tied to his, and even if that meant her odds of surviving this elemental merge had cost her the very immortality she’d fought for centuries to preserve, she harbored no false expectations where they were concerned. He had a life, a home and a family to return to while she had a new life to carve out in a new place. Alone. He would return to the familiar, the comfortable, the known, while she moved on to the next phase of her existence. She didn’t know what it would look like, how it would feel or what, if anything, would hold any familiarity. The only given was that what lay before her would be populated by strangers’ faces and unfamiliar places.

				He shifted away from her and looked down the street, offering her only a partial profile. “This doesn’t have to be my home. There are assassins all over the world.”

				“Arcanum members?” she countered.

				Muscle knotted at the back of his jaw. “No.”

				She couldn’t get into this with him, debating what they each might do, what sacrifices they each might make, in order to stay together. Never had she been the type to hang around for the sake of a maybe or a might be. If that meant being brutally practical? Fine. “So...what? Knowing that I can’t stay here, you’d leave the Arcanum and follow me wherever I went? Or would you instead insist I stay here? Would you put your family at risk in the name of protecting me when the clans come calling? Because they will. And they’ll fight to claim me as their own.”

				Gareth shot her a hot, hard look.

				“I didn’t think so. Point. Set. Argument match.” She gave him her back and began removing tags from items and consolidating things in a logical way in the duffels so they could pull a grab-and-go once they reached Killavullen. Standing in the open for long in such a tiny village would be far more conspicuous than doing the same here among the crowded streets.

				Heat slipped lazily down her neck, tracing her spine like an invisible lover’s caress seconds before the cold Gareth’s body harbored chased into the warmth of hers. He pressed along the line of her form, pinning her between him and the rear of the car. Leaning into her that way pushed his hips into her ass. Strong, broad hands parked one on each side of the open trunk. His chest and shoulders bowed over her, covering her back completely, forcing her to brace herself, her hands petite beside his.

				“Let me make one thing clear, little phoenix.”

				Goose bumps decorated the bared skin on her arms.

				“You aren’t going to just walk away from this. From me.”

				“Are you threatening me?” she asked, dismayed at the husky timbre of her voice.

				“No. I’m telling you true.”

				Fear trilled through her, the sound a wild alarm, raising her heat level so fast they both gasped. She whipped her head back and slammed into his chin before shoving backward, knocking him away once he was off balance. Spinning, she faced him, eyes narrowed. “Don’t you ever, ever threaten to trap me, Gareth. I’ll rebel, fight you to my last breath to protect my freedom. You don’t own me. Not now. Not in the future. Not ever.” She thumped the heel of her hand over her heart. “I’m my own woman, now and always.”

				He pinched his split chin together to stem the bleeding, never taking his eyes off her.

				Silence stretched between them, as thick and unwieldy as a wad of cooled taffy.

				Ashley again gave him her back and resumed loading the duffel bags. She came across the two matching ball caps with Ireland embroidered across the face. She’d purchased them with the intent of appearing touristy. The less local they seemed, the more likely it was that those who lived in the Killavullen area would ignore them. Ripping the tags off each cap, she passed one to Gareth without comment. Velcro ripped as he resized it. She did the same, settling hers over her red hair.

				Should have purchased hair color. Oh, well. There really wasn’t time or the facilities to deal with the mass of curls she possessed. The cap would have to do.

				She slammed the trunk lid closed. With no other option, she faced Gareth. “We need to go.”

				“I think it’s more important that we talk about this.”

				The look in his eyes was unreadable, and that made her more wary than if his emotion had been there for interpretation. Now she had to guess what he was thinking, what he was feeling or, as it was based on the look on his face, not feeling. But no matter what might or might not be running through his mind, talking it out wasn’t an option. Admitting her fears to this man, fears held for so long they were part of her emotional DNA, would be the equivalent of handing him a bear trap and encouraging him to set it on a path she was sure to travel. The only things that could come from it would be damage and pain. Both. And they would be hers.

				That didn’t mean she shouldn’t think this through and find a way to handle it, and him, better. She did, after all, have to have him in order to get through the next few days. She’d deal with the fallout afterward. “I don’t think there’s much to say other than this. We need to get to the cave, and soon.”

				“Why?”

				“What is it with you and the question ‘why?’” she asked, forcing a laugh and then raising her brows. “The answer should be easy enough to determine.”

				“You want...need...” He swallowed, the gesture so unplanned she couldn’t help but reach for him.

				Taking his hand, she met his gaze. “I’m going to want you again. Soon.”

				“Need me,” he corrected, an odd look of determination dominating his face in the set of his jaw, the firm line of lips, the tightening at the corners of his eyes. And then there were his eyes themselves. They grew darker, the blue taking on the colors of the waves that pounded the Cliffs of Moher—stormy teal, deep blue and powerful black.

				“However you choose to identify it, fine. Bottom line, the epithicas is rising, and if it’s affecting me, I’m going to assume it’s affecting you.”

				He hesitated, then placed her palm over his groin.

				Ashley’s fingers curled around the length of his erection as much as his jeans allowed. He lifted his free hand and cupped her face. “Who taught you that being needed was such a horrible thing?”

				Ashley jerked away, breaking all contact. Her heart raced so fast she thought it could have independently qualified for international footrace competitions—on its own. The damn thing seemed to have sprouted legs and taken off, bouncing so hard off her ribs she was certain her shirt fluttered with the impact.

				“Ashley? Answer me.” He reached for her again, seeking to reestablish contact. “Please.”

				She evaded his effort. Moving to the passenger door, she looked toward him but kept her focus on a point down the street. “Unlock the door, Gareth.”

				“We need to sort this out, Ash.”

				“The door, Gareth.” She did look at him then, letting the weight of her stare carry her refusal to bend.

				Despite the ball caps and touristy affectation they’d donned, pedestrians stared as they passed by.

				Leaning her forearms on the coupe’s low-slung roofline, she considered him. “How many people are going to remember the attractive couple arguing over the ridiculously rare and expensive car?” She cut him off when he started to respond. “Easy answer? Even one is too many. Unlock. The door.”

				Gareth retrieved his phone and worked his magic. The lock disengaged with hardly a sound. He stared at her for a moment, opened his mouth to speak and then snapped it closed. Instead of the argument she’d half expected, he slipped into the car and slammed the door behind him.

				She followed suit, slipping into the passenger’s seat and making it a point to shut her door gently. Not necessary, but thoroughly satisfying.

				Bottom line? The conversation had been shut down, and that’s what she’d been after.

				She buckled and then waited, as Gareth seemed to gather himself before starting the car.

				Odd that the uncomfortable conversation had left her with a hollow feeling in her chest. Odder still that that space seemed to have taken up residence where her heart had been only moments before. Perhaps the organ had indeed broken free.

				“Better that it breaks free instead of simply breaking,” she murmured.

				It didn’t slip her notice she’d chosen its freedom over its damage. But there was only one way a man could break her heart, and that was if she allowed herself to care for him.

				She stole a sidelong glance at Gareth as he put the car in gear, checked oncoming traffic and then pulled away from the curb.

				The truth was there, surfing the surface of her consciousness. She didn’t like what she found. At all. Because it all boiled down to one simple truth: Gareth Brennan was the kind of man she could allow herself to care about. What was worse?

				She might not be able to stop herself.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 11

				Gareth had Ashley search the Killavullen area on his phone. The local Nano Nagle Center regularly hosted a farmers’ market and, as luck would have it, the market was open. Road signs advertised large participation. The Center was where they’d park the car and start their hike. They’d follow the River Blackwater to one of the cave entrances Ash knew of, carrying only the goods they’d need to spend a couple of days inside the cave system as they figured out what to do next.

				Ashley had been quiet since they’d left Limerick, only answering questions he posed, never volunteering anything or opening conversation.

				Her silence had put Gareth on edge, and he didn’t care for the fact any more than he liked that she’d positioned him there. Easily. Never had a woman held the upper hand with him. The thought was disconcerting, particularly that she’d managed it with no apparent effort. Truth was, he’d spent his three-plus centuries without a relationship with the fairer sex or—and?—the complications such a relationship posed. But this thing with Ashley defied explanation. It felt bigger than a passing fling. He knew it shouldn’t, not after having just met her. But the truth was the truth.

				Perhaps he’d been too quick to dismiss the power of the epithicas earlier. There was one surefire way to find out. He’d ask about that as well, and not only in regard to the breeding heat but also about what she’d meant when she said she’d either saved him or killed them both. It hadn’t been at the forefront of his mind. But if the banished goddess had, indeed, lied... It changed everything.

				First, though, he’d need to work up the nerve to eat a little crow if in the event he’d been too disparaging without warrant. Easing into the conversation in a roundabout fashion would likely be easier and, in truth, afford him the chance to save a little face.

				Yep. That was, without a doubt, the more appealing route seeing as he knew Ashley well enough to know she’d cut him only enough slack to allow him to snap his neck when he verbally hung himself. And with her? The hanging seemed inevitable. That he actually appreciated this about her made him a sick bastard.

				His lips twitched and he fought the urge to smile.

				She had, without question, stirred up the personal pity party he’d spent months hosting. Her presence in his life had turned out to be the equivalent of spiked punch and a disco ball.

				Shaking his head, he couldn’t help but grin.

				She glanced at him. “What?”

				He didn’t take his focus off the road. “Nothing.”

				“Why are you smiling?” Curiosity hid deep her demand that he answer.

				Evasion wasn’t exclusive to her, though. “No reason.”

				“Freak,” she said, her own lips curling up.

				“It’s an elite club.” He patted her knee. “Don’t be jealous.”

				A short huff of laughter and she returned to silently watching the scenery pass, leaving him to his thoughts.

				Pulling off the N72 highway, he took the two-lane road toward the village, following signs advertising the market. He kept the car at well below the posted speed as he considered how to start the conversation. Irritated with himself in less than two minutes, he threw both caution and calculation to the wind and simply opened the conversation with the first question that came to mind. “How do you know about the other entrances to the cave?”

				Her hand tightened on the door handle before she seemed to forcibly relax. “I’ve had to stay there before.”

				“When?”

				She shot him a short look before focusing on an indiscriminate spot down the road. “My first epithicas after I left the clan.”

				“When was that?”

				She shrugged. “Near the end of the 17th century.”

				“Wait. That makes you—” He rapidly did the math “—over three hundred sixty years old.”

				“So?”

				He couldn’t help himself. He grinned and gently tagged her on the knee. “You’re a total cougar.”

				She shifted to face him. “What?”

				“I’m only three hundred thirty years old.” He chuckled. “Cradle robber.”

				“Baby, I’m your Mrs. Robinson.”

				He burst out laughing, the sound rich and full and foreign to him after so long. The thought was sobering, but this wasn’t the time to dip into the dark waters of his emotional well of horrors. Honestly, he didn’t think it would ever be time. Wiping his eyes, he nodded. “Thanks for that.”

				“Sure?”

				“It’s been a long time since I laughed.” His grip on the wheel tightened as he navigated the one-lane road that, according to GPS, would lead them to the Center.

				Reaching over, she rested her fingertips on his arm, her touch light, even tentative. “That’s a shame. Everyone should laugh.”

				He laid a hand over hers, held her for a moment and then let go. It was all the response he could muster.

				Taking the final bend in the road, the Center’s parking lot came into view. The market was, as advertised, packed. Shoppers of all ages crowded the narrow parking lanes, loading their finds and chatting with others. Still more made their way to the dense crowds shopping the market’s vendor stalls. Pedestrian congestion paired with a full lot to make finding a parking space challenging. He wasn’t picky, however. Seeing a vacancy deep in the heart of the lot, he steered the car through the pedestrian crowd.

				Ashley gave his arm a quick squeeze before letting go. “Keep your hat on and head down when you get out. The fewer people to pay you—us—any mind, the better.”

				“I passed Assassin 101 with flying colors, darkling.” He absently rubbed the spot where her fingers had rested. The loss of her touch left him aching to reach for her, to reclaim her hand and hold on. Something about her company anchored him not in the past or the imminent future, but in the now. Curious, that.

				In the process of maneuvering the car into the narrow parking spot, the truth plowed into him with no warning. He hit the brakes hard.

				In his peripheral view, he saw Ashley’s head whip forward then back. She rounded on him in evident frustration. “Park much, Druid?”

				“Every time I drive,” he croaked.

				“Smart-ass.” She reached for the door handle, oblivious to his epiphany. “I’m getting out before you break my neck. When you’ve gathered what wits weren’t knocked loose with that stomp-to-stop, pop the trunk.” She opened the door and crawled out of the low-slung car. She shoved the door, caught it before it latched and then leaned in to meet his gaze. “Seriously, though—keep the brim of your hat down when you get out.”

				He nodded, only half listening. The truth was too busy ricocheting around his mind. Since the day he’d died in October, the only person who had treated him as if he wasn’t some death-stricken pariah was Ashley—a veritable stranger-cum-lover. He knew his fellow assassins and Kennedy meant well, but there was a pall hanging over everyone as if, every time he spoke, they were mentally storing away bits for his eulogy.

				Ashley was different. She didn’t know much about his situation. Even better, after she’d learned what she did know, she hadn’t changed her handling of him. And he wasn’t naive. She was handling him. Strangest of all, he let her. Had anyone else tried it, tried to direct him as he moved through his final days, he’d have not only balked, he’d have locked down. Not so with her. He’d followed her lead, allowing her to tack his sails in the direction she chose after their run-in with Macha. Essentially, he’d ceded control.

				The thought rankled his pride, not because she was a woman but because he’d rolled over and given the goddess his belly when cornered. He was better than that, stronger than that, had been trained to ensure both were true. He’d spent centuries making life-and-death choices, had been trained to handle the horrors that both humanity and Others wrought on each other and had excelled at every bit of it. He’d been a killer with a conscience. Of sorts. His loyalty to the Assassin’s Arcanum and the Druidic populace had never waivered. From feast to famine, life to death, he’d been steadfast. And yet a single threat based on a possible lie had brought him to his life’s lowest point. Courage had not failed him. It had fled his reach altogether.

				Gods, he was ashamed of himself.

				If the last twenty-four hours with Ashley had taught him anything, it was that he’d not only forgone any claim he had to bravery, he’d behaved as a coward. She’d rushed into a fight on behalf of a man she’d hardly known and had taken on his greatest enemy—the same enemy that was his greatest fear manifest.

				Dying.

				A sharp rap on his window made him jump. “What?” he roared.

				Open. The trunk, Ashley mouthed.

				Son of a bitch, he’d nearly pissed his pants. Enough of this.

				A punch of a button popped the trunk, the lid flashing up and blocking her from his view via the rearview mirror. Being unable to see her made him uncomfortable. Opening the door as far as possible in the tiny parking space, he crawled out of the car. He was forced to move as if he was double-jointed. He wasn’t. He proved it when he knocked his hat to the ground and then scraped Rowan’s car door against the Fiat they’d parked next to. Rowan was going to kill him. He snorted. The man would have to beat the goddess to it.

				Gareth froze, stunned. He’d actually joked about who would kill him first. He was losing his damn mind, one moment coming out of his skin at a woman knocking on his window, the next jesting about who would be first in line to take his life.

				“I need to be medicated,” he muttered, retrieving his hat from the asphalt and then settling the token tourist souvenir firmly on his head.

				Rounding the back of the car, his breath caught at the sight of Ashley bent over the trunk. His mind blanked. He didn’t need medication. What he needed stood right in front of him. His blood heated, and his breath came short. Whether it was the epithicas, the merging of their elements or simple, undiluted desire, he knew what he wanted.

				Her.

				* * *

				Ashley pushed through a vine thicket at the end of the man-made trail that followed the River Blackwater from the Center. The river was high and flowed swifter than normal following heavy late-spring rains but had yet to overflow its banks. Clusters of rock randomly disrupted the water’s smooth surface. The natural breaks created deep, lazy eddies. It was there that the crystal waters hosted a congregation of trout that waited on the early evening hatch. She’d fish those spots later. Fresh trout for dinner would be awesome. Maybe even a salmon if she was lucky.

				“How much farther?” came the deep voice only steps behind her.

				“You really are two years old,” she muttered, picking her way carefully down a steep section of riverbank. Travel would be faster, and less conspicuous, if they stayed close to the water. It would also keep them below any observer’s regular field of view.

				“Seriously, Ash. How much farther?”

				She glanced back in time to see him waving off a dense halo of gnats. “How the hell did you make it through assassin school or whatever it is with your prissy intolerances?”

				“Bug spray.” He slapped at the little buggers as they reconvened, thicker than before. “And you can kiss my ass.”

				Heat raced over her skin as one word flashed through her mind. Negotiable.

				Clearing her throat, she ducked low to do a fast crabwalk under a scrubby tree whose branches arched from the steep bank to touch the water’s surface.

				“Ashley,” he ground out. “Answer me. How much farther?”

				Mind on the man behind her, she forced herself to focus. If she was going to treat him like an authentic asset, she needed to share plans, discuss their options and resolve potential threats together. It defied centuries of survival instinct that screamed at her to lie and then run. With the worst of the epithicas bearing down on her, running wasn’t an option anymore. Not with Gareth being the only male around. The only male I want. She shrugged off the uncomfortable thought and answered. “In about a thousand yards we’ll come to the stone bridge that leads to Killavullen. We’ll use it to cross the river. Then we’ll continue down the bank for about a quarter of a mile. From there, we’ll go to the second bend. The entrance is, or was, hidden by a large fall of rocks.” She tucked errant curls up under her cap before tightening the adjustable band across the back. “Light fades fast once inside, but I don’t want to chance anyone seeing us pull supplies prior to disappearing behind the rocks.”

				“Smart to tuck out of sight and then grab the lanterns. With it being daylight, there won’t be any identifying glow.” He sounded confident, more so now than he’d been since their acquaintance had begun.

				She appreciated the change, but it was a curious one. “True. Once we’re inside, it’s a bit of a convoluted trek to the spring-fed lake I want to camp at, but the water’s consumable.”

				“No boiling?”

				“Not the last time I was there, though, as I said, it’s been some time.” Recalling their recent conversation, she couldn’t help but add, “And that’s Mrs. Robinson to you.” His choked response compelled her to steal a look at him. “Problem?”

				“No.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Yes.”

				“Which is it?”

				“It’s... I... Yes, okay? Yes, I have a problem.” He crawled out from under the same low-hanging branch she’d just emerged from and then stood.

				She arched a brow and fought the wave of heat that threatened to drag her into the abyss where desire superseded common sense and survival. His “problem” was self-evident. Moreover, it was impressive. “Problem, indeed.”

				“Gender impossibilities aside, I’ve obviously taken on part of your epithicas. I need to know more about it.”

				She’d been waiting for this, waiting for him to ask her about what the fertility cycle meant for him. Truth? She hadn’t brought it up because she didn’t have answers, not ones he’d want or need to hear. Never had she heard of the epithicas jumping hosts and splitting its impact.

				Splitting its impact.

				She stopped and Gareth clipped her right side hard enough to send her stumbling forward and into the river. She stood there, shin-deep, and stared at him with her mouth hanging open.

				“What is it?” He followed her into the water and gripped her shoulders. “Ashley? Talk to me.”

				“I...” His palms seared her skin through the thin T-shirt, shocking her out of her stupor. “You’re warm. Well, warmer.”

				He whipped his hands away and then stared at them like they were transplants that didn’t belong to him. “Warm?” A smile bloomed, slow but brilliant. “I’m warm.” Gareth tossed his duffel to the shore before snatching her up in a bear hug, burying his face in her neck and spinning her in a circle. “I’m warm. It snuck up on me, my head being somewhere else entirely,” he murmured, lips moving over sensitive skin. “Thank the gods. I never thought to experience independent warmth again.”

				“It’s probably something to do with the epithicas.” And what was she supposed to add to that? Chances are it’s actually my phoenix’s flame creating the warmth. Seeing as you weren’t meant to harness the power it holds, this isn’t good. So... I’m glad you feel better and seriously sorry if the side effects kill you?

				Yeah. That would go over well.

				“I don’t care what the reason is. It’s a gift.” He relaxed his hold and let her slide down the front of his body. The contact was intimate. His arousal more so. “My center is still cold, but there’s warmth in my hands.”

				“I would imagine the warmth will spread. The epithicas is usually more aggressive. It’s usually...” She waved her hands between them, vaguely gesturing to their groins. “It’s debilitating, Gareth. I mean, it will render a female phoenix completely incapable of either denying a male sex or defending herself against the clansmen seeking to claim her during the fertility cycle.”

				His brows drew together and he looked down at her, a bevy of emotions warring across his face. “Wait. I’m confused. Are you saying your consent earlier wasn’t legitimate, that it was simply biological need?”

				“It was biological need.”

				Before she could collect the rest of her thoughts and try to explain to him that she had wanted him in spite of the epithicas, that what he’d experienced so far was minute in comparison to what was to come, his eyes darkened. Then they turned colder than an Alaskan tin roof in February. Every emotional offering that had been there on his face, racing through his eyes, disappeared. He let go of her and stepped away, creating a complement of physical distance. “You think you can simply chalk everything we’ve experienced up to biology?” He spoke as though his throat was raw. “You think that the epithicas buys you some kind of pass where your behavior is concerned? You don’t get some mythical card that exempts you from personal liability. No, Ashley.” He stared at her, his jaw working as he ground his teeth. “No,” he repeated. Shaking his head, he spun away and trudged out of the river’s shallows. “I’m not doing this with you.”

				She lunged forward and grabbed his arm. “Don’t act like the wounded party here.”

				He shot her a cold look. “No? If you treat every lover you take with this much disrespect, it’s no wonder you were looking around so desperately last night.”

				Her brows shot up. “You think I was desperate? I could have had any man in that bar!”

				“You offered to hire me, Ashley. Like I’m some kind of manwhore!” Grabbing the discarded duffel, he swung it over his shoulder. “We need to get to the cave before dark.” He stomped away, the gesture’s emotional impact reduced by his squelching boots.

				She took a couple of steps through his wake. “And you certainly wouldn’t have taken me up on the offer if circumstances didn’t involve the epithicas, right? You’re so morally superior that you would have turned me down. Or, better yet, you would have seen fit to pass me off to one of your boys, let me take one of them to bed, right?” He paused and, in profile, she could see the fury that painted his cheeks, but she pressed on. “You’re a real gem, assassin. Tell me how exposing a lesser man to this would have been remotely fair.”

				He rounded on her, fury turning his eyes a brilliant blue. “How is any of this fair?” The deadly whisper carried across the water.

				“It’s not. It never has been.” She swallowed. “But I have to survive.”

				“And this, this ‘survive at any cost’ attitude, is all about you?” he pressed. She hesitated, trying to find the right words to explain, to clarify, but he charged on without giving her a chance. “That’s what I thought. And for the record? Not one of my men is ‘lesser.’”

				Defending her decisions seemed imperative. She had to make him see that she’d done what was necessary in the face of the choices her mind could only identify as worse or worst. “But they’re boys to the man you are. Don’t you see that?” She parked her hands on her hips to disguise their shaking. “And what of this morning? If you want to talk about ‘covering your six,’ I had yours when Macha would have killed you.”

				“That had nothing to do with me. Me.” He thumped his chest. “You protected the temporary solution to your ongoing problem. Nothing more.”

				Words had never been so bitter she could taste them, not from someone else, but his response left her wanting to rinse her mouth with mouthwash. Or chocolate syrup. Or tequila. “You don’t get it, Gareth. The epithicas doesn’t give me a choice.”

				“You had every choice!” he shouted. “You just don’t want to own the fact that you use men, that you need them.” He took a step toward her and stopped. “You can’t pass all culpability off under the guise of ‘the epithicas made me do it.’ Screw. That. You were of sound mind when you made your choices. Own them.”

				“Don’t you see?” she began, the words thick. He had to understand.

				Gareth cut her off with a swipe of his hand. He stalked toward her with such single-mindedness that water splashed up her thighs with his every step. “What I see is that the Goddess of Phantoms and War made decisions that may have cost me my life, and you did the same. You didn’t consult me, didn’t ask my preferences. You merged our elements and shared this gods-be-damned curse of yours without my consent!” The last was shouted in her face as he went nose to nose with her.

				“N-None of this was my choice,” she sputtered. Some foreign emotion began to brew in her chest, percolating too quickly like a cheap pot of coffee. “The epithicas is entirely unpredictable. The only given is sexual fever. I didn’t mean to...” The developing feeling coated her awareness with a foul aftertaste. Every answer she’d thrown out made her sound callous. That wasn’t her, wasn’t who she had worked so hard to be over the many years. She wasn’t someone who justified decisions she made based on her epithicas. And she’d never be the person who made off-the-cuff choices that affected others on such a fundamental level, choices made without their concurrence or consent.

				Shock stole over her, the blood leaving her face in such a rush that black spots danced through her vision like inverted starlight.

				She was no better than that which she despised the most.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 12

				Gareth silently fumed as he moved down the river’s bank, stepping around stretches of slick rock and muddy patches. He assumed Ashley followed, but he couldn’t hear her passage over his own heaving breath. And he wasn’t looking back. She’d either keep up or not.

				Whatever.

				Gods, she’d pissed him off. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so mad. Had he been a whole man and not the shadow of his former self, he might have found a way to exercise some grace. Not now. Not when he was faced with calling the goddess out and challenging her claim to his soul or, worse, being claimed by her as she’d alleged. He needed every ounce of strength he could possibly harness. This, this epithicas, rendered him as randy as a buck caught in the rut. With that singular physical need dominating his mind, he was doomed. He’d never be able to fight with the focus required to beat the Goddess of Phantoms and War. Ashley had sealed his fate. No matter what options Dylan, as Assassin, might discover, no matter the possibilities the man offered, the phoenix behind him had stolen the choices that could have been open to him. Those choices might have saved him from the Well of Souls and the goddess’s dictatorship.

				He reached the bridge and trudged up the bank, pausing at the road. There wasn’t a car in sight. At least they’d be able to go on without being observed. Killavullen was such a small village that strangers would be memorable, particularly strangers on foot. Should anyone stop them and question their presence or offer them a ride, they could claim they were newlyweds who had rented a small place in the neighboring village of Shonee and had walked to the market.

				His mind took off on the tangent involving newlyweds and the activities inherent to them, spearing through him, driving his physical needs—or, if he believed the phoenix, the epithicas—to a new level of desperation.

