
        
            
                
            
        

    



Logan’s Empath


Jenna Castille


 


Book three in the Destinies
Entwined series.


 


In a past life, Logan, a
battle-hardened mage, created the Three, a trio of lovers capable of performing
a sexual ritual to keep demons from breaking into the mortal world. His Three
have been protecting the world in every incarnation since. But in the current
incarnation, it’s taken years for Logan to find his Empath—and she’s already
knee-deep in trouble.


Years ago Bree’s parents were
slaughtered by demons. Since then, Bree’s concentrated on survival and revenge.
When a sexy, sword-wielding warrior storms into her town, she isn’t sure how to
react. A life spent wading through demon goo doesn’t lend itself to romance, no
matter how compelling the man.


Now the ruler of the demon horde is
targeting Bree. If Logan doesn’t win the trust and love of his emotionally
scarred Empath, he’ll lose her—and possibly the rest of the world as well.
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Prologue


 


The Visionary lost himself in a dream of an unfamiliar
landscape.


The night was lit by only the moon and stars. Woods closed
in on all sides, blocking anything that might give a hint as to the place. The
familiar sounds of nonstop traffic and the chatter of people were nowhere to be
found. All he could make out was the faint chirp of insects and the sounds of
someone racing through the underbrush.


As she dashed through the tight trees, a dream woman’s feet
slipped and skidded on the wet leaves, threatening to land her on her ass with
each step. But she never paused, never slowed down. She ducked through the
underbrush, blackberry thorns grabbing at her dark clothing and thin branches
slapping at her face. But the heavy cloth of her shirt and jeans protected her
skin as it was designed to, just as her hiking boots gave her the traction
needed for a mountain chase.


Her heart pounded in her chest, her pulse thundering in her
ears almost loudly enough to block out the sounds of smaller feet thumping in
front of her. She was close, very close. She ducked under a large branch, the
towering oak covered with moss and poison ivy giving her a reference point on
the familiar trail. They’d be cresting the hill soon. She had to end this
quickly. There were too many different paths to take once they reached the top.
The creature could run across the ridge in either direction or start heading
down toward the small town below. For a moment the dream focused on the town
and a small sign—Browningsville.


In an instant, she caught sight of the creature ahead.


She was nearly there. As they broke into the clearing she
tightened her grip on the carved handle of an old hunting knife.


The creature in front of her spun on tiny clawed feet,
spitting a nasty, poisonous ooze. The woman hopped lightly to the side even as
her left hand shot out to grab a thin, scaly neck.


Surprisingly strong arms for such a small frame tore at her
grip as she used her body weight to take the imp to the ground. It shrieked and
ripped at her, slicing through fabric and skin. But the woman held it at bay
with practiced ease.


One quick, powerful slice with the knife and the creature’s
head rolled away. The woman leapt back as the body twitched and twisted. A
noxious smell, a mixture of sulfur and decay, rose in a rolling smoke as the
corpse disintegrated.


The woman pulled a silk cloth from her pocket and carefully
cleaned the knife. Lifting a single hand, she brushed a lock of sweat-soaked
brown hair back from a delicate but determined face.


It was a face that was familiar to the dreamer. The shock of
seeing it framed in such modern times was enough to jar the Visionary from his
sleep.


Sabine?









Chapter One


 


A thoroughly disgusting-looking man marched into the
luxurious reception area of Zen, one of the hidden treasures of San Francisco.
The hotel sat as a tranquil oasis in the midst of the frantic movement of the
crowded City by the Bay. And yet this man, who looked like he’d been crawling
through the sewers after a particularly vicious bar fight, walked around as
though he belonged amidst the oriental luxury.


A young Asian woman at the front desk noticed his approach
and scurried forward to greet him. “Logan-san.” She gave a slight bow, most
likely from habit, before wagging a finger in his filth-covered face. “How many
times must you be told? When you come back in this state, please use the back
entrance. You’ll disturb the guests.”


“Sorry, Ishi.” Logan gave an absent rub to his head,
dislodging who knew what onto the brightly polished bamboo floor. He didn’t
even have the energy to look apologetic. “I’m just too damn tired to even think
about that now.”


The woman looked him up and down, her lips pursing with
concern as opposed to the expected disgust.


I must look as bad as I feel. Ishi almost looks
sympathetic. Logan tried to stand taller but the effort was too much. “Help
me to the elevators. Don’t think I can make it on my own.”


“Don’t bother, Ishi. Return to the front desk. I’ll handle
this. Logan and I have other business to discuss anyway.” A middle-aged Asian
man stepped forward, wrapping his arm around Logan’s shoulders and helping him
navigate his way to the row of elevators.


Great, boss man wants to discuss something with me. How
come I’m the First, the greatest mage ever, but Ryuu still ends up my boss?
But the thought didn’t stop Logan from leaning on his friend. “I know I’ve been
ditching out on work a lot lately but the demon fighting load has been high.
And let’s face it, that’s all your fault. If you’d found your other Two
quicker, less demons would’ve escaped.”


Ryuu stopped, leaving Logan rocking on his heels. He gave
Logan a reproachful look. “Do you really want me to drop you here? I don’t have
to put up with your foul humor on top of your foul stench.”


Logan grimaced. He hated being called out on his grumpy
behavior, even more so when the other party was right to do so. “Sorry, that
was uncalled for. I’m just not up for any chewing out today.”


“And you don’t think that I can see that?” Ryuu resumed
supporting Logan as they walked. “It looks like something’s already chewed on
you as it is. No, this is more of a personal discussion.”


Trying for humor to break the building tension, Logan
teased, “What, Eric and Janice not enough for you? Geez, where’s an old man
like you get the energy?”


“I’m barely in my forties so I’d appreciate you dropping the
old man comments. Not to mention the fact that I’ve let you stay here for
nearly a decade.”


“Not that I haven’t paid my way with the demon slaying and working
as your night manager.”


After the doors opened, Ryuu leaned Logan against the glass
wall so he could manipulate the card key access on the elevator. “Yes, you have
more than made your own way here.” He paused for a moment, staring at the
ceiling long enough to give Logan the willies. “I had a dream, a vision, that I
want to discuss with you.”


Groaning, Logan took full advantage of the wall propping him
up to give his aching feet some relief. “And it can’t wait until I’ve had a
chance to get some sleep?”


Making a show of sniffing, Ryuu grinned. “It can wait for
you to shower but I don’t think you would want it to wait longer than that.”


“What do you mean?” Logan asked as the elevator rocked to a
stop, nearly sending him toppling to the floor.


Ryuu watched him wobble. As the door slid open, he helped
Logan down the short hallway. “Shower first. I’ll wait for you in your sitting
room.”


Logan moaned as he staggered into his private rooms, letting
the carefully chosen decor soothe his senses. He’d barely changed a thing since
moving in, the room being so perfectly tranquil and welcoming as it was. He’d
been living that upper suite of Zen since Ryuu had him sprung from the
institution he’d been living in for most of his teen years. It was more of a
home for him now than the little house he’d lived in with his family until he’d
turned six, until the demons killed them.


Now he spent all his spare time killing demons. Seemed like
a good deal to him.


He left Ryuu to fend for himself and staggered to the
bathroom. He peeled off his clothes, dumping them on the gray and black stone
floor. He didn’t worry about putting them in a hamper. With all the demon goo
on them, they’d have to be burned anyway. Luckily, they weren’t anything he was
particularly attached to.


He slipped a little as he stepped into the shower. Thank god
it had one of those big shelves you could use for a seat. Standing was becoming
more difficult by the moment. What had it been, thirty hours since he’d last
slept—thirty hard hours? He turned the water to just a fraction under scalding
and eased himself down.


The pelting water and building steam seeped into his aching
muscles and bones, stinging the cuts covering his torso. But it was a slight
pain that he relished. He was still alive.


Logan leaned his head back and let the water run through his
longish hair. He reached for the shampoo, scrubbing to get out all the
nastiness that exploding demons left behind. Why did they have to go and grow
up anyway? It had been so much easier when all he had to deal with were imps,
even if there had been a multitude of the little bastards. But he’d take a
thousand imps over ten half-grown demons.


Shaking his wet head, he felt strong enough to stand and
finish cleaning up.


When he finally stepped back out of the bathroom, wearing a
pair of loose sweatpants, he felt somewhat human again.


And the fact that Ryuu took it upon himself to make coffee
jacked that feeling up to slightly human. “If I’d known you were going
to ply me with caffeine I would’ve been quicker.”


“You needed time to recover.” Ryuu handed him a cup, black
with two Sweet’N Lows.


After his first sip, Logan held the cup under his nose and
inhaled the wonderful scent. He flopped onto his couch, trying not to slosh the
precious beverage as he collapsed in on himself. “Okay, whatever you’ve got to
say, I’m ready to hear it.”


Ryuu sat down in a chair across from him, taking his own cup
off the coffee table. After a few sips he looked over at Logan. “I had a
vision.”


“So you mentioned.” Logan leaned his head back and closed
his eyes. “We got another nest of demons to take down? ‘Cause I gotta tell you,
even with my magic, this last one was a real bitch. I need a break.”


“No, no nest to take down, not exactly. Though imps were
involved.” Ryuu stared down into his cup, going all enigmatic on him. “I saw
someone else taking care of them.”


Blinking and jerking his head back up, Logan shook off the
need for sleep again. “Goody, we’ve got mystery reinforcements. I could use the
help, especially with Eric out of town and you up to your eyeballs with
expansion plans for the hotel.”


“This person wasn’t in San Francisco. The environment they
fought in was mountainous and the trees were not all indigenous to the Sierras
either. I believe it was the Appalachians or the Smokey Mountains, though I
need to research a bit more to be certain. I did see a town name,
Browningsville. That should help.”


He’s babbling. I can barely keep my eyes open and he’s
babbling. Get to the point already. “Okay, I’m ready for the catch. What is
so important about a demon hunter on the other side of the country? Are they
being overwhelmed and need help, ‘cause we’re not that far from it here. That
leak we had lasted nearly a decade. That’s a lot of imps and demons to clean
up, especially now that the older imps are maturing into those nasty young
demons. If we don’t get them all soon, they’ll start breeding.”


“I saw the woman’s face.”


“Yes,” Logan prompted. He was bone tired and getting more
irritated at Ryuu’s pussyfooting around the issue by the second. Doesn’t
Ryuu realize that I’m hanging on to consciousness by the skin of my teeth here?


His friend took a deep breath. “I think it was Sabine, or
the woman she is now. I haven’t had many visions of the past with your Empath
in them but it seemed to be her.”


Sabine. Logan’s heart stopped at the mere sound of
her name. He’d been searching so hard for her and for Brandr over the years,
never able to find them due to his own Visionary limitation of not being able
to see clearly his future or those entwined with it. Ryuu had tried to help as
well, without luck. Now, finally, he had a lead.


All hint of fatigue faded as a jolt of adrenaline shot
through his body. He had to force himself not to fly over the table and grab
Ryuu. “Are you certain?”


Ryuu licked his lips, eyes locked with Logan’s. “As certain
as I can be. I already have Katashi looking for a Browningsville in the Eastern
mountain ranges.”


Logan stood slowly, every muscle shaking with restrained
action. “Wait here.”


He walked to his bedroom instead of dashing there like he
wanted to. He went to his bedside table and pulled out an old sketchbook, the
only thing he’d taken with him when Katashi had come to bring him from the
institution and introduce him to Ryuu and Zen. His fingers shook as he leafed through
the pages. When he found the one he wanted, he ran the tip of his finger over
the surface. He closed his eyes in a short prayer as he held the book to his
chest.


Ryuu waited patiently in the other room as Logan returned,
sketchbook still in hand. He held it out, picture first, to his friend and
fellow Visionary. “Is this the woman you saw?”


Taking the book, Ryuu peered at the black and white sketch
of a woman in a long flowing gown, her hair piled on her head with a few
ringlets framing her smiling face. He raised his eyebrows as he looked up at
Logan. “This is very good. I didn’t realize you had such a talent.”


Logan felt his cheeks heating. Damn redhead complexion,
never could hide a blush. He shrugged, waiting for Ryuu to answer his
question.


“Yes, this is the woman I saw.” He handed the book back to
Logan. “Her hair and eyes are brown and she was wearing a turtleneck and jeans
but this is the same woman.”


Grabbing the back of Ryuu’s chair with his free hand to
support his suddenly weak knees, Logan trembled. “Thank god. Finally, I’ve
found her.”


“Or you will soon.” Ryuu stood, clasping a hand on Logan’s
shoulder before heading across the room. “Sleep friend. You need to rest and
recover. It will take a bit of time for Katashi to finish his research. I’ll
also have him put together some supplies for you take on your journey. I assume
you’ll be taking your motorcycle? She was fighting demons in my vision,
remember?”


“Yeah, no way to smuggle any weapons on a plane these days
and I’m not going anywhere unarmed. I’ll leave it to you then.”


“I’ll take care of everything.” Ryuu opened the door but
paused on the threshold. “And make certain to speak to Janice before you leave.
She feels like your big sister. If you disappear without at least saying
goodbye, I’ll never hear the end of it.”


Logan nodded, his mind already spinning in a hundred
different directions. Sabine, he’d finally found Sabine. Next would be Brandr
and his family would be complete. He would be complete.


For the first time in years, Logan could feel his heart
warming He’d found one of his loves.






Chapter Two


 


His soft bed embraced him. A warm, thick comforter covered
him. Silence and darkness filled the familiar room. But as tired as he was
Logan still had difficulty sleeping. After such world-shaking news, his mind
had trouble letting go. After an hour of tossing and turning, he’d had it. Time
to take matters into my own hands. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath
and pushed himself into a Visionary dream state. Anything to get some rest.


Not that he minded dreaming about the past, his past with
his Three.