				A duffel bag hit the ground near his feet with a clattering whump. Ashley crested the steep berm and, recovering the bag, moved past him without comment.

				That he was the injured party but she was behaving with apparent self-righteous indignation pissed him off. He started after her, long strides putting him next to her in seconds. “You care to explain why you believe you’ve the right to take the piss out of me over wrongs done me?”

				She ignored him and kept walking.

				He sped up and rounded on her, forcing her to a stop. “I’m serious, Ashley.”

				“And here I thought that, given your tone, you were having a go at me.”

				She made to go around him, but he moved to intercept. “We’ll hash this out. Now.”

				“I’m under the direct impression you’re better with your fists than with vocabulary. Lucky for you I’m not of a mind to kick your ass. Step aside.”

				He couldn’t stop his slack-jawed response. “You think... That is...” Clearing his throat, he fought the smile that tugged at the corners of his lips. “You’re asserting you could...what? Take me in a fight?”

				“I said so, didn’t I?” she snapped, never batting an eye. “Now step aside. Light’s fading and I want to—”

				“Get to the cave. I know.” He let her go around him, mind spinning with possibilities. “If you’re so sure you can take me, why’d you offer to hire me to ‘cover your six’?” A slight sneer accommodated his air quotes quite nicely.

				She slowed, then stopped, not turning when she answered him. “I don’t have eyes to cover my back. Seeing as that’s historically where people most often try to stab me, I thought you’d suffice as defense.”

				He jerked as if slapped. “Suffice, is it? Are you bloody mad? I’m an assassin. I’d do far better than suffice.”

				Ashley did turn then, the movement slow, controlled, even rigid. “Obviously, you hit your head against the curb this morning when I knocked you out of Macha’s—”

				He winced at her easy use of the goddess’s name.

				“—line of fire. Or cold, as it were.” She raised a single brow, her gaze as flat as Dylan’s sense of humor. “You should probably see a physician about that. You know, before it gets worse. Head injuries are dangerous.”

				“Who’s done you so wrong, then?” Gareth asked through gritted teeth.

				“Life’s a bitch, but I can hardly take her out, now can I?” She spun on her heel and was halfway across the ancient stone bridge before he mustered a reply.

				“You’d resurrect.”

				Ashley whirled and kept walking, only backward. “And how did that—coming back from the dead and all that goes with it—work out for you?” She tapped a forefinger against her chin and then brightened. “Oh! That’s right. You’ve got Macha on your ass.”

				He stopped, his hands balling into tight fists. “Don’t say her name.”

				“Who? Macha?” Ash tipped her head to the side much like a large, predatory bird. “You’re afraid to say her name?”

				“You can’t just say... She’ll hear... Names have power.” Much as he would have liked to explain, words failed him entirely.

				“She’s not undefeatable.”

				“We—you—didn’t beat her this morning.” The reality of the statement made his skin tighten. “You ran her off.”

				“I caused her damage in doing so.”

				He harrumphed, mind on the earlier fight. The outcome had surprised him, but the reality was the goddess would be back and primed for confrontation. That didn’t sit well with him. If she could claim his soul early, provoking her only ensured his order of execution moved up her priority list.

				“For a man who demanded I talk to him, you’re having a hell of a time, you know, talking.” She shrugged. “Whatever. I’m not going to cow down to some bitch who can’t manifest without shedding the blood of an innocent.”

				Gareth ran a hand around the back of his neck, gripped a handful of hair and pulled until his eyes watered. “I’m far from innocent.”

				“As am I.” Ashley smiled, but the appearance rested closer to bitter than happy. She took a deep breath, held it and let it out in a rush. “You asked about the epithicas—about what it means for you.”

				The change in conversational direction threw him. All he could do was watch her.

				“I haven’t answered your questions because I don’t...” She wrapped her arms around her torso as if to cradle herself.

				“You don’t what?” he pressed.

				She shifted, offering him her profile and looking down the road. Once, then twice, she started to speak and stopped. “I don’t know how to do this.”

				“Do what?” He took a step closer. “Just be honest.”

				“I always am. Honest, that is,” she said with quiet surety. “That’s what makes this so hard.”

				“Let me ask you a question, then, and you respond with the first honest answer you come up with.” He closed the distance a bit more. “Fair enough?”

				She shot him a sidelong glance. “Ask.”

				“You said you’d either saved me or killed us both.” He was close enough to touch her, but he didn’t. Instead, he set his duffel between them and looked down at her. “What have you done, Ashley?”

				She worried her bottom lip but didn’t answer.

				He hated to be a hard-ass, but his survival was spread across so many fine lines a palm reader would have had an impossible time knowing where to start. “First truth you come up with. Answer the question. Now.”

				“Fine.” She looked up at him. “I don’t know.”

				Fecking hell.

				The three words he didn’t want to hear.

				* * *

				Ashley’s stomach plummeted at Gareth’s stunned look of disbelief.

				Locking his hands behind his neck, his biceps bulged. “What do you mean you don’t know?”

				“Exactly that. I’m so sor—”

				“Go.” Gareth snatched up the two duffel bags, grabbed her by the arm and propelled her across the bridge. He didn’t slow when they reached the other side. He simply encouraged her down the embankment with a push—gentle, but a push all the same. Sliding down after her, he slipped under the first archway.

				A car passed overhead.

				Settling her cap more firmly, she chanced a glance around the pillar and watched the car coast down the hill and then motor away. “I didn’t even hear it coming.”

				“Ironically, it came from behind you.” Gareth pulled his hat off and shook out his hair.

				“So you covered my six.” Oh, the irony.

				“It appears I did.” Gareth moved close and loomed over her. “You still owe me an explanation.”

				Her stomach resumed its free fall. “I still don’t have answers.”

				“Then guess,” he ground out.

				She took a deep breath. “The female phoenix’s elemental flame burns hotter than any other known fire.” Unsure what to add that wouldn’t make the situation worse, she started picking her way along the riverbank. “We need to get to the cave. Dusk will settle in before we do if we don’t pick up the pace.”

				His response came from closer than she’d expected. “Then we’ll walk and talk. I’ve seen you carry a loaded drink tray and dodge groping hands, so I assume you can carry a pack, traverse a riverbank and still talk.” He was silent for a moment, then tacked on the phrase she couldn’t dismiss. “I need to know what I’m up against.”

				How many times since leaving the clan had she wished she could ask her mother everything she needed to know about mature phoenixes? How many times had she wished she’d had another phoenix to simply talk to? How often had she craved the solace of knowing she wasn’t alone, wouldn’t die alone...again? Oh, she’d died before. Two of the three close calls she’d experienced had been with males of her species. The third had been with a male fae. She had loved him and believed he had felt the same. Gods save her, she’d been a fool.

				Each incident had resulted in a fight to the death. She’d been mortally wounded by each phoenix and outright killed by three vengeful fae after incinerating Aodán. Dying sucked. Her only comfort was that, every time she’d died, she’d taken the male with her. One male phoenix had experienced true death at her hand. The other she hadn’t been able to handle seeing as she’d died shortly thereafter. Thank the gods she’d resurrected first and been able to get away. The third time? Well, that had been outright murder. On her part.

				“Answer me, Ash.”

				The command broke her train of thought, saving her from reliving the single time she’d chosen to get involved long-term.

				Gareth moved in close enough she could feel his presence behind her. His words were strained, though. Far from easy. “The phoenix flame. How is it possible that it burns hotter than any fire?”

				Her desire for him grew, and she knew she had to mend the fence she’d cut between them minutes before. If she failed, they’d be forced to interact with each other far more intimately in the cave, forced to engage in intercourse to assuage the demand laid on them by this impossible circumstance. And she knew he’d end up resenting her as much as she’d resented former lovers taken out of necessity versus conscious choice.

				The only thing she knew to do to make things right was to give him information never shared with those outside the clans. “A phoenix’s fire is more than part of her elemental nature. It’s, well, it’s more a part of who she is. It’s wedded to the deepest part of her. Her soul, if you will. The fire isn’t something she thinks about. That heat is simply hers.” Ashley paused, struggling to find an easier explanation. There wasn’t one. Man, this was going to ignite Gareth’s temper. She just knew it. “Male phoenixes don’t burn as hot. They don’t typically resurrect as fast because it takes longer to create the scenario for rebirth.”

				“Scenario?”

				She rolled her shoulders, trying to break the tension stretched across her shoulders. “It takes longer to turn him to total ash. A female can accomplish in seconds what it takes a male minutes to do. Sort of like sex, but reversed.”

				“Funny girl,” Gareth said so quietly she was certain he hadn’t meant her to hear. “You weren’t complaining earlier,” he added more loudly.

				“Funny guy,” she parroted.

				“Ears like a freaking elephant,” he whispered.

				“Better ears than an ass.”

				Gareth’s laughter wrapped around her. The sound did little to relieve the anxiety crushing her chest. She had to offer him the remaining truth before what little momentum she’d created was lost to cowardice.

				Onward, she mouthed.

				Stopping without warning, she closed her eyes. The breeze washed over her carrying with it the organic, earthy smells of the river basin and, below that, the more subtle scent of warm cotton and sundrenched skin.

				The weight of his hand at her waist startled her.

				She turned, breaking his hold, and faced him. “There’s more.”

				He refused to be dissuaded. Reaching forward, he curled his fingers over the narrow waistband of her jeans and held on. “Isn’t there always?”

				His dry tone proved kindling to her fear. “Seems like it.” She took a step back.

				He took a step forward and arched a brow, whether in challenge or consternation she wasn’t sure.

				“Fine.” Get it over quickly. “Men aren’t strong enough to harness the strength and power of a female phoenix’s flame.” His eyes tightened and the corners of his mouth turned down, but she refused to stop. “The female’s flame is necessary to bear a child because the embryo begins the cycle of death and rebirth in the womb.” He opened his mouth to presumably ask a question and she cut him off. “I don’t know specifics, so don’t ask.”

				“I’m curious.”

				“You and me both. After losing my mother to Final Death, I didn’t exactly hang around to talk genetics and breeding potential with my clan.” Mere mention of her mother made the invisible band around her chest tighten even more. She wasn’t ready to discuss this, would rather deliver the conversational deathblow and get it over with. “The male of the species is compelled by his very nature to respond to a female’s breeding cycle. He’s drawn to her. Not out of love, mind you. Out of need. He craves her without reason and will do anything to ensure she’s impregnated in that week. Then he officially claims her before the clan Master—” she hated that title “—and the female is forced to submit to being tattooed to identify the male’s ownership.”

				“That sucks,” Gareth said, his eyes never leaving hers.

				“That’s an understatement.”

				He traced his thumb over the small area of skin he’d revealed when he’d gripped her waistband. “So what does this mean for me, having inherited part of your flame? Why is it potentially life-threatening?”

				“Men weren’t created to harbor a woman’s strength.”

				His eyes flared and a deep flush spread up his neck. “You’re saying...what? That I’m too weak?”

				She rolled her head shoulder to shoulder, popping her neck.

				He gripped her chin and forced her to meet his heated gaze. “Ashley, is that what you’re telling me?”

				“The tattoos a male places on his wives’ arms bind her ability to do him harm. Otherwise? We’d be a matriarchal society and men would be the subservient sex.”

				“How do the tattoos bind a woman’s power?”

				She shook her head. “Never had it done and don’t plan to. I’d end myself before I’d allow...” Biting off the explanation, she clamped her mouth shut.

				“End yourself?” His free hand came down on her shoulder, heavy as an unfavorable judgment. “Explain.”

				The one-word demand pissed her off. “I don’t owe you an explanation about decisions that don’t affect you. I’m sorry our elements merged. I’m sorry I didn’t get to hold a political summit about the pros and cons before I saved your ass. Bottom line? There’s no undoing it.” She wrenched free of his grasp and then backed away. Distance. She needed distance.

				Blue eyes narrowed even as they sparked skepticism. “You haven’t told me why you may have killed us both.”

				“Oh, I did,” she said softly. “You just weren’t listening.”

				He waved a hand at her to continue.

				“The male wasn’t created to harness the strength of a female’s flame, no more than I was created to harness the weakness of yours. My phoenix fire may well consume your element. If that happens?” She fought the urge to turn, to run and run and never stop. “If that happens,” she repeated, softer now, “you’ll be consumed but never reborn, and the next time I’m killed?”

				He started, but she pressed on.

				“The next time I’m killed, it will be true death because there won’t be enough of my element to fuel my resurrection.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 13

				Gareth followed Ashley around the fall of rocks she’d described and found not a walk-in tunnel but a tiny, horizontal fissure in the rock wall. Shadows cast across the dark entrance made it impossible to see more than a couple of feet into the Earth’s maw, so he leaned closer. Then he scrambled back.

				The entrance was crawling with spiders. Different sizes, colors and shapes, the arachnid populace outnumbered those of Killavullen’s residents, likely five to one. Possibly more. He self-consciously swiped at his bare arms. The thought of those eight-legged monstrosities crawling over his skin gave him a severe case of the creepy-crawlies.

				Ashley must have witnessed his revulsion because she bit her bottom lip even as her nostrils flared with suppressed laugher.

				“Kill them.” A shudder raced through him. “All of them.”

				“I will not.” The color of amusement rode high on her cheeks even as indignation infused her denial. “But I will smoke them out and clear the way for you...assassin.”

				“I know you’re not making fun of me,” he groused.

				“Only a little.” She bent low, balanced on the balls of her feet, and collected a handful of twigs and dry grass. Then she called her internal fire to hand. Bright orange-and-red flames with a deep blue base flashed through her fingertips before settling to a consistent burn. Lighting the tinder she’d collected, she held it to the narrow cave opening. She blew into the little bundle, encouraging the fire to spread. Grasses smoldered but nothing like the rain-dampened wood did. Just as she’d promised, the spiders fled the increasingly dense smoke and created a relatively bug-free zone.

				Ashley snuffed out her phoenix flame and, with flourish, waved him toward the cave’s entrance. “After you, princess.”

				“You’re a right chancer.” He dropped his duffel and went to his knees beside it, digging out his lantern. “We should’ve bought proper headlamps.”

				She didn’t pause in her smoke-out-the-leggy-bastards campaign nor did she spare him the briefest glance when she answered. “You can do the shopping next time.”

				“Next time? You’re planning to haul me to caves around Ireland, then?”

				“No,” she barked. “No.” Calmer the second time around. “This is a onetime deal.”

				“So hard to manage, am I?” He tsked. “And here I thought women were made of sterner stuff than that.”

				“I’m smoking out the entrance to keep you from squealing, Your Highness. If it was just me? I’d have crawled through the lot of them and gone on. Risking the smoke being witnessed is for your benefit, not mine.”

				He blinked slowly. “I’m a bloody assassin, love. I may not care for the unappealing little shites, but I’ve suffered far worse for far less.”

				She huffed out a short laugh, her breath dissipating the narrow smoke column. “And which am I—far worse or the payoff?” Her tone was light, even teasing.

				Too light and teasing.

				“Never mind,” she said in the face of his brief hesitation.

				“No. You answered my question earlier.” He quietly set everything down and closed the finite distance between them. “I’ll answer yours now.” Taking her elbow in one hand and grasping her opposite shoulder with the other, he spun her and backed her into the ivy-covered rock. Several spiders waddled away.

				He ignored them.

				He let go of her arm and deftly knocked the miniature smokestack from her hand. Then, gripping her hip, he stepped into her.

				Their bodies aligned perfectly, his throbbing arousal settling against her lower belly as his groin pressed against her pubic bone. The intimate contact demanded his absolute control. His mind rebelled, flashing increasingly erotic images at him, each snapshot focused solely on the woman in his arms.

				Hazel eyes bright with surprise focused on him. Undisguised desire was seamlessly, wordlessly, conveyed when her full lips parted and the tip of her tongue peaked out to trace only the very top of her Cupid’s bow.

				Lowering his head, he brushed his lips over hers once, then twice and dipped back for a third sensual caress. Beard stubble scraped over her petal-soft skin.

				A short gasp escaped her.

				He seized the opportunity and fused their mouths without hesitation or apology. His tongue delved into her depths, plundering, dancing and claiming. She was his just as he was hers, clan practices and rules of possession be damned now and always. He wanted her. Only her.

				Gareth wove his hands through her hair, canting her head to one side to allow better access.

				She nipped his lower lip.

				A deep rumble rolled up from the depths of his chest. “More.”

				Ashley grabbed a handful of hair and yanked his head back. She traced her tongue through the hollow at the base of his throat.

				The rumble deepened. Heat raced through him and a fine sheen of sweat broke out over his chest. His T-shirt stuck. He wasn’t willing to break away from her, to lose the intensity of the moment, to remove the thin barrier between them. Instead, he gripped the neck and yanked. Cotton separated where there was no seam, the distinctive rrriiippp a precursor to the remnants pooling at their feet.

				Her chest brushed against his. Gareth fought the urge to yank at the button of her jeans, to take her here, now, without consideration for potential consequences—hikers, locals seeing smoke and calling the Garda or, worse, one of their many enemies tracking them to this point where they were cornered. He didn’t care. Couldn’t care. Sating the inferno that drove him to claim her ruled his thoughts and dictated his actions.

				The head of his arousal worked free of his boxer briefs and slipped over the waistband of his denims. Her shirt brushed over that fraction of his arousal. It took every ounce of constraint he possessed not to dispatch her shirt in the same expedient manner he’d handled his own.

				Ashley slipped a hand between them. She met his gaze and then thumbed the moist tip of that hypersensitive skin.

				At her touch, his head fell back and an unwillingly ragged breath escaped him. If he didn’t lose himself in the depths of her heat, and soon, it wouldn’t be only his bloody mind that he lost.

				Shadows crept over them.

				Gareth jerked as the darkness slid over his face and the light that had burned through his closed eyelids was lost. He pulled Ashley closer, intent on putting himself between her and whatever posed the threat.

				“Ease up, Gareth,” she wheezed.

				He relaxed his hold and, without warning, whipped around. One arm out, his goal was to keep her behind him. Fluid and fast, he pulled the Sig Sauer he’d taken from Rowan’s car. Leveling the weapon at the perceived danger, he found himself pointing at empty space. The setting sun had fallen behind the tumbled limestone boulders giving birth to shadows his mind had cast as villains.

				Tentative fingers wove through the hair at his nape, paused and then began to pet him. “Don’t lose yourself, a chara. Don’t paint fear into every dark corner or every suspicious sound.”

				“What would you know about fear?” he asked, ashamed at his ragged tenor.

				“I know what it is to look over your shoulder every second of every day. I understand what it feels like to fear every unfamiliar face. I know what it is to jump at every unannounced knock at the door. I’ve walked this mile in my own shoes.” Her fingers stilled. “I know what it is to stare down death with the understanding that the face of the man who struck the killing blow may well be the very face that chases me straight to hell.”

				A hard shiver raced over his skin, talons of the fear she identified leaving bloody tracks in its wake. “It’s the face that greets you when you open your eyes in hell that you should fear.”

				She curled her fingers against his scalp and began to hum only to stop short and let him go. “We should get inside.” Stepping around him, she caught herself midsigh. “Your chest.”

				He glanced down, expecting to find something like a spider. What she’d seen, though... Turning away, he swept up the remnants of his shirt. “It’s nothing.”

				She moved around him, staying his attempt to turn away and hide his chest. “Gareth, were you branded?”

				“And if I was?” Shrugging into the shirt, he knotted it in the front, all the while refusing to look at her.

				“Who did it?” The question, so quiet, held an edge of steel he didn’t understand.

				“Does it matter?”

				“Answer me.” When he hesitated, she moved into him and laid a hand over the bitterly cold brand. “Please.”

				He swallowed through the tightness in his throat, ashamed at the rush of despair that choked him. “You know who did it.”

				“Say her name.”

				“I can’t.”

				Her pupils expanded and Gareth would have sworn flames danced in their depths.

				She gave a short, sharp nod and, without further comment, she bent to gather more detritus to create her smoky defense. “The spiders are back.”

				Gareth laid a hand on her shoulder and encouraged her to stand. “Leave it.”

				Her brow creased. “If I do, you’ll get spiders on you.”

				He grabbed the gear he’d dropped and bagged the pieces of his shirt. “They don’t seem so bad.”

				Not anymore.

				* * *

				Less than an hour later, Ashley had led them to the small lake, set up the lanterns, laid out the pallet and set water to boil on the single-burner camp stove—just a precaution thanks to Gareth’s paranoia. Crouched on the narrow shoreline, she sluiced water over her dusty arms and face. She could take a lot. Being gritty didn’t make the list.

				The cold water was all the colder thanks to the subterranean temperature. Thermals would be welcome. As would sharing body heat.

				Visions of Gareth loving her less than twelve hours ago tripped through her mind. Burden, indeed. She touched a finger to her lips and traced their shape as she recalled their most recent kiss outside the cave. Gods, he was magnificent. Longing for more blossomed, her core aching with her wanting.

				As if summoned by her thoughts, the man knelt on one knee close beside her. He leaned forward to rinse the silty grit from his shirt. His thigh brushed against hers. She jolted. Scalding sexual hunger flashed through her with the intensity of lightning striking cold steel.

				He sucked in a sharp breath. Shifting to rest on both knees, he swiveled to face her.

				Ashley watched the riot of wild yearning flash through the most expressive blue eyes she’d ever seen.

				When he spoke, his tone was low, almost sonorous. “Does it always build like this?”

				“What?”

				“The way my body demands action. It’s like this quenchless thirst I can’t slake. I can’t...” He shoved his hands through his hair, water trickling down one temple.

				“What?” she repeated, throatier this time. She longed to hear he wanted her. Only her. It was madness, seeing as he was as driven by unwelcome hormones as she, but hearing him voice his avarice seemed to cement some internal emotional requirement she’d never known she possessed. Or was possessed by.

				He dropped his shirt before inching toward her. Taking one of her hands, he laid it against his right pec. “I don’t know how to articulate what it is I want. There’s this space in me that seems too large to explain, let alone fill.” One corner of his mouth turned up. “I know, you’ll say it’s the epithicas. Maybe it is. I wouldn’t know otherwise.”

				A sharp pang of something seriously akin to regret stabbed at her. She could have said that was ridiculous, that it would be ridiculous to assume the fertility window resulted in emotional voids like he described. The words wouldn’t coalesce into coherent thought. Not with her hand resting on the smooth, heavy pad of muscle.

				She shifted her gaze from his and focused instead on the brand on his chest. “Does it hurt?”

				“I’ve had worse.” He took her hand and ran it down his torso with achingly slow movements, not stopping until her hand rested over a thick, ropy scar.

				Easily eight inches long, the flesh was puckered and pale, almost blue. The color made sense seeing as the poorly healed wound was colder than their underworld environment.

				“How?”

				“Cailleach possessed a woman—the Assassin’s heart mate. I couldn’t fight her without risking killing the woman she’d chosen as her physical host.”

				Her wide-eyed stare snapped up. “You let someone run you through?” She couldn’t temper the incredulity in the question.

				He shrugged and looked away. “If you knew Dylan, knew how he felt about the woman, you’d understand.”

				She focused on her fingers again as she traced the scar. “You’re an amazing man.”

				“He’d have done the same for me.”

				He flinched when she hit the coldest spot of all, so she moved her hand up his body. Reveling in the crest and valley of his musculature, she continued until she circled his nipple.

				He hissed, the sound far from pained.

				Shifting her hand, she let it rest over his brand. “This was too great a price to pay for any friend.”

				Gareth hooked a finger under her chin and lifted. “Love like that only comes along once in a lifetime, and that’s if you’re lucky. No price was too great.”

				Emotion rose in her so quickly she couldn’t stop the short sob. It echoed in the cavernous space. She closed her eyes and, with infinite gentleness, rested her forehead against the valley between his pecs. Her eyes burned with unshed tears. More than three hundred years had passed since she’d last cried, and that had been over the loss of her mother. Nothing had mattered since then. How he’d reduced her to this so quickly, how he’d fractured the dense walls she’d erected against the threat of authentic compassion, she didn’t know.

				A large, work-roughened hand slid under the edge of her T-shirt. His other hand slipped under her fall of hair to trace each vertebra, stopping between her shoulder blades only to start up again. The warmth of his breath washed over her scalp as he crooned unintelligible words into her hair.

				She relaxed.

				A single tear escaped, falling only to be caught between the seam of their bodies.

				“Doona cry for me, lass.” A gentle kiss to the crown of her head.

				“I’m not.”

				“Okay.” He didn’t bother to disguise the smile in his voice.

				Raising her other hand, she twined her fingers with the hand he rested against her hip. “If the gods allow this, they’re neither fair nor blameless.”

				“Every life has an expiration date, my a mhuirnín.”

				“This isn’t your time.” A second tear escaped. “Not now.”

				“I have days yet.” Hard hands framed her face and lifted it to his. He kissed her tenderly. “Help me to forget.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 14

				Ashley watched Gareth stand and then reach for her, pulling her to her feet. She leaned into him, unwilling to let him experience even a moment of disconnect. It was too important to her to give him everything he wanted, give him every experience he craved and honor every sacrifice he’d made, be it out of duty or love. He was an honorable man who hadn’t struck at her for the predicament she’d inadvertently put him in. No, he’d stuck by her.

				And if the Assassin could find a way to save Gareth?

				For the first time, she wouldn’t run. She’d stay—be part of the solution.

				And if Dylan didn’t find a way to save Gareth... That wasn’t an option.

				Trembling, she went to her toes, pulling him toward her, wanting nothing more than to lay her mouth to his. But she paused with less than a degree of separation, slid her nose against his and breathed in everything that lay between them. Passion, hormones, the intimate knowledge that finally someone truly knew how it felt to be trapped by circumstances beyond their control. She let the moment stretch, watched him.

				His eyes searched her face, looking for what she didn’t know. Then he spoke. “Ashley.” Her name was reverent, an invocation from lips made for sin.

				Closing that finite distance, their mouths met. The initial touch was gentle, tender even, despite the epithicas’s demand they sate the insatiable.

				She sipped from him, savoring him like the finest whiskey. Tongues touched, tentative at first. The exploration grew bolder, more demanding with every inhalation, every caress, every exhalation.

				Their breaths melded until he breathed her in, she breathed him out.

				Bending his knees, Gareth wrapped his arms around the backs of her thighs and lifted.