Slowly, his consciousness following glowing strands of the
past, an image solidified.


 


~The battle had been worse than any before. More warriors
died on the field than ever. It was as though the creatures knew that the
resistance was working on a way to close the gate to the mortal world. They
were determined as well as vicious. Many times Laughlin thought either he or
Brandr would never see the dawn, falling under the seemingly endless swarm.
Even with the support of Sabine and her magic shoring up their own powers, the
fight was a near thing.


Now all Laughlin wanted to do was to find the peace of his
small hut and enjoy time with his lovers.


Sabine waited for them to return from their council meeting,
ointments and bandages already prepared to see to their wounds. Though the
fighting was fierce, only Brandr suffered any serious damage. A slice to his
head bled heavily and required several stitches. Sabine offered him warm ale
before tending his injury. Her steady hand and skill as a seamstress made short
work of the cut. Laughlin sat on the side of his makeshift bed and cleaned out
his own scrapes and scratches in the meantime.


When Brandr had been taken care of Sabine came to sit by
Laughlin, pushing away his hands to check the state of his injuries. “They are
becoming more brazen in their attacks.” She dabbed a bit more ointment on his
longest scratch. “This is the first time that I have seen them try to take a
village so large.”


Brandr sat next to her, wrapping his arm around her shoulder
and cuddling her close. “What do you think, Laughlin?”


“I fear they are nesting.” Laughlin closed his eyes and sent
up a prayer to the gods to protect them. “The demons are attempting to create a
stronghold, a home for themselves.”


“Do they suspect you are close to finding a way to stop them
completely?” Sabine snuggled closer to Brandr but put her hand on Laughlin’s
knee.


Laughlin took her hand, raising it to his mouth for a kiss.
He wanted to imprint the moment of peace with her in his memory, in case it
became their last. “I pray not but that may be possible.”


“When do we try?” Brandr watched Laughlin’s lips as they
caressed Sabine’s hand, hunger strong in his gaze.


Laughlin watched Brandr’s stare. This is hopeful. He
shot his oldest friend a grin. “Soon. I think it best to try soon. But we need
to be comfortable with one another. Trust and love are the keys to this magic.
Without both, the backlash could destroy us all.”


“But do we not have that between us, love and trust?” Sabine
looked at both men in askance. “If we do not, it comes as a surprise to me.”


“We love you, both of us.” Brandr hugged her close and
kissed the top of her head.


“And you love each other?” She reached out to cup Laughlin’s
cheek.


Laughlin looked over at his longtime comrade-in-arms. He had
lost count of the years he and Brandr had stood together against the hordes.
They’d been together years before meeting Sabine. When had the feeling of
friendship and trust turned to love? How long had he desired to hold the larger
man in his arms? His answer to Sabine came easy. “I love him. The real question
is, does Brandr love me? Will he not only share you with me, Sabine, but also
embrace me? If not, the ritual will fail.”


Sabine laughed while the larger man blushed, dipping his
head. It was rare to see Brandr showing such emotion. But his cheeks bloomed
the same bright red as Laughlin’s hair.


“You men never speak to each other about the important
things if you can even doubt his feelings, Laughlin.” Her eyes sparkled with
laughter as she reached back with one hand to slide fingers around the back of
Brandr’s head. “I watch how both of you look at one another. To be honest, I
had doubts when I joined you that I could find a place here with you. I thought
for certain that neither one of you needed any other person. If you two cannot
tell that you love one another, then you are both fools.”


Laughlin looked over at Brandr, not daring to hope. He
fought the demon hordes day in and day out yet the thought of facing his friend
with his feelings brought true terror to his heart.


But the look on Brandr’s face was anything but hostile. It
seemed more…hopeful.


Leaning forward and over Sabine, Laughlin took the greatest
gamble in his short, violent life. He placed his lips gently across Brandr’s,
licking and nibbling, begging entrance. His friend groaned, his lips parting.
Laughlin let his tongue slide forward in answer to the invitation. He lapped
hungrily at the inside of Brandr’s mouth, savoring the slick feel against his
tongue. He swallowed Brandr’s groan as he leaned ever forward.


Sabine chuckled but wiggled out of their way as Laughlin
pressed Brandr back onto the bed, desperate for this connection that he’d
feared would be impossible, unwelcome even. Mouth still locked and tongue still
dancing, Laughlin straddled the larger man. He paused to pull Brandr’s tunic
over his head and tossed it to Sabine. Brandr’s long chestnut hair pulled free
from its braid, spilling over the thin mattress. Laughlin slid his fingers
through the length, almost as smooth as silk. Damn, Laughlin loved the feel of
Brandr’s hair.


“Is this for the ritual?” Brandr’s eyes glistened with what
looked to be more fear than Laughlin could remember ever seeing.


“No, this is for us.” He kissed his way down Brandr’s bare
chest, his tongue paying homage to each and every scar the other man bore. So
much pain. Laughlin wished he could have spared his friend all that pain.


Why did life have so much pain?


Brandr twisted under the oral assault. He dug his fingers
into Laughlin’s hair, pulling his mouth up to take in a kiss that was savage,
nothing like their previous gentle exploration. Teeth and tongue ravaged
Laughlin’s mouth, sending a flash of desire straight to his already straining
cock. Brandr tasted of desperation and lust. Had he always been filled with
this much wanting?


When Brandr finally released him Laughlin felt a small hand
resting between his shoulders. He looked over at Sabine, beautiful Sabine, his
avenging angel. She smiled but tears welled up in her eyes.


She looked so alone and that was wrong.


Laughlin held out a hand to her. “Why do you stand so far
away? You should be here with us, next to us, loving us.” He looked down at
Brandr, rubbing his thumb across his friend’s swollen lips. So wanton, the
image of his friend like this burned itself into his memory. “Isn’t that
right?”


His friend and soon-to-be lover grinned, giving Laughlin’s
thumb a nip. “Of course. Without her, we stupid men are certain to get
something wrong.”


Sabine laughed but pulled her dress over her head as she
stepped forward. Laughlin and Brandr wasted no time and took the opportunity to
undress as well before settling back on the bed. Their woman looked back and
forth between the two of them. “This feels odd. I’ve loved both of you before
but now, with the two of you together, I’m not certain where to start.”


“Leave that to us, love.” Laughlin licked at Brandr’s lips.
Brandr groaned and tried to suck Laughlin’s tongue into his mouth. Laughlin
pulled back. “The question becomes, will Brandr take you or me?”


The other man swallowed, eyes darting between the two of
them. “And were I to take Sabine, what would you do?”


“Take you of course.” Laughlin let a wicked grin slide
across his face. “What say you?”


“I don’t know about him but that sounds perfect to me.”
Sabine’s eyes glittered with desire as she stared at the two of them. Laughlin
felt that desire wash over him.


Laughlin watched as Brandr’s cock jerked at the attention.


“I’ll have her.” Brandr’s big, rough hand cupped Laughlin’s
cheek. “I put my trust in you.”


Closing his eyes and leaning into the caress, Laughlin
sighed. “I’ll do my best to live up to that gift.”


“You always do.” His friend turned away, grabbing Sabine by
the waist and swinging her under him. “Come here, love, and let me have at
you.”


She giggled, swatting playfully at his chest but her fingers
lingered over his warm flesh. “And you think you can take me down? You might be
a big, strong warrior but if I didn’t want you, I’d have you on your knees in
moments.”


The big man leered and winked. “You can have me on my knees
whenever you wish, my sweet lady. You have only to ask.”


Sabine shook her head but reached out for him. “Come here,
fool. I feel left out.”


Brandr leaned down to kiss her, his hair falling around them
in a wave of deep reddish brown. Laughlin mourned the lack of view but used the
time to turn to find a small jar that he’d gotten from Ryo earlier. The Asian
man had teased him mercilessly for it, knowing what Laughlin hoped and planned for.
But it was worth the trouble now.


He had no intention of causing Brandr any harm. He wanted
this moment to be as perfect as possible. It just had to be.


He nearly dropped the jar as he heard Sabine cry out. He
spun around, already preparing to defend from attack only to see her ankles
wrapped around Brandr’s waist as she clawed at his back. Brandr whipped his
head back as he arched and thrust into her again. As Brandr’s hair fell away
Laughlin could see Sabine’s face, twisted with pleasure barely contained. The
sounds she made as Brandr pounded sent shivers down Laughlin’s spine.


He had to join them.


Taking a moment to cover his cock with the slick ointment,
Laughlin crawled forward between Brandr’s legs. He placed a palm on his
friend’s lower back, soothing for a moment before reaching down to spread his
cheeks. Looking down at the clenched opening, Laughlin felt his throat tighten
with fear. He had to make this good for Brandr but he hand no experience with
loving a man. Only Brandr appealed to him on that gut level. Laughlin had to
make this work but terror froze him in place.


Brandr stopped moving for a second and gasped as Laughlin
eased a slick finger deep into his ass, quickly joined by another.


Sabine whimpered under him, her nails digging into his flesh
as she urged him on. Brandr started thrusting again, riding both Sabine’s tight
body and Laughlin’s nimble fingers.


Once he’d calmed his own fears, Laughlin pulled his fingers
free. He braced himself with a hand on Brandr’s hip. Slowly, he guided his cock
deep into Brandr’s ass, stopping only when he was balls-deep, eyes and teeth
clenched as he tried not to lose himself in the tight grip. Brandr jerked
beneath him, pulling a scream from Sabine.


“Are you both all right? Should I stop?” Please don’t say
yes.


“Are you mad?” Sabine panted, glaring at him over Brandr’s
shoulder. “You better not stop.”


“Brandr?” Laughlin had to ask.


“Don’t stop.” He turned to give Laughlin a pleading look. “I
want to feel both of you. Can’t you feel her?”


Until that moment, Laughlin hadn’t realized what it was that
nudged at the edges of his mind. He’d been so focused on being careful with
Brandr that he hadn’t noticed. But he could feel Sabine, feel her erotic
emotions mixed with her love, thrusting into him. He could also sense Brandr,
confused but still hungry for more.


The ritual will work. If this is how things are naturally
for us, add the words and the ritual will work.


But who cared about that right now. Now he had his two
lovers waiting for him. He eased out of Brandr then pushed slowly back in. The
man gasped but he followed Laughlin’s movements into and out of Sabine. They
developed an easy rhythm, one that brought them all to greater heights of
pleasure. The added sensation of Sabine’s ability to share their emotions tied
them tighter than just pure physical love.


So closely knit were the Three, Laughlin didn’t know who
climaxed first. Suddenly, all muscles tightened. His arms trembled and he felt
a heat building in his spine. Brandr trembled beneath him and Sabine’s breath
caught in her throat.


He slammed into Brandr, all thought of control shattered as
his balls drew tight and pumped his cum deep inside his friend. Sabine started
to scream, only to bite Brandr’s shoulder to drown out the sound. Laughlin
wished he could see Brandr’s face as he arched and groaned.


The newly formed Three fell into a sweaty, sticky, exhausted
heap.~






Chapter Three


 


Bree slid the hunting knife back in its sheath at her hip,
took two steps back from the still-smoldering imp and leaned against a large
maple tree. She waited until her breath evened out from the jagged pants and
her heartbeat eased back down to normal. Her burning lungs would take a while
to recover. Peeling back her sleeve, she eyed a deep scratch across her wrist.
Not too bad for a night’s work, all things considered. She closed her eyes and
rubbed her temples as she tried to block out dark thoughts. How many of these
things were there? How long would this hunt go on?


Would it ever end?


The sound of snapping sticks and crumpling leaves brought
her up straight, hand falling to the knife at her side. She didn’t draw it,
though, as two hulking shapes shot into the clearing. “Took you long enough.”
She folded her arms and leaned back against the tree.


The older of the two men stepped forward to examine the body
as the younger stood back, looking a bit sheepish as he rubbed his free hand
through his dark hair. “Sorry, Sis. The other one had a friend waiting for it.
Took Matt by surprise.”


“I doubt that, Jordan. Matt is rarely surprised by
anything.” But Bree walked over to her older brother as he toed the pile of ash
left by the imp, spreading it in the dirt. “You okay?”


“Few scratches, nothing I don’t get after breaking up fights
after the high school basketball games.” He gave a reassuring smile. “Hell, I
got worse going over to old man Boggs’ place to talk to him about not letting
his dogs chase every person who walks by.”


Slipping his own hunting knife back in its sheath, Jordan
wrapped his arms around his older siblings and peered over their shoulders.
“Yeah, hang tough there, Mr. Deputy. You’re just lucky I had your back.”


Matt reached over and whacked Jordan on the back of the head
before Bree had a chance to. “Keep thinking that, baby brother.”


Jordan chuckled, shooting Bree a mischievous look. Matt
must’ve had a tough time of it if Jordan felt the need to act like the class
clown to relieve the stress. But it seemed to work. After spreading the ashes
so no one would recognize them for a body, Matt dusted his hands. “Ready?”


Bree followed the two down the mountain toward their home,
ducking under a patch of mountain laurel. They’d discuss what happened once
everyone was there.


It was a long hike back to their place but it was a peaceful
night, now that the imps had been taken care of. Cicadas chirped in the
distance and the fireflies were still out, looking like so much glitter thrown
into the trees. It was moments like this that Bree actually loved her hometown.


Instead of feeling trapped here.


They broke through the tree line and into the Collier
version of a backyard. Several apple trees dotted the hillside leading down to
their home. A small vegetable garden, in remembrance of their mother, still
lined the side of the house. Several types of wildflowers grew in planters on the
front porch and along the stone steps leading up to it. And bright lights shone
inside, waiting to greet the weary hunters.


The screen door popped open as they trudged up the stairs.
Tyler poked his head out, his relief so apparent that she didn’t need any
special powers to read his emotions. “Everything all right? No wounded?”