				Ashley wound her arms around his neck and pulled herself up so her legs went around his lower ribs to avoid pressing on the killing wound. She was tall enough the position forced him to tilt his head back to maintain the kiss.

				Starting at his temples, she tunneled her fingers into his thick hair. It was a simple matter to push the mass off his face, to grip handfuls and guide the position of his head. She turned him a fraction, pulling away despite his sound of protest. A little nip at his lips and then she moved to his jaw, working her way from chin to ear with nips and laves.

				Gareth let his head fall back farther, his fingers digging into her ass. “Yer a seductress, bean álainn.”

				She’d been called a beautiful woman before, but never had her lover’s opinion been crucial to her sense of self. But what Gareth thought mattered. What should have scared her, would have terrified her days ago, failed to hold dominion over her. The man in her arms was all she cared about.

				Lips at his ear, she fought to keep her voice from shaking. “Take me to bed, Gareth.”

				Shifting her weight so he held her balanced with a single forearm, he gripped her hair and pulled, returning the gesture as he forced her head back. He spun with surety and stalked straight to the pallet. Toeing the top covers back, he went to his knees and settled her on the bedding with infinite gentleness. “I would tha’ we’d been able tae carry in pillows. It’s no’ right ye lie on the ground like this. Ye should be laid on a fine bed and surrounded by silks and brocades and an abundance o’ pillows.” He traced the line of her jaw, down her neck and along her jawbone. “Yer body should be cast in candlelight. I would give ye all o’ that if it were within my power.”

				“It’s a lovely thought,” she said huskily, “but all I want is you, fear dathúil.”

				He sat beside her and undid his boots, toeing them off. Then, with slow, deliberate movements, he stood and unbuttoned his jeans, shed them and his boxer briefs in a single move. Standing before her, he was glorious. Heavily muscled, but not overly so. Smooth-bodied with only a trace of hair from his belly button to the thatch from which his heavy erection jutted.

				Beneath her bra, her nipples created diamond-hard points that ached as the fabric moved over them with her every breath. She reached a shaking hand for her pants, but he laid a hand over hers, staying her movement.

				“I’d see ye taken care of by my own hand.”

				“Gareth.” Whereas her name had been smooth on his lips, she answered him with undiluted desperation.

				“Aye. I’ll hurry, for yer no’ the only one tae crave, a stór.”

				He was good to his word, stripping her to bare skin in under a minute, yet not once was he rough with her.

				Lying bare before him, Ashley wanted to ask him what he saw, wanted to know if she pleased him. She fought the urge, biting her bottom lip to secure her silence. Pride still intact, she refused to look away from him. She needed to see in his gaze what he had yet to say, words she hadn’t ever wanted to hear but now seemed as imperative as her next breath, her next heartbeat. The longer he looked, though, eyes roving over her bare body, the more she realized she couldn’t bear his scrutiny.

				She laid a hand on his thigh when he went to his knees at her side. “Gareth, do you want...this?”

				“I want ye, Ashley. No’ because o’ the epithicas. I want you.”

				The words she’d craved, that he had asserted it was her—her—he wanted undid her. Unleashed her control. She surged toward him, gripping his hair and drawing him down to her.

				He planted one forearm next to her head, his upper body curling over her even as he worked a knee between her legs. Opening her to him, he slipped his other hand between her legs.

				“Gods, Ash. Ye’re sae wet.”

				She arched her back, her breasts rubbing his chest. “I want you, Gareth. Now.”

				Lowering himself, their bodies melded together, obliterating any space between them.

				Heat bloomed at her core as his turgid arousal pressed into the flat of her belly. She wanted him, craved him, had to have him. This crush of voracious feelings threw her off her thinking game, and all she could do was respond. This, this was what the epithicas was—a mind-numbing, react-don’t-think, have-to-assuage-this-now ache. An undeniable urge. A power she couldn’t compel to be anything other than what it was.

				Gareth rested on both forearms, one on each side of her head. Then he lowered his chest gently to hers, his mouth following until their lips met.

				She’d only thought they were as close as they could be.

				This kiss was everything the first had built toward—heat, longing, passion, hunger. It was all that and more. It quickly evolved into an oral duel, the thrust and retreat of their tongues, the pursuit of one into the other’s mouth both a precursor and parody of what would, inevitably, come.

				He shocked her then, pulling away.

				She pushed up on her arms and followed him, unwilling to let the contact end. More. She needed more.

				Gareth knelt between her knees and watched her through heavy-lidded blue eyes that blazed with intent. Gripping her under the arms, he pulled her up and settled her on his lap. He rested one hand at the small of her back, one elbow hooked under her armpit.

				Ashley rocked against him, the hard ridge of his erection creating the most delicious friction against her clitoris. “Gods,” she breathed, letting her head fall back as she increased the tempo.

				Gareth spread his legs and bent her back, increasing the friction. Then he dipped his mouth low to suckle first one nipple and then the other.

				Her shouted pleasure echoed through the chamber.

				His hand at her lower back pressed and released, encouraging her to increase the tempo until she was mad from desire.

				Leaning back a fraction, he began to thrust against her. Then, voice raspy and strained, he gripped her ass, forcing her to bear down on him and issued a command that gave no quarter for refusal. “Come for me, a stór.”

				She did as bid, cresting with a mind-shattering rush even as she came apart in his embrace.

				Before she could coalesce, he let go of her ass, slipped his arm under her knee and lifted. He slipped into her in one deft move.

				Ashley slid down his length with a gasp, her fingers digging into the heavy trapezius muscles on either side of his neck. Holding on was her only option as he rose halfway, just enough to allow him total control of her body. She was a slave to his every thrust. Never had she thought to be so grateful to cede control, to simply be, to thrive on the experience, to allow her body to be ruled by another with no interest in regaining control.

				He worked her up and down his length with increasing fervor.

				The last contractions of her orgasm had yet to fade, instead reforming without respect for her need to recover, regroup, breathe. No, he drove her hard and then harder.

				Shifting his hips subtly, she was suddenly racing toward the precipice and then throwing herself into the chasm without concern for what lay at the bottom. She fell, blinded by pleasure and unaware of everything but Gareth’s shout as he chased her over the edge.

				And, for the first time, she truly let go, confident that her lover would be there to catch her.

				* * *

				Two hours later, Gareth lay with Ashley in his arms and what he assumed was a satisfied smile on his face. The epithicas had been sated after the first hour. As for the second? That had been mutually gratifying. Gods save him, she’d rocked his world...right off its axis. Never had a lover taken him with such intense focus, such heat, such unchecked passion. She’d been focused on him and him alone. When she’d cupped his sack and then taken him in her mouth? They might be more than two hundred feet below the terrain, but he’d seen stars.

				His grin widened. Of course he’d been obliged to return the favor.

				She was amazing.

				Body pressed up against his right side and her head resting in the hollow of his shoulder, she sighed. Her featherlight touch traced the pattern of muscle across his torso. The tattooing rhythm of her heart beat against his side. His heart beat in counter time, just as fast. He wanted to lay here for hours, reveling in her small sounds of contentment, sounds she likely had no idea she made. Moreover, he wanted to tightly clutch the reprieve she’d given him. For the time they’d spent lost in each other, he’d forgotten everything bearing down on him. It was the greatest of gifts.

				“Gareth?”

				He hooked his free arm behind his head and canted his chin so he could see her.

				Long, deep auburn lashes dipped low.

				Shifting so he rested on his elbow, her head pillowed on his forearm, he traced a fingertip from her throat to her navel and then spread his hand wide, palm across her stomach. “What is it, a stór?” The term of endearment—darling—slipped from him without thought. He stilled, waiting for her to cut him off, issue a fierce denial or physically withdraw. His heart thrilled when she did nothing he’d expected. Instead, she turned to her side and buried her face in the crook of his arm.

				“Where do we go from here?” she whispered.

				He stared at her, studying her profile. Was she asking where they went physically or emotionally? Not that it mattered. There wasn’t an easy answer for either question.

				He ran a hand slowly down her arm, ending at her hand.

				She laced their fingers together.

				Something in him shifted and came to rest, filling an unfamiliar vacancy he’d never known existed. He sucked in a sharp breath as that unfamiliar piece settled into place. No way could he be falling for her. He was a dead man walking. It would be cruel to both of them to allow anything like that to happen. Better to keep this thing between them uncomplicated.

				He squeezed her hand. “Ash, I don’t know—”

				“Hush,” she said sharply, slapping a hand over his mouth.

				“What?” The question was muffled against her skin but still discernible.

				She shot him a hard glare before breathing her one-word answer. “Company.”

				Gareth grabbed the Sig Sauer he’d rested atop his clothes and silently surged to his feet. He searched the wide cavern. Too many tunnels. Too many options. The threat could come from any direction. Glancing at Ashley, he pointed at the nearest tunnel.

				She shook her head and pointed two over. The same one they’d come in.

				Damn it. How could anyone have tracked them so quickly? They had to have been seen.

				He moved to his duffel and dug out two blades. Hefting them for weight and balance, he passed the better of the two to Ashley and kept the other for himself, even as he wished it were a proper long sword. Bullets were highly efficient for slowing attackers, but beheadings were just so much more effective at keeping them down. For good. If he had to hack this son of a bitch’s head off, he’d fill the threat full of lead and then do what he had to do. Messy job, but it wouldn’t be the first time he’d done it.

				Gareth dropped the blade but managed to retain the gun.

				Flames flickered in his palm before spreading to encase first one hand and then the other. His skin remained entirely undamaged. More startling was the desire he had to let himself flame unchecked and burn the intruder to the ground.

				What the hell?

				He shot Ashley a quick glance. She’d risen from the pallet and moved to stand near him. Assuming a forty-five degree angle off his less dominant side, she watched the tunnel directly across from her for a moment and then held up a hand indicating two more approached from her side. The news wasn’t what stunned Gareth. It was her. She was as nude as he, but her arms were encased in flames. Hands loose at her sides, her focus didn’t waver as she waited. Her hair sparked and crackled. Lucent eyes glowed like molten gold. Confidence radiated off her as thick and visible as a desert mirage. She was, in a word, resplendent.

				Adrenaline swam through Gareth’s veins and his semiflaccid cock flooded with arousal. Gods, a good fight always gave him a fierce hard-on. That he had his element back? He wanted to throw down with any challenger, and in the worst way.

				Ashley made a sharp move and a broad stream of fire shot across the cavern.

				A man shouted, the curse as colorful as it was fierce. Then the ground shook.

				Gareth stumbled toward her but kept his focus on the tunnel before him. He swept low and retrieved his blade. Finger on the Sig’s trigger, he began to pull. Whoever came through that narrow opening was about to have a very, very bad day. Lead poisoning was only the first of his worries.

				A dark head emerged and Gareth got off a single shot before a male voice shouted, “Stand down, Gareth!”

				At the same time, a second male voice called out, “Cut it out, Zippo! You’re going to hurt someone with that...day-um. Nice body, Red.”

				Gareth didn’t think beyond the fact someone looked at Ashley’s naked body and that “someone” was male. Gareth simply spun and pulled the trigger. Rock exploded next to the dark blond’s head.

				The man ducked behind a wall of dirt and stone that hadn’t existed seconds earlier. “What the fuck, Gareth! Did I miss the sign that said this was a reenactment of the bloody scene from Road to Perdition?”

				Magick hit Gareth and wove around him, thick and viscous. The gun he held softened and warped, lengthening and reshaping into an exceptionally large dinner fork. The knife in his other hand went limp before stiffening and recasting itself as a child’s wooden pirate sword. Only one man could do that, control the aether to reconstruct his environment. Spinning, Gareth faced the large man with shoulder-length black hair and luminous green eyes who stood, palms out, casting a dense cloud of the most complex of magicks.

				Dylan O’Shea.

				The man who had become the Assassin to all other assassins, the same man whom Gareth had trusted for centuries, slowly lowered his hands. He didn’t, however, retrieve the aether he’d loosed. “Pull that trigger again, brother, and I’ll turn your bullets into a ball vice and custom fit it to you myself.”

				Gareth lowered what had been weapons, calling to Ashley, “It’s cool, Ash. These are my men.”

				Ethan Kemp—American warlock and general pain in the ass who had refused to leave Ireland after his best friend, Kennedy, married Dylan—peered around the earthen wall he’d created and grinned. “Well, well, my band of merry asses. Looks like we weren’t needed after all.” He waggled his brows at Gareth. “You never call anymore, Irish. You never write. Dylan was wringing his hands in fear that you’d, literally, fallen off the face of the Earth, and all the while you were gettin’ a little bow-chick-a-wow-wow.”

				Gareth’s element, his to command once again, flowed down his arms to his hands and simmered at the surface. He created a fireball and flung it across the wide-open space, grinning coldly when the warlock ducked behind his magick-made barricade. “You talk a tough game for someone whose magick relies on a little moonlight chanting and tools.”

				Ethan stepped out from behind the defensive barrier he’d created and held his arms wide. “Do you see any tools here?”

				Raising both brows, Gareth blinked slowly. “I’m looking at it.”

				The Assassin’s Arcanum, the men that formed the elite Druidic assassins—Dylan, Kayden, Niall and Rowan—stepped out of the parallel tunnels they’d traveled.

				Mouth twitching, Ethan managed a strong, “Asshole.”

				All but Rowan chuckled. The largest man stood quietly, eyes averted.

				Gareth whirled around to find Ashley struggling to strip a blanket off their makeshift pallet and cover herself.

				“Look away,” he barked at the men.

				They all immediately gave the pair their backs.

				Irritated beyond reason, Gareth strode to Ash’s duffel and pulled out a change of clothes. “Dress.”

				She snatched the clothes from him, her eyes narrowing. “You need to tread lightly, ‘Irish.’”

				He sighed. “Please. I don’t want them to see you.”

				“Little late for that,” Ethan called over his shoulder.

				“You can forget what you saw, or I’ll wipe it from your memory,” Gareth bit out. He typically appreciated the warlock’s irreverence, but not on this. Never on this. “You know I’m fully capable of seeing the task through, so do tread lightly here, witchling.”

				Ethan cocked his head to the side. “Reduced to name-calling even as you threaten to play in the gray area of magick, are you?”

				“If the shoe fits.” Gareth retrieved and pulled on his boxer briefs and jeans, and then shoved his feet into his socks and boots. All the while, he kept his gaze averted from Ashley. “And as for the latter, be grateful I didn’t simply curse you to an eternity of hellfire. Seeing as I’m already damned, I’ve nothing to lose.”

				A burning sensation took up squatter’s rights behind his heart, spreading through his chest. He didn’t care for the feeling. At all.

				Ashley moved to stand beside him, arms wrapped around her middle as if she was cold. “While it’s always awkward to enter a kill-or-be-killed situation with complete strangers, it’s even more awkward when only half the troops elect to fight in the tradition of medieval Scottish Highlanders. Seems like there should be a memo regarding the rules of engagement so everyone’s junk is treated equitably.”

				Gareth dropped an arm around her shoulders, surprised to find her skin didn’t scald him as it had in days past. “I’ll have Dylan’s secretary get right on that.”

				“My ‘secretary’?” A dark grin colored Dylan’s face. “That would be you, mate.”

				“Only because you’re illiterate, computer and otherwise. Grunts and snarls don’t translate well to written correspondence.” Gareth pressed on before Dylan could respond. “Ashley Clement, this is Dylan O’Shea, head of the Assassin’s Arcanum. The tool hiding behind his homemade dugout is Ethan Kemp, American warlock and all around pain in the ass.”

				“I prefer ‘mascot,’” the handsome man responded.

				“Only if I get to choose your costume, and I’m envisioning something from Victoria’s Secret,” Gareth countered. “The guy over here posing as our modern-day, dark-haired Rapunzel is Kayden MacNamara. The guy to his right—short brown hair and tattoos—is Niall O’Connor.” He nodded at Rowan Brady. “And you know Rowan.”

				Ashley nodded. “Conan.”

				Ronan nodded back but didn’t speak.

				“So.” Gareth crossed his arms over his bare chest and watched Dylan carefully. “Why are you crashing my two-person cave party?”

				“Your cell fell off the grid. I...” Neither Dylan’s stance nor his countenance changed. “I worried.”

				The history between them, covering each others’ backs for so long, meant Gareth couldn’t help but grin. “Thanks, Ma.”

				Dylan considered him, and Gareth knew he was weighing the humor that had been missing since Dylan’s wife had run Gareth through. Seeming to come to some internal conclusion, Dylan spoke carefully and quietly, wiping the humor off Gareth’s face. “We need you to come home. There’s a chance we’ve found a way to break Macha’s claim. It’s a long shot but a chance all the same.”

				“Say that again?” Gareth choked out, dropping his arm from Ashley’s shoulders and stepping toward the man who’d had his back across the centuries. Always. “How?” he croaked.

				“She’s able to manifest in this realm thanks to the tear in the veil.” Dylan tipped his chin back and stared at the ceiling for several minutes before lowering his gaze to Gareth. “The Elder believes her physical body has to be bound to this realm in order to destroy her. Tied to the Well of Souls as she is, she’ll be forced to return as a revenant spirit.”

				“A revenant?” Ashley asked, drawing Dylan’s attention.

				Gareth answered. “A revenant is a dark spirit that has no form, no physical host. It’s a spirit that can be...”

				“A spirit that can be what, Gareth?” she pressed.

				Rowan uncrossed his arms and stepped forward. “A revenant is a spirit that can be cast out and bid never to return.”

				Dylan gave a terse nod. “We can cast her to the Well of Souls, and there won’t be a bloody damn thing she can do about it. She’ll be bound to that realm. Unless you enter the Well of Souls, she’ll have no dominion over you.”

				Gareth tried to keep his voice steady. He failed. “And her claim to my soul?”

				Dylan looked away. “We’re working on that.”

				The hair on the back of Gareth’s neck stood up. “Tell me.”

				“To break her claim and repair the veil, a blood sacrifice has to be made.” Dylan took a menacing step toward Gareth. “It won’t be you, brother.”

				“What type of blood sacrifice?”

				“The Elder is trying to figure that out.” Dylan worked his jaw. “We’ll sort it out once you’re home, Gareth. Most important? We’ll be breaking Macha’s hold on you.”

				Gareth went to his knees and buried his face in his hands. He’d been resigned to spending the last of his days in the arms of the phoenix who had taught him to live in the moment. Now?

				For the first time in more than half a year, he found the courage to hope.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 15

				Ashley pretended not to listen as the Assassin’s Arcanum argued about whether or not it was safe to take her back to the Nest. It took her a bit to figure out that “the Nest” was their fabled keep. Part of her wanted to see it desperately. Another part of her was offended they had turned the decision into a subterranean summit. She’d proven she could hold her own. The last thing she needed was to be forced to prove herself all over again to a testosterone-laden group of warriors, the leader of whom was married and an obvious fretter if not totally whipped.

				Listening as she heated up every tin of soup she and Gareth had purchased, she did her level best not to resent the gender bias that the female should cook while the male provided and then took it upon himself to solve all of their problems. She kept at it, though. Truth was, the task kept her out of the line of sight and gave her the chance to learn about both the men and Gareth’s situation. Knowledge was another source of power, and this particular knowledge would allow her to make smart choices about when and where she’d be the most use. That was, if they “let” her.

				She huffed out a short laugh chock-full of disdain. If they thought this was a matter of “letting her” participate in the solution, they had another think coming. She might have always run before, but she’d made a personal—albeit silent—vow to help Gareth find his freedom. Backing out wasn’t an option, not if she intended to maintain any level of self-respect. When that was all a girl had, she tended to cling to it. Tightly.

				As she stirred, she listened to the men debate what they’d do with her. She made her internal list of allies and “indifferent parties”—she didn’t need more enemies—based on each individual’s articulated opinion.

				What she gathered was that, while Dylan was entirely opposed to having the threat Ashley posed come anywhere near his wife, Kennedy, Rowan was entirely indifferent to what they did with her. Kayden and Niall were united in that whatever gave Gareth the best chance of beating the goddess should happen. And Ethan remained almost entirely silent, waving off their requests to throw his hat in the ring.

				For all that the men razzed the warlock, it was clear they respected his opinion. Yet he didn’t volunteer anything in the way of planning save for one comment. “This discussion is ridiculous. Whatever chance we have at saving Gareth’s soul is where our collective focus should lie. Beyond that? I’m hungry.” Then he’d gone silent again.

				Ethan’s eyes were soft, unfocused even, and his mouth turned down at the corners as he absently picked at a loose thread on the seam of his jeans. More than once, one of the men asked him another question, rousing the warlock from his thoughts. Bits of conversation had to be repeated before he would comment.

				Each assassin watched him, casting covert glances his way as the group debated the issues at hand. It was Rowan, though, who remained entirely focused on the warlock. Ethan avoided Rowan’s gaze, even when the larger man directly addressed him. Whatever hovered between them had created tension the others ignored.

				Shaking off her curiosity over the warlock’s internal battle, Ashley reduced the heat on the cook stove’s single burner, stood and then stretched. The weight of intense attention settled between her shoulders and she chanced another look at the group.

				Dylan watched Gareth, the scowl on his face speaking volumes.

				Because Gareth watched her, his focus unwavering.

				She offered Gareth a single dip of the chin in acknowledgment before crouching in front of the stove again to stir the soup as it came to a boil. There was a four-pack of plastic bowls, two spoons, six men and her. Easy way to handle distribution? She dished up her serving and moved well out of the way. “Cook gets the first bowl. The rest of you are on your own.”

				As predicted, conversation was abandoned as the assassins stampeded the stove. Shoving and threats ensued. Rowan and Dylan each emerged with a bowl, but Ethan was the one to emerge with a bowl and the other spoon.

				He poured a reasonable serving, looked around and then shocked her by crossing to sit beside her. Shooting her a sardonic grin, he spooned up a bite but stopped shy of his mouth. “You ladies can have a bitch-slap fight over who gets to wash my bowl and spoon when I’m done. Until then?” He downed the bite and loosed a dramatic, almost erotic moan. “Best can of soup I’ve ever had. You’re a damn fine cook, Ashley.”

				Rowan stared at him, deadpan. “I’ve eaten in far more trying conditions. A spoon isn’t necessary.”

				“That’s right.” Ethan downed another bite. “You’re, what—over five centuries old, right? I suppose you have experience eating with your hands. Or your face.”

				Tipping the bowl to his mouth, Rowan kept his eyes on Ethan as he swallowed mouthful after mouthful of the scalding soup. He didn’t stop until it was gone. Blindly passing the bowl to Kayden, Rowan grinned at the warlock with eyes so devoid of emotion that Ashley shivered. “Don’t pretend to understand our history when you’re barely out of your nappies, mate.”

				Ethan obviously wasn’t fazed. A brief salute with his spoon and then he shifted his attention to Ashley. “So, you’re a phoenix.”

				“Yes.” She was unsure of him, and her inner phoenix was screaming at her to flee all these alpha males. The men were stronger, faster, more capable than she. They could catch her, trap her, steal her freedom.

				He snapped his fingers in front of her, regaining her attention. “Sorry. Lost you there for a second. So, what’s it like being an immortal bird with a siren’s song trapped in a Hooters girl’s body?”

				“Hot?”

				His sharp crack of laughter bounced off the domed limestone ceiling. “No wonder Irish is all about you. He has—or had—a wicked sense of humor.”

				She jumped to Gareth’s defense. “He doesn’t have much to laugh about right now.”

				“Yeah, well, that whole dying thing?” He absently gestured at Gareth with his coveted spoon. “It changed him.” Ethan shot her a shrewd sidelong glance, not bothering to attempt to disguise his purpose. She felt him take her measure. He reached his conclusion quickly, leaned toward her and spoke in a hushed voice. “It’s good to see him smiling again, even if it’s only a little. We’ve missed him and the man he used to be.”

				She raised her brows.

				“All I’m saying is, you’re good for him.”

				Ashley tucked her legs up under her. “It’s complicated.”

				“Relationships always are.”

				“We don’t have a relationship.” The low but vehement answer was supplied by rote.

				“Friends with bennies?” Ethan nodded sagely. “That’s cool.” He set his empty bowl aside, ignoring Niall’s subsequent snatch and grab. “Whatever it is you’ve got with him, don’t let it go. If he’s going to beat the goddess, he’ll need this. Need you.”

				“Needs what?” Sex?

				“A reason to live.”

				Ashley looked over at Gareth, a sense of responsibility she did not want settling around her.

				The assassin, her lover, caught her watching him. One corner of his mouth feathered up as he stood. “I’ll have your bowl when you’re done, Dylan.” He crossed the floor, his eyes locked on hers even as he addressed Ethan. “Scamper away, witchling, or I’ll set your briefs on fire.”

				“Ouch, Irish. That’s a serious violation of the Bro Code, and you don’t violate the Code. You just don’t.” Ethan popped to his feet and, looking down at Ashley, winked. “I don’t care how much you like the woman.”

				It didn’t slip Ashley’s notice that he’d addressed the threat issued but not the comment regarding his feelings for her.

				What are you doing worrying about feelings anyway? You know how this will end.

				Why it bothered her to acknowledge, even to herself, that this thing with Gareth would be over soon made no sense. She shouldn’t be so bothered. And she was. Immensely.

				“Ash?”

				She looked up at Gareth. “Sorry. Mind wandered.”

				“I get it.” He sank to her side, taking the spot Ethan had vacated. But where the warlock had respected her personal space, Gareth ensured their legs touched from hip to knee. Their arms brushed with every breath.

				She leaned back on her hands, needing at least a little separation in order to keep her head clear.

				Gareth didn’t comment on the move, instead broaching the topic of the Arcanum’s discussion. “It’ll be best if we spend the night here and head back to our cars in the morning. Seems everyone except Dylan parked in Killavullen in order to get here faster.” He shook his head. “Dylan left his car on the bridge.”

				“Excellent. Because if everyone here drives cars similar to yours, an abandoned car of that caliber won’t draw attention.”

				“I suggested Dylan leave tonight for that very reason.”

				“And?”

				“Didn’t go over well, but the others agreed. He’ll head out after dinner. The rest will sleep deep in the tunnels they came in through to ensure no one catches us unaware.” He bent his knees and parked his feet flat so only his near hip touched her. Leaning forward, he let his chin dip to his chest even as he rested his forearms on his knees. “It’ll be safest if we leave in groups of one and two tomorrow.”

				She couldn’t help her choked laugh. “I can’t imagine a group of men with your collective size and appearance materializing outside the cave would not cause a stir, even—or particularly—in such a tiny village.”

				“That’s why we’ll stagger our departure. Rowan will be closest, sleeping in—” he pointed across the room “—that tunnel. He’ll stay nearby as we leave in case a male phoenix is in the area. For tonight, though, I’d afford us what little privacy I can.” Using only his legs, he stood. The movement was fluid but powerful, the strength in his body undeniably lethal. He held out a hand. “Finished?”

				She silently handed over her bowl and spoon.

				Before she could ask, Gareth answered her unspoken question. “I drew the short straw. Kitchen duty is mine.”

				As if that was some secret code, all but one of the men rose and piled their bowls near the lake’s edge before slipping into the darkness. Only Dylan remained.

				The head of the Arcanum stared at her for a moment, green eyes flaring bright, then shifting to focus on Gareth. “Don’t screw around tomorrow. Get your ass back to the Nest.”

				Gareth glanced down at Ashley and smiled, the look totally irreverent.

				She’d never seen him like this, and it made her galloping heart trip in her chest.

				He leaned toward her. “I suppose that means stopping for sex under every bridge is out.”

				“There are a lot of bridges in Ireland,” she said, voice a bit breathless.

				Gareth nodded slowly. “Shame, that.”

				“Shame,” she echoed.

				He shook his head, the smile widening. “I’ll eat and then do dishes and bag our trash. You should get some rest.”

				She spared Dylan a final look, but the man who hadn’t wished her well any more than he’d wished her ill had faded into the darkness while she’d been focused on Gareth.

				Bloody dangerous, that.

				* * *

				Gareth made a single circuit around the cavern, listening for anything out of the ordinary—including chatter from the Arcanum that would indicate they were too close to what he had of a private life.

				Ashley.

				She’d lain down as he suggested and, unless she was faking it, had fallen asleep quickly. Her color had been a little off, her face pallid. That thought alone was enough to prompt him to make his security circuit quickly, anxious as he was to return to her.

				Walking the edge of the lake, he did an impromptu systems check. He hadn’t felt this well since last October. Energy hummed through him, as vibrant as it was electrifying. The awareness of his element had changed, intensified, even as its signature had morphed. That had to be a result of the unplanned merger with Ash’s flame. If this, this awareness of life, was the payoff? He couldn’t be angry. She’d given him his life back in so many ways, from warmth to humor to hope.

				He could never repay her.

				The realization that he could finally share body heat with her instead of being the one to constantly take had him resuming his trek. Rounding the far end of the lake, he stepped up the pace even more. He wanted to bury his nose in her hair, smell the signature scent of arid heat that clung to her skin, run his hands over the lush curve of one hip as he settled himself against her ass. Then he’d let things go where they may.

				Unadorned lust surged through him. Wanting her now had nothing to do with her fertility cycle and everything to do with the woman she was—funny, edgy, charming, sharp, compassionate. That she’d paid close attention to the Arcanum’s discussion tonight hadn’t slipped his notice. He knew she’d weighed their words and developed opinions. He wanted to talk to her about them, discuss odds and options for taking Macha on...

				He stumbled to a halt.

				Macha.

				He’d used the goddess’s name, but not really. Like every other time, he’d only thought it.

				Suddenly, that wasn’t enough.

				Having lived under the weight of the terror that bitch imposed infuriated him. She had taken so much from his life. None of it had been hers to take. In turn, she’d left him broken. Cold. Hopeless.

				No more.

				Ashley’s words whispered through his mind. Don’t paint fear into every dark corner or every suspicious sound.

				He’d been angry with her for saying it and yet grateful when she went on to define fear, from the threat of every unfamiliar face to the unanticipated knock at the door. Once, shortly after he’d been resurrected, he’d tried to talk to Dylan about his fears. The man had listened, had attempted to understand, but he hadn’t been able to. Not really.

				Ashley? She’d been hunted so long, had lived with the understanding that her capture, her loss of self and freedom, was always one wrong step away. She understood.

				For the first time in months, Gareth hadn’t been alone with the weight of his fear. He’d had a partner who understood what it was to live, eat, breathe and sleep in a constant state of terror. He was ashamed he’d so easily ceded control to the goddess who thought to force him into an eternity of indentured, violent service as the sword arm of her immortal army. He would never fight his own brethren in her name, for her purpose. The thought of being her puppet, the idea that she possessed the power to supersede his free will, had terrified him into blindly believing her when she claimed she controlled both his present as well as his ever-after.

				“No more,” he said softly.

				He wasn’t going to allow the goddess to dictate his fate or his future.

				No. Not “the goddess.”

				Gareth swallowed around the bitterly familiar fear that surged into his throat and anchored itself.

				He drew a deep breath, held it to a count of ten and blew it out through his nose in a hard rush. If this was what it took to reclaim a little more of his own, he could do it. Summoning the dregs of the man he’d been, he spoke.

				“You, Goddess of Phantoms and War, have no claim on me.” He licked his lips, his mouth and tongue as desiccated as a centuries-old grave. “I renounce you... Macha.”

				Something shimmered in his peripheral vision. His stomach surged, and he spun toward the mirage only to find Ashley rolling over and pulling the blankets to her chin.

				Nothing there.

				His heart hammered against his sternum with the speed of a machine gun ripping through an endless ammunition belt, the rat-tat-tat ricocheting around inside his chest.

				Rubbing a hand between his pecs, he forced himself to breathe. Gods, but he was tired. Even the discomfort of sleeping on the hard-packed earth held appeal if only because it meant he’d get to lie down.

				With her.

				A second mirage shimmered just out of his regular field of view. This one was closer, though.

				Gareth’s breath fogged the air...and he knew.

				Every movement brutally precise, he squared off with the cloaked goddess who materialized only a few feet away.

				His element flared. Sweat bloomed on his skin. He basked in the intent with which the fire he carried came to heel. He reveled in the glut of strength rolling through him on a cellular level and called for more. He savored the fury that rushed in and smothered his fear. Finally, finally, he was in control. He would master his emotions. He would dictate the terms of engagement. He held jurisdiction over the outcome.

				Fingers stretching, his element drew even closer to the surface, racing across his palm to rest at his fingertips. Loosing that power would be a matter of thought. He encouraged the heat to wash through him like a fiery whirlwind as he focused on the goddess.

				No. Again, not “the goddess.” That bitch had a name, one that smeared the air when uttered. “Macha.”

				She slid her hands—wrinkled, charred and cracked—from her cloak’s bell sleeves. Moving with care, she slipped her hood back.

				Gareth fought not to retch. He’d seen gruesome wounds over his centuries of service, but every memory paled in the face of Macha’s physical reality.

				Blond hair that had previously hung to her waist was entirely gone, revealing scalp riddled with scar tissue and open wounds. Skin on her face had been burned and now puckered. A raw, ragged wound, the edges of which had failed to seal, ran down the front of her neck and disappeared under the cloak. But it was her eyes that he knew would haunt him. They were wide, the irises no longer pallid but a milky white.

				She was a walking, talking horror story. A nightmare manifest. His nightmare.

				Time to wake up.

				“You finally speak my name.” Macha steepled her fingers, palms pressed together. “It would seem your little phoenix has fueled your confidence. Rest assured, I’ll break it.”

				He raised his chin and shook out his hands. “Just words. They hold no dominion over me. Not anymore.”

				The milky film over her eyes took on a gray pallor. She smiled. The gesture wasn’t at all reassuring, hedging much closer to a peeling back of lips that revealed the dichotomy of perfect teeth. “I told you in the village that obsequious behavior would carry you further than defiance. You neither listened nor learned. I intend to rectify that. Now. I would have preferred your respect, assassin.” She gestured with her hands, palms up, as if to shrug. “Now? I’ll settle for your fear.” Macha blew across her open hands.

				Shards of ice shot across the distance separating them.

				It happened so fast that he had no time to defend himself.

				Those shards pierced his skin like a thousand poisoned darts and chased his pulse through his veins. Soft tissue hardened as his heart slowed and his blood turned to slush. Pain, shockingly similar to what he’d experienced in the Well of Souls, made his knees buckle. Memories rolled over him, the weight crushing. Only sheer force of will kept him from dropping to the rock-strewed ground.

				His legs shook as he forced himself upright and locked his knees. Blood trickled from an impossible number of tiny wounds to stain his chest and faded jeans. He wiped his forehead. His hand came away painted in fine crimson strokes. “That the best you’ve got?”

				An unfamiliar male voice cursed so loud the caustic diatribe reverberated through the still cavern.

				Gareth’s chin whipped around of its own volition.

				“No,” Macha purred. “That is.”

				Across the small lake, Ashley shot from their pallet. Whirling to face the man who lurched after her, she caught a vicious backhand. She spun away and went down hard.

				Frenzied wrath ripped an involuntary, animalistic sound from Gareth.

				Ashley rose on unsteady feet. Her gaze met his and she took a couple of unsteady steps toward him. Then she reached for him.

				The long-haired man, easily a head taller than her and half again as wide, stepped in front of her. She refocused on the stranger. Brilliant flames raced down her arms and swallowed her hands. She amassed two fiery orbs and launched them in rapid succession.

				The man caught the first strike and cast it aside. Fire skipped across the cave floor and collided with one of the two duffel bags and sent it up in flames. Distracted, he missed the second fireball. It caught him square in the chest and lit him up.

				Gareth’s chest seized. Then he breathed out a harsh, “No.”

				The stranger swiped at the flames, shedding them with each pass of his hands. His skin appeared angry and welted, but no serious damage was done.

				“How?” Gareth wheezed.

				“I won’t suffer the harlot to live, assassin mine.”

				“How?” he roared, rounding on the deceptively diminutive goddess.

				“She thought to take what I claimed! You belong to me!” Macha screeched. “I will not tolerate disrespect.”

				Chest heaving, Gareth took an unconscious step forward. “What have you done?”

				A slow, wicked grin infused with madness spread over Macha’s face. “Delivered her worst nightmare to her door.”

				Flames erupted from his fingers and spread up his forearms. He drew on the blend of elemental magicks that burned inside him, coaxing the inferno to life. “This ends now.”

				“You’re wrong. This is just the beginning.” Macha flung her hand toward the lake, and a massive wall of water rose. It splashed against the ceiling and froze, creating a solid wall between him and Ashley. “What will you do, assassin mine? Will you direct your rage at me as you long to do, or will you ride to the female’s rescue and save her from being taken back to her clan? You cannot be in two places at once.” Black mist swirled around the hem of her cloak. Shadowy forms with gaping mouths began to take shape. “Choose,” she hissed, her voice infused with the screams of the damned.

				Flashes of orange and red confirmed the battle raged beyond the ice wall. That meant both phoenixes were engaged. He’d seen Ashley fight. The woman was fierce and could hold her own. She’d had centuries to hone her skills, had survived against the odds based on cunning and would resurrect should she fall. She’d even intimated she hadn’t wanted help. But this thing with Macha...

				Gareth drew a ragged breath. There was no way he was turning his back on the goddess. She wouldn’t just let him walk away. No way. He could end this here. Now.

				Power coursed through him and he drew deep, his strength fueled by the rage he harbored for the Goddess of Phantoms and War. That rage bordered on madness.

				He didn’t forecast his intent, didn’t afford her any warning. Instead, he flung a hand toward her and shouted, “Flammis destruunt quod dedignor!” Flames destroy that which I despise!

				Macha’s phantoms scattered to avoid the brilliant flash of light. The goddess’s robe lit up, the flames licking up her legs. She screamed and, with one hand, cast a heavy mist down her body in self-defense. Throwing her other hand out, she curled her fingers toward her body in a summoning gesture. “Anima Peto, derelinquetis gloriam vestram et exercitum meum ordinesque turbaverat. Praecipere meus es tu!” Soul I claim, leave your host and join my ranks. You are mine to command!

				The brand on Gareth’s chest split and cracked, and from the depths of his body came the most disconcerting sensation. It was as if the very heart of who he was fought to separate from his consciousness and heed Macha’s summons.

				He forced himself to ignore the hissing scream of fire rebounding off ice, forced himself to trust that Ashley could take care of herself just one more time.

				He slammed a burning hand over his chest and willed the very heart of who he was to stay put. “I choose to end this now, on my terms!”

				He rounded on Macha and, drawing on the power coursing through him, lunged at the goddess.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 16

				Ashley had leaned against the man crawling in bed with her only moments before, certain it was Gareth. That assumption had amplified when his bare skin slid over hers, the heavy weight of his erection resting between her ass cheeks. The way he’d slipped his arm around her and then thrust against her had been her first major clue. Then she’d caught his scent. Arid. Hot. Unfamiliar.

				That wasn’t who Gareth was to her.

				She’d rolled over, the movement deceptively sensuous...and then junk-punched the uninvited bed guest in order to escape his tightening grasp. He’d roared as he curled into a fetal position. That was her chance, her only chance, to get away, to defend herself from a man whose image had been burned into her mind centuries ago.

				Christos Margalos.

				The first man who had elected to kill her instead of let her go.

				She didn’t think she’d be so lucky this time.

				He lunged after her before she was steady on her feet and delivered a vicious backhand, the ring he wore, her clan’s ring, splitting the skin over her cheekbone. The impact spun her like a top. She went with it, using the momentum to create much needed distance between them. How the hell had he found her, and here of all places?

				Her gaze shot across the lake to find Gareth facing off with Macha. The goddess was responsible.

				That bitch.

				Ashley started for Gareth. If things went the way they had in the village, he was in trouble. She couldn’t let him face this, the darkest personal demon she knew of, alone.

				Christos stepped into her path, forcing her to draw up far short of her intended goal.

				“Little Asia Panos. It’s been far too long, my little chick.”

				“I haven’t been ‘Asia’ for centuries.” She summoned her phoenix’s strength. Twin fireballs flashed into being and spun wildly in her palms.

				Christos’s eyelids slipped low, and he regarded her through eyes turning more bronze by the moment. “You’ll always be Asia to me.”

				“Bank your lust or you’re going to have the worst case of blue balls Ireland’s ever seen.” She stepped to one side.

				He mirrored the movement. “I’ll not accept your refusal as graciously this time, Asia.”

				“You bastard,” she spat, her temperature rising. “Last time I checked the advice columns, killing your unwilling lover because you failed to impregnate her wasn’t considered gracious.”

				His face darkened. “The epithicas ensured you were willing, woman. Your failure to accept my seed entitled me to take your life.”

				“Entitled? No one has any right to my life!” Fury roared through her that this man believed her life was his to do with as he saw fit. This was why she could never belong to a man. She would never be anyone’s property, and that was the only value male phoenixes assigned their women. Property. Chattel.

				She flung the first handful of fire at him, but he batted it away. Gareth’s duffel bag intercepted the orb, the dense nylon smoking furiously as it went up in flames. She threw the second fireball at him. This one stuck.

				He stunned her when he wiped the fire off his bare skin as if it was no more than rainwater. “Your powers are weak, Asia. The epithicas cannot be starved or you will suffer. I will satisfy your hunger.”

				Need bloomed hot between her thighs. Gods, no. It had been too long since she’d been with Gareth, too long since she’d been sated. Her nipples pearled. Heat washed over every inch of her. With it came the long-suppressed shame that she had fought to conquer, shame that she couldn’t control her body’s response. She didn’t want Christos. She wanted Gareth.

				Desperate, she sought him out at the same time a wall of water rose in the middle of the lake. It froze solid, but that wasn’t what had stopped her heart in her chest. Gareth had looked at her, had met her frantic stare. Then he’d turned toward Macha. And turned his back on her.

				A vicious smile spread over Christos’s face, his eyes having focused on her breasts. “You respond to me still.” He held out a hand. “Come to me of your own accord and I will be gentle.”

				She forced herself to remain in place.

				“Do not think you can deny me,” he said in a gravelly whisper. “Pregnant or not, I will kill you when I’m done with you. There will be more epithicai, but your lesson in subservience cannot wait.” He took a fractional step closer. “Know this, Asia. I took your heart before. I will not be as swift this time. You will long for death before I deliver the final blow.”

				Anger fought to the surface and trounced the devastating fear that threatened to pull her under. She clutched that anger tight as she called her phoenix.

				Silence met her summons.

				Denial coursed through her. She called again. Same result. Like a frayed tether, the connection to her phoenix was weak, but the tie to her phoenix’s strength? Her flame? It had somehow been lost. The compounded result was that she found herself free of the epithicas and shockingly clearheaded. The cost? Her best means of defense, her strength and her flame, were gone.

				No, not gone.

				Taken.

				Gareth. He’d taken them in the fight against Macha. Taken them and abandoned her.

				Something so much worse than impotent rage consumed her. Devastation. Betrayal. Things she never would have felt if she’d kept the assassin at arm’s length as she should have.

				He left me to die...

				Except no, he hadn’t risked her death. That, that she could forgive. But Gareth knew what she faced, knew what she was up against. Another phoenix. A lifetime of sexual servitude. He’d seen her worst fear crawl in bed with her and turned his back.

				A sound of unadulterated rage lodged in her throat. Backing up in a rush, she slammed into the rough rock of the wall. Her skin tore. The impact jarred the sound loose. That raw sound ripped through the cavern, knocking stalactites free from the ceiling.

				She would not go down without a fight. Christos had no right to her body, and she would die before she allowed him, or anyone, to take her against her will.

				She shuddered as reality struck.

				Ending her life would result in Final Death. Suicide was the only guaranteed means by which a phoenix could relinquish the ability to resurrect. The intent behind the death made all the difference. Being murdered wasn’t a matter of individual will, but suicide? No one purposefully died by her own hand without express intent.

				She didn’t want to experience true death, but what he threatened wasn’t living. It was slavery. And that was what had driven her mother to end her life.

				Christos held one hand out to her, curling his fingers into his palm in a come-hither motion. The other he used to grip his arousal and stroke. He clearly thought he was the lesser of the two evils she faced—servitude or death.

				He was wrong.

				Faced with those two options, there was only one she could accept. Consequences be damned. She would never allow herself to belong to someone, to become a numbered possession instead of a necessary person. If her partner couldn’t live without her, she couldn’t live with him.

				She began to chant in a language lost to mortals and Others alike, a language fiercely guarded by the phoenix clans. Ignoring the shock on Christos’s face, she summoned her phoenix to rise against its will. Her hands scaled and claws split the ends of her fingers. She would need them to rip her heart out.

				Gods, this was going to suck. She dug one hand into her chest, claws ripping at skin and grating over bone. She fought the scream charging up her throat.

				Christos charged her.

				He struck her hand away.

				Flesh tore.

				Her wrist broke.

				With her phoenix so near the surface, her agonized scream emerged as a heavy shriek.

				Christos gripped her hair and yanked her away from the wall. “You will not deprive me, Asia.”

				Pain made her eyes water. Her throat was so raw, her sharp comeback emerged as a strangled rasp. “You have no right to me.”

				“I’ll see you tattooed before the night’s out. The clan Master will allow it given your proclivity for self-inflicted harm.” He shoved a knee between her legs, forcing them open.

				The depth of her denial, something far too close to shock, softened reality. She wouldn’t survive this. Couldn’t survive this.

				The air sang with a high-pitched whine.

				Blood arced as a heavy blade separated Christos’s head from his neck. His body collapsed on top of her.

				She whimpered and shoved at the corpse. The flames required for a phoenix’s resurrection burned hotter than any other. If she was pinned beneath him when he lit up, she’d be burned to a crisp. If Christos resurrected before her, he could cause her true death by scattering her ashes. How she died would be one more choice taken from her.

				The corpse started to smoke.

				A booted foot immediately connected with the dead phoenix’s ribs, tossing the body several feet away. There was a brilliant flash and both body and head were consumed by flame.

				Panic rode her, blinded her to reason, stole her senses and demanded she act. She dug her claws into her chest. If she didn’t finish this—

				Her wrist protested the abuse. An anguished cry uncoiled from deep in her chest and emerged as a hopeless wail.

				Heat from the burning body winged out in a brutal strike against the two living bodies within range.

				Ashley.

				And Rowan.

				The assassin was forced back a step, but his gaze never left hers. It bored through her. Assessed her claws buried in her chest and silently demanded answers.

				Her decision to die and the phoenix’s opposing will to live crowded her mind, overriding her ability to speak.

				Rowan took a step toward her, stopping at the sound of talons on bone.

				Hers.

				“Remove the claws, Red.”

				She didn’t move. Couldn’t.

				His jaw tightened. “I will kill you without batting an eye if it means stopping this nonsense.” When she still didn’t remove her claws, he spoke through clenched teeth. “Don’t make me do this, Ashley.”

				The use of her name shocked her from her stupor. Chin to her chest and fingers still embedded in her body, she tipped sideways and landed in an awkward heap on the floor.

				Rowan closed in on her. He raised his sword and drove the tip into the earth. Dropping to his knees beside her, he gently removed her clawed fingers one at a time. “None of this, darling.” He pulled his shirt off and pressed it to her chest. “Hold this with your good hand.”

				When she didn’t move, he took her uninjured hand and pressed it to her breast.

				She began to shake.

				Rowan situated himself beside her. “I won’t hurt you.”

				Then he pulled her into his embrace.

				She clutched his shirt to her and curled into his warmth, her damaged wrist resting on his thigh. “Help Gareth. Please.”

				Ethan emerged from the tunnel he’d occupied, scraped, bruised and bleeding. “Fucking cave passages are not meant for running through.” He stumbled to a stop, eyes wide with obvious disbelief. “Rowan? When did you start hugging it out, man?”

				“Leave it,” the assassin bit out.

				The deep voice reverberated beneath her ear.

				Ethan shook his head and then glanced first at the burning body and then the flashes of magick and fire that could be seen through the ice wall. “What the hell happened?”

				“Get over here and help her,” Rowan ordered, gently extricating himself.

				Ethan sprinted to Ashley and slid to a stop beside her, arms open. “Come here, baby girl. Uncle Ethan’s got you.”

				She was passed with infinite gentleness into Ethan’s embrace.

				Free of her, Rowan sprinted toward the frozen wall. His physical form flickered seconds before he ghosted through the ice.

				Ashley sat up a bit. Did I just see...? She clutched the blood-soaked shirt to her chest and blinked rapidly. “What the hell?”

				Ethan leaned just far enough back to pull his shirt off and, with brutal efficiency, replaced the assassin’s offering with his own. He pressed against the five wounds harder than she had. “I have medical training and no supplies beyond ‘bippity-boppity-boo.’ Hell of a lot of good I am. Lay back.” He wiggled around to rest her bare back to his bare chest. His lips thinned. “If you were attempting to do what I think you were attempting to do, Gareth is going to lose it. I do not want to be here, hands on your very lovely chest, when that happens. I may be delicious, but I was never meant to be a s’mores component.”

				She couldn’t stop staring at the point where Rowan had disappeared. “I repeat, what the hell, Ethan?”

				Beyond the ice wall, magick raged—flashes of fire, enraged shouts, blurred movement.

				“Lay. Back.” He pulled at her until, given her weakened condition, she couldn’t help but comply. “Rowan doesn’t possess a traditional elemental magic.”

				“You think?” She gasped as he pressed even harder on her chest.

				“Not happy with the blood you’re losing.”

				“Don’t worry. If I bleed out, I’ll resurrect. Just protect my ashes.” She rolled her head back and looked up at the handsome blond warlock. “Rowan?”

				Ethan snorted. “He has ties to the spirit realm that no one discusses. I think—”

				A thunderous explosion rocked the cave and stole whatever he’d been about to say. The unnatural ice wall blew out, pieces raining around them. Ethan twisted them around and shielded her with his body. With his throat next to her ear, she couldn’t help but hear his pained grunts as debris pummeled his back.

				There one moment, he was ripped away from her the next.

				Gareth stood over her, skin flushed, eyes bright as flames danced deep in his irises. He took in her nudity, her ravaged hands and the bloody shirt she clutched to her chest. “Oh, baby.” He stepped toward her, hands outstretched.

				“Don’t.” She scooted away and curled her body protectively around her chest.

				Confusion stole over his face as he looked her over. “Ash?” She saw the moment understanding dawned. “Tell me you did not attempt to...” He waved a hand at her chest and hands, clearly unable to finish his sentence.

				“And what would that be?” she said, voice raw. “Spell it out for me.”

				“Ashley.” Gareth’s warning was clear.

				Forcing herself to sit up, she had to lean against the wall to keep from falling over. Her mouth was dry and her head pounded like she had an angry gorilla trapped between her ears. All that combined wasn’t enough to stop what came next. “What do you want from me, Gareth? I won’t lie to you any more than I can tell you what you want to hear.”

				His jaw flexed and his Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed hard. “Tell me you weren’t about to take your own life.”

				“I just told you I won’t lie to you.” So many emotions—hurt, pride, rage, betrayal—rolled through her that she didn’t know which one to latch on to. She spread the shirt over her in an attempt to hide her nudity but left the shredded skin in view. “Take a good look, Gareth. You know exactly what was about to go down.”

				“You would do that to me?” he asked, voice low and blade-sharp.

				“It wasn’t about you!” She forced herself to look up, to meet his tortured gaze. “This was about me. Me. You drew on the elemental tie, drained it...drained me. You left me with no means to defend myself. It was end up a member of Christos’s harem or end myself. I chose the lesser of two evils. You had to choose to face Macha or help me. Obviously, you left my six exposed in order to end your personal demon. I couldn’t end mine, so I made the only choice that would spare me from spending the rest of my life as a sexual slave. The epithicas takes me too close to that very edge every three years. Christos intended to claim me, Gareth. That? His claiming me? It would have pushed me over. There would have been no coming back.” She was devastated that Christos had exposed her weakness, driven her to that point—that his taunts and physical threats had hit the heart of her. “We all carry the burdens of the choices we make.”

				The devastation that settled over Gareth’s face wrecked her. “The thing is, Ash? You wouldn’t have been around to carry any of the burden. You would have left that to me. Only me.”

				“You might not have survived it.”

				“And if I’d died?”

				She twisted the edge of the shirt around her fingers. “You didn’t.”