“We’re fine,” Bree called back. “Just a few scrapes and
bruises.”


“But I’m starving.” Jordan bounded up the stairs.


“Then get those boots off.” Ty shoved Jordan back a step,
away from the door. “Mama taught you better than to be tracking mud all over
her hardwood. I brought leftovers home from the cafe. Today’s special was
chicken and dumplings. We’ve got cornbread, fried tomatoes and a salad to go
with it.”


Jordan hopped on one foot as he yanked off a boot. “And
you’re my new favorite brother, Ty.”


Ty rolled his eyes but Bree knew that he was pleased with
the compliment. “I’m the only decent cook in the family so I’m always your
favorite brother.”


Having already peeled off her mud-plastered boots, Bree
shoved her fool brother out of the way. “Aaron back yet?”


“Yeah, everything’s fine.” Ty stepped to the side, letting
her into the large, open living room. While overall masculine, the Collier
living room still had a few feminine touches left from their mother. A lace
tablecloth covered the hand-carved coffee table. A quilt made by their
great-grandmother lay across the back of the massive couch. “It was some type
of clerical error, the usual transfer between the savings account and checking
broke or stalled or something. Aaron tracked it down and raised some holy hell
at the bank. Believe me, they’ll pay closer attention to our accounts from now
on. I mean let’s face it, with the insurance and the funds raised after what
happened, we should never have an overdrawn account.”


Matt bumped Jordan out of the way as his little brother
still struggled with his second boot. “Yeah, thank god for small favors. I call
shower first.” He gave Jordan a warning glare. “But there better still be food
left when I’m done.”


“Hey, don’t just look at me. Bree can pack it away too.”


Matt raised a single eyebrow. “Yes, but our sister has the
decency to think of others and not just her stomach. I don’t trust that hollow
leg of yours.”


“Can’t help if I’m still growing.” Jordan pouted.


Bree rolled her eyes. “Lord, you better not still be
growing. At twenty-two years old and six foot three, you’d damn well better be
done or we’ll have to raise all the doorframes.”


“You’re just afraid I’ll get taller than Matt.” Jordan
stepped behind Bree, making a point to look down his nose at her. “You don’t
want your little brother to be your biggest brother.”


“No way will I ever consider you my biggest brother. You
have to be mature for that type of title.” She locked eyes with Jordan,
smirking. “That’s never going to happen.”


Matt snorted and shook his head at the two of them before
heading upstairs. Bree and Jordan looked at each other in silence for a moment
before bursting into laughter, wrapping their arms around each other and
heading to the dining room.


Aaron sat at the head of the table, already halfway through
his meal. He smiled and nodded at his siblings as they sat on either side of
him. “Everything went well, I take it?”


“Guess that depends on how you define ‘well’.” Jordan
grabbed for the dumplings, dishing out an ample helping. “Nobody got seriously
hurt. But there were more than we thought.”


“We’ll hash out the details when everyone gets to the
table.” Bree passed Jordan the basket of cornbread, trading for the bowl in his
hand as Ty walked in with a plate of fried green tomatoes. Wes followed close
behind with the salad.


They talked about the day, nothing particularly out of the
ordinary for any family over supper. Jordan talked about the classes he had at
community college. Aaron explained about the bank problem he’d fixed. Wes
moaned about deadlines and the lack of any real news to write about. Bree and
Ty talked about the people in the cafe that day and some of the drama they’d
watched. Browningsville might lack for news but it didn’t lack for drama.


When Matt finally joined them, fresh from the shower, the
supper conversation took its usual turn for the weird.


Aaron, as the eldest, broached the subject. “So, did you
find the nest?”


“Yeah, it was bigger than we expected. We should’ve brought
you, Wes and Ty.” Matt took a deep drink of iced tea. “Two got away. Bree
chased down the smaller one alone. Jordan and I took out the other but he had a
friend waiting for him, so things didn’t go smoothly.”


“But the nest is gone?” This time Aaron looked directly at
Bree.


Bree reached out with her emotions, trying to pinpoint the
strongest source of negativity. As always, it seemed shadowed and blurred,
difficult to get a position on. And like the last time, she could feel smaller
pockets peeling off from the main mass. “We finished off that nest but it was
only imps. None of the bigger demon things or any possessed humans. I can still
feel the main nest out there, with more small nests forming around it. But I
still can’t get a good grip on it.”


Ty patted her shoulder. “It’s okay, little sis. We’ll find
them eventually.” He turned to Jordan. “So, are you going back to the
university next semester and have you figured out what you’ll be majoring in
yet?”


Jordan grimaced, his anxiety spiking. Bree watched in
concern as he pushed food around on his plate. “I’ll go back if I have to but
I’d rather stay here.”


“You know if you stay out another semester you’ll be dropped
from the roll and have to reregister.” Aaron pinned Jordan with a hard,
piercing gaze. “Will you actually go through that trouble?”


“Should I bother?” Jordan gave Bree a pleading look for
support but while she understood his feelings, she didn’t agree with him. “I
should be here helping you.”


“Mom and Dad wanted all of us to finish college, especially
since Aaron dropped out to work in the mines.” Bree stared down at the table,
unable to meet Jordan’s eyes when talking about their parents. “Matt and Wes
made it and they wanted to see you and me make it too.”


“So why don’t you go back?”


Bree flinched at the accusation in his voice and her own
sense of guilt. “None of you can feel the imps and demons like I can. None of
you could find them without me.” She grimaced. “Plus, it’s been seven years. I
don’t know if I could get back into the groove again.”


“I still don’t see why I have to.” Jordan pushed his
chair back and glared at his siblings. “I understood it when I was learning
about stuff that could help us—mythology, comparative religions, psychology,
criminology and the rest. But I did that. It isn’t fair that I get shoved out
just because I’m the youngest. Don’t you think I’ll worry about you when I’m
gone? Don’t you think I deserve a chance at revenge for Mom and Dad the same as
you?”


Without waiting for a reply, he threw his napkin on the
table and stormed out. His footsteps echoed as he stomped up the stairs to his
room. Aaron started to follow, his own expression thunderous, but Bree held up
her hand. “Don’t. He has a right to be upset. Give him some time to calm down before
talking to him.”


“He’s acting like a brat.”


“No, he’s acting like a young man who’s hurting. You know he
blames himself for not being here when Mom and Dad were attacked. He feels just
as guilty as any of us. Probably more so.” Bree looked around the table at her
brothers, feeling their discomfort and their own dull grief. “None of us would
be here, doing what we’re doing, if it wasn’t for guilt.”


“You know that it sucks not being able to hide our emotions
from our little sister, right?” Ty leaned over to ruffle her hair.


“Well, I’m surrounded by five massive testosterone
production plants all the time. You guys should have something you have to deal
with.” She gave a weak smile. “It’s only fair.”


“So since you are the best one at dealing with emotions, why
don’t we clean up down here and you see to the baby boy.” Ty said, smacking
Matt, who rolled his eyes but started picking up plates.


“He’s twenty-two, hardly a baby.” Matt carefully balanced a
growing tower of dishes. “No wonder he gets all defensive with you guys.”


“Hey, just be happy.” Wes gave her the grin and wink that
had broken hearts across half the county. “If it wasn’t for him, you’d
be the baby.”


“Thank the lord for small favors.” Bree pushed away from the
table and left her brothers to the dishes. Out of all of her siblings, Bree
felt closest to Jordan and not just because they were the two youngest. She
understood how he struggled with wanting to stay here and take out the bastards
who’d killed their parents as well as trying to be true to their parents’
wishes that he get an education and a good-paying job. She knew that her folks
would be disappointed with her working as a waitress in Ty’s cafe, even if she
was a silent partner in the business. But it was steady work and kept her close
to the people of the town. Hopefully she could spot it if another person was
demon possessed, like their neighbors who’d killed their parents.


She had to protect the townspeople, since it was too late to
protect her family.


Jordan’s pain was similar. While he couldn’t have sensed
anything wrong with the couple who’d killed their parents, he was a man. Even
if he had only been fifteen at the time, the fact that he hadn’t been home
during the attack ate at him. Bree knew he didn’t want that to happen again and
that he hated every time he left town for the state university. That was why he
took so many courses online or at community college.


Bree knocked lightly before peeking in his room. “Hey,
little bro, you okay?”


After shrugging on his jacket, Jordan shoved his hands in
his pockets. “I guess. Just wound up. I thought I’d meet some of my friends
down at the bowling alley, relax a little.”


“Get away from the family for a while.” Bree held up a hand
when he looked like he was about to argue. “Don’t deny it. Hell, we love each
other but we all need our space sometimes.”


Jordan looked at the floor for a moment. “Yeah.”


“Don’t let it get to you.” Bree scooped his keys off his
dresser and handed them to him. “Whatever you decide to do with your life is
your choice. In the end, we’ll all support you. Just realize that as your
family, we get the right to stick our big noses in your business just like you
have the right to tell us to fuck off.”


He tossed the keys in the air and grinned at that. “I can
picture Aaron’s reaction if I told him to fuck off. I wouldn’t have to worry
about decision making since I’d be dead or in a coma.”


Bree plopped down on the side of his bed and laughed. She
could just picture her eldest brother’s expression. “I wouldn’t go that far but
it sure wouldn’t be a pretty sight. Crystal wouldn’t be seen in public with you
until all the bruises healed.”


“She won’t be seen in public with me now,” Jordan muttered
as he slipped his wallet into his back pocket, still clutching the keys in his
other hand.


So that’s where some of this is coming from. “She
break up with you again?” Shallow bitch.


He shrugged. “You know how it is.”


“Yeah, on again off again since your sophomore year. Maybe
you going back to the university wouldn’t be a bad thing? At least then she’d
be forced to think about what life would be like without you around.” And
maybe you’d find someone better and get her manicured claws out of you.


He tried to look like it didn’t bother him but Bree could
feel his heartache and it brought tears to her eyes. “To be honest, Bree, I
don’t want to think about it right now.”


Bree blocked out the hurt and sadness coming from her
brother as he left the room. Damn, why couldn’t any of them live a normal life?
Why did this have to happen to their family?


Bree’d never thought of her life as being unusual, other
than her having a bit of the sight. And when she’d left home to pursue a degree
in psychology, she’d thought she’d been able to read people well. She hadn’t
considered her gift to be valuable for much else.


Not until that night, not until Jordan called her,
hysterical.


It had taken her two hours to drive home. By the time she
got there, the entire house had been cordoned off as a crime scene. Matt hadn’t
been allowed in since the sheriff was worried about how he’d handle it. When
Bree pulled up, Matt met her in the front yard. They stood together as the
bodies were brought out in long, black body bags. They’d helped Jordan into her
car after the sheriff had finished questioning him. They’d met up with Aaron, Wes
and Ty at the one motel in town. After hearing what had happened the owner had
given them six rooms next to each other for as long as they needed, no charge.


They only used one room the first night. No one wanted to be
alone.


The next day Matt sneaked Bree in to see the killers. She
still couldn’t believe that their neighbors, a couple in their sixties who’d
lived next door since before she’d been born, had murdered her parents. But
when she saw them, reached out for their emotions, she’d known the truth.


Whoever they had been before was gone. Something alien had
taken their place, inhuman and bloodthirsty.


Demons.


Bree had never been one to believe in possession, no matter
how long she’d lived in the Bible Belt. She’d heard stories about snake
churches in the hills and people falling to the floor, convulsing and speaking
in tongues. She’d always thought the people involved needed serious psychiatric
help.


Now she wasn’t so sure.


It took a while to convince her brothers. Actually, it took
the killers escaping and Matt finding them, watching the demons separate from
their human hosts. He nearly died fighting them off. Gunfire did little to stop
them. If Bree hadn’t brought Aaron with a machete, they would’ve lost Matt.


After it was discovered that the couple had no memories,
emotions or even personality left, they were deemed unfit to stand trial. The
authorities had them committed. The Collier family was left to deal with the
aftermath.


For seven years they’d hunted down monsters. For seven years
all their lives had been put on hold.


When would it end?






Chapter Four


 


Logan thanked his lucky stars for the lull in the almost
constant rain he’d driven through since crossing into Kentucky. The scenery was
beautiful, with its rolling green hills slowly turning into rolling green
mountains, each just beginning to change into fall colors. Some kind of vine
crawled up bare rock, trees and most of the telephone poles and even wrapped
around the wires. It was strange and beautiful at the same time. But driving a
motorcycle in the rain was never a pleasant experience, no matter how wonderful
the view. His leathers kept the pelting rain from stinging his skin but the
extra concentration he had to devote to driving in bad weather was exhausting.


A few hours after crossing the state line, the road
narrowed, snaking deep into the mountains that loomed around him to create a
nearly claustrophobic aura. Few cars passed him going in the opposite
direction. Small, almost hidden communities whirled by one after another, often
connected by river or railroad track. It took another half hour off the main
highway until he finally sighted the lights of Browningsville.


He drove through the center of town and felt like he’d
stepped back in time. Drugstores butted up to an ancient-looking stone
courthouse. Homes had actual white picket fences and shutters, though a few
could use a fresh coat of paint. For a moment Logan had a flash of old Norman
Rockwell paintings from the fifties of the American Dream. At the end of Main
Street sat the only motel listed in the entire area. He pulled up in the first
empty, non-handicapped spot and pulled off his helmet. His red hair fell
forward, almost over his eyes. He shook his head as he hooked his helmet around
one handlebar and headed inside.


The lobby was completely deserted, though he could hear the
sounds of a game show playing just out of sight. He tapped on the little brass
bell on the desk and waited for someone to acknowledge his existence.


“Coming, hold yer horses.” The voice was so thin, Logan was
amazed he could make out that much.