				Somehow the fact they had both made it out alive didn’t carry the reassurance that everything was going to be okay.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 17

				Gareth stared at Ashley. Her body was bruised, bloody and nearly beaten. So was his. But the physical reality was nothing compared to the horrible pain that strangled his heart and made it near impossible to breathe. He hadn’t realized, hadn’t been able to see what was happening beyond the wall that separated them. The decision he’d made—to face Macha and trust Ashley to handle her own demons—had almost cost the woman her life.

				Macha hadn’t held anything back. Neither had he. She’d tried repeatedly to rip his soul from his body even as he’d tried to bind her to this realm. He’d almost done it. If he’d been successful, he would have burned her alive. The craving for the violent end had consumed him. Macha’s magick grew wilder as Gareth had pushed his own magick to bring his torment to an end. He intended to incinerate her and scatter whatever might remain.

				Then Rowan had ghosted through the wall.

				The other assassin’s appearance had distracted Gareth just long enough to allow Macha the opportunity to dematerialize. He’d roared his denial at the ceiling.

				“Get to Ashley,” Rowan had demanded.

				So Gareth had.

				He hadn’t been prepared for what he’d found and had been desperate to hear her deny what he knew to be true.

				She’d intended to kill herself.

				Truth and understanding drove him toward her again. He needed to touch her, to reassure himself she was whole.

				More than seven months he’d wasted, focused on ending his life. Nothing else had mattered. No one else had been enough to sway his determination, change his end game.

				Had this been what the friends he called family had suffered with? And did she think so little of him that she truly believed he was making this about him? Because this had nothing to do with him, his choices, his wants or even his needs. This was about her.

				Seeing Ashley like this changed everything, from the way Gareth viewed death to the way he honored life. His mind replayed scenarios where he’d hurt the people he loved by rationalizing that the choices he’d made were about his wellbeing, not theirs. In split seconds, he went through what felt like a hundred conversations in which the bottom line never varied. Retrospect made it so easy to see that the choice to end his life had been about him, about terminating his misery, fears and suffering.

				He’d been selfish because he’d known these people loved him and he’d chosen not to consider what his death would mean to them. But Ashley? She didn’t have the reassurance that she was loved unconditionally.

				His chest ached at the thought she’d never known what it was to be loved beyond reason. Rubbing his hand over his heart, he forced himself to slow down. To think. Whatever this thing between them turned out to be, whether it was a few days of pleasure or the start of a long-term affair, he couldn’t accept that this...this emotional torment was love’s foundation. It hurt too much.

				Gareth considered Ashley who had paled even further. What could he say to her that would sufficiently explain that he had courted death for months and hadn’t cared if he died, but the thought of a world without her in it wrecked him. He choked on a thousand words and issued not one.

				A single idea rapid-cycled through his mind. It offered one solution. He had to find a way to make her see that his death meant little in the face of hers. If he died as a consequence of her death, so be it. But the real loss would be in her leaving this world too early. It had nothing to do with him or whether he lived or died.

				He shifted toward her, lifted a hand in a stop-start manner, his insecurity translated loudly for everyone to see.

				It didn’t matter.

				All that mattered was setting things right with Ashley.

				Rowan intercepted Gareth’s gesture. Parking a big hand on Gareth’s chest, he pushed Gareth back a step. “You left her alone earlier, you can leave her alone now.”

				“You ordered me back to her and now want me to leave her alone?” Gareth’s temper narrowed his field of view until he saw no one but Rowan. “Back off, man.”

				“What were you thinking, leaving her to defend herself?” Rowan demanded, his words low and fierce, carrying an acidic undertone so caustic they burned.

				Gareth met the other man’s stare. “Ash has made it perfectly clear she’s entirely capable of protecting herself and doesn’t need anyone else’s help.” Hands balled into fists, he parked them on Rowan’s chest and pushed back. “Ever.”

				“You’re a fecking eejit.” Rowan’s mouth thinned into a hard line. “And don’t push me again.”

				Of course Gareth did just that. “And what would you have had me do?” he demanded. “I couldn’t turn my back on Macha. I trusted Ash to defend herself. And why wouldn’t I? She’s done a bang-up job so far.”

				The next shove from his fellow assassin nearly landed Gareth on his ass. Rowan stepped into his personal space. “You’re a fool if you think leaving the woman you care for alone to face her personal demons is ever the better choice.” Voice raw and chest heaving, Rowan leaned even closer. “You protect what’s yours or you lose it. Always.” He thumped a fist over his heart. “I know. I fucking know!”

				Gareth paled. Gods, how could he have not realized how this, almost losing Ashley, so closely paralleled the loss that had destroyed the former leader of the Assassin’s Arcanum? “Rowan—”

				“Don’t you dare apologize to me,” his friend snapped. “I’m not the one who’s due. She is.” Gripping Gareth’s shoulders, Rowan leaned in, pressed their foreheads together, closed his eyes and spoke in a harsh whisper. “I lost everything because I...” He audibly swallowed and slowly opened eyes that blazed an unearthly crystalline blue. “I lost my heart’s pulse, Gareth, and I’ll never get her back, never hear her voice, never see her again. Never. Don’t be a fool and miss what’s right in front of you.” Shoving Gareth away, the dark-headed warrior spun, scooped up a handful of Christos’s ashes and stalked down the cave tunnel he’d been charged to defend. Proud, straight shoulders shook under the burden of ancient memories unleashed.

				He forgot his sword. Not that Gareth would be pointing that out. Rowan needed space, needed quiet and darkness and privacy to stitch back the gaping wounds that time had never truly healed. Wounds that current events had ripped open. He was bleeding out but would allow no one to help him.

				Gareth would see that his brother in arms got what he needed, no matter what it cost in personal currency.

				Shoring himself up in the wake of emotional turmoil, he forced himself to face Ashley. The wounds on her chest screamed at him, accused him of the worst of betrayals.

				He couldn’t draw a sufficient breath.

				How was it that tapping into the element available to him had hurt her?

				The barbed accusation she’d flung at him twined around his lungs and begun to burrow. You drew on the elemental tie, drained it...drained me. You left me with no means to defend myself.

				His legs went weak, and he thought, for a brief second, he’d simply sink to the ground under the sheer weight of what was suddenly clear.

				What he’d been drawing on wasn’t his. It was theirs.

				Gods save him, he’d unwittingly taken everything and left her entirely defenseless in pursuit of his own agenda.

				He wanted to go to his knees, to plead with her and find absolution in her grace. What came out was, “I’m taking you to the Nest. It’ll be a safer, more defensible position.”

				Her eyes narrowed and her chin jutted. “You turn into a travel agent? Because unless you did, you’re not issuing mandates on where I go.”

				“Ash, please.”

				She shook her head. “No, Gareth. I listened to your conversations earlier, and Dylan’s hesitation at bringing me into the Nest wasn’t reassuring. I’m not at all sure it, or the assassins, will be the best choice. Not anymore.”

				He tunneled his fingers through his hair, pushing the mass away from his face. “If you’re uncomfortable at the keep, I give you my word I’ll take you to the place of your choosing. I’ll go with you. We’ll sort this out, Ash.”

				“You don’t get it, Gareth.” She wrapped one blood-slicked arm around her middle as her free arm still pinned the destroyed shirt to her chest. The raw ends of her fingers were already healing. “You abandoned the trust I invested in you. Threw it away, really. I agree that we’ll have to ‘sort this out’ seeing as our elements have merged, but once we figure out how to coexist?” She drew in a sharp breath. “That’s where this—we—will end.”

				Gareth fought an inexplicable rise of panic. “I’m sorry, Ashley.”

				“Seems you probably should have considered opening the conversation with that.” Her sharp-edged laugh raked down the cave walls. “Even Conan... Rowan...understood the value of ‘I’m sorry.’”

				He wasn’t above groveling if it would help. “Please, Ash.”

				Ethan had kept out of the conversation but had clearly been listening, his attention shifting back and forth like a tennis chair umpire’s focus. He gave Gareth his back as he sank to balance on the balls of his feet. “Listen, my little chick, I know you may not want to hear it, but Irish here has a point. We need to get you somewhere safe where we can address those wounds. The last thing you, or any of us, need to worry about while we’re doing that is having another misogynistic asshat show up trying to force you to take and bake his baby batter. The Nest is safe.”

				She tightened her hold on the shirt she still clutched to her chest and nodded. “Okay.”

				She’ll cede to the warlock’s concern but not mine?

				“That’s my girl.” Ethan reached out and rested a hand on her shoulder. “I knew there was a reasonable mind behind the undeniable beauty.”

				Gareth’s hands tightened into fists. Ashley was not Ethan’s “girl.” Not in any sense. And the man needed to stop looking at her. Sooner would be better than later.

				Ashley rested her head against the rock wall and rolled her face toward the warlock. “You have to agree to be my personal physician.”

				“I’d be honored, of course.”

				Ashley winced as she shifted to lean into Ethan’s touch but managed a faint smile. “You realize you had me at ‘bippity-boppity-boo,’ right?”

				Ignoring Gareth’s cold stare, Ethan waggled his eyebrows at Ash. “If sweet talk and movie quotes are all you’re looking for, I’ll be Prince Charming to your Cinderella.”

				The relieved look Ashley shared with Ethan nearly provoked Gareth to violence. And if she kept looking at the warlock like that, he and the man were going to have words...punctuated by fists...wrapped up with a body count of one. Ethan’s.

				Gareth cleared his throat and something in his chest loosened just a little when Ashley looked at him bearing the ghost of the smile she’d aimed at the warlock. “Will you go home with me, Ash, let me offer you the safety and security of the Nest and see you well?”

				“The epithicas—”

				“We’ll deal with it together.” No way would he step aside and let someone else see her needs sated. Besides, his own needs would demand a lover and he didn’t want another.

				Her brow furrowed. “I was going to say it’s almost over.”

				“How?” he demanded and then shook his head. “What I meant is, it hasn’t been a week. I was under the impression we had a couple more days at least.” And why did he sound hopeful, even to himself?

				She lifted a shoulder to shrug and winced. “I think splitting it between us cut the time, and intensity, in half. You know, that whole ‘a burden shared is a burden halved’ thing.”

				He opened his mouth to tell her what she’d said made sense. The exception was that he didn’t consider her a burden. The words spilled to the tip of his tongue before they evaporated like a sheet of water exposed to the summer sun’s intensity.

				When the epithicas ended, she’d be gone.

				She’d said as much, and more than this once.

				The urge to snatch her up and hold her tight was overwhelming. He wanted, needed, to convince her that there was more to this thing between them...

				Gareth stumbled to the side when the cave appeared to tilt at a hard right angle. Vertigo struck and he collapsed into a near-boneless heap. Understanding hit him square in the chest at the same moment his ass made contact with the rock-strewed cave floor. He didn’t know whether to laugh or call Rowan back and ask the giant to knock some sense into him.

				Somewhere in this entire mess, between her murmuring the soccer score in his ear at the bar and him finding the courage to face Macha, he’d fallen in love with Ashley.

				Leaning forward, he braced his forearms over his bent knees and let his head hang loose. He huffed out a short, sharp breath. This was so screwed up. Why couldn’t he have realized this earlier? If he had, he never would have left their pallet. He would have crawled in bed with her and held her close, cherished every minute he had left with her. He would have found a way to love her outside of the epithicas’s boundaries. Hell, he might even have found a way to tell her what his heart had obviously known and his mind had just come to understand. The last dregs of the epithicas would provide his only chance to convince her that being wanted and needed was neither a death sentence nor damnation. Because she’d been clear from the beginning: the end of the epithicas would be the end of them.

				“Gareth?”

				Her voice. Gods, he would never tire of hearing her say his name. The weight of her stare pulled his chin in her direction. She was his safe harbor in this perfect emotional storm and had been from the first when she’d danced with him. His gaze found hers, and his heartbeat slowed into a sure, steady rhythm.

				She looked at him quietly, considering. “What?”

				A slight shake of the head was the best he could manage.

				He rose and retrieved her duffel, dug out her remaining change of clothes and handed them over. “If you’ll dress, we’ll get out of here. I’m sure Rowan intends to scatter Christos’s ashes in the River Blackwater, but you should have that pleasure. The phoenix won’t ever come after you again, Ashley. You have my word.”

				She accepted the yoga pants and shirt with a soft, “Thank you.”

				Ethan gave Gareth a hard look before issuing a parting comment. “Get Gareth to help you rinse the wounds with bottled water before you cover them with the clean shirt. I’ll have Rowan hold those ashes. If the phoenix resurrects, we’ll kill him again.” A dark pleasure spread over Ethan’s face. “For fun.” Then he disappeared down the same tunnel Rowan had taken.

				Gareth retrieved the last of their bottled water and silently helped Ashley clean up before she dressed.

				The one time he’d started to speak, to try to bridge the chasm of hurt, she’d stopped him. “Don’t. Please.”

				Bagging the last of their supplies, he’d wordlessly followed her slow trek from the cavern.

				Her request had gutted him. Things were so broken between them. He had to fix this.

				If only he had a clue where to start.

				* * *

				Ashley had been a bit surprised to find herself escorted by two additional men—a very pissed-off Rowan and an unnaturally quiet Ethan.

				“I thought we were leaving in ones and twos,” she said as she scattered a handful of Christos’s ashes in the river.

				A few feet ahead of her, Rowan grunted. He moved like a giant panther, slipping silently through underbrush without disturbing a branch while Ashley crashed through every bush, snagging her clothes and hair. She made enough noise to chase off the cows that had come to the riverbank for water.

				“The grunt means what, exactly?” Casting another bit of Christos’s ashes, she listened—hoped?—for a smile in Rowan’s voice when he answered.

				He didn’t look at her when he answered. “I sent Kayden and Niall back to their cars earlier.”

				Hope was, apparently, futile. The dark-haired man seemed to have lost the thread of humanity he’d reclaimed earlier. She pressed him. “Where were they?”

				“I caught Kayden and Niall on their way into the main cavern following the fight. They’d been stationed closer to the exits so it took them longer to reach us.” Rowan held a branch for her. “Could you be any louder?”

				She shot him a deadpan stare as she passed under the low-growing tree. “Only if I really tried.”

				Emerging from the thicket, she slipped to the river’s edge, spread the last of Christos’s ashes, then knelt and rinsed her hands. She sat back on her heels and stared at the deep night sky. Stars still liberally decorated the heavens even as sunrise stained the horizon. Another half an hour and the starlight would be obscured. A shooting star shot across the sky. She traced the trajectory with a fingertip and considered making a wish. But hanging her hopes on a dying star had always struck her as ill-advised. Even if she’d felt differently, she wouldn’t have known what to wish for. There were too many choices and she was too tired to sort them out.

				River rocks shifted as one of the men approached, the noise obviously for her benefit. Otherwise, she would have come out of her skin.

				Gareth settled beside her. “How’s the epithicas?”

				“Rising,” she said on a sigh.

				“Do we need to get a hotel?” He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “While I’m not a proper physician, I’m a fair hand at field dressing. I could patch you up and see you through the morning. Then we could finish our trip to the Nest later and have Ethan tend your wounds.”

				She watched him from the corner of her eye. The trust between them had been fractured. Badly. Fixing it seemed impossible.

				He didn’t press, though, letting her work through possible answers. Sorting through rocks near his feet, he settled on a flat stone and then skipped it across the river’s smooth surface. Then he began the hunt for the right rock all over again.

				Ashley didn’t know what course of action would be most prudent. That irritated her. Not as much as the fact she didn’t actually know what she wanted to do. She’d been clear with Gareth that the end was near. An odd look had passed over his face, but he hadn’t argued with her. It hadn’t been a compassionate choice on her part to let possible arguments slide. Her silence had been a product of a confusing emotional onslaught. She was so angry with him. Beyond angry, really. She was drowning in fury. But those weren’t the only feelings she was slogging through. Betrayal rode a real contender for the right to claim top spot in her emotional derby. All those feelings jockeying for position left her churned up. Unsteady. Scared that whichever sentiment crossed the finish line first would destroy her, particularly if the winner turned out to be the dark horse. Affection.

				She’d never expected to feel anything for Gareth. The epithicas didn’t work that way. Discovering the unexpected reaction to him, from his appearance to his personality to his strength—that and more combined to make his betrayal beyond devastating.

				“Ash?” he asked quietly. “If you don’t want to grab a hotel, I get it. It’s two hours back to the Nest. Can you make it that long?”

				Rising, she ignored the pain in her chest and hands. “If you can hold out, it would be best to get to the Nest.”

				“I agree.” He dropped the rock he held and stared down the river. “We can’t know who else Macha sold us out to besides Christos.”

				She hadn’t considered that. “You’re right.” Hesitating, unsure how to ask what she wanted to know, she shifted from foot to foot.

				“What is it?”

				Out with it then. “Can you make it two hours?”

				He rolled his shoulders as if his skin was too tight. “I intend to break a couple of land speed records getting us back there.” He took a deep breath, his shoulders and chest emphasized by the movement. “I need to know...”

				She waited, but he didn’t continue.

				“Step it up,” Rowan called from downriver. “We need to make the most of the last of the dark.”

				“Be right there,” she called before turning to Gareth. “Need to know what?”

				He gripped handfuls of his hair. Blue eyes met hers, the torment in them so clear her heart ached for him. Dropping his hands to his side, he watched her intently as he spoke. “I want to see you through the epithicas—want you to see me through the time we have left.” He stepped closer. “Please.”

				Looking up at him, she had a hard time catching her breath. He was so beautiful cast in the light of the breaking dawn. There were a thousand things she wanted to say, could have said. She could have railed at him for a thousand more. But she didn’t. The hope on his face diluted the anger she carried. For all she hated the choices he’d made, he’d been a generous lover. It was more than she’d hoped for going into this epithicas. Denying herself the comforts he afforded her smacked of masochism.

				“Through the epithicas, then,” she agreed.

				He nodded and gestured toward the rudimentary trail they followed. “You first. I’ve got your back.”

				She laughed softly and moved past him, her mind pressing her to include a necessary addendum to her logic. Because she made it a point not to lie to herself, she couldn’t exclude the other self-evident reason she’d agreed to see the epithicas through with Gareth.

				The darkest horse of all had closed in on the front-runners in her emotional race when she wasn’t watching.

				Desire.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 18

				“Cliché much?” Ashley muttered under her breath as she and her band of not-so-merry men approached the foreboding Nest’s ironbound wooden doors. The arched peaks had to be twelve feet tall. She couldn’t help the fact her mouth fell open when Gareth waved a hand and the doors swung open on silent hinges.

				A dark-haired beauty rushed down the grand staircase and threw herself into Ethan’s arms.

				He has a woman?

				The warlock spun the woman around and then set her on her feet and gestured Ashley forward. “Red, this is my best friend in the whole world and the woman unlucky enough to have saddled herself with the head ass in this place. Kennedy, meet Ashley. Ashley, Kennedy.”

				Kennedy held out a hand. “It’s nice to meet you. I understand you’ve met Dylan, my husband.”

				Dylan was her husband? Poor woman. “I, uh... Yes. I’ve met Dylan. It’s nice to meet you.” Ashley took Kennedy’s hand and started at the rush of power that burned along her nerves.

				Kennedy pulled her hand back. “Sorry. I’m just getting used to my personal power grid.”

				“Pardon?”

				The beauty blushed. “I’m an amplifier.”

				“She increases the baseline power a person possesses. It’s a new development. Like learning to ride a bike, she’s still got training wheels.” Gareth stepped in and hugged the woman. “Hello, Mrs. O’Shea.”

				She laughed, a bright light in a gloomy interior.

				Ashley wanted to like her just as much as she wanted to rip the woman out of his hold.

				“You look amazing.” Kennedy stepped back but still ran her hands up and down Gareth’s arms.

				Visions of singeing Dylan’s bride—just enough to make it clear Gareth wasn’t a free-touch zone—flashed through Ashley’s mind. No one the wiser, she smiled benignly.

				“Might want to shut the flames down, Red,” Rowan murmured in her ear. “It’s a bit of a tell where your emotions are concerned.”

				“Shut up, Conan.” But she did as bid, repressing her phoenix’s flare of temper. No need to tell anyone it hadn’t been voluntary.

				Rowan slapped the flat of his sword blade against his shoulder and, without another word, slipped down one of a half dozen hallways that opened off the entry hall.

				Movement caught Ashley’s attention. Her gaze snapped back and forth between the two men descending the staircase in step with one another. She recognized Dylan, the Assassin and leader of the Assassin’s Arcanum. The man at his side could have been Dylan’s older brother. Immense power radiated from him. Dylan stopped two steps shy of the hall floor, but his companion kept coming. The older gentleman went straight to Gareth, drawing him into a fierce hug and murmuring words meant for Gareth alone.

				Her lover nodded before breaking contact. Fine lines webbed the corners of his eyes when he sought her out, reached for her and waited.

				She closed the distance between them with cautious steps, her stomach churning. Reaching his side, she ignored his proffered hand to instead cross her arms under her breasts in an effort to hide her ragged fingertips.

				Gareth dropped his hand to his side but didn’t look away from her when he spoke. “I’d like to introduce you to Ashley Clement. Ash, this is Aylish O’Shea, the Druid’s Elder and Dylan’s father.”

				She glanced between the men, her gaze finally settling on the Elder. “Given the weight of the introduction, I get the distinct impression I should either curtsy or keep my distance.” The stranger’s grin was infectious, and she answered in kind.

				He surprised the hell out of her when he pulled her into a warm embrace. “Thank you for bringing a man I consider a cherished son home to me. To us,” he whispered, soft but fierce. “I am in your debt.” Breaking contact, he gave her some space before adding for the rest of the group, “You young men know how to pick the beauties.”

				“You’re getting maudlin, auld man.”

				“Thank you, Aylish.” Kennedy glared at her husband. “And you still need to work on your missing manners.”

				Ethan arced a brow. “He’s the King of the Asses, honey. He’ll never change. I told you that you should have registered for a saddle as a wedding present. Much more practical with him than, say, utensils.”

				Dylan glared.

				The warlock grinned.

				“If he’s the king, what does that make me?” Aylish asked drily.

				The answer was out before Ashley could stop herself. “The Grand Pooh-bah of Asses?”

				Aylish roared with laughter and slapped Gareth on the shoulder. “You were wise to bring her home, cub.”

				“Seemed sensible.”

				“Aye, it did.” Laughter still marked his face when Aylish addressed Ashley. “We’ll see you situated—”

				“I’ll handle that,” Gareth interrupted, but added, “Sir.”

				Ashley watched the byplay between everyone and had the strangest sense that they were more a family unit than she’d ever witnessed, or been part of, before. Longing for what they had left her moving away, outside the intimate circle. Touching her fingers to her wounded chest was the reminder she needed that she wasn’t part of their group.

				She could crave belonging all she wanted, but she’d never have it. Family created emotional liabilities, created vulnerabilities, and those together created the ultimate weakness. She would never let herself go there.

				Dylan watched her through emotionless eyes.

				She met his stare, hers equally as guarded. Empty.

				He nodded.

				She blinked.

				Whatever it was between them, this distrust that made him watch her like a hawk would a field mouse, ignited her indignation. Who was he to judge her? And if he thought her a mouse? Well, he’d never seen her wings. She wouldn’t bow to the fear he tried to instill.

				A broad hand rested at the small of her back. From the infusion of warmth that spread through her and settled deep between her thighs, she didn’t have to ask who touched her. She knew.

				Gareth.

				What he said caused an immediate evolution, fueling the simmering warmth in her core and turning it into a ravenous inferno.

				She leaned into him, and that hand at the small of her back slid under her shirt and around to her belly. Skin to skin. Desire to desire.

				He drew a shaky breath.

				She laid her hand atop his and pressed. “It’s time.”

				His fingers spasmed. “Yeah.”

				Glimpsing the tight-knit family environment he came from left her craving more than short-lived intimacies. She wanted more than the finite time they would spend sequestered from the world, lost to touch, taste, tenderness. The latter was what she hungered for. Oddly, she had no doubt that, despite their differences, Gareth would give her what she needed in spades.

				At least for the epithicas.

				She couldn’t afford to need him in any other way. He’d betrayed her, and that negated any other feelings she might fool herself into believing she had.

				Need. Feelings.

				She rocketed away from him, stumbling to a stop when Ethan stepped in her path.

				A large, gentle hand rested on her nearest shoulder as he grasped her chin and lifted it until she couldn’t avoid his searching gaze. He took her in with irrefutable authority. “You okay, Red?”

				“I... I...” She had to have time, had to reevaluate what she knew about herself. Never had the word need been part of her vocabulary. Not after losing her mother. Ashley had needed her, but loving her mother hadn’t been enough to anchor the woman whose need for freedom had proven greater than her desire to live for the sake of her only daughter. Swallowing around the devastation lodged in her throat—devastation composed of memories and resentments and regrets—Ashley silently pleaded with Ethan to do something. Anything. To save her from herself, even if he didn’t understand why.

				He took a deep breath. “Okay.”

				Gareth stepped closer. “‘Okay’ what?”

				Ethan never looked away from her. “I’ve got this, Irish.”

				A low, threatening noise emerged from Gareth’s chest. “You do not have this. Not where she’s concerned.”

				Ethan tucked her under his arm and pulled her close. “I’ll bring her up in thirty minutes.”

				“Touch her and—”

				“End up covered in boils, suffer a lifetime of terror, die a horrible death, blah, blah, blah.” He shook his head and turned her toward the staircase. “I’m going to treat her wounds, not ravish her. And if you have half a brain, you’ll think before you do any ravishing.”

				Ashley sneaked a sidelong glance at Gareth and found his arms crossed over his chest and his jaw set in a stubborn line. He stared at her unblinking. “You have ten minutes.”

				“Fifteen,” she responded. “Twenty if you argue, and how-about-never if you go caveman on me.”

				He opened his mouth and snapped it shut, then gave a sharp nod.

				“Fifteen it is,” Ethan murmured, humor vibrating through him. “No time for foreplay. We’ll have to be quick.”

				She shot him a sharp look.

				“Kidding,” he admonished. “I have a small corner of the infirmary at my disposal despite Angus’s conviction that I’m a ‘useless Yank.’” He steered her toward a set of double doors, chatting all the way. “You’re in good hands. I haven’t lost a patient since I’ve been here. Well, if you don’t count the last one, but he had an exceptionally difficult ingrown toenail. Best part about this? I get to see you naked.” He glanced back at Gareth. “Again.”

				Ashley jabbed him in the ribs with her elbow. “I realize you’re only poking the bear over there to get a response. I’d suggest you don’t.”