A tiny, gnarled little man shuffled into the room. Logan
struggled not to grin at the amount of time it took the man to cross over to
the front desk. He looked Logan up and down, eyes narrowed in obvious
suspicion. “You needing a room?”


Great, small town distrust. Glad I’m wearing a jacket.
Who knows what this guy’d think of me if he could see my tats. With all the
geometric designs and Celtic braidwork on my arms and back, he’d probably think
I just got out of prison or belong to some biker gang. He put on his
friendliest hotel management smile. “Hi, my name is Logan Walker. I called last
week about a room.”


The man’s face relaxed a fraction but not much. “You here to
visit family or to do some hiking?”


Now’s obviously not the time to start asking my own nosy
questions. Deal with the local gossip’s questions first. “I’m passing
through, on vacation, and thought I’d do some sightseeing along the trail. I’m
taking a motorcycle trip across country, exploring parts I haven’t seen
before.”


The man gave a soft humph but reached for his sign-in book.
Without another word, he handed Logan a packet with a key.


Not exactly impressed with the friendly service, Logan
struggled for something to say. He needed to be as nonthreatening as possible.
It wouldn’t do him any good if rumors about the stuck-up out-of-towner started
flying. “It’s been a long trip and I’m starving. Could you recommend someplace
to eat, close by?”


“TC’s cafe, block down Main’s, about the only place other
than the bowling alley close by to eat. Can’t miss it.” The man turned and went
back to watching his show in the other room.


I guess that’s the best I can hope for. Logan scooped
up the key and went about getting everything off his bike and into his room.


As soon as he unpacked, he looked around the tiny, sterile
motel room and decided to walk over to the cafe. He was tired but too wound up
from the drive to sleep yet. The room was obviously not meant for anything more
than sleep. The weather was still cloudy but the rain had let up. It was cool
but not cold and the air smelled crisp and fresh. If the cafe was as close as
the motel guy said, the walk would be a good chance to stretch his legs after
the long ride.


About a block and a half away, he found a surprisingly busy
little restaurant. Being the only game in town, it had to be doing good
business. The sign by the door said to seat yourself so he found a booth in the
back corner by the window. A cute little blue-eyed blonde sitting at the
counter gave him the once-over and a flirty little grin. He grimaced and raised
the menu to block his face. Great, guess I’m both dangerous-looking in my
leathers on top of being fresh meat. Nothing like the bad-boy look to draw
attention.


“Mind if I sit here?” a soft voice whispered in his ear as a
small hand grazed his shoulder.


He closed his eyes for a moment before meeting the blonde’s
hungry gaze. He was just trying to come up with some way of gently letting the
woman down without ruffling any feathers when another voice piped in, sending
chills down his arms.


“Really, Crystal. You just broke up with my brother again
and you’re already hitting on the first new man you run into. Real classy.”


Crystal tossed her lush, wavy hair and glared at the
interruption but scurried back to her seat.


“Sorry ‘bout that, especially if she was bothering you.”
Disgust coated this new woman’s familiar, no-nonsense voice. “If she wasn’t,
you can always talk to her later. Believe me, it won’t take much talking on
your part. Do you know what you want to eat or would you like a little more
time?”


Logan slowly dragged his eyes up this other woman, almost
afraid that he wouldn’t see what his heart expected. But one look at those warm
brown eyes and the soft, silky brown hair framing that familiar face dried his
mouth and sent every muscle in his body on high alert.


Sabine. Can’t be this easy but I’m looking at Sabine.


He glanced at the waitress’s nametag. Bree.


The woman’s brow creased as his silence dragged on a little
too long. She tapped her pen against her order pad. “If you need a suggestion,
my brother makes a mean meatloaf. That’s tonight’s special.”


Logan shook himself from his trance. Order something. You
gotta stay here long enough to figure out what to say, what to do. And you
can’t look like a complete idiot in the process. “That sounds good. And
some iced tea.”


She gave him another long look. “You’re not from around
here, not with that accent. So, word of warning, iced tea is sweet tea around
here. Is that okay?”


He nodded. “That’s fine. I could use the pick-me-up.”


“I can bring you some coffee if you’re still driving.” Bree
tilted her head and gave him a warm, reassuring smile. “Wouldn’t want you
falling asleep at the wheel.”


“Thanks, but I’m staying at the motel for a while.”


She raised her eyebrows. “Visiting folks?”


“Just touring. Motorcycle ride, cross-country.” Logan could
feel something nibbling at the edges of his mind. She wasn’t that strong, not
without a connection to him or to their Catalyst, but she was definitely trying
to get a read on his emotions. The fact that she was conscious enough of her
powers to do so boded well. They needed all the strength and experience they
could get.


“Sounds like fun.” Bree tapped her pen against her notepad
again. “Well, I’ll put your order right in.”


“Thanks.”


Watching the gentle sway of her small hips as she walked
away, Logan tried to gather his scattered wits. He’d found her. He’d finally
found her. But what did he do now? She knew about her powers. That was a plus.
He’d have a starting point when he tried to explain things to her. But he
wasn’t ready yet. He hadn’t expected to find her so quickly. How should he
approach her?


He needed a plan.


He looked over at the counter again. The other woman,
Crystal, stared at him, jealousy easily read even from this distance. He
couldn’t make a scene here, with all these people. But he had to leave Sabine
with something to think about, something to consider.


He wanted her thinking about him when he left.


It didn’t take her long to return with his drink and food.
“That was quick.” The smell of well-seasoned meat set him salivating.


“That’s the advantage of ordering the special. You don’t
have as long to wait with the prep time.”


Smiling, he gave her his best trust-me-I’m-harmless look.
“It looks wonderful. You’ll have to compliment the chef.”


She laughed, the musical sound warming cold places deep in
his heart. “Oh, I have to tell my brother that. I don’t think anyone’s ever
actually called him a chef before.”


He shrugged but nodded toward Crystal. “The same brother she
broke up with? ‘Cause I gotta tell you, it takes guts to eat food cooked by
your ex.”


“Nope, my younger brother.”


“Two brothers huh?”


“Try five.” At his surprised look, she smirked a little and
tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. She gave him a quick, conspiratorial
wink. “So don’t go thinking that you can get fresh with the local waitress just
cause you’re an out-of-towner.”


“That’s some family. I’ll keep that in mind.” He noticed a
bandage across her wrist peeking out from under her sleeve. Looking at it with
a bit of his Visionary sight, he saw a sickly green glow around the wound.
Demon or imp inflicted. How did she get that? Is she seriously hunting
demons like Ryuu saw in his vision? He reached up and took her hand.
“You’re hurt.”


“Can’t work around food without getting the occasional
scratch or burn.” She tried to pull away but Logan wouldn’t let go.


“You didn’t get this here, or at least I hope you didn’t.
And these kinds of wounds always heal more slowly than natural ones.” He rubbed
his thumb over the bandage, pushing with a touch of his mage magic. It was a
small scratch. It didn’t take much to clean and heal.


She twisted her wrist out of his grip. “I don’t know what
you’re talking about.”


“Don’t you?” Logan reached for his knife and fork and began
cutting his meatloaf, savoring the rich scent. “Like calls to like.”


Her eyes narrowed. “What do you mean by that?”


“I’ve had quite a few scratches like that myself. They can
be nasty, savage creatures, especially if they’re working as a nest. But you
probably already know that.”


Her powers pushed out at him, flooding around him even
though they were too weak to get a good hold. His own magic protected him from
invasion.


“Who are you?”


He took a bite of meatloaf to stall as he thought about the
best way to answer the question. It melted in his mouth. He rarely ate red meat
anymore, something about it reminding him too much of blood. But damn, it
tasted good. “Name’s Logan Walker. I’m a night manager at a hotel named Zen, in
San Francisco. But I have a nighttime hobby similar to yours.”


Her lips pursed and she looked over her shoulder before
whispering, “How did you find me?”


“Wasn’t easy, let me tell you.” He paused to relish another
juicy bite. “But where you read emotions, I see events—past, present and
future. Though to find you, I had help from someone else like me.”


“Like you?”


Logan wasn’t sure if she looked stricken or hopeful. He
prayed for hopeful. “You didn’t think you were alone, did you? This fight’s
been going on for centuries. No way could one person ever be effective alone.”


Bree glanced over at a large man who’d stepped out of the
kitchen and behind the counter. “And just what kind of hobby do you think I
have?”


Logan locked eyes with the man who must be one of her
brothers and gave a friendly smile and nod. “Demon hunting, what else?” He held
up a hand as she started to respond. “Don’t bother denying it, won’t do any
good. Just think about it, talk it over with your brothers and look me up when
you’re ready to discuss things. I’m just going to finish my dinner, pay my bill
and head back to my hotel.”


He stared deeply in her eyes, trying to imprint this moment
in his memory. “I’ll be waiting for you.”


She blinked, taking a step back and shaking herself. She
tore the bill off her pad and laid it on the table. “Don’t expect any refills
and you better leave a damn good tip.”


He grinned at her retreating shoulders.


Sabine always did have a temper.


* * * * *


Who the hell was that guy? Bree couldn’t help but
stare at him as he finished eating. He was attractive, in a dangerous sort of
way. He didn’t feel like one of the possessed but she couldn’t get a good read
on him either. And how did he know about that anyway? Only her brothers knew
about her ability to feel out emotions. No one else should even suspect such a
thing was possible.


“Do you trust him?” Ty whispered as he leaned over her
shoulder to look at their mysterious customer. He hadn’t liked what she told
him the man had said any more than she did.


“Don’t know.” Bree pursed her lips and for once wished her
powers were stronger. She needed to feel this new guy out. “I don’t think he’s
possessed but that doesn’t mean he’s one of the good guys.”


“I’ll call Matt and Wes and have them run a check on him.
Logan Walker, right?”


“Yeah, from San Francisco.” She continued staring as Ty
walked back to the phone in the kitchen. By that evening, between Matt’s
connections, Wes’ journalistic tricks, and Jordan’s hacking skills, they’d know
everything there was to know about Mr. Walker.


Logan.


The name sounded right and wrong at the same time. Something
deep inside her expected it to sound more familiar and in a way it still did,
just not exactly right.


What was going on?


“He’s hot.”


Bree rolled back her automatic retort as the cute, petite
annoyance with blonde hair leaned in on her. Why did Crystal always want to
talk to her like they were friends? What did the woman expect from her? The
way she treated Jordan, you’d think she’d realize that I don’t like her, that
I’m not fooled and can see her for the grade-A bitch she is.


But for once Bree had to admit that the other woman was
right. Logan might be a mystery right now but he was hot.


He definitely had the look of a rebel, with his black
leather pants and jacket. But the clothes made sense if he rode a motorcycle
all the way here from San Francisco. Also, the leather would provide protection
during a demon fight. So he was tough but that didn’t mean he was a bastard.


He kept his hair short around the sides and long on top, a
vibrant red almost the color of blood. He had a look about him, a way of
carrying himself, that spoke of confidence born in battle. It was a look Bree
was used to seeing in her brothers and herself. This Logan guy wasn’t above
getting dirty. But his calm blue eyes were anything but vicious. Kind, they
looked clear and kind.


Still she shouldn’t be ogling the man. Bree grabbed a damp
rag and started wiping down the counter. She’d have to see what her brothers
said. Her instincts might say that this man meant no harm to her but he also wasn’t
someone to take lightly.


They’d have to keep an eye on him.






Chapter Five


 


The mountains at night were the definition of spooky to the
uninitiated. Sounds echoed strangely against the hollows, eerie thuds in the
distance. Wildlife scurried in the underbrush just outside of her peripheral
vision. Worse, it wasn’t uncommon to stumble across ancient grave sites and
markers that had been attached to homesteads long since reclaimed by the woods.
At least the full moon shone down through the trees, lighting their way down
the twisting path. Bree had pinpointed one of the smaller branches of the main
nest of demons they hunted. The nest being larger than the last, this hunt
called for all her brothers’ help. But at least the hunt kept her mind clear,
leaving her little time to think about anything or anyone.


Even Logan.


The Colliers slipped silently through the trees and brush.
In a carefully choreographed maneuver, they stalked their prey. But as they
approached the nest they discovered something unexpected. There were at least
ten imps in the clearing surrounding a single human.


Bree thought it was an attack and braced herself for the
rescue attempt Aaron would surely coordinate. But first she reached out for the
human’s emotions, prepared to endure an onslaught of terror. Instead slick
alien emotions, like so much slime, coated the air.


Possessed.


Signaling her brothers to start circling the group, Bree
crept forward. Aaron would be on the farthest side with his whistle as the
signal for attack. The waiting for everyone to get to their places was its own
torture, every nerve tingling with the urge to fight.


At Aaron’s sharp signal, Bree leapt forward. The next few
minutes blurred into a sequence of scratching, grabbing, clawing and swiping.
She smelled the noxious odor of flaming imp as the creatures started falling.
She received a few shallow scratches and retaliated with swift precision that
sent two more imps up in ash. But something was wrong.


There were too many.


The ten imps they’d seen before starting their attack were
only the beginning. Ten more, then twenty scampered through the trees. The
possessed human, a man Bree had never seen before, stood back and laughed as
the numbers increased.


Seeing that individual skirmishes would be impossible to
survive against those numbers, Bree and her brothers gathered back-to-back,
facing their enemies. She didn’t have time for the fear to set in nor did she
have the luxury of imagining her defeat. She crouched, her knife held in front
of her, as she prepared for the imps’ attack. She trusted her brothers to
protect her back and would do the same.


Suddenly movement at the tree line caught her attention. A
large, shadowy figure slipped through the brush. But it wasn’t demonic
reinforcements. Logan, still in his black leathers, stepped out, a picture of
confidence as he faced the onslaught. He reached over his shoulder, whipping
out a long sword. He grinned as he held it in front of him and widened his
stance.