				“There are no bears in Ireland, Red.”

				“Fine. Then don’t turn up the heat on the testosterone soup.” She fought the unexpected laugh bubbling in her chest. “It’s clearly approaching the boiling point. Play with fire—”

				“You’ll get burned,” Gareth said from so close she and Ethan both jumped.

				“Damn, Irish,” Ethan grumped. “Make a little noise when you move, would you?”

				“No.”

				A warm hand gripped her arm gently and turned her around. Gareth stepped into her space, lifted her chin with one hand as he ran his other through her hair to cup her head. He claimed her mouth in a searing kiss. Tongues tangled, the taste of him flooding her. Their elements pulled at each other and stole a gasp from her. That was new.

				Breaking the kiss, he kept his focus on her when he spoke. “Let me be clear, warlock. You will be gentle tending her wounds. You will not hurt her, but you will be swift about it. When you’re done, you’ll deliver her safely to my door. And you won’t try my patience. Not on this.” He traced her kiss-swollen lips with a single finger. “It’s not a demand of you, Ash. It’s a plea that you return to me.”

				He didn’t give her a chance to answer, spinning on his heel and striding across the entry hall. He reached the staircase and took the steps two at a time.

				Ethan waved a hand in her face. “While I would typically laugh off his banter, I don’t think he’s joking this time.”

				She rested her fingers over her lips and watched Gareth until he disappeared from sight. A visceral shiver raced through her. “Neither do I.”

				* * *

				Gareth moved through his bedroom suite, picking things up and setting them down over and over until he finally ended up at the bar. Whiskey might not be the ultimate answer to every question, but it was a great emotional placeholder. He poured himself a solid two fingers, threw it back and followed that by pouring a more generous allotment. That his hands shook when he lifted the highball glass was an annoyance. Nothing more.

				“Tell yourself whatever you need to hear, mate,” he murmured, glass to his lips, breath swirling the alcohol’s aroma around him.

				A knock at the door had him jerking around, movements so sharp he sloshed his drink all over his hand.

				All but slamming the drink down on the soapstone counter, he wiped both hands against his thighs as he crossed the room. Hesitating at the door was senseless. He knew who was on the other side. It had to be her. Anyone else ran the risk of being maimed for creating false hope in him. Still, he rested his hand on the iron latch and waited, willing his heart to slow, his chest to stop its rapid rise and fall, his palms to stop sweating. Impatience drove him to act, to lift the latch. The door swung in. And there she stood.

				She’d brushed her hair and it shone even in the dim hall light. Eyes downcast, a faint flush colored her cheeks. Her hands were clasped together so tight that her knuckles were skeletal beneath fine skin. She chanced a peek through her lashes. “Hey.”

				A door slammed somewhere below and she jumped.

				“Hey back.” He couldn’t help but drink her in. “Ethan treat you well?”

				“All patched up. I heal quickly, so this should be pretty much gone in a couple of days.” She worried her bottom lip. “It’ll probably scar.”

				“Scars are just reminders of what we’ve survived.”

				She looked up at him then, eyes wide and pupils dilated.

				“Come on in.” He stepped aside and breathed deep when she passed, the familiar smells that were all her own soothed his nerves. She was here. That was all that mattered.

				Ashley moved straight to the tall windows that overlooked the cliffs and, beyond, the sea. Resting her fingertips against the glass, she let out a deep sigh. “Great view.”

				“It is.” But he was referring to the way the black pants appeared painted on, sculpted over her luscious ass and toned legs. The slight indention he knew marked her waist was hidden under the loose T-shirt she wore. He wanted nothing more than to see it right then, to have her shed the shirt and let him look at her here, in this space. His place. What could be their place if she’d only allow herself to feel something for him.

				Anxiety returned in full force. It was something he’d never dealt with. Not like this. And he hated it, hated that it nearly reduced him to wringing his hands and fretting like a helpless fool.

				No, not a fool. A man in love.

				He shook his head. “Like that’s any better.”

				Ashley faced him. “Pardon?”

				“Talking to myself.” He gestured to the sofa. “Care to sit in front of the fire?”

				She glanced at the cold hearth. “Sure.”

				Rolling his shoulders, he tried to ignore the level of idiocy he’d been reduced to. He flung a hand at the fireplace. Stacked logs lit with a whoosh, and warmth immediately radiated from the giant fireplace.

				Ashley sank into the deep leather sofa. Toeing off her sneakers, she tucked her sock-clad feet under her and stared at the flames. “Why is this so awkward?”

				“No idea.” He gestured to the bar. “Something to drink?”

				She watched him then, unblinking. “It’s not a drink I need—that either of us need.”

				His blood went from simmer to boil before she’d finished speaking. “I’ll do this right, Ashley.”

				“Right?” she asked, tone uncertain.

				Gareth parked his hands on his hips and studied his boots. There was no easy answer. He couldn’t simply tell her that he intended to love her, to make love to her. He had to show her what he’d come to understand, what he both feared and cherished above all else was her. He had fallen for her. It was irrevocable. She was irreplaceable.

				Lifting his chin slowly, he wanted to force his heart to stop throwing itself around in his chest like a trapped rabid animal. He needed to do this right, to go slow.

				She watched him approach, her fingers curling into the sofa’s cushion.

				Gareth went to his knees in front of her. Her legs were folded underneath her, so he gently retrieved one and then the other, settling one foot on each side of his thighs. He drank in her nearness until her very presence intoxicated him. He was drunk on her and hoped to never be sober again.

				Smooth fabric snagged on his rough palms as he skimmed his hands up the outside of her thighs. He paused at the hem of her shirt, his eyes asking what his tongue was too thick to say.

				Ashley responded by reaching for the shirt hem.

				He stayed her hand, moving it to rest on the sofa. “I’ve got this.”

				She opened her mouth only to snap it shut. Again, she worried at her bottom lip.

				Gareth reached up and traced a thumb over that tender flesh. “Save a little for me.”

				Her shallow gasp brushed over his knuckles. It shouldn’t have affected him, not like it did. His shaft thickened and lengthened in a painful rush. He paused to straighten himself in his pants.

				Ashley focused her attention on his efforts...and didn’t look away.

				Gods, he wanted her. Now. But he’d sworn he’d do right by her in this.

				He gripped her shirt. “Hands over your head.”

				She complied.

				Shirt off, he stared at her small, lush breasts. Her nipples pearled in the cool air and beckoned him forward. He nuzzled one, then the other, ignoring the heavy bandages taped to her chest. Gently cradling a breast in each hand, he suckled one, flicking his tongue over the nipple and eliciting a second small gasp from his woman. He moved to the other breast, lavishing it with small kisses and the most tender nips until Ashley raked her fingers through his hair and brought him infinitely closer.

				“Please,” she said, dragging the word out over a long exhale.

				Gareth drew her nipple into his mouth even as he ran his hand down her bare back, slid under the waistband of her pants and cupped her ass. He slid her forward until the apex of her thighs settled over the hard ridge of his erection. Gods, he wanted to move, to grind, to thrust. But this was about her—her pleasure, her care, her fulfillment. And, ultimately, her understanding of what she meant to him. That didn’t stop his small, involuntary thrusts as she snuggled closer. When she wrapped her legs around his waist and her arms around his neck, and followed by arching her back and proffering herself, Gareth was lost. He gave a final tug of lips to breast before letting go, the sound a tiny pop.

				“Hold on.” Pulling her tight to his chest and slipping an arm around her shoulders, he surged to his feet.

				Ashley ran one hand up the back of his head and, gripping a handful of hair, levered herself up to his mouth, his name on her lips.

				They came together, passion untempered. She opened to him, tasted him as much as he tasted her, breathed her in just as she did him. He loved her mouth as he intended to love her body—thoroughly, without regret and without holding any part of himself back. Because he loved her as he’d never loved another...and never would again.

				Unwilling to break the kiss, he kept her balanced in his arms as he made his way into the bedroom. The edge of the tall bed hit the back of his thighs and he toppled onto the mattress with her firmly atop him.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 19

				Ashley stared down at a chiseled face framed by heavy walls of wavy hair. Blue eyes burned from within, and a faint smile tugged at lips made for loving.

				“Never.”

				“Never what, love?” Gareth froze at the easy term of endearment—they both did—and then he rolled over on top of her. Wrapping her hair around his fist, he began to kiss his way down her neck. Biting and nipping, he paused to lay tender kisses from the hollow of her throat along her collarbone and out to the edge of her shoulder. Then, with the tenderest of touches, he kissed her bandaged wounds.

				Her heart thundered in her chest with a locomotive’s fierce, ground-rattling force. Blood hummed under her skin. Nerves began firing faster, yet she didn’t struggle to control the situation. No, with Gareth’s lips working wonders along some of her most sensitive areas, she found she could only encourage him under her breath. She arched her back, pressing her breasts forward, and was rewarded with his sharp inhale.

				Raising her hands over her head, he let his hands drift down the soft undersides of her arms and trace random patterns along her sides, thumbs following the outer swells of her breasts.

				“Gareth.” His name was a tender plea from her lips.

				He lowered his head and sought out her nipples again.

				She brought a hand down and wove it through his hair. The most she could do was cup the back of his skull and press him closer. It earned her a deep, appreciative growl. He caught the tight bud gently between his teeth and sucked on it while flicking the tip with his tongue.

				Ashley gasped and arched harder. She couldn’t think. Not with the sexual hunger rising between them faster than her runaway heart rate. “Keep this up and you’ll be the death of me,” she murmured at the ceiling.

				He didn’t comment but smiled against her skin. To her dismay, he let go of her nipple. “No dying.” Working his hands under her hips, he paused and looked up. “I’m not here because of the epithicas, Ashley. This is more than satisfying nature’s demands.”

				She hesitated.

				He started to pull back, his eyes narrowing.

				She tightened the fist she had in his hair. “Don’t.”

				“Ye’ll have heard what I just said? This is more than want for me, Ash. Far more.”

				A sharp pang of hurt hit her somewhere much too close to the heart. “I want you, Gareth. Can you live with that?”

				“Can you?” He rubbed his chest, avoiding the brand that was darker than ever before.

				She didn’t answer, the answer too complicated to articulate.

				“I assure you it would be far easier fer me if tha’ were all I needed, the wanting.” A crease marred the untouched skin between his brows and fine lines of tension radiated from the corners of both his mouth and eyes.

				Ashley nodded, the action more solemn than any words she might have offered. She tried to wiggle out of her pants. Warm hands that bordered on hot closed over hers and stopped her efforts. Releasing her waistband, she pulled one hand free. It took all her focus to raise it and lay her thumb against the line between his brows. “We’ll sort it out...after.”

				“I’ll have yer word ye willna joost disappear.”

				She searched his face. “No.”

				He arched a brow and waited, one hand still trapping hers at her waist.

				She twisted her hand in his grip and laced their fingers together.

				When it became clear she wouldn’t answer, he asked, “No what, Ash? No, ye’ll be leavin’ me, or no, ye’ll not run off come dawn?”

				She heard the question beneath the question.

				“So proud,” she murmured, stroking her thumb across the deep crease that formed between his brows at her silence.

				He waited, his gaze locked on something over her shoulder.

				“I won’t leave without saying goodbye. You have my word.”

				He looked at her then, his eyes focusing on hers even as he drew her pants down her hips. Exposing her sex, he stopped, chest heaving.

				Cool air hit her overheated skin. Belated modesty struck her, and she tried to cover herself.

				Gareth caught her hands and pulled them away. “Don’t be ashamed. Not in front of me, mo aingeal chothaímid. Never in front of me.”

				My cherished angel. Lovers had called her pet names before, but never had she believed they meant it. Not like he did.

				Lust bloomed in her, dark and demanding. She struggled to form a single coherent thought as his fingers traced down her belly and over her hips. It was so easy to give in to desire and revel in the feel of his fingers on her bare skin. Staring at him, she licked her lips slowly.

				His eyes grew hooded as he watched, and a shiver shook her. “Cold?” A small smile played at the corners of his mouth. Blue eyes saturated with passion rose to meet the yearning echo that no doubt lit her hazel ones.

				The heat in his fingertips almost burned. Raising unsteady hands, she encouraged his to cup her breasts. She curled her fingers around the edge of his palm and shivered.

				A deep dimple marked one cheek when he grinned. “Can’t have that.”

				“Keep me warm.”

				Gareth let her go in order to stand, his hand resting on the button on his jeans. The silence between them spoke in ways they couldn’t. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

				“This thing between us...” She blinked, surprised at the burn in her eyes. Tears had eluded her for three centuries.

				He reached up and pulled his hair away from his face. “This ‘thing’ is about more than tonight, Ashley. It’s about more than wanting. Let it be what it is.” He took her hand and laid it palm down over the impressive bulge growing beneath his jeans.

				Her fingers curled inward of their own volition.

				Gareth’s hips jerked forward and, when she looked up, his head had fallen back.

				His hand slid over hers and pressed down. “Harder.”

				She complied, watching him for clues. When he finally looked down, all she found was a hunger that equaled her own.

				Unzipping his jeans, his erection sprang free. He offered her his profile as he worked to peel the pants down legs corded with tension. Buttocks flexing hard, he balanced first on one foot then the other. It was the work of a moment, and the pants were discarded without a care. He faced her, his engorged shaft brushing his belly button.

				She sighed. Heaven and hell had to have come together to create such a tempting creature—part angel, part temptation, all man. The covers were hard to manipulate, but she managed to get them flipped back. Before she could scoot over, he was there.

				Strong arms slipped under her and shifted her across the bed so he could climb in beside her. Fingers traced down her belly. “Seems you’re still wearing those low-slung pants.” He worked the pants free and tossed them aside. Running his hands up the insides of her thighs, he coaxed her legs open. Deft fingers stroked her slick sex and her whole body shuddered. Every caress took her higher.

				“Gareth.” His name was an unsteady invocation on her lips. “Don’t let me go.”

				She heard herself utter the words, knew there was more to them than the superficial meaning, but damn if she could get her mind to work. With Gareth working her body over like a master, she couldn’t get her common sense to withdraw to that clinical place she could always access, the one that let her think clearly. Gareth broke that connection in her.

				Thoughts she had no business entertaining crept in and whispered dark promises of what might be if he could beat the goddess. She could explore this thing with him, see what it might become. Fighting the temptation to fall into the possibilities, she lost herself to Gareth as he pushed her body ruthlessly.

				His fingers drove her mad, demanded her release on his terms, not hers.

				Her neck bowed back and she pushed herself toward his touch. A sob ripped through her as desperation ruled her body.

				Gareth draped a leg over one of hers to hold her in place. Shifting his touch, he pinched the small bundle of nerves at the apex of her cleft, thrumming it with his forefinger.

				That was all it took.

				Ashley came apart in his arms with a keening cry, hips bucking wildly.

				Legs tangled, she rolled toward him and reached blindly for his shaft. “I need you, Gareth.”

				She froze at the admission. I can’t need him.

				But the truth wouldn’t be denied.

				Her heart lurched and she struggled against the urge to push him away, to withdraw, to run as far as she could before she found herself bound to the man she’d come to care for. Gareth was everything she’d ever wanted and more, but the epithicas was ending. They’d be done then, no matter how much he wanted her to stay. Clear of the haze the breeding heat caused, things always looked different. She knew. She knew. She’d been there too many times before.

				Panting through the clog of emotion in her chest, she tried to regain her ability to reason.

				Panic rose in her, a wave that would drag her under before she could reach safety. Only one thing was clear to her as Gareth rose above her.

				She’d admitted she needed him, and that admission?

				It was only one degree of separation from the ultimate sacrifice.

				Love.

				* * *

				Moving over Ashley, Gareth settled between her spread legs.

				Wide hazel eyes stared up at him, wild with unspoken desire tempered only by terror.

				“Aye, anamchara, yer soul calls to mine, and I need you all the more for it.” He slid into her slick heat, those feminine walls stretching to accept his girth. The sensation briefly robbed him of speech. Then he began to move, a slow, rolling motion that tested his stamina even as it drove Ashley wild. He gritted his teeth, vowing not to give her the words that would lay him at her feet. Not yet. Those words would give her cause to run. That didn’t mean the desire, the need wasn’t there, though, the words trapped inside him. No, the demands of the waning epithicas were at the forefront of his mind. But parallel to those demands stood something fresh and new, something he’d never thought to hold in his lifetime: love in its most raw, untempered form. He wouldn’t look too hard, wouldn’t break it down into its fundamental pieces. Not now. This time with her was a gift he’d been given. Ashley Clement was right where she belonged.

				Here.

				With him.

				The pace of their lovemaking became frantic as that articulated need rose to a crescendo, and he sought to push her to crazed heights of passion.

				Her hips bucked against his every downstroke and he wondered that he didn’t hurt her. Yet when he tried to restrain himself, she demanded more, hooking her leg around him and drawing him deeper.

				She pulled his face to hers for a blinding kiss, one that tasted of her—warmth, always warmth, and hearth and home. The scents of flannel and wood smoke descended like a veil across his senses until he wasn’t sure he could break free. Didn’t want to.

				Muscles in her abdomen quivered as she yearned for that elusive pinnacle.

				He thrust harder and stole a hand from her grasp to reach between them and, placing his thumb on her clitoris, pressed. Hard.

				“Gareth!” Her hips moved of their own volition. She dug her fingers into his arms and used them as anchor points to ride out wave after wave of her pleasure.

				He was lost to more than the moment as he fell into the abyss with a roar of unspeakable satisfaction and inarticulate terror. He loved her hard that she might never forget him. Because he knew now what he had to do. Jealousy and vengeance would drive Macha to make an attempt on Ashley’s life before the goddess turned on him. He wouldn’t stand for it. Eternity in the Well of Souls would be better than knowing he’d let the woman he loved die an unnecessary death—one dealt by a goddess who would ensure Ashley never rose again. While Gareth might not have time to repair the damage he’d caused this woman, he could spare her true death.

				He would summon Macha and end this. Tonight.

				Before Beltane.

				And he’d do it alone.

				He wouldn’t risk the life of one of his brethren. The blood sacrifice required to repair the tear in the veil between worlds was his responsibility. He would fix this. He would give Ashley the chance to live without looking over her shoulder, without fearing Macha would forever send male phoenixes after this woman.

				His woman.

				If it took his death to secure her life, so be it. He’d been prepared to die for so long now that the idea shouldn’t have hurt. But it did.

				Because as Gareth stared down into Ashley’s flushed face and saw in her all that might have been had his life taken a different course, he grieved that truth even as his own release racked his body.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 20

				Ashley stretched, her muscles deliciously sore. Gareth had loved her all morning and then had lunch sent up to the room sometime after noon for what he deemed a “naked picnic.” She’d been famished but thoroughly confounded when he’d insisted on slipping her little bites of fruit and cheese between her own efforts to eat.

				Amused as he had deftly slipped a grape into her mouth in between her protests, she’d chewed the tart fruit as she had watched him watching her. “You don’t have to romance me.”

				His shrug had been lazy, almost indifferent. “And if I want to?”

				She hadn’t been able to come up with an answer. The last of the epithicas had faded long before their lovemaking ended. Confusion had muddied her thoughts. The center of that melee had been the fact she’d given an open-ended promise that she wouldn’t leave when that’s what she did. There had been no reason for her to assure him she’d stay. Gareth had obviously performed a lobotomy on her, likely during the throes of orgasm when she would have been least likely to notice.

				Meal finished, he slid under the covers and reached for her, pulling her against him and draping his body around hers. His warm exhales had ruffled her hair as his breathing slowed. His heartbeat had been sure and steady against her back. His arm and leg that rested over her had grown heavy as sleep drew him under.

				She’d followed without a thought, her exhaustion greater than her concerns for the first time in...well...forever.

				Now, as the sun settled on the western horizon and cast brilliant colors across the sky, Ashley found herself wide-awake and entirely alone. Gareth had left the bed at some point and she’d never known. Silence afforded her time to think. All of the weighted concerns she’d been able to cast aside in favor of sound sleep churned in her tumultuous mind. She couldn’t settle on one problem. Instead, everything crashed one into another until she couldn’t sort out the worst of her worries. Everything overwhelmed her.

				The need to get out of bed, to move and spur her mind to work drove her to flip the covers back and slide out of the tall bed.

				“Gareth?” She gathered her clothes, waiting on his answer. Nothing. Padding into the living room, she found her shirt and boots. Her movements were sharp and jerky as she dressed in front of the fire’s embers.

				Where is he?

				After all, he’d insisted she not leave. Then he’d done just that.

				It didn’t sit well.

				Heart in her throat, Ashley gave in and replayed the part of their conversation she couldn’t shake. Feelings she’d never wanted to experience ran unchecked and were accompanied by thoughts she had no business even toying with—thoughts of a life with the only man to have ever filled the empty spaces in her soul.

				The very idea of leaving him hurt.

				Bad.

				And that was all the reason she needed to do the very thing she’d promised not to do.

				Run.

				She fled the living room, taking care to shut the door softly.

				The hallway was damp and drafty. It lacked the comforts of Gareth’s private suite, the feelings of home and hearth and the man that occupied the space.

				“Stop it,” she whispered to herself. “Just stop it.”

				Her destination wasn’t relevant. All she knew was she had to put distance between her and the assassin in order to figure out what was real and what wasn’t. She flew down the steps, her mind a mess. Her trajectory carried her toward the front doors. Freedom lay beyond. She didn’t slow. At all.

				Had she been paying attention, she would have—probably—seen the glint of the sword in the shadows. At the pace she was moving, though, all she saw was the arm that snaked out to grab her before she reached the doors. A hand settled over her mouth and smothered her scream.

				“Easy, Red. I’ll let you go when I’m sure you won’t toast my ass.”

				She stopped struggling and, true to his word, Rowan let her go.

				Both fear and fury fueled her temper as she rounded on the large warrior. “What the hell, Conan?”

				He ignored her question, responding with one of his own even as his attention roamed the massive space. “What are you running from?” Apparently finding no immediate threat, he leaned against the wall and set his sword at his side. “Or would the more appropriate question be, ‘Who?’”

				“Nothing.” A dense mass comprised of too many emotions to name settled behind her heart and made every beat painful as if the space in her chest was suddenly too small. “No one.”

				“Liar.”

				The flat accusation pricked her pride. “Pretty bold charge coming from someone who lurks in the shadows and watches others live their lives while he refuses to do the same.”

				Gripping her chin, he lifted her face to his and waited until she met his cool stare. “Careful. Condemnations are far more effective when the person whose behavior you’re damning doesn’t mirror your own.”

				She yanked her chin free and took a step that put her out of reach. “I didn’t ask for commentary.”

				Rowan arched a brow. “I must have missed the part where I did.”

				With no sufficient retort, she said nothing. She was so focused on the hallway that would take her to Ethan’s door that she almost missed the assassin’s sobering question.

				“Why are you running from him, Ashley?”

				The fluttering feeling in her stomach wasn’t eased when she pressed a hand against her abdomen. She refused to look at Rowan despite the weight of his stare. “I’m not running.”

				He snorted. “If that wasn’t running, darling, I’m a ladies’ man.”

				She shot him a hard look. “I was heading to the dining room.”

				Rowan crossed massive arms over an equally massive chest and spread his feet, waiting for her to answer. “When did they move it outside?”

				The stance was so similar to Gareth’s that Ashley chanced a quick look at her lover’s door. Closed. Not that she’d hoped to find him there. Not really. Part of her had hoped for another glimpse of him before...what?

				Her shoulders sagged.

				“You know,” Rowan said softly, “I make it a point to keep out of others’ business.”

				“Yeah? Well, you’re doing a bang-up job here.” The chuffed sound he made so resembled a laugh that she couldn’t help but look at him to see if he smiled.

				He seemed to understand her surprise and shook his head. “Don’t get your hopes up.” Rowan took a deep breath, held it and let it out in an entirely controlled manner. “You’re irritating me. I don’t appreciate it. At all.”

				Her brows winged up. “It sounds like you expect an apology.”

				“What I expect is for you to stop fucking running.”

				“Excuse me?” What was he—a mind reader?

				He sighed, his exhalation decidedly not controlled. “Your chance at happiness is staring you square in the face, and what do you do? You run. Most sane people would grab that chance by the throat and hold on for dear life.” He held up a hand. “And before you try to throw that back at me, let me assure you I don’t claim ‘sane’ on my list of personal attributes. Never have.”

				Panic tickled the bottoms of her feet, and she curled her toes in her boots. The truth poured out before she could censure herself. “I’m not made for happily-ever-afters.”

				“No?”

				She shook her head so hard her hair slithered around her shoulders with a susurrus sound.

				“What makes you so sure?” The question held a hard edge, one that demanded honesty.

				As if he’d uncorked some well of truth in her, the admission poured out. “I have to take a lover every three years. Have to. You have no idea what it’s like to never know if the man I take wants me or is simply responding to pheromones. And if I take the same man, I expose him to the possibility of death should a male phoenix come across us.”

				“You’ve created a situation that gives you an out, Red, and you know it. He isn’t responding to pheromones. Never was.”

				“I won’t ever belong to someone, Rowan. Ever.”

				He tapped one finger against his thigh in a rapid rhythm. “Being loved isn’t about possession. You know that, even if you haven’t realized it yet. So what’s this really about?”

				She knew her eyes were wide, felt her chest heave. “My lover has to be able to defend himself, defend me should I be incapacitated by the epithicas.”

				His eyes narrowed and his nostrils flared. “And you don’t think Gareth can defend you? Both of you? You don’t think the rest of us would have your backs?”

				Her answer cracked with accusation. “He didn’t. He fought his battle and left me to fight mine. And for what, Rowan? He didn’t beat Macha. If I let myself love him, it’s going to destroy me when... Macha is going to take him and I don’t trust him to beat her.” And there it was. The truth. What she’d thought had been pain, what she’d believed had hurt her before, was nothing to this wound ripped open by her very admission.

				Then Rowan was in her face, his words whipping against her skin even as they flayed her soul. “You spent every minute of every hour after you met convincing him you didn’t need him. I was only there for part of it in Ennistymon, but you did a damn fine job of convincing me you wanted to handle your shit on your own, and I wasn’t in your bed. Educate me, Ashley. He did exactly as you demanded he do. So tell me where—how—has he failed you? For honoring your wishes but failing to interpret that you might not really mean it all the time? And now you berate him for giving up the fight with Macha to go to you? You didn’t see what happened to him on the other side of the wall any more than he saw what happened to you.” He stood abruptly and grabbed his sword. “Don’t you run around casting blame where blame isn’t due. He deserves better than that from you. If you’re going to leave, leave, but make damn sure you have a valid reason. Otherwise? You and I are going to be at odds, and you don’t want to be there with me. Ever.”