Three imps peeled off from the group surrounding the
Colliers to converge on him. Spinning and slicing, he dealt with them with a
frightening efficiency.


Other imps joined the fray to meet a similar fate in
frightening, ferocious speed. The air was thick with the stench of their blood
and ash. Bree tore her eyes away from Logan and started dealing with her own
adversaries. She lost track of time again as she dispatched one after another
until someone bigger grabbed hold of her arm and dragged her away from her
brothers. A gun pressed against her temple.


“Hold or the woman dies.”


Her brothers froze. Their terror leaked into her mind,
threatening to break her from the icy calm that had descended on her during the
battle. Even Logan paused, lowering his sword. But he raised his free hand
slightly, palm out toward her. It looked like a perfectly innocent gesture but
Bree could feel something reaching out for her, pulling energy from her. Just
as she noticed his hand begin to glow, he swung his arm as if throwing
something.


The man holding her gasped, his hands dropping. Bree spun to
stab at him, pulling back her knife at the last second as she watched a haze of
smoke slide out of him. Her eyes widened as the man collapsed and the mist
coalesced into a humanoid shape. While she stood frozen, it oozed toward her.


Suddenly Logan was there beside her. Wrapping his sword arm
around her waist, he twisted her to the side. His glowing hand rose again,
strange words falling from his lips.


With a bright flash, the smoke creature vanished.


Logan released her, wiping his sword’s blade with a black
cloth before sliding it back in its sheath. He knelt down and checked the man’s
pulse. “He’ll be okay. But we’d best move him before he regains consciousness,
put him somewhere he’ll be found that won’t be connected to us.”


“You can’t just leave him on the side of the road.” Bree
gave the man on the ground a sympathetic look. She rarely saw those who’d been
possessed but they filled her with pity and revulsion. She both wondered what
they did to make their possession possible while wishing she could do more for
the victims once they were freed. “He won’t have any memories or personality
when he regains consciousness.”


“Yes, he will.” Logan grabbed the man and slung him over his
shoulder with a grunt. “I don’t know how you’ve been freeing the possessed but
when my magic separates them the host isn’t damaged like that. At least, not if
they haven’t been possessed for too long.”


“How did you do that?” This time it was Matt who spoke,
stepping forward to help Logan position the man so he wouldn’t fall. “We’ve
only seen possessed separate when the creature voluntarily leaves or the person
dies.”


“I am a mage trained to fight these creatures. I’ve been a
mage for many lives, on top of being a Visionary. That means I can manipulate
energy, use what looks like pure magic.” He glanced at Bree. “But I admit that
your sister gave me a shot of extra power. Otherwise I’d be out for at least a
day, day and a half after pulling that.”


“At the cafe you said we were the same. What did you mean by
that?” Bree kept a close eye on Logan, positioning herself between him and her
brothers. She still couldn’t get a good, clear read on the man. Even if he had
the other man on his back, who knew what kind of damage Logan was capable of?


He stared at her in silence, then looked over her shoulder
at her brothers gathering around her. “This much I’ll tell you. Just as you are
an Empath, I am a Visionary, able to see through space and time.” He grimaced
at the obvious disbelief on all their faces. “It’s a very long story. The kind of
tale best told in private, maybe over a meal. I might have borrowed energy from
Bree, so I’m not exhausted, but I’m still starving.”


“I tell my brothers everything.” She gave him a pointed
look. “And I don’t go out on a dinner date with just anyone.”


His lips slid up in a quick smile. “I’ll be certain to keep
that in mind. But I was talking about telling the story out in the open. We
could go back to my motel room. Not to mention this guy’s getting heavy. I need
to dump him off, remember?”


“Come to our house when you’re done.” Bree almost jumped out
of her skin at the sound of Aaron’s voice. It wasn’t like her eldest brother to
trust anyone. He raised a single brow in her direction. He’d noticed how she’d
put herself between them and she knew he’d have something to say to her about
it later. “We need to hear what the man says. Best to keep him close in the
meantime. Mage or not, it is six against one. I imagine he’ll stay in line in
our home. He doesn’t appear to be the type of man to abuse our hospitality.”


Logan bowed his head at Aaron. “I would be honored if you
trust me in your home. We’ll sit down, have some coffee, and I’ll tell you all
about demon gates, negative emotional build-ups, tears, leaks and the first
Three.”


“One question now.” Jordan stepped around Bree, practically
vibrating with pent-up emotions. His usual joking after a battle was decidedly
absent. Frankly, his hot-headedness made Bree worry. “Will your story help us
kill demons?”


“Yes. It starts and ends with killing demons. You aren’t alone
in this fight. Far from it.” Logan stepped forward, ignoring the unconscious
man’s weight on his shoulders as he offered Jordan his hand. “There are many of
us across the country and around the world holding the line. Some of us have
succeeded better than others. I can help you contact them. We try to learn from
our failures and our successes.”


Jordan stared at the offered hand. Bree could feel the hope
in him and prayed that it was well-founded. They could all use a little hope.
“If Aaron says you can come with us, I’ll stand by his judgment. You can come
back to our place tonight, get some rest and tell us everything in the morning.
I’m not up to coffee and incredible stories tonight.” Jordan looked back at
Bree and his brothers.


She gave him a nod. “I think we could all use a rest.”


The two shook and that seemed to ease down the clamoring of
emotions.


If those worries hadn’t been so high, Bree might not have
missed the feeling of something alien watching. Perhaps the imp who scampered
away would’ve been captured and killed. Instead, little mind reeling with the
words the Three, the imp hurried back to its leader with the news.






Chapter Six


 


The petite blonde stared out the living room window of her
average little home, waiting. She’d had her “parents” turn in early, tucked
away in one of the smaller second-floor bedrooms. She didn’t need any
distractions as she planned her next move. Room—more space was essential if she
wanted to build a sizable army. This cute little human house sitting on a
single acre wasn’t nearly enough space to collect and mature her creatures. She
needed more for her minions to grow in peace. Her relationship with Jordan
Collier was not working out as she thought it would. And even if she did manage
to get him, his damn kin showed no signs of leaving home, effectively tying up
all those acres of mountain. Killing the parents was supposed to send them to
the four winds, not make the siblings shack up in the homestead like some damn
backwoods clan.


And to top it off, she still hadn’t found out who was
butchering what minions she managed to muster. How was she expected to create a
stronghold for her growing demons as they leaked through the tears if her imps
kept getting slaughtered?


Crystal Briggs was one pissed-off would-be demon lord.


She heard the flap on the dog door swish at the back of the
house. She didn’t keep dogs. The only thing canines were good for was food as
far as she was concerned. No, she kept the dog door for her youngest imps, as
they needed more shelter than their older brethren and stayed in the basement,
not the woods. So she wasn’t surprised when a small imp scampered up to her,
though she was impressed with its impudence.


The imp fell to its face at her feet, groveling, as was its
place in her presence.


When it stayed at her feet, not moving to one of the dark
corners of her house as it should, she glared down at it with narrowed eyes.
“You have something to tell me?”


“Yes, mistress. I have news,” it whispered without raising
its scaly, horned head.


“It had best be good news. I’m not in the mood to deal with
more problems.”


The creature trembled but didn’t move from its spot on the
floor. “It is both good and bad.”


Crystal’s delicate face twisted into a snarl, the demon
inside her almost visible through her pale skin. “Tell me.”


“The hunting party has been destroyed, the possessed human
freed.”


Her eyes widened at the imp’s daring. She leaned forward on
the couch. “And you dare come back to me alive?”


The imp squirmed, trying to sink deeper down on the hardwood
floor. “I thought it best to bring you the information than stay and let myself
be destroyed.”


Right, a cowardly imp. Just what I need. “What
information could you possibly have that will keep me from ending your
miserable existence?”


“The name of those who hunt down our kind.”


That caught her attention. Of all the things the creature
could say, that information was probably the only thing that could save its
life. She shoved the imp off her feet and scooted forward. “You know who is
killing my minions?”


“Yes.” The creature peeked up at her, its slitted eyes
blinking convulsively. “I’ve seen one of them here before so I recognized the
family.”


“Seen one?” How was that possible? The imp shouldn’t have
been near any human before that still lived now.


“Yes, Mistress.” The imp finally dared to sit back on its
haunches and face her. “It was the Collier family. Five brothers and one
sister. I recognized Jordan Collier.”


“Are you certain?” Crystal whispered. How could she have
missed something that important? How could she have dated and slept with the
human who killed her minions and not realized it? The very idea shook her to
the core, her confidence and ego at stake.


“Yes, Mistress.” The creature, sensing her dismay, looked
down at the floor again, claws picking at the area rug. “There is more.”


Crystal’s mind already raced with possible plans of attack.
She couldn’t let this affront to her judgment and authority go unchallenged.
She knew her enemy, knew many of their strengths and weaknesses. As long as
they didn’t suspect her, she could easily take her time and eliminate the
Colliers one by one.


“There is a new man with them. A redhead who knows well how
to fight.”


Her lips twisted as she thought of the man from the cafe,
the one who seemed more interested in Sabrina Collier than in herself. His
rejection stung, yet another affront. She’d picked this body as a child,
molding it into perfection. No one should be able to ignore its appeal. The
very idea was insulting. “I think I know who you’re referring to. What of him?”


“He fought with mage magic.” The creature started trembling
again. “He mentioned the Three.”


For the first time in years Crystal felt true fear. The
Three? That would explain her apparent failure. If there was one thing that
could destroy everything she’d managed to carve out for herself in the past
decades living as a girl child and then woman in this miserable mountain
hideout it was one of the Three.


She fought the urge to rip to pieces the little imp who
brought her such news. But it did right by telling her and she couldn’t afford
to waste any potential soldier—not when an epic battle loomed on the horizon.


Instead of taking out her frustration on its flesh, she
gestured toward the basement door. “Rest with the others. You’ve given me much
to think about.”


The creature bowed again and scurried for the door.


A Three in Browningsville. The redheaded man must be
a Visionary, to have learned the use of mage powers in the present time. He’d
also have to be extra strong and gifted, a talented fighter. With the attention
he paid to Bree, she must be one of his Three, Empath or Catalyst.


Hopefully there were only the two of them. An incomplete
Three was a weakened Three. Crystal had a chance at taking them out as long as
it was just the two of them.


But while this needed to be dealt with quickly, a direct
assault on the Collier home was out of the question. The situation was too
dangerous to take lightly.


She needed a plan.






Chapter Seven


 


Even as exhausted as he was, Logan tossed and turned that
night, struggling to get some rest. But it wasn’t because of the strange place
or even because he’d finally found Sabine and was in her home. No, the visions
came hard and fast, some of wonderful futures, some filled with sorrow.


Logan’s first clear and lengthy vision revealed the possible
achievement of his greatest desire for the future.


 


~He stood in an unfamiliar room, not entirely certain what
led him to arrive there. But he didn’t waste his time looking at the decor. The
thing that drew his gaze was a queen-sized bed with a quilt covering it. And
that called to him only because Bree stretched naked across it. Her eyes spoke
of nerves yet she reached out for him with welcoming arms.


Heart pounding, Logan stepped forward only to realize that
he too was naked. But the discovery didn’t stop him from going to her side. He
sat on the bed, savoring the feeling of Bree’s hands running across his skin in
greeting. He wasn’t ashamed of the fact that his body trembled under her
caress. The feeling was so very precious, this first time together. He didn’t
care why she was there. He didn’t care if he acted like a nervous teen making
out with his first girlfriend. He just knew this moment was important.


Bree was important.


Turning so that he sat facing her on the bed, Logan reached
out one hand for her, almost afraid to touch her and discover that she was just
an illusion. He slid his fingers through her hair, watching as she turned into
the caress. He eased his hands down to trace her cheek and neck. Bree purred
with his touch, closing her eyes. He moved his touch down her curves, enjoying
every twitch of her body and gasp from her lips. He paid close attention to the
spots that drew her sighs and moans and to the places that caused her to jerk
and giggle.


He leaned forward and took the very tip of her nipple
between his teeth, nipping, testing her reaction to that slight edge of pain.
She cried out and arched forward. She ran her fingers through his hair and gave
a slight tug. That echoing touch of pain rolled his eyes back in his head and
went straight to his cock.


There was nothing he loved more than that taste of pain
putting all his senses on red alert.


Covering her body with his own, Logan worked his mouth down,
tasting and teasing her skin as he went. He smiled at the incoherent babble
falling from Bree’s lips, enjoying the quick stab of satisfaction at the
thought that he’d done this to this proud woman. Knowing he was the one pushing
her over the edge fed into his own desire. When his mouth closed over her cunt,
tongue flicking at her clit at the end of a long lick, she lost control of her
Empathic abilities.


His eyes rolled back in his heard as he was flooded with her
arousal. Feeling Bree’s lust brought him to the very edge of his control.


She yanked at his hair, demanding and not so seductive this
time. He followed her direction, releasing her hips and giving her cunt a quick
kiss. He moved up to slice his mouth across hers. Her tongue plunged into his
mouth, lapping and tangling with his own as she fought for control.


He couldn’t wait and neither could she. Her hand pressed
into his, shoving a condom into his grip. He grinned. That was his Bree, never
one to wait around for something she could do herself.


So he couldn’t help but tease her a bit. He pulled back,
smirking as he dangled the condom in front of her. “Do you want to put it on
me?”


“If it will hurry you the hell up.” She jerked the packet
from his fingers and ripped it open. She took his cock in hand, rolling the
latex into place.


At the feel of her fingers gliding over his sensitive flesh,
Logan groaned. He gritted his teeth against the urge to come even as his balls
tightened.


She laughed, actually laughed, as she ran a single finger
down the crease between his balls to tease his perineum. The single touch sent
a bolt of arousal up and down his spine, arching his back and forcing a hiss
through his clenched teeth. “Now, are you going to fuck me already or do I need
to get rough? You were the one pushing for us to increase our powers. You gonna
chicken out on me now?”


Logan shoved her back with a growl.


She giggled, locking her ankles around the small of his
back, nudging him. “That’s more like it.”


There was only one way he knew of to truly keep that smart
mouth of hers quiet. He slammed his mouth across hers, nibbling and sucking at
her lower lip. He reached down and guided his cock into the tight channel of
her warm cunt. She gasped beneath him, tightening her thighs and convulsing.
The warm squeeze of her body around him had him digging his fingers into the
sheets beside her hips.


Slowly he built up a rhythm that drove them both higher
while avoiding a fall over the edge of orgasm. He opened his mind to her
completely, allowing her full access to his every emotion and sensation while
keeping no shield up against hers. It wasn’t the same as it would be with their
Catalyst present to heighten both their powers but Logan still felt wave upon
wave of raw emotion flowing from her and into him. His hunger grew with hers
until lust seemed to crawl up his spine with every plunge into her body.


But it was the feeling of her orgasm crashing over him at
the same moment her channel tightened around his cock that had him pouring his
cum inside her, the full connection blocked only by a thin layer of latex. He
trembled as he came, elbows locked as he struggled not to collapse on her.
Finally, when he felt he had enough control, Logan pulled out and rolled to his
side. He knew he had to leave to clean up but he didn’t want to move from her
side, not yet.


The power they built here, forged together, was not enough
to close a tear in the veil. But surely it would help power their mage magic.
He would be able to teach Bree and both of them would be safer. If it led to
the love that he’d once had with her before, all the better.~


 


It was at this point of contentment and epiphany that
Logan’s vision shifted from this possible future to a more bleak option, one of
refusal, loneliness and weakness.


 


~The woods looked darker, more brooding than he thought
possible. The trees seemed to hold their breath, waiting for the end to begin.
Logan felt his heart clench with every gust of wind howling through the
branches and every snap of a twig. This was worse than fighting in the sewers
of San Francisco. At least there you knew what direction the enemy was coming
from. Here, deep in the mountains, imps and demons could be anywhere.


The fact that his own emotional state was in turmoil didn’t
help his anxiety. Since Bree had chosen not to join her powers with his, Logan
knew they were at a disadvantage. What made it worse was the fact that he
alone, thanks to his Visionary powers, had any idea of how much weaker they
were than they could have been.


But he respected Bree. He couldn’t force her against her
will in the past and he wouldn’t start now. Not that forcing her to have sex
with him would have increased anything.


Negativity only fed the enemy.


A howl sounded close on his left, followed by several more.
The hair on the back of his neck stood on end as his every nerve quivered.
Those didn’t sound like imps. Those sounds came from grown demons at the very
least. And unless he was more turned around than he thought, the cries came
from the direction that two of the Collier brothers last headed. The screams
and hisses that erupted served to guide him to the battle.


Sword held at the ready, Logan dashed as quickly as the
slick ground allowed. Muddy leaves made gaining any traction practically
impossible. Cursing the rain, Logan slid to his knees, slowing him down even
further. As he finally slashed his way through some bramble and joined the
fray, he realized that he was too late.


The head of the youngest Collier brother rolled past his
feet, nearly tripping him. As he tore his eyes from that horror he watched as
the eldest held his hand to his neck, blood flowing through his fingers.


Bree broke through the trees on the opposite end of the
fighting. As she stood frozen in disbelief, Logan tried to catch her gaze and
plead with her not to do anything stupid. She screamed her rage, hurling
herself at the demon facing her eldest brother. She managed to slice through
its chest before a second demon grabbed her and flung her into a tree. She
smashed through branches and struck the trunk with a sickening thud before
sliding to the ground, hopefully unconscious and not dead.


Logan charged forward, just reaching the first demon as the
vision faded.~


 


Jerking up, Logan gasped and held the edge of a quilt to his
throat. His stomach clenched and churned, threatening to reintroduce him to his
dinner. He waited for his heart to stop pounding and his muscles to ease.


He couldn’t let that last vision happen. That could not
become the true future. He had to convince Bree to join him, strengthen both
their powers.


He wouldn’t live with the consequences if they were too weak
to defend this family that she loved.






Chapter Eight


 


Okay, so over coffee in the kitchen probably wasn’t the
best time or place to explain things but I didn’t think I had time to waste.
And despite what she’d already said, I didn’t believe Bree would want her brothers
to know everything.


Obviously I was wrong.


Logan pressed a hand against his stinging cheek. Bree glared
at him, her brown eyes practically glowing with her anger. The entire room
seemed displeased as her emotions bled into her surroundings. Hell, Logan was
surprised the walls weren’t heaving.


“I’ve heard some lame excuses for wanting to have sex,” she
sneered, “but that has to be the most outrageous piece-of-crap story ever.”


Before Logan could stop her Bree dashed out of the kitchen,
past her brothers and out the door.


Okay, that went over less than well. His shoulders
sagged as he slid his hands into his pockets. He wanted to bang his head
against the wall. He’d let the emotions his final vision left him with rule his
actions in real time. Not a good idea, obviously. I used to be a better
strategist than this.


“What the hell did you say to her?” Wes demanded from the
doorway, his voice more curious than angry.


Logan eyed the fourth Collier brother, wondering what to
tell him. As a journalist, if a reporter for the Browningsville Daily
Enterprise could be called that, this brother seemed to be the one more
inclined to listen to the full story. He also seemed like the one who’d be most
skeptical.


But if Logan really wanted a relationship with Bree, not just
a quick fuck like she seemed to think, he needed to focus on her family. Her
five brothers meant the world to her. Without their support, no man was getting
near her.


“Can you call the others?” Logan rolled his head slightly,
trying to ease the tension in his neck. Risking his life against demons was one
thing. He knew how to handle that. Five pissed-off brothers might be enough to
do him in. “I think I need to tell you everything.”


Wes stared at him with eyes almost identical to Bree’s,
though framed by a head of shaggy, jet-black hair. The amount of suspicion in
those eyes echoed Bree’s as she’d stormed out. “All right. Meet us in the
dining room. That’s the best place for family discussions.” He paused at the
door. “You want Bree there too?”


Logan shook his head, a wry smile curling his lips. “I
already tried that. I think it would be better if I gave her time to cool
down.”


Wes gave a respectful nod. “You sound like you already have
a pretty good handle on Little Sis.”


You have no idea. “I’m trying.”


“I get that.” Wes smirked for a second before pinning Logan
with a narrow gaze. “Just don’t try too hard. We don’t trust you yet. You hurt
our sister, we hurt you worse.”


Dark laughter bubbled out of Logan at the thought. “I doubt
you can do worse to me than she would.”


“Maybe.” Wes paused to chuckle as well. “But there’s more of
us to go through.”


Logan took a moment to pour a cup of coffee before wandering
into the dining room. He took a seat at the middle of the table while waiting
for Wes to find everyone. He made a conscious decision not to sit at the head.
He suspected that was Aaron’s territory and he didn’t want to step on any toes.
His story was going to be hard enough to swallow without any other antagonism
on Aaron’s part.


This wasn’t going to be easy. Logan could barely remember a
time when he’d told a civilian about the demons. It had to have been in one of
his earliest lives, before all the different sets of Three were established.
Then, he felt, it was easier, people more believing. Even though the family was
well aware of the existence of demons, Logan wasn’t looking forward to
explaining what happened in the past. Especially the sexual aspects and how
they related to the Colliers’ sister.


One by one, all shooting him puzzled looks, the Collier
brothers came in and took seats at the dining table. As Logan thought, Aaron
sat at the head. Logan waited for him to start the discussion.


While waiting, Logan considered the leader of the Collier
family. He could easily picture the older brother working as a miner. Only in
his early thirties, Aaron was built like a linebacker. He could probably carry
pounds of coal out of the mines strapped on his back like a pack mule. But he
also looked like he could crush a man’s head with his bare hands, something the
man was sure to do to anyone who messed with his sister.


And Logan intended to do a lot of messing—not a safe
position to be in.


“What can you tell us about these demons?” the older man
asked.


With several lifetimes worth of information, that could take
a while. “Where do you want me to start?”


Aaron crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair. “How
about from the beginning?”


The beginning. That’s farther back than you’d think. But
I’ve been raking through those old memories since I was old enough to understand
them and much too young to be exposed to the viciousness of them. Closing
his eyes, Logan let himself think back to those lifetimes, so violent and much
too short. “The beginning was a long, long time ago.”


From the seat directly across from Logan, Jordan smirked.
“Once upon a time?”


“Something like that.” Logan didn’t let Jordan’s obvious
disbelief stop him. He put his hands behind his head and leaned back, putting a
slight distance from himself and the negativity in case he needed to pull on
his Visionary powers for clearer details. “This isn’t a new war. Mythology
alone gives proof to how long this battle has been going on. Thousands of years
ago, demons began breaking through into the mortal world.”


“Why?” Ty braced his elbows on the table, his steepled
fingers tapping against his chin.


Now I’m an expert on how demons think. Well, I have
thought about it a lot. I can give them my best theories. “In one sense, I
guess because it was better than the place they came from. They wanted freedom,
freedom to kill, maim and terrorize to their content.” That much wasn’t hard to
figure out. Logan thought of all the bodies he’d seen over the years. “In
another sense, because humans gave them an opening.”


“An opening?” Aaron asked.


Logan turned to stare at the eldest brother, willing him to
understand and believe. “You see, it’s been my experience that much of what
happens with demons is keyed in on emotions. The creatures seem to feed on the
feelings of hatred, fear, anguish and despair as much as on actual human flesh
and blood. That’s why people with abilities, like your sister, are so
important. Negative emotions and energy build up in a place. After a while they
become like an acid, eating away at the border between the mortal world and the
demon realms. A small tear allows imps and the like entrance. A larger tear
allows fully grown demons and demon lords access to this world.”


“So we’ve got a big tear somewhere ‘cause we’ve been killing
the suckers for seven years now.”


Logan shook his head at Jordan. “I doubt it. You may have
seen a few adolescent demons but you haven’t met up with a fully grown one
yet.”


“And how do you know that?” This time it was Matt asking.


Resisting the urge to roll his eyes, Logan gave a humorless
chuckle before turning to his right and shaking his head at Matt. “Because
you’re all still alive. You’re good. I can’t even imagine how someone not
trained managed to keep up demon hunting for years but you’ve only dealt with
possessed humans, imps and low-level demons.”


Jordan’s eyes narrowed, lips pursed. “You say we’re good.
Then why don’t you think we could take down one of your demon lords?”


“Because it takes mage magic to do that and none of you have
it.” Logan paused, taking a moment to look at each man one by one, stopping on
Aaron. “Bree could do it but she hasn’t learned how. It’s not something that
just comes to a person.”


Wes rubbed his temples. “And how did you learn? How did you
get any of this information? And if these tears have been happening for
thousands of years, why aren’t we knee-deep in demons?”


“Because of the sets of Three.”


All the brothers stared at him in silence.


And here we go. Logan took a deep breath and braced
himself before continuing. “For decades, maybe even centuries, warriors fought
against hordes of demons. Many of the great hero myths are based off these
battles. During one of those battles, a mage with the power of sight met up
with an Empath and a person who could amplify powers, referred to as a
Catalyst.” They don’t need to know that mage was me, not yet. Let them buy
into the story a bit more first before dropping that on them. “The mage was
so tired of fighting, tired of losing his friends and comrades. He came up with
a way to combine the three powers together in one giant spell. This spell could
close gates before and after they opened. He then trained others with similar
abilities to do the same.”


“And what? You go to some special magic school and learn all
this stuff?” Jordan snorted. He looked at his brothers, disbelief shooting from
each glower. “Because I have to say, I don’t remember Bree ever getting a
special invite.”


Logan didn’t let the attitude dissuade him from continuing.
“No. After learning all this and training his people, the first Visionary had
any Three willing to give up their possible futures take a magical oath. They
would continue the fight, with their Three, in every lifetime. The Visionary of
each Three would be born with his or her power and memories. They would gather
the Three again and use the ritual to close any tear they find.”


“So you’re a Visionary, right?” Aaron asked in an amazingly
calm voice.


“Yes. That’s how I remember everything.”


“And that’s how you can use magic?” Wes raised a single brow
before waving his hands around in a bad imitation of a stage magician.


“No.” Logan chose to ignore the bad abracadabra act and
looked around the table. The brothers all seemed engrossed in his story.
Whether they believed it or not was still up for grabs. But at least they were
giving him their full attention. “I’m…special.”


Jordan looked like he was about to say something but Ty
elbowed him in the side and gave him a warning look.


Logan continued. “I was that first Visionary, the one who
figured out how to close the tears. I was also the strongest mage so I was able
to remember and use my powers in the next lives.”


“Lives, plural?” Wes’ doubts were becoming more obvious.


“Plural.”


At Logan’s other side, Matt smirked. “And you remember them
all?”


“Yes.”


“Can you see the future?” Jordan piped in, bouncing in his
seat. “If you are this Visionary, shouldn’t you be able to see the future?”


“I see future possibilities, the most likely outcome. But if
my life is directly involved, those visions are sketchy and difficult to
guide.” He smirked at Jordan. “Sorry, but I’m no Magic 8 Ball and I’d be zero
help with the lottery.”


“So you can’t tell us where their main nest is?” Wes resumed
the questioning.


“No.”


Wes, ever in information-gathering mode, kept pressing. “But
if there isn’t a large tear, then how come we’re are getting bigger demons and
not just those little imps?”


“Demons are like any other creature. If fed enough on human
misery, they grow and mature.” Logan grimaced, thinking of his own battles with
maturing demons in the sewers of San Francisco. “I would guess it’s only been
recently that you’ve seen maturing demons. At one time, those were the larger
imps.”