				He shoved past her and started down the nearest hall.

				She stared at the front doors—took one step, then another. And stopped.

				Could she truly hold him responsible for doing exactly as she’d asked him to do all along—respect her independence and her desire to need no one? Could she hold it against him that he’d let her fight her battles as she’d seen fit, just as she’d demanded of him? Moreover, could she forgive him for doing the very same?

				She rested a hand against her throat. “There’s nothing to forgive.” The admission resonated far deeper than simply through the palm of her hand.

				If she was going to do this, going to try, it meant no more running. She would stay and try to build on the trust that had begun with Gareth from the beginning. She would stand beside him and help him beat Macha. If it could be done, they stood a better chance together than he did alone. And once the goddess was defeated, they could see what might truly exist between them, maybe find a way to carve out a life together.

				A disoriented feeling, like something had stirred her insides, had her swaying on her feet. Shaking her head in an attempt to clear it, she stumbled sideways at the same time a deep male voice shouted.

				“Shit! Rowan! Niall! Ethan!”

				Booted footsteps rushed into the entry, Dylan at the fore. The Assassin brandished a huge sword. Behind him, as if they always hovered somewhere near their leader, were the very men he’d summoned. Each bore a variety of weapons, even Ethan. But...

				“Where’s Gareth?” she demanded as they headed for the doors.

				Other men were coming out of doorways.

				“Stay put,” Dylan ordered them, ignoring her.

				She would do no such thing, and he had to know it.

				Taking a step toward the Assassin’s Arcanum, a far stronger wave of dizziness hit and sent her staggering aside. She careened into a stone pillar and slid to the floor. Her head ached. Gods, did it ever. And she couldn’t have felt more scrambled if someone had taken a hand mixer to her insides. Half-moons of sweat decorated her armpits even as rivulets collected and ran down the hollow of her spine. She might get warm in extreme conditions, but she’d never sweat.

				Fire erupted and rimmed her skin until, like a wood match turned on its side, a thin sheet of flames encased her. The clothes she wore began to smoke and then burn. The flames that encased her created a silent wind that whipped her hair about, loose curls sparking and crackling as if the mass was a sentient thing.

				Ashley let her head fall back and did the only thing she could do.

				She burned.

				Rowan’s voice cut through the erotic rush. “Red?”

				With infinite control, she lowered her chin until their eyes met.

				“Where’s this coming from?” he demanded.

				She could only stare.

				His face darkened, and he reached for her in apparent anger only to yank his hand away. “You know where this is coming from, right?”

				It was hard to hear him over the roar of flames in her head.

				“Gareth summoned Macha,” he snarled even as the front doors flew open behind him and his three companions charged into the moonless night. “He won’t drain your element, won’t leave you helpless if she’s sent someone else for you.”

				The flames guttered and then flared again as that disconcerting feeling swam through her. Hot on its heels came understanding. Gareth was pushing everything he had at her. That’s why her element—and his—burned out of control. And that left him only his skills with blade and gun to defend himself. Against a goddess bent on taking his soul.

				Ashley shoved past Rowan, ignoring his bark of pain at contact with her flaming skin. She raced into the night. Her heart had constricted so hard it fluttered like a trapped sparrow in her chest as it tried to beat, tried to push blood to her pumping arms and legs. She couldn’t breathe. Gods, the power racing through her.

				All because Gareth wouldn’t leave her without her element. Unprotected.

				If Rowan hadn’t kicked her emotional ass earlier, this would have done it.

				Her lover wasn’t going to die. Not tonight. Not ever if she had her way.

				Macha was going back to the Well of Souls as a revenant, no matter the cost.

				She couldn’t lose the man she...

				The man I love.

				She went to her knees, skidding across the ground. Curling her fingers into the damp earth, she bent over and lost the contents of her stomach. Gareth... Oh, gods. She loved Gareth. It had been a swift but subtle thing, sneaking into her heart without her awareness let alone her consent.

				Rowan was at her side, moving silently as ever. “Get up, Red. He’s losing.”

				Lurching to her feet, she staggered around the edge of the keep.

				She couldn’t let him die. Couldn’t lose him. Couldn’t lose the only man she had ever loved...and ever would.

				No matter the cost.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 21

				Gareth went to one knee to avoid Macha’s attempt to take his head. He bore a dozen wounds large and small, and his strength was fading fast. Blood decorated his arms, chest and thighs, but he’d drawn her blood and stabbed the stained dirk into the deadened earth. She was bound to this realm. He could kill her body and send her back to the Well of Souls as a revenant, never to rise again. That wouldn’t spare his life and well he knew it.

				The veil would be closed and Macha rebound to the Well of Souls if he could take his last breath on the scarred earth where he’d originally died.

				And his death would secure Ashley’s life.

				He surged to his feet. Sword heavy but surprisingly steady, he swung at Macha. He’d been aiming for her head. She lunged out of the sword’s path but not before the tip connected with her collarbone. The sharp crack was gratifying. Not so much as her shriek, though. Not by half.

				Macha staggered away, her burned hand spread over the gaping wound. “You will pay for drawing blood, assassin mine.”

				“I’m. Not. Yours.” Gareth lunged forward on the last word, intent on burying the tip of his sword into the space where her heart should have been. The bitch didn’t have one. He was sure of it.

				She crossed blades with him, blocking his drive.

				The phantoms screamed, their rage palpable. In the dark of night, he couldn’t see them and it was disconcerting as hell. He dared not draw on his, or Ashley’s, element, though. She might need it, and he wouldn’t leave her unable to defend herself again. Ever. Even in death, he’d ensured her safety. The letter he’d left for Dylan guaranteed it. Gareth had asked that the Arcanum treat her as his heart’s own blood. It shouldn’t be a stretch, seeing as she was the heart of him.

				Macha circled him. “You think to control the manner in which you become mine.”

				He backed toward the broken earth. “I belong to no one.”

				“Liar,” she snarled, the sound slicing his skin. Fine welts rose and split, blood running down the bare skin of his forearms. “You only think you’ve given your heart to that whore. But I? I shall take it from your dying body as my due.”

				“Talk, talk, talk. Let’s finish this.” He pulled his Sig Sauer and shot her. Or shot at her.

				The goddess shimmered and the bullet passed through her.

				His gun hand fell to his side.

				“I am the Goddess of Phantoms and War, assassin.” She smiled, baring her teeth. “I assumed you would have understood that every drop of blood I draw from the one who tore the veil, every drop you shed, strengthens me. I will be unstoppable when we are finished here.” She ghosted forward and struck him a devastating blow on his sword arm. “Bleed for me.”

				Muscles in his hand went lax, and his sword hit the grass with a muffled whump. The gun followed, freeing his other hand as instinct had him gripping the bone-deep wound below his shoulder.

				“Shit,” he spat, furious she’d drawn a reaction from him. He’d been so determined to do this without giving her the satisfaction of his pain. In that, he’d failed.

				Dark forms shouldered past him and placed themselves between him and the goddess. He recognized Dylan and Niall. Ethan eased around him, shaking his hands out at his sides.

				“Leave,” he ground out. “This isn’t your fight.”

				“Shut up,” Kennedy said, taking up the vacant position on his other side.

				“Kennedy,” Dylan roared, never looking away from the goddess. “Back to the keep.”

				“Fight her now, me later,” she returned.

				Spots danced through Gareth’s vision. Bleeding out. Again. He had to get to the broken earth. If he didn’t die there, his every effort, his intent to serve as the necessary blood sacrifice to repair the veil, would have been wasted. He took a step forward. The world spun. When he opened his eyes, he was staring at the star-filled night sky.

				“Stay down.” Rowan’s voice slid across the sea-kissed air.

				“No.” He struggled to roll over, managing only because Rowan allowed it. Gareth could crawl, hell, drag himself if need be. There wasn’t much time left.

				His elemental power created a bone-deep ache as it fought against the spell he’d cast—the spell that sent his flame to Ashley’s keeping. That had been his only option, the only way he could ensure he wouldn’t reach for his natural defense in the heart of battle. The only way he could guarantee he didn’t draw too much on the shared strength. The only way he could be sure Ashley had access to everything she might need.

				He dug the toes of his boots into the loamy earth and pushed with his feet even as he pulled with his one good hand. The defiled ground was so close. Thirty feet. He pushed and pulled. Twenty-nine feet. Again. Twenty-eight.

				Brilliant light seared his corneas as it raced by him, a comet splitting the night. Eyes watering and vision fractured, he was reduced to relying on sound instead of sight to tell him what was going on.

				A screech of rage he recognized.

				A feminine grunt he didn’t.

				Deep shouts of confusion followed by a heartbeat’s silence.

				A whistling hiss like a bullwhip splitting the air.

				Then a deafening roar.

				The night lit up so bright that the people around him cast defined shadows.

				Phantoms scattered into the blackness, fleeing the pyre that beat back the darkness.

				His friends stood around him, stepping forward only to be driven back by waves of heat.

				Rowan’s booted foot pressed on his shoulder, harder this time. “Gareth.” That deep voice was saturated with broken emotion.

				Gareth hadn’t been terrified. Until then.

				He struggled to push on his good arm as truth battled denial’s stranglehold. And won.

				An enraged, wordless howl erupted from deep inside him. Fighting to get up was pointless with Rowan pinning him. That didn’t stop him.

				Gareth swung at the side of the other assassin’s knee, connecting with his stronger arm.

				Rowan’s knee buckled.

				Gareth rolled away and tried to scramble to his knees. Too weak.

				So he crawled.

				Dragging himself forward, tears streaming down his face, he couldn’t contain his despair. “No!” The screamed denial was all he could manage as he watched the woman he loved more than his own life wrap herself around the goddess and blaze brighter. Hotter. Irretrievably.

				A single flame shot into the sky and split the sky.

				Thunder rumbled.

				The ground shook.

				Gareth blinked rapidly, his good arm reaching for where Ashley had been. Where she had burned.

				Only a pile of ash remained.

				The denial he’d issued seconds before was nothing to the despair that erupted from him then. He raged, tearing at his hair. His muscles convulsed as his element came rushing home.

				And that was when he knew.

				It had all been for naught.

				She was gone.

				His heart was gone.

				* * *

				Activity surrounded Gareth, but he couldn’t think. Couldn’t breathe. Didn’t want to. He was numb but not numb enough. Never enough.

				Hands and voices cataloged his body’s wounds.

				“Deep laceration to right brachialis. Needs stitches.”

				Ethan.

				“Fetch the field kit.”

				Dylan.

				“You die and her sacrifice means jack shit.”

				Rowan.

				He struck out blindly and was rewarded with a grunt of pain. That hurt, that pain, was nothing—nothing—to what he bore. “Feck off.”

				Rowan’s grim face swam into view. “Like no one’s ever suggested that before.”

				“Move aside, Conan,” Ethan ordered, a syringe in his hand.

				Swiveling on the balls of his feet, Rowan gripped Ethan’s throat. “You don’t call me that.”

				Gareth let his eyelids slip shut. Blessed darkness. He never wanted to see the light again.

				Someone slapped him hard enough it registered.

				He ignored it.

				So they hit him again. With a fist.

				“What?” he demanded in a voice that sounded like it had been a severe case of road rash.

				“Open yer feckin’ eyes. That’s an order.”

				Dylan, then.

				Centuries of training had his body struggling to obey where his mind didn’t give a right shit. His body won, and Dylan appeared, their noses inches apart.

				The Assassin cradled Gareth’s head. “You listen to me, brother. Listen!”

				Gareth’s head bobbled as Dylan shook him. “Get on wi’ it.”

				“Yer no’ thinkin’, man. She’s a phoenix.”

				His heart stuttered. “No one comes back from the Well o’ Souls.”

				Dylan’s fingers flexed against Gareth’s skull. “You did.”

				Tears traced unapologetically down his temples. “I bound my element to her. The only way to break that is death.” He swallowed the emotional gorge choking him. “It returned tae me, Dylan.”

				Dylan disappeared from view with a suddenness that advertised he’d been physically removed.

				“So that’s it?”

				Rowan. Again.

				“You’ll just give her up? That easily?” Rowan shook his head. “I had it wrong. It wasn’t that she didn’t deserve you. You didn’t deserve her.”

				Empowered by rage, Gareth gripped Rowan’s shirt. But the angry words he reached for, the denial to his brethren’s accusation, eluded him. “I love...loved...her.”

				A suspicious sheen covered the other man’s eyes. “Then don’t let her go.”

				Then he was gone, and Gareth was left staring at an infinite number of stars.

				What could he do? Kennedy had followed Dylan to the Shadow Realm, but that had taken the entire Arcanum and the Elder’s involvement. With Kayden gone, they couldn’t secure his soul. Beyond that, Gareth knew he hovered too close to death’s maw to even attempt to retrieve her. Even if he was successful and recovered her spirit, she had no physical body to which she could return. There was only ash.

				Ash.

				He heaved himself up, bracing a hand against the grass to remain upright. “Ash.”

				Dylan crouched at his side. “I would give anything to spare you this.”

				“No.” Gareth’s body fought him as he attempted to stand. His legs collapsed. Struggling like a babe who had yet to walk, he reached for Dylan. “Your hand.” Dylan complied without question, and Gareth made it to his knees. “Your shirt.” When the Assassin only stared at him, Gareth lost it. “Your fucking shirt!”

				Rowan ripped his own shirt off and laid it in Gareth’s outstretched hand.

				Half crawling, half walking on his knees, Gareth made it to Ashley’s ashes. He knelt in front of the pile, protecting what was left of her from the wind and the rain.

				Clutching the shirt, it hit him. The earth was no longer cracked, the grass no longer dead. The veil had been repaired.

				He almost quit then, would have if it hadn’t been for Rowan’s understanding.

				Ethan appeared, taking the shirt and settling himself beside Gareth before laying the heavy cotton over the ashes. “We’ll wait. Together.”

				“How long did she say... I can’t remember... How long until...”

				Aylish knelt beside him and laid a hand on his shoulder. “It’s different for every phoenix.”

				Dylan knelt across from him. “We wait.”

				“We wait.” Niall sank to his knees beside Dylan.

				And Rowan. He simply fell, chin to his chest, hands on his thighs.

				“Do you see her spirit?” Gareth asked through numb lips.

				The man’s shoulders bowed as if he bore the weight of Gareth’s grief. It was the only answer he gave.

				And Gareth understood. He would hold his vigil. He wouldn’t leave until he knew what he suspected was true.

				Ashley was lost.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 22

				Gareth didn’t move as Angus silently tended his wounds. He simply waited. The only sound he made was a wordless denial as he refused the lidocaine offered. He wanted to feel something. Anything. Physical pain couldn’t touch his ravaged soul.

				Odd that he’d been willing to do anything to preserve it before last night, yet now it meant nothing. Less than.

				The sun broke the eastern horizon, its radiance washing over him like an unwelcome, unwarranted attempt at benediction. The warmth meant nothing.

				He let his eyes drift shut even as he continued to touch the edge of the shirt. Waiting. Willing warmth into the ashes it protected.

				She had to come back to him, for if it was true that no man could live without his heart, Gareth was as good as dead.

				The hours passed, and no one moved.

				Kayden returned sometime after noon. He slipped a small package into Gareth’s hand. “It’s done.” And then he joined the vigil.

				Rain clouds rolled in and turned day to dusk. Lightning struck nearby and the crack and subsequent rumble of thunder preceded the skies opening by mere seconds.

				Rain slicked his hair to his head and washed away the blood that stained his body. Water dripped from his nose and eyelashes.

				He never looked away from the small bump under the shirt.

				The rain quit before sunset.

				“Brother,” Dylan started as the first sliver of moon crested.

				“If it were Kennedy?” Gareth shook his head. “Leave me.”

				Dylan stood and reached for his wife’s hand.

				One by one, the men followed, disappearing into the depths of the night without a sound.

				Gareth wouldn’t leave what he had left of Ashley. He would stand watch until there was no hope.

				Hope.

				A false by-product of the faith the gods demanded.

				Frenzied wrath built in him, layer upon violent layer, until, near midnight, he broke.

				He leaned back and loosed an animalistic cry that raked bloody runnels into his very being. “Daghda, All Father, I demand an audience!”

				There was no dimensional shift, no parting of the heavens. Nothing.

				And then the deepest, most resonant voice Gareth had ever heard spoke into his ear. “You think to command me, assassin?”

				Gareth ignored the ire in the question as he refocused on the shirt. “I have served you my entire life and asked for nothing. I would ask now.” He fought to control his breathing. “Bring her back to me.”

				A cloaked and hooded form filled his peripheral vision. “I ask again. You think to command me?”

				He gave terse nod. “I would do that and more, worse, if it would compel you to return her to me.”

				“You are arrogant in your appeal. Tread lightly,” Daghda cautioned.

				“I will not,” Gareth replied, the words nearly lost on the breeze.

				Daghda flipped his hood back and stared at Gareth through wintry eyes. “You have served our purpose for you, Gareth Brennan. That does not afford you the right to irreverence.”

				Gareth lumbered to his feet. “Your purpose for me.”

				“Macha gained much in her sister’s effort to release chaos. If the Goddess of Phantoms and War had not been re-bound to the Well of Souls by a willing blood sacrifice, she would have opened the gates to the Shadow Realm. War would have raged. The loss of life would have been immeasurable.”

				Blood thundered through Gareth’s head. “Do you fear her?”

				Daghda straightened. “Your understanding is limited, assassin. The phantoms she commands would have devoured the inhabitants of every realm.”

				Gareth shoved his good hand through the tangles of his wet hair. “Why me?”

				“You were, are, fire to her ice. Heat to her cold. No one else was as well suited to enter the Well and emerge unscathed.”

				He opened his mouth but nothing came out. Panting, he tried again. “Unscathed?”

				Daghda clasped his hands behind his back. “You must understand she had to be stopped, no matter the cost.”

				No matter the cost. “It cost you nothing. Nothing!” Gareth’s muscles vibrated with the need to do violence. “I have served you faithfully for centuries. Not once have I asked for recompense.”

				Thunder rumbled as clouds moved through the god’s sky-bright eyes. “You are not implying I owe you.”

				“I died for you,” Gareth shouted, thumping his fist over his chest. “I. Died.”

				“And yet you live,” Daghda mused. “You seem to have emerged from the ordeal fairly well.”

				“And you, husband, seem to have lost your connection to humanity.” Danu stepped out of the night, a nimbus of starlight crowning her head. She turned her fathomless gaze on Gareth. “I would see you well, assassin.”

				He didn’t attempt to repress the pain woven through his very being. He let it go, let it infuse his every cell and flow through his every word. “I am not above pleading, Mother of All Things. I will beg.” He fell to his knees and bowed his head. “There is nothing I would not do if you would only...” He touched the cold, wet edge of the shirt. “Please. Return her to me.”

				“What is she to you?” Danu asked with a gentleness that slowed Gareth’s runaway pulse.

				“She is the air I breathe, the sun on my skin, the joy in my morning, my reason for being. My lover. My soul mate.” He blinked rapidly, unashamed of the tears that broke over his lower lashes. “She is my heart.”

				Daghda’s eyes narrowed. “Would you trade places with her so that she might live?”

				“Yes,” Gareth blurted.

				Danu spared her husband an exasperated glance. “And what good would that do?”

				The god shrugged. “I was curious.”

				“You have been too far removed from your people for far too long, husband mine.” She knelt in front of Gareth and took his face in her hands. “You are sincere in that you would do anything to have your heart returned to you? Be sure.”

				His trembling turned to full-on shaking. “Anything,” he breathed.

				The goddess waved a hand at Daghda. “Fetch Niall.”

				Gareth started.

				She didn’t pause in her instruction. “Have him bring his tattoo machine and black ink.”

				“I’m not your errand boy,” Daghda objected.

				“Neither are you compassionate enough to stay with our cherished warrior. You’ll go, Daghda.” Power infused her command.

				She held Gareth then, continuing to cradle his face as her very gaze stripped away everything he’d thought himself to be. He was reduced to his most fundamental self, raw and hurting and broken.

				More than one pair of feet pounded the ground as they approached at a flat run.

				Danu laid her lips to Gareth’s forehead. “Seems you have a loyal following,” she murmured.

				Niall slid to a stop and went to one knee in front of the goddess. “Mother.”

				She pressed her forehead to Gareth’s and spoke so softly he had to strain to hear. “What happens when a male phoenix claims a wife?”

				“She loses her freedom,” he responded.

				“Think beyond their broken culture, favored child of mine.”

				Panic shrouded him. He couldn’t think beyond what he knew Ashley abhorred.

				“Tattoos,” she prodded.

				“A bond is created,” he whispered hoarsely. “She can never harm her spouse.”

				“And her loss—has it hurt you?”

				“I can’t...” He shook so hard he thought his muscles would separate from his bones. “The air I breathe isn’t breath without her.”

				“And if you were tattooed, you would be bound to her under the same geas. Would you risk that upon her return, the most harm you could do to her would be to hold on to her? Would you risk that she would seek her freedom in order to be happy?” Danu laid a finger over his lips. “Consider your answer. Once done, this cannot be undone. You will be tied to her forever, never able to take another to your bed. You will give up the chance to love any other in your lifetime.”

				“I would give anything,” he choked out.

				“Niall. Your machine.” She held out a hand.

				And then she set to work.

				The needle’s first bite into his neck was vicious. Gareth only asked her to work faster. He couldn’t see the symbols she tattooed into his neck, only knew that the process was slow and that every second he spent waiting was a second Ashley spent in hell.

				He lost himself to the buzzing sound and the burn of the process. Never did he flinch. Never did he offer to move. He bore the pain even as he willed his heart to still its insane rhythm. There was a chance Ashley might not want him. If that was the case, he would honor his pledge and let her go. It would be enough to know she lived. It would have to be.

				The tattoo machine stopped, and the ensuing silence hit him like a runaway truck. He closed his eyes and curled his fingers around the edge of the shirt he had yet to let go of.

				He didn’t speak, merely waited. Surrounded as he was by those he called family, he had never been so entirely alone.

				“Look at me, warrior.”

				He forced himself to meet Danu’s gaze.

				She caressed his face. “Call her home.”

				Resting his hands on either side of the tiny pile of covered ash, he laid his lips to the shirt and breathed, “Mo chroí.” My heart.

				“Again,” Danu ordered.

				“Mo chroí.”

				The goddess removed the shirt, exposing the ashes. She placed one of his hands directly on top of the pile and pressed the other over his heart. “Again,” she said, laying her hands over his.

				Power pulsed through Gareth. And then he began to burn.

				Flames raced up his arms and circled his neck, tightening. He curled his fingers into the ashes and into his own chest, tipped his head to the heavens and shouted, “Mo chroí!”

				Danu’s touch disappeared.

				Wild with unchecked panic, he looked around. Gods, had it gone wrong?

				“Holy shit,” Ethan gasped.

				Beneath his hand, the ashes began to smolder. The first flame, tiny and seemingly insignificant, sprang from the edge, then another and another until the flames far exceeded their fuel.

				An arm reached from the flames.

				And Gareth reached back.

				A torso formed. A lean leg. And then he was pulling her from the fires of rebirth.

				Ashley fell into his arms, naked and shivering.

				He held her as tight as his mangled body allowed.

				“Told you...before,” she gasped, weakly shoving at him. “Need to...ease...up.”

				“I canna seem tae let ye go,” he said, voice ragged.

				“Don’t.”

				His heart stilled. Setting her back, he waved a hand blindly and was met with someone’s leather jacket. “Look away,” he ordered the Arcanum.

				Shrugging into the jacket, she looked up at him and opened her mouth to say something. Her mouth hung open as she took in the tattoo around his neck. “What did you do?”

				He gripped her hand so hard he felt the bones grind. “Nothing I wouldna do a hundred, a thousand, times.” Letting her go was the hardest thing he’d ever done, but he did it.

				She wrapped the jacket tighter around her and stood, staring down at him. “You bound yourself to me for eternity. You can do me no harm without suffering debilitating pain.”

				“I willna ever hurt ye. Nor will I bind ye tae me unwilling, mo chroí. I promised Danu ye’d have yer choice and I’d see my word honored.” He took a deep breath. “It’s yer choice, Ashley Clement. Yer freedom, yer life—they’re yers tae claim. As am I, if ye’d have me.” He picked up the small package he’d dropped, the one he’d sent Kayden after. Unfolding the delicate paper, he took out a necklace and put it around her neck. “No matter yer choice, this belongs tae ye.”

				She looked down and stiffened. “How?” The question was so small.

				The small locket contained an etching nearly identical to the one she’d lost in the fire—the image of her mother. Gareth had sent Kayden into the clans to retrieve anything he might that had belonged to the woman. His fellow assassin had come through. In spades.

				“I’d move the heavens and traverse every realm in hell to see you happy, a stór.”

				Ashley let out a short sob and gripped the locket, pressing it to her chest. She shifted her weight and looked over her shoulder at the open field, tremors racking her. Then she faced him, a look of determination paired with sheer terror coloring her face. “I died for you, you gobshite. If you think you’re rid of me with the threat of forever, you have another think coming.”

				He surged to his feet and, with his good arm, pulled her close.

				She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled his mouth to hers.

				Their lips met, and she opened to him.

				He kissed her as he’d never kissed another.

				The smell of flannel and wood smoke flooded his senses as warmth suffused him, his element settling where it belonged.

				Breaking the kiss, she leaned back and traced her fingers over his face. “I never thought to see you again.” She traced his cheek with her fingertips. “That was when I truly died.”

				He pulled her close and said into her hair, “I love you, mo chroí.”

				Wrapping one arm around his waist, she slid her fingertips to the band around his neck. “Flames?”

				He grinned. “Seems appropriate.”

				She laughed.

				The sound passed through his chest and kick-started the heart he thought he’d lost. “Tell me what I need to hear, Red.”

				She leaned back once more and framed his face with her hands. “I never thought I’d be able to tell you.” Her chin quivered then stilled. “I love you, Gareth Brennan.”