“Human misery.” Aaron grimaced, turning to look out the
window at the mountain behind him. “Browningsville does have a history of that,
with the mines—cave-ins, poor living conditions, strikes and now the closings
and the bad economy. We’ve had more than our fair share of hard times.”


Logan nodded. “That would do it. You’ve had a leak here for
at least seven years, probably longer. What you have looks like a worse version
of what I’ve been dealing with in San Francisco.”


“You fought demons in a city?” Wes asked. Logan could almost
hear the gears clicking in the man’s head. He wondered how long Wes would wait
before he started his fact checking.


“Yeah. The leak there lasted for about ten years. It’s taken
nearly that long to have most of the demons cleaned up.” Just thinking about it
brought back the smell of sewage mixed with burning demon flesh. Logan almost
gagged. “It’s been hard, since a demon lord on the other side was purposely
sending as many low-level creatures over as he could to help the tear grow. He
actually broke through before the Three could completely close the gate.
Luckily, I was there to take him out.”


Wes wasn’t done with him yet. “So you found your Three already.
Where are the other two?”


“It wasn’t my Three that closed the gate. But being that
close to the energy left over from their ritual, I was able to pull in enough
to blast the demon lord with mage magic.”


Suspicion clouded Wes’ face as he started putting all the
information together. “You’re still looking for your Three. You didn’t just
happen to come here did you? This has to do with Bree.”


Logan nodded. Now’s when I get to see how hard my ass
gets kicked. “I can’t see my own Three, no Visionary can. But Ryuu, the
Visionary for the San Francisco Three, saw my Empath here. That’s why I came,
to see if it really was Sabine.”


“And is it?” Jordan asked, eyeing Logan with a hint of
threat. “Do you think Bree is this Sabine?”


“Yes.” Logan folded his hands and put every ounce of
certainty he had into his voice. “There isn’t a doubt in my mind that she is.”


“So what does that mean for her?” Jordan fairly bristled
with protectiveness.


Logan concentrated on the table in front of him, trying to
stay relaxed and to not clench his fists. Now this was a conversation that a
man did not want to have with a woman’s brothers. At the same time, he couldn’t
blame them for whatever their reactions might be.


“Can you do this ritual you talked about to stop our leak?”
Matt asked, putting a hand on his youngest brother’s shoulder.


“I have to find the Catalyst too before we’ll have that kind
of power. I don’t know where he is yet. But once I find him, yes, we will be
able to stop the leak.”


Finally Ty, who hadn’t spoken since Logan started telling
his story, asked, “Why did Bree slap you? What aren’t you telling us?”


Logan looked at each man at the table. Five brothers…how
can I answer that question when I’m talking to her five brothers? “The
ritual takes a certain amount of trust and…intimacy. Your sister barely knows
me. She didn’t want to hear what boosting both her and my powers would entail.
But she asked me and I couldn’t lie to her about it.”


Jordan glared at him. Logan knew that if Matt didn’t still
have a hand on his shoulder, Jordan would’ve launched over the table to
strangle him. “Intimacy. You mean sex. You actually told Bree the only way she
could strengthen her empathy was to have sex with you.”


Wes snickered and rocked back in his chair. “Oh I’m sure
that went over real well. I’d hate to be you right now.” He noticed his other
brothers glowering at him. “What? You don’t actually think this guy would—or
could—force Bree to do anything she didn’t want to, do you? Poor guy’s lucky
she only slapped him instead of gutting him.” Wes gave Logan a pitying look.
“She’s real good with that hunting knife of hers, just so you know.”


“I’m sure she is.” Logan felt a stab of nostalgia. “She’s
always been good at inflicting pain with sharp objects.”


Wes tilted his head as he stared at Logan. “Always? You
mentioned past lives before. Are you saying you knew her?”


“That’s what I meant when I said that she’s part of my
Three. I’ve loved her for more lifetimes than you would ever believe.” Logan
paused, staring down at the age-scarred table, not wanting to see what reaction
his words caused. “You have to understand that I would never, ever force her
into doing something she didn’t want. I know exactly how she would
react—violently. I want only to protect her. And trust is also a key factor. Without
trust it doesn’t work, so forcing her would always be out of the question.”


Wes started to respond but a gesture from Aaron cut him
short. “We don’t trust you, not entirely.” Aaron leaned forward in his chair,
demanding Logan’s attention. “But you won’t hurt Bree. She wouldn’t let you. So
what happens with you and her is between you and her. I just want you to
understand that we are there for her. We have her back.” He waved his hand at
Matt, Wes and Jordan. “We’ve checked up on you. While you’re history of
institutionalization as a child doesn’t exactly endear you to us, it is
understandable with your family’s massacre at such a young age. We, more than
anyone, can understand what that kind of tragedy can do to a person. And what
else we can find on you since then is clean. You will stay with us, where we
can keep an eye on you.”


Logan grimaced. He’d known it was only a matter of time
until they knew about his less-than-savory personal history but that didn’t
make the reality of it feel any better. Still, he was lucky that they didn’t
look down on him for it. Not many people were so understanding when they found
out he’d spent close to a decade in the nuthouse. “I’ll do more than that. I’ll
help you find the root of your nest. You have to have an older demon here
controlling the rest, otherwise you’d be seeing mass murder and mayhem on a
grand scale.”


“Oh, you’ll help us. No one stays here who can’t pull his or
her own weight.” Aaron waved at Matt. “You go help him bring his stuff back
here from the motel.”


Matt didn’t say a word, standing and heading for the door
without waiting to see if Logan followed.






Chapter Nine


 


The bark scratched her back as Bree leaned against the tree
trunk and stared up at the stars. From her perch on one of the highest branches
of the old oak in their front yard, the night sky stretched out in a glittering
blanket weaving its way through the mountaintops. The lights of the town
weren’t bright enough to block out more than the dimmest stars. Surrounded by
so much peace and natural wonder, Bree could almost pretend that the world was
normal. That her life was normal.


But the arrival of Logan proved beyond a shadow of a doubt
that normalcy would never be associated with her. Here was a strong,
good-looking man who had a hint of danger and was from out of town. He had a
good job from what her brothers had found out. He was well liked by his friends
and coworkers. And he wanted to have sex with her.


It scared her to death.


Her heart felt too big for her chest, tight and heavy. It wasn’t
like Logan was really attracted to her or anything. He wanted to use her to
perform some ancient magic spell to rid the world of demons or as a way to
charge up his magical batteries. He didn’t want her. Not that Bree
wanted him to be after a relationship with her. She was quick to squash that
thought. No, she didn’t have the time or energy to devote to another person
like that.


But it was a hit to the ego to think that he didn’t want to
have sex with her because he desired her. How screwed up was that?


She brought her knees up under her chin and sighed. She
closed her eyes and willed her mind to be at peace. She didn’t want to think
about it, not when there really wasn’t anything she could do about her
situation. She hadn’t had control over her life in years.


The sound of fighting caused her to jerk, almost falling
from the tree. She looked down at the yard. Aaron, Ty, Wes and Jordan stood on
the sidewalk leading to the porch. In front of them was a large group of imps
and one small demon. A couple of smoldering bodies already lay in the grass,
the stench just reaching her.


Bree leapt from her perch, reaching for the knife she kept
at her hip. The moment her feet hit the ground she grabbed the nearest imp and
sliced its throat. She didn’t pause, spinning on her toes to stand in front of
her brothers, facing the enemy.


The Colliers didn’t let out a battle cry. They had no
special signal. But as one, she and her brothers surged forward in a
well-practiced dance. Bree’s world narrowed to the moment, to each kill, to a
mantra of battle.


Step to the side to avoid claws reaching for unprotected
flesh. Slide around Wes as he takes down an imp. Grab and slash at the creature
dashing forward and past Ty. Protect Aaron’s back as he faces off with the
larger demon. Throw a knife at the imp standing on top of Jordan. Sprint
forward, pull out the knife and finish the creature. Stand guard over Jordan as
he struggles to his feet.


Time lost all meaning. It could have been hours. It could
have been seconds. But finally only the Colliers were left standing in the
middle of a yard full of ash.


“Jordan!” Ty rushed around Bree to catch their youngest
brother before he hit the ground.


Bree had seen Jordan get hurt, collapsing under a short
swipe of claws, but she hadn’t thought it was that serious since he’d rolled to
his feet so quickly.


She’d been wrong.


Blood gushed from a head wound and he held his arm close to
his chest. Ty half dragged, half carried Jordan toward the house. Wes braced
Jordan’s other side as they pulled him up the stairs.


Shock kept Bree’s feet stuck to the ground. Aaron wrapped
his arm around her shoulders to get her moving to the safety of their home.


They’d gotten hurt before, many times. They knew that going
to the hospital wasn’t an option since they didn’t know who was possessed and
who wasn’t. Her family couldn’t risk the demons finding out who they were. They
also couldn’t risk putting themselves in a vulnerable position.


But these imps knew where they were. The creatures came to
her home ready for a fight.


They knew about the Colliers.


Bree shook off the sense of foreboding, shoving her feelings
to the back of her mind, and went to get the medical supplies from the box in
the bathroom. First things first. Time enough for worry later.


Ty and Wes already had Jordan sitting on his bed with his
shirt off. They were applying pressure to get the head wound to stop bleeding.


Bree wasted no time. She pulled out an antiseptic to clean
out the gash. The wound could use stitches but she made do with a couple of butterfly
bandages.


“They say scars can be attractive, right? Adds to the
mystery for some girls.” Jordan gritted his teeth and hissed as Bree took his
arm and raised it over his head. “Don’t think anything’s broken but I’m sure
I’ve bruised my ribs.”


“We’ll wrap them tight for now, just to be certain.” She
fingered his ribs, testing each one. A huge bruise was already spreading across
his side but while he flinched under her touch, nothing seemed to move or be
overly painful. Bree moved back to start looking through the supplies for
bandages and painkillers. “You should be okay for now.”


“That’s what I just said,” Jordan snapped, lips turning
white as the pain took its toll.


“If you want, I can look at it,” a voice spoke from
behind Bree.


Bree glanced over her shoulder to find Logan and Matt
standing in the doorway. “Where were you two?”


“We were getting his things.” Matt dropped his keys on
Jordan’s bureau. “Didn’t expect any trouble tonight, especially not here.”


Bree shook her head as she reached for bandages to wrap
Jordan’s ribs.


“Here, let me see.” Logan squatted next to her, pushing her
hands away from her brother’s injury. He stared at Jordan with unfocused eyes.
He raised his hand over her younger brother’s head wound. Logan’s fingers
started to glow.


Jordan jerked back, practically rolling off the bed. “Hey
now, watch what you’re doing.”


Logan pulled back his hand. “I’m just helping clean the
wound. Imp and demon scratches can leave a negative residue which slows the
healing process. I can clean that up. I can also look at your ribs, using my
second sight, and tell you if they’re fractured.”


“Can you heal them?” Bree tried not to let her relief show.


“Not right now. I’m not strong enough.” Logan waved at her.
“Actually, Sabine was always better at healing than either me or Brandr. With
some training, that would be more up Bree’s alley.”


“I could heal people?” That would’ve been a good thing to
have known, considering all the injuries they’d had over the years.


Logan nodded. “I mean, we’re not talking major magical
healing or anything. You couldn’t cure cancer or bring people back to life. But
you could speed healing of breaks and gashes. It took a lot of energy on your
part and you only did it in emergencies.”


Bree stepped back, hands clenched. She hated this, hated not
knowing what she was capable of. If she could be a better fighter…


“When you’re done, come to my room. I think we need to
talk.”






Chapter Ten


 


Cool light brightened the simple, warm room while the sound
of late-night TV broke the silence. Sitting on a loveseat in her living room,
Crystal flinched as she sensed the death of her last imp. She slammed her glass
of whiskey on the table, the amber liquid sloshing over her fingers.


The first foray obviously hadn’t worked but, if she was
honest, she hadn’t expected it to. Hoped, yes. Expected, no. This was more of a
test. She needed to know for certain that the imp was correct about the nature
of her enemies. Now she knew. The Colliers were indeed the people responsible
for destroying so many of her creatures over the last few years.


Damn them.


But she knew exactly who they were and they had no idea
about her. Jordan Collier wouldn’t have dated her if he had known she’d been
the one to plot the death of his parents. So she could bide her time and use
what power she’d accumulated in the last decade and a half to plot revenge.


She stood, the imps sitting at her feet scattering around
the room, hiding under the table and behind the piano or simply pulling lace
doilies over themselves.


Ignoring them, she stalked up the ornately carved staircase
to the master bedroom. She disregarded the comfort of her bed, moving across
the room and stepping out onto the balcony.


The town stretched out before her, a feast of poverty mixed
with a large helping of greed. From her favorite spot, Crystal pulled dark
energy into herself, feeding the creature within. She tapped into the fear and
desperation that coated the town. She ate the anger and jealousy.


As the darkness grew within her, Crystal began manipulating
the energies. Her body vibrated as a coating of black mist surrounded her,
boiling and churning.


Slowly the mass of almost-living darkness grew, fed by the
demon that possessed Crystal. She began directing that energy upward into the
clear night sky. A cloud billowed over her home, growing larger with each
passing second.


It expanded until it covered the entire valley, falling like
a lid across the mountaintops.


Gritting her teeth and clenching her fists over her head,
Crystal squeezed the mist. One by one drops of rancid rain fell to the earth,
faster and faster. The rain poured from the sky, soaking Crystal. As her blonde
hair plastered itself to her scalp and cheeks, she grinned.


Rain happened all the time in Kentucky. It was the price
paid for a landscape so lush and green. As such, floods were also common.
Common enough not to seem out of place.


Not even when that flood was caused—and controlled
by—demons.