				“By your customs, that would be ‘husband’ to you.”

				One corner of her mouth kicked up. “Not until I bear the same tattoo.”

				A wicked grin spread over his face. “Niall? Bring the ink.”

				* * * * *
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				Brimstone Seduction

				by Barbara J. Hancock

				Chapter 1

				She was used to being followed. Sometimes she lost him. Sometimes she didn’t. It was those times she feared. Father Reynard wasn’t her enemy, but as she cut down the familiar side street that formed an alley between the auditorium and her apartment, she knew what he was to her was more complicated and more frightening than if he was something she could fight.

				The Savannah, Georgia, air was muggy in July, and her efforts to evade Reynard had left her damp with a sheen that was more humidity kissing her skin than sweat. But she didn’t pause to set down her cello case so she could mop her forehead with a lace hanky like a flustered Southern belle. Instead, tendrils of her thick chestnut hair curled around her face as strands loosened from the diamanté clips the salon had used when she’d been cool and collected and air-conditioned that morning, preparing for the afternoon’s performance.

				She heard his footfalls behind her. She knew his step. Others from his Order often hunted as well, but Reynard considered her his own.

				Her faltering steps had brought the sound of his relentless pursuit closer. A desperate instinct to run, to hide, rose up in her chest, squeezing her lungs so that she breathed more quickly than her current exertions required. It was fear, plain and simple and stark.

				Because there was no escape.

				The soft blanket of gloaming draped the city in a muted haze. The muggy haze had dimmed to purple with the setting of the Georgia sun. In the distance, she could hear the traffic and the hum of people on the sidewalks of the historic district preparing for ghost tours and streetlight-lit carriage rides. But here, on the leftover cobblestones of a distant time, she was alone...except for Father Reynard.

				His whistle began as it always did, with a lilting trio of notes that led into song. She recognized it as a Verdi piece she’d played that afternoon. Gooseflesh rose on her arms in spite of the oppressive heat from the summer day trapped in the narrow alley. The whistle meant he had her. It meant there must be a daemon nearby that she’d been drawn to. Her affinity had reliably led Father Reynard right where he most wanted to be. Again.

				She did stop then.

				Not giving up. Never that. She only paused to brace herself for what might be an ugly, dark and dangerous evening more from the violent monk who dogged her steps than the daemons he hunted. Although there was danger there, too. Certainly.

				She was trapped in the middle of a war that would never have a winning side.

				Katherine saw the daemon then. A woman. The glow of the horizon narrowly visible at the end of the alley cast her stiff form in stark relief. She stood poised for a fight. Her arms akimbo. Her knees slightly bent. It was going to be one of those times when the daemon didn’t go quietly. This was no hopeless soul longing to be sent back home. Katherine could see determination tense every muscle in the figure she faced.

				“A female. Good job, Katarina. It’s so important to banish these before they breed,” Father Reynard said as he came up behind her. She kept her focus on the daemon, but she was totally aware of Reynard’s movements. The same way she would be if she were a hiker who was suddenly forced to skirt a mountain ledge over a steep precipice. Her footing was just as precarious. One wrong move with the deadly daemon hunter and she might be dead herself. She could feel the suck of gravity as if she was on the ledge, inches from death. His steps were slow and steady. Not rushed. He was confident. His voice was already smug with success. She was the one who was in danger. She was the one who might slip and fall.

				Kat cringed at the utter contempt Reynard had for the daemon as a living, breathing creature, whether it was human or not. And at his total disregard for her and her disgust for his bloodthirsty quest.

				Kat fisted her hands, but the woman leaped before she could decide how best to give her a chance to flee. The alley was too wide, an access point for delivery trucks to service the buildings on either side. She dropped her cello case and jumped but had no chance to keep the hunter and his prey apart. Not when the prey was determined to get around her. Kat was pushed to the side. She slammed against solid brick, and all the air left her lungs in a painful rush.

				The daemon attacked Reynard with a fury Kat had never seen.

				He was the one with the drawn blade, but Kat was as much a weapon as the bloodstained blade in Reynard’s hand. She didn’t deserve to be bypassed. The daemon should have attacked her first.

				The sight of the deadly knife always repelled her. But it was Kat’s ability that had led Reynard and his weapon here. Like deadly magnets with a pull she couldn’t resist, daemons called and called to Katherine.

				She was inexorably drawn to daemons, and Father Reynard followed with crimson death across all their throats.

				“Stop,” Kat choked out as her own throat empathetically tightened—to the daemon or to Reynard or to the family gift she hadn’t asked to receive.

				It was too late. Grizzled and gray, Reynard had fifty years of experience in killing. An extension of his wiry, muscled arm, the long knife gleamed red in the last hurrah of sunset on the horizon. Then it dripped a much darker stain from the daemon’s blood. Kat shuddered and backed away.

				It was always the same.

				The body went up in flames, consumed from the inside out, eyes and mouth and the gaping wound across the daemon’s throat gone to glowing with an impossible heat of coals in a fiery furnace. It was the freed Brimstone that did it, an otherworldly fuel that flowed through a daemon’s veins. Reynard said it was a little bit of the hell dimension they took with them wherever they roamed.

				Kat always forced herself to watch until there were only curls of smoke where a daemon had been, but this time there was a sound discernible beneath Reynard’s triumphant chants.

				To the left, behind a Dumpster, there was a shuffle of rubbish and gravel. There was also a sob. A small face peeked from around the refuse container. As the embers died, Kat could see chubby wet cheeks and eyes widened in shock and fear.

				By then, the sun was gone and the sky was dark. It was only the glow of the daemon’s banishment that lit the scene. The light flickered and faded, but the daemon’s last dying illumination caused an eerie spotlight on the cowering child.

				This time, she wasn’t too slow to react. While Reynard was occupied with ritual, in those few seconds it took for him to finish with one daemon and turn his attention when he realized there was another, Kat was the one who leaped. She wouldn’t let the mother’s last light aid Reynard in his hunt.

				The child tried to get away. After all, Kat was part of his mother’s murder. Or so it seemed. So it felt. Regardless of what Reynard said about the daemons rematerializing in their own hellish dimension.

				Kat was faster than the child. He was young. No more than five. And the mother’s desperation had transferred itself to Kat’s arms and legs. In those moments, Katherine D’Arcy was fit, fast and nobody’s bloodhound. Not anymore.

				She grabbed the reluctant boy. He balked, planting his small feet on the pavement as if he planned to remain a statue in the alley, a fierce little memorial to his mother forever. He wouldn’t run with her. She had to pick him up. She tucked his squirming limbs against her side and bolted, deciding to base jump instead of fearing the fall. She’d never openly defied Reynard. Her grandmother’s fear had been passed to her mother. Her mother’s had been passed to her and her sister, their legacy darkened by his long shadow. His surprise at Kat’s action gave her precious seconds to get away with the child.

				But even if she was faster than the small boy, Reynard was faster than her.

				She’d long since realized his obsession drove him to superhuman lengths. His madness gave him strength beyond that of a mortal man.

				Her only hope was to get back to the crowded street with the boy, where a blade across his throat would be too bold a move even for Father Reynard. The trench coat he wore like a monk’s robes flapped as he ran, great dark wings on either side of his lean body.

				He seemed supernaturally unstoppable. As if he would never need rest. Her back. Her arms. Her shoulders. They all screamed under the squirming boy’s weight. Far too mortal in comparison to Reynard. She didn’t look back again.

				“Hold still. Hang on. We’ve got to get you away from him,” she said into the boy’s towheaded curls.

				The strands smelled like baby shampoo against her face. The simplicity of that impacted her even harder than the sneakers kicking her side. The daemon woman who had attacked Reynard to defend her child had also lovingly washed his hair like any human mother would. Kat couldn’t let Reynard kill him. She couldn’t let the boy die because of her gift.

				She heard booted footfalls catching up behind them as she flew from alley to street to sidewalk, trying to get back to the main thoroughfare where people would be.

				If the boy had been a few pounds lighter or a few years younger or less panicked in his struggle against her, she might have made it.

				“Katarina!” Reynard boomed close behind her. His pet name for her grated on her nerves as always. Now it was a proclamation of her guilt. She had betrayed him.

				Resignation softened the muscles in her legs as adrenaline deserted her. She would never beat him in a foot race, even if she wasn’t carrying the child. Her only hope was to reason with a madman. No hope at all. Fortunately, the lack of hope made her more determined to try. Though she stopped to turn and face him and his blade with a pounding heart and ice in her veins, she couldn’t help noting his giddiness was gone. He was raw anger personified now. The guise of his righteous joy had burned away as surely as the daemon’s human form.

				The boy had stopped his efforts to wiggle out of her arms. Perhaps between the man who had cut his mother’s throat and the woman who held him, he chose her.

				Being the lesser of two evils didn’t seem a triumph at all.

				“I won’t let you kill him, Father,” she said.

				She held the boy close. She wrapped him tighter in her arms. She could feel the frantic beat of his heart against her chest, an echo to the thud of her own. She placed a hand on the back of his shampoo-scented head and pressed him even closer.

				“I banish. I don’t kill, Katarina. You know this. I send them back to hell where they belong,” Reynard said. He stepped nearer. One stride. Katherine took the same stride back and away. He had always refused to call her by the name her mother had given her. It was as if he attempted to erase her true identity and replace it with one he had created.

				But she had nowhere to run. She could still hear traffic and people in the distance. So close and yet so far away. The hum of the city mocked her efforts to defy the man who had dogged her steps from the time she could walk.

				“So you say. All I’ve ever seen is the blood. The suffering. The pain,” Kat said.

				The boy trembled in her arms. At some point, his small arms had twined around her neck.

				“They are deadly. They manipulate us with trickery and deceit. Have you forgotten your mother?” Reynard asked.

				Her mother had been killed by a daemon. It was true. They were dangerous. Deadly. But so was the human being she faced.

				Reynard held his long blade in a steady hand. She could see the muscle and sinew standing out in his right forearm where his coat had fallen away. He was ready to slit the throat of a child...or her throat if she got in his way.

				“A daemon killed my mother. But you were using her to hunt him when it happened. Would she be dead if it wasn’t for you?” Katherine asked.

				“She would never have been born if it hadn’t been for Samuel. He gave his last breath to resuscitate your grandmother, a stranger he met on a train. He passed his ability to detect daemons hiding among us to your family. And this is the legacy you spurn.” Spittle flew with the accusation, and then several sudden steps brought Reynard much too close.

				There was nothing she could do. Her back was pressed to the grungy brick wall. Only decades of faded graffiti would mark her grave if she continued to fight him. She had nowhere to go, but then again, she never had.

				“It’s you I spurn, Reynard,” she said.

				Slowly she lowered the child to the ground and pushed him behind her legs. Her body was the only shield she had to give. Her cello case had been dropped back where his mother’s smoke still swirled in the air.

				“Your sister has evaded me for a long time. Too long. I begin to wonder if she spurned me only to be killed by a daemon, too. Perhaps your family legacy is one of failure,” Reynard said. The glee was back in his voice, lilting his words.

				She thought of her cello, of her mother’s and sister’s singing. They had turned to music to buffer the bloody killings and to mute the daemon’s call. Had they failed, after all? Had all the years of practice and performance been for nothing? Her fingers tingled and ached, reminders of how many times she’d played until the tips bled in order to thwart Reynard.

				The boy clung to her legs. She could feel the damp of his tears soaking through the chiffon of her concert gown. It was no suit of armor. No barrier to Reynard’s seasoned blade. She was no match for a killer.

				When her sister Victoria had flown to Baton Rouge to take the role of Faust’s Marguerite at l’Opéra Severne, she’d told Katherine not to worry. She’d been gone for months, but she’d kept in touch at first. Kat hadn’t heard from her sister in a few weeks, but with rehearsals and the rush of preparing for performances, she’d hoped all was well.

				“Give him to me, Katarina. End this. Embrace your legacy. Do not embrace a daemon,” Reynard coaxed, edging closer.

				The idea that Reynard might be right about her sister hollowed out her insides until she echoed. Hollow or not, alone or not, she wouldn’t give up. She didn’t have a parachute to count on. She could only jump and try to fly.

				“My name is Kat,” she replied, pressing her hand against the boy’s back and lifting her chin. Whether he accepted it or not, she would claim autonomy. She would follow her heart and her instinct to protect the trembling child behind her.

				A sound of disgust erupted from Reynard’s lips and he brandished his knife. Would he slice her throat or stab her through her pounding heart?

				Either way, if Reynard had to deal with her, it might give the daemon boy a chance to run.

				She braced to push the child away, but before Reynard’s blade descended, an eerie mimicry of his earlier whistle began in the alley behind them. It stayed Reynard’s hand and caused Kat’s breath to catch in her throat. The boy against her leg lifted his head and turned his face to see.

				There were few streetlights nearby. Most had been busted. Barely mitigated darkness enveloped them. Only one flickering holdout, the ambient light of the city against the sky, and the humid atmosphere gave them illumination to see. It was light pollution, but it mimicked fog. Through its violet haze and the floating of particles that were probably Brimstone ash, a figure stepped toward them.

				The whistle and the posture of the man were casual. Exaggerated ease. He must see the confrontation he’d interrupted. He must see a woman and child threatened by a larger, stronger man, but he acted nonchalant, as if he was only out for a stroll. He must see the knife Reynard hadn’t bothered to hide away.

				Man?

				Kat’s gift wasn’t one of sirens and flashing lights. She was pulled toward daemons. It was subtle. The tingle, the thrill that shivered along her veins as the man approached was probably only shock that he would stroll past Father Reynard with barely a glance in his direction. A daemon wouldn’t dare approach them.

				Closer, she could see that the stranger’s tall form was clothed in evening apparel. The flash of white from his shirt contrasted with the inky darkness of his suit or tuxedo. But closer still, she noted his bowtie was undone at his neck and hung on either side of his collar. So easy. So debonair.

				It wasn’t until he stopped at her side that she knew she’d been fooled. He wasn’t relaxed. The tension in his body transferred itself to hers when his arm brushed her elbow. Hard. Prepared. Ready.

				He might wear formal clothes, but beneath them he was all warrior. Molded body armor would have been more appropriate to the purpose inherent in every flexed muscle and the energy he exerted to hold himself in check.

				“Who are you? What do you want?” Reynard asked.

				The blade of his knife had dipped. He preferred an audience of one for his performances. Her. And her alone. Or her sister in turn. Their mother and grandmother before that.

				“A bystander who finds himself unable to stand by,” the man said.

				For her ears alone he added, “I’m John Severne.”

				Memories of the opera house in Baton Rouge teased her mind, but she pushed them away.

				She had no time for nostalgia. Worry for her sister wound tighter until her insides were pulled like cheap strings on an instrument’s bridge, stretched to the breaking point. One clumsy finger would cause her to snap.

				Severne reached for the boy, but she stopped him. It only took one hand on his hard arm, but touching him felt braver than that. Almost as brave as opposing Reynard. His cultured Southern tones seemed as incongruent to him as his evening apparel. Beneath the polish, he was a man to be reckoned with. She couldn’t see his face...only a suggestion of angles and curves, but as he drew his arm back, she felt what it cost him. He forced patience with her interference. A thrill of cool adrenaline rushed down her spine at his stiffness, his anger. It shored up her nerve...barely. The boy trembled against her, not oblivious to the forces at work above his head.

				“You are making a mistake,” Reynard growled.

				“I would say the same to you,” Severne replied.

				Then he pulled Katherine against him. She’d been right about his tension. She could feel the planned action in his body everywhere it touched hers. Muscle. Energy. Strength. And more adrenaline rushed because she was fairly sure the warning in his words, just like his name, had been for her, not Reynard.

				He was warning her it was a mistake to resist his help.

				But she didn’t snap like the cheap strings she imagined. She held fast. Unbroken.

				“Let me take the boy,” he said for her ears alone, the flow of the Seine even more apparent in an intimate whisper than it had been in his louder speech. He had a Southern accent, but it was old-fashioned, formal and touched with a hint of Paris. Clenched teeth and a hardened jaw and the iron of his body against her offset the softness of his accent.

				He was no French-kissed delta dream.

				He was real. And the potential for danger radiated off him in heated waves.

				“Hell, no,” Kat replied.

				She finally recognized Brimstone’s fire. She’d felt it only a few times in her twenty-two years. Normally she avoided touching daemons. Pressed close to him, the simmer his body contained couldn’t be ignored. He had seemed so cool and collected in his initial approach. He wasn’t. Beneath the surface, he burned.

				Her rescuer was a daemon, and she was damned for sure because she still refused to join forces with Reynard against him.

				“We need more time to negotiate,” he said as if they sat at a boardroom table. “I can arrange that.”

				She’d seen Reynard fight before, but when the energy she’d sensed in Severne erupted, the ferocity of his clash with her lifelong tormentor took her by surprise.

				Reynard was in trouble.

				Severne used only his body—fists, feet, arms and legs—but he used them in a graceful dance of martial arts moves meant to be deadly. The tuxedo he wore was revealed inch by inch as his coat was shredded away by Reynard’s blade.

				John Severne was in trouble, too.

				When a particularly vicious slice cut the fabric away from his muscled chest to reveal a hard, sculpted body, she blinked the sight away, but not before she cringed at the dark rivers of his blood.

				After Reynard, there was always the desperate flight and the need to hide again. This time she’d flee for two. For the first time, she imagined what it must have been like for her mother to protect them from the obsessed monk. It had been a lost cause. But she had never stopped trying.

				“We have to go,” she said to the boy. The fight was the diversion they needed to get away. She pulled him up into her arms again and ran. He clung to her this time, wrapping his legs around her waist and his arms around her neck, subdued by all he’d seen.

				* * *

				The absence of her cello made her ache. It wasn’t a missing limb. It was a missing chamber of her heart. There was nothing to be done. She couldn’t go back for it. She had gone to her apartment for a few necessities, but had sought shelter in the house of a friend who was out of town rather than risk Reynard knowing her current address. She moved often. It never mattered.

				He always found her eventually.

				While the boy slept, she looked up driving directions to Baton Rouge. She couldn’t ignore her concern for Victoria any longer. They’d been out of touch too long, and Reynard’s appearance only confirmed her fear. Urgency pounded in her temples to no avail. She couldn’t fly because she had no papers for the child. He wouldn’t even give her his name. If Reynard defeated the daemon, he would hunt her down. She didn’t have much time to save the daemon boy and find her sister. She’d called Victoria’s phone again and again. The cheery voice mail greeting became more ominous with every repeat. And what of John Severne? Had he ended up with his throat slashed and Brimstone-burned back to wherever he’d come from, or did she need to fear him as well as Reynard?

				“Let me take the boy,” he’d said.

				But every fiber in her body had resisted. It was her fault Reynard had found the boy’s mother. It was her responsibility to protect him.

				The boy had refused to talk, but he’d seemed to understand everything she’d said. He’d also refused to let her out of his sight until he finally fell asleep. His dark lashes against his chubby cheeks gave him an angelic mien against his borrowed pillow. She’d smoothed his soft hair back from his forehead to kiss it, finding the extra warmth beneath his skin pleasant instead of frightening.

				After that, the loss of her cello didn’t matter.

				She’d curled her legs under her in a nearby armchair, determined to watch over the boy through the night.

				But a noise outside interrupted the tea she’d made to calm herself. It had been cooling untouched anyway. She’d been replaying every word Severne had spoken. She’d even closed her eyes to remember the song of his voice, to gauge what was the truth about the daemon—his drawl or the deadly way he’d used his whole body as a weapon. His anger or the way he’d restrained his impatience with her resistance.

				At the sound of a step on the front porch, she rose from the chair beside the boy’s bed.

				She didn’t know whom she most feared to see.

				It was ridiculous to feel gratitude to a stranger for his help when he might have his own daemonic designs on her family. The name Severne couldn’t be a coincidence. She hadn’t heard from her sister since Victoria had gone to the Théâtre de l’Opéra Severne in Louisiana, and Kat had felt the heat from Severne’s Brimstone-tainted blood.

				She’d been desperate to defy Reynard, and for the first time she had, openly and with no regret, but she’d been successful only with the stranger’s help.

				The shotgun colonial had creaky floors and high-ceilinged rooms. Kat moved along the edge of the hall where the boards were more firmly nailed to diminish the sound of her feet on the floor. The peach chiffon of her soiled and torn gown swirled around her legs. She hadn’t wanted to leave the frightened boy alone long enough to change, and now she padded downstairs on bare feet, pausing only long enough to pick up a bronze statue. It was a cherubic angel.

				Her friend’s decor held an irony she was too tired to appreciate.

				“Did you know your ability to detect daemons works both ways? They’re drawn to you like moths to a flame,” a familiar voice said. Her memory recalled the exact inflections and the intimate way he drawled certain vowels, low as if in a register she felt more than heard. Musical. His voice was musical.

				Severne.

				He came through the front foyer painted by shadows and soft light.

				The door had been locked, but that fact seemed distant. As if she’d expected the bolt to be nothing to him. She feared him. She feared what his intentions might be. But there was a song in his accent she couldn’t help appreciating. His voice called to something deep inside her, making her fingers itch to play.

				All the lamps had been extinguished. The light from an open laptop and the streetlights outside still didn’t fully reveal the daemon’s face, but they did reveal the familiar shape of her cello case in his hand.

				He came toward her with no hesitation, completely undaunted by the statue in her hand until he was only inches away...until she could feel his Brimstone heat. Again, the heat wasn’t unpleasant. In fact, in the air-conditioned chill of the unfamiliar house, she could almost lean into Severne’s heat if she allowed herself to be lulled by his song or relieved that she wouldn’t have to fight Reynard to protect the child...yet.

				“Judging by body temperature, you’re mistaken about which of us is the flame in that scenario,” Kat said.

				She’d never had a conversation with a daemon. It was wrong. Against everything she’d ever been told or taught. The trouble was, it was also exhilarating. Part of her was still all adrenaline from the way the night had played out. She should have been shaky and over it. Ready to hide behind Tchaikovsky and Wagner as safe excitements she could easily handle.

				Instead, a part of her wanted to jump off a ledge again with this flaming parachute she’d been given and enjoy the burn all the way down.

				Could he sense her exhilaration? How it barely edged out fear? Could he tell she trembled when he moved a little closer?

				“I could have taken the boy away from danger,” he said, so close now that the statue pressed between them was even more useless than before. He didn’t make her put it down. He ignored it. As if he knew she wouldn’t give in to fear. As if he expected her to be braver than that.

				She would have to be braver, because the real danger was Severne and her reaction to him, and there didn’t seem to be any escape from that.

				“I don’t trust Father Reynard, but I don’t trust daemon manipulations, either,” Kat said. “Did you kill him?”

				He paused. Hesitated as if her words had stopped him. Maybe she shouldn’t have spoken her suspicions about him and what he was...but the thought disintegrated when he lifted a hand to touch her face.

				“No. He isn’t dead. Only slowed down for awhile,” Severne said. “I’m sorry.”

				She let him touch her. She didn’t cringe away. As his warm fingers lightly trailed across her skin, Kat suddenly thought of the graceful but deadly way he’d dealt with Reynard in the alley. He was a daemon. It didn’t matter that he had helped her. She wouldn’t trust him. She hadn’t even fully seen him yet in a night of shadows and flickering light...

				She could tell his hair was dark. Not whether it was black or brown. His eyes were dark mysteries. They could be any color. They held all his secrets in depths that appeared onyx in the night.

				When he leaned down to press his lips to her temple, then to her cheek, then to trail them along her jawline as if to trace her face in the darkness...she didn’t protest. Was he comforting her? His lips were warmer than they should have been. The heat caused a responsive flush to rise on her skin. Her affinity kept her from reacting the way she ordinarily would if a man she’d just met had been so bold. It was a secret pulse between them, heightening a natural flare of chemistry, drawing them closer, sooner, than it should.

				“Don’t be sorry,” Kat said. “I think he can’t be killed. He’s like Death himself, a Grim Reaper I can’t escape.”

				He was all relaxed grace, taking the statue and placing it on a nearby table. She was all adrenaline and trembling sighs, but when both hands were free, she kept them at her sides. Not pulling him closer. Not pushing him away. Only refusing to hold on with all her might. He warmed her in ways that went beyond mere physical heat. Her usual affinity was magnified by his touch. It rose up and rushed through her veins almost as heated as Brimstone until she had the crazy urge to surrender to it and press herself closer into his arms. She saw it again in her mind, the way he’d braved Reynard’s deadly blade.

				Those images held her still for his kiss.

				Or did they? Her body mocked her need for an excuse. This—the heat, the masculine aura drawing her in, the night-cloaked scent that clung to his earthy skin and his hair and clothes—wasn’t he enough?

				Right now, he was everything.

				Because by then his soft, tracing lips had discovered her mouth in the dark, and a more intimate exploration of it had begun—lips, teeth, tongue. So velvety and alive with tremors and gasps and the sudden moist dip of his tongue.

				A hot coil unfurled in her abdomen, her nipples peaked and her knees grew weak.

				Then Severne pressed the handle of her cello case into her right hand. Her fingers curled around the indentions they’d made over fifteen years of constant companionship to the leather-bound grip.

				“Never trust a daemon bearing gifts, Katherine D’Arcy. There’s always a price to be paid,” he murmured into her hair when she slumped loose-limbed and faint against the firm wall of his body.

				“No,” she protested. But it was too late. She’d accepted the cello like a long-lost love. The Order warned against communicating with daemons. Hell was structured around a complex system of negotiating. She could feel daemonic power like static in the air as some unspoken bargain physically materialized around them, beginning with her acceptance of her case from his hand.

				He lifted her and the cello easily. He cradled her against his chest, but she couldn’t make her body resist or her hand release the cello. He carried her and the instrument upstairs and placed her beside the boy on the bed with the cello case cool and lifeless on the other side.

				Then he made the trade.

				He picked up the daemon child.

				Kat couldn’t move. He was no longer touching her, but his heat had remained, leaving her lethargic and weak.

				Somehow she had agreed without meaning to. The cello for the child. The daemonic bargain held her in place. She couldn’t fight its power.

				“Come and play for me in Baton Rouge, Katherine. We have more bargains to make. I can help you find your sister,” John Severne said.

				“Never trust a daemon,” Kat promised her pillow. She refused to let her tears fall. Or maybe it was daemon manipulations that suspended each perfect droplet on her lashes as Severne walked away.
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