The Collier family’s sense of charity and responsibility for
those living near them would be their undoing. They wouldn’t know what hit
them, wouldn’t be prepared. And this time, not only would they no longer stand
in the way of her plans, she would join their lands together. With the Collier
property joining the Briggs’, Crystal would have more than enough room to breed
an unstoppable army.


The mortal world would be hers.






Chapter Eleven


 


Standing in her doorway, trepidation filled Logan to the
point that he wondered if Bree could sense his approach. He stepped into her
room, wondering what to expect. Bree hadn’t seemed to be the most even-tempered
person, not that she’d been in any previous life either. His cheek didn’t sting
from her earlier slap anymore but that didn’t mean he was looking forward to
her hitting him again.


Bree stood by the window, staring out into the beginnings of
a stormy night. She appeared the picture of calm, the kind of figure he
imagined men once dedicated epic poems to. But that image could be so
deceiving.


Logan cleared his throat and waited.


“I knew you were there.” She didn’t move or turn in his
direction. “I just needed to think for a little bit.”


Logan stepped into the middle of the room and looked around,
not knowing what to say. Her room wasn’t exactly bare. It had furniture and a
few family pictures. But that was all. It didn’t have the girly clutter he’d
expect to see in the room a woman grew up in. No stuffed animals or bottles of
mysterious female liquids and ointments littered her dresser. It was as if all
her childhood things had been put in a box, locked up and forgotten.


He felt a stab of sadness at the thought. As far back as he
could remember she’d never had a life where the move from childhood to
womanhood went smoothly.


“Whatever it is you’re thinking, don’t,” she snapped,
fingers gripping the curtains as she bowed her head. “I really don’t need the
added emotional stress right now.”


Again Logan didn’t know what to say, so he tried for
reassurance. “Your brother’s going to be fine.”


Bree finally turned away from the window. She crossed her
arms against her chest and leaned against the wall. “I know that. He wasn’t
hurt badly. Hell, I’ve had worse injuries before. That’s not what I’m thinking
about.”


Remaining silent, Logan gave her time to collect her
thoughts. Bree obviously had something on her mind and he didn’t have the power
to figure it out by himself. All he could do was wait.


She looked down at the floor, hugging her arms tightly to
herself. “If you were stronger, if we did what you suggested, would you have
been able to see the attack coming?”


Logan weighed his words carefully, watching her tortured and
guilt-ridden expression. He didn’t want to give her false hopes but he needed
her to understand the urgency and danger of their situation. “Maybe. There’s no
way of knowing, especially since I’m closely involved in the events. I probably
couldn’t have told you yesterday that this would happen. But I would’ve known
it was happening and been able to bring myself and Matt back in time to help.”


He watched her reaction for any signal or clue about what
she might be thinking. “Actually, you would’ve gotten more of a warning than I.
You would’ve been able to feel them coming, without trying. Scanning for
negative or alien emotions would come more naturally, without work or
concentration on your part.”


I’ve never wanted to be the Empath more than I do right
now. I would give anything to know what Bree’s thinking. The fact she has her
eyes closed and is drumming her head against the wall doesn’t exactly bode
well.


What is she thinking?


“Do I have to love you?” she finally asked, focusing on a
point over his shoulder instead of meeting his eyes. “Because I don’t even know
you, not really.”


His heart ached a little at her words but she deserved a
truthful answer. It just hurt to admit it. “No, you don’t have to love me, not
to strengthen our connections and powers. The ritual to close a tear, the one
that involves all three of us, that requires both love and trust. This
just requires trust. And of course desire. Sex without desire on both sides is
always meaningless.”


Bree gave a humorless laugh, rubbing at her arms and
shifting her weight on her feet. She grimaced. “Trust. I don’t trust anyone
except my brothers.”


Logan moved farther into the room, closer to her. She looked
so lost. He wasn’t certain how to handle that. Brandr had been the best at
giving that kind of comfort. Logan was the planner, the logical one. “Do you
think I would do anything to hurt you?”


The look she gave him reminded Logan of the past, more
bloodthirsty Sabine. “No. I wouldn’t allow you to hurt me.”


“Do you trust that I’m telling you the truth, about the
demons and past lives and sex, no matter how incredible it sounds?” Logan moved
even closer, into her personal space. Though she seemed a bit jumpy, gaze
darting around the room, she didn’t try to move away.


Bree didn’t answer for a long time, long enough to put his
already frazzled nerves on edge. Logan’s breath held in his chest, causing his
heart to thump almost painfully. In the end, everything, his whole possible
future, rode on the answer to that one question.


“Yes. Demons are real.” She let her hands fall to her side
and stared at the ceiling. “I’ve known that for years. You have extensive
experience with them, that’s apparent from how well you fight against them.
I’ve seen you use magic. As much as I might want it not to be true, I believe
you.”


Logan reached out to cup her cheek in the palm of a single
hand. She jerked under his caress, eyes widening, but she didn’t pull away.
“Then you trust me enough.” He rubbed her lower lip with his thumb. “Now, about
the desire…”


Her eyelids lowered to half-mast and she shot him a coy
glance. Her lips curled into a knowing smirk. “Well, I’m female and I have a
pulse.” Her eyes flicked down his body and back up. “I don’t think desire’s
going to be a problem.”


“Good,” he whispered before leaning forward to take the kiss
he’d hungered for from the first moment he caught sight of her in the cafe.


She gave a soft whimper as he pulled her against his body.
He lapped at her mouth until she parted her plump lips. As soon as he achieved
entrance Logan devoured her, letting the familiar lush flavor fill him. But she
didn’t allow him complete control for long. Her tongue plunged into his mouth,
taking as she gave.


So absorbed in her taste, Logan didn’t even realize that she
was moving him across the room until his knees hit the side of her bed. He
ripped his lips off hers, panting. “Slow down, Bree. Take time to enjoy it.”


“Oh, I plan on enjoying it. I plan on enjoying it immensely.
If I’m doing this, I’m going to enjoy myself.” She gave him an unexpected push,
sending him toppling onto the mattress.


He barely had time to gulp as she pulled her shirt over her
head and sent it flying to land on her dresser, knocking over a framed picture.
She reached for the back clasp of her white satin bra, practically growling as
she struggled with the catch. Logan sat up to stop her.


“I can’t believe I’m saying this.” He shook his head as he
pulled her hands away from her clothes. He held her fists loosely, rubbing her
knuckles until they unclenched. “Slow down. There’s no rush.”


She smirked, her disbelief obvious. “I have five brothers
living here. There’s always a rush.”


“But that isn’t why you’re rushing things, is it?”


Bree opened her mouth but closed it before saying anything.
Her shoulders sagged as she sat down on the bed beside him. She avoided looking
at him.


“Talk to me.” Logan kept his hold on her hands and rubbed
them between his own. “Remember, trust is the key.”


“This is just about the magic,” she whispered, still not
meeting his gaze. “I don’t have it in me for it to be about anything else.”


Logan closed his eyes. He’d known that already. He hadn’t
wanted to hear it again, not like that. But her feelings made perfect sense.
She didn’t have any of his memories of past lives and loves to pull from. It
had taken a while the first time too but Sabine had loved him. Logan didn’t
doubt that for a second.


Bree had only just met him. She couldn’t love him yet. It
still hurt, no matter that he understood it.


“I won’t lie to you,” he whispered, holding her hands
tightly. “I want it to mean more. I want to have a relationship with you. I
know what it was like loving you before and I miss it. It’s like a huge, gaping
hole in my soul that I have to live with every day of my life. I’ve known about
your existence for over a decade and I missed you every moment. But I
understand where you’re coming from and I won’t expect that from you. Not yet.”


He stared up into her doubt-filled eyes and gave her a
sweet, heartfelt smile. “But I will hope for someday while I savor the now.”


She wiped at tearing eyes, laughing under her breath. “I
guess I can’t ask for more than that.”


“No, you can’t. So quit trying to rush me already.” He
turned her head to face him, running his thumb over her lower lip again. “If
this is all I get, I damn well plan on taking my time worshipping every inch of
your body.”


She grinned and nipped at his thumb. “Far be it for me to
stop you from doing that. I just didn’t want any misunderstandings.”


Logan lowered one strap on her bra, nibbling his way up her
shoulder. “No misunderstandings here.”


He made a metal note of how she shuddered as he slid his
tongue around to the back of her neck. Logan moved behind her, his thighs lying
alongside hers. He flicked open the catch at the back of her bra and eased the
material down her arms, dropping it to the floor. He ran his fingers through
her thick hair, moving it out of the way.


Then he nipped at the back of her neck.


She gasped, wiggling against him. Her ass rubbing across his
hardening cock was pure torture—totally worth it, but still torture.


“Relax,” he breathed in her ear before sucking the lobe
between his teeth.


“Easy for you to say,” she muttered as she sagged closer to
him, her fingers digging into his thighs.


“Just let me do all the work. Let me pleasure you.” I’ve
dreamed of this moment for so long. Don’t let me screw up now. “This is for
you, for us. Let me have this.”


He ran his fingers down her back, petting and caressing
until she sighed and leaned her head against his shoulder.


Kissing her cheek, Logan scooted around her again. He stood,
reaching down for her hand to help her to her feet. “Now, I want to see all of
you.”


She stared at his hand, not taking it. “You can see enough
of me down here, can’t you.”


“I’m a guy, remember? We’re visual. If all I’m getting is
this one time, I deserve at least one good visual.”


Bree rolled her eyes but she took his hand, letting him pull
her up.


He stepped back to get a good look at her. Sabine had been
beautiful but a harsh life and periodic lack of food had left its mark on her
form. The modern-day Bree was absolutely perfect, all firm flesh and lightly
tanned skin. Skin that turned a soft pink blush under his gaze, coral nipples
peaking in the cool air.


She reached for the button and zipper on her jeans, easing
the material down her hips.


Beautiful. Logan was frozen by the sight of her.


Again Bree surprised him. Hands on her hips, she stared at
him in askance. “Well, is this a one-way show? Are you just going to stand
there and stare or do you plan on joining this party?”


He laughed, honestly and fully. She was so good for him. No
matter what she said, he refused to believe that this would be the only time
for them. He would convince her to give love a chance with him.


No matter how long it took.


Logan pulled his black t-shirt over his head and made short
work of his boots and leather pants.


“Mmm, my own private Chippendales show from a tattooed bad
boy.” She licked her lips and winked at him. “Maybe I should put some music on
and have you shake it for me.”


“If that’s what you want, I’ll have to bring all my
motorcycle leathers over one night.” As he straightened back up he sent her his
best smoldering gaze. “Then I’ll show you a real party.”


She stepped close, her body almost touching his but not quite.
She slid a finger up his arm, tracing the braided design of the tattoo wrapped
around his biceps. “Promises, promises.”


As he absorbed the heat of her flesh so close to his, Logan
mirrored her, running his hands up her arms, stopping at her biceps. He watched
as goose bumps trailed his caress. “You should know, I always keep my
promises.”


She grinned, standing on tiptoe to give him a soft kiss. “I
plan on holding you to that.”


Logan scooped her into his arms, shocking a giggle from her,
then tossed her on the bed. She barely had a chance to bounce once before he
followed her down.


“I thought we were taking this slow?” she asked before
kissing her way up his cheek to blow in his ear.


“Oh, we are. But that doesn’t mean we can’t have some fun.”


She nodded, her eyes glowing with warmth. Her fingers glided
over his chest, lingering on a triangle-shaped tattoo above his heart. “This is
Celtic, right? Some sort of knot. Does it mean something to you?”


He looked down at the ink he’d gotten with his first paycheck
from Zen so many years ago. “It’s called a triquetra.” He almost purred as her
fingers followed the intricate design. “It has many different meanings, even
for the Celts. For me, it signifies my Three.”


“So I’m sitting over your heart, huh?” She pressed her palm
against it. “Me and the other guy?”


Taking her hand and kissing each finger one by one, he
answered, “Always.”


For a moment Logan caught a liquid glimmer in Bree’s eyes.
He didn’t want her to cry again. But she surprised him when she reached up and
hugged him tight.


Logan wasn’t going to let the opportunity pass him by. He
angled her head and licked her neck right where it met the collarbone.


Bree tilted her head back with a moan and a shiver, giving
herself to him. Logan kissed his way down the column of her neck, pausing to
lick at the dip at the base. Slowly, he moved down to her breasts, paying
homage to each mound. He kneaded them both with gentle fingers as he lapped at
the very tip of each nipple, one at a time.


Crying out, she dug her fingers into his scalp, pushing his
mouth down until he suckled one peak deep in his mouth. He nipped as hard as he
dared, hoping he wasn’t hurting her, but something primitive deep inside him
wanting to leave his mark at the same time. I don’t want her body to forget
me.


She gasped and tossed her head but didn’t loosen her grip on
his head.


Only after he repeated the process with her other breast did
she let her hands fall to her sides.


At that moment Logan felt the first faint tickle at the base
of his skull. Like butterflies fluttering against the inside of his skin, he
could feel the dimmest shadow of her emotions, her desire.


He moved down her body, kissing and licking, testing each
soft inch. When he reached the little bit of flesh over the inside of her hip,
she jerked and giggled. He changed his bite into a long laving of skin. At the
end he sucked hard, leaving a red mark but drawing a moan from her.


Needing to be closer, he spread her feet apart and slipped
between them. Stalking up between her thighs, he drew her knees over his
shoulders. She trembled as he parted her pussy to gently tap on her clit. Her
thighs clenched.


He felt her pleasure spike, a throbbing heat between the
thighs. He tapped on her clit again. God, what a feeling. I want more. I
want to give her more.


Dipping his head, he licked from the back of her quivering
cunt to the front, stopping to flick her clit with the tip of his tongue. Her
taste flowed together with her emotions, flaming his own desires. His cock
twitched, demanding attention. But Logan ignored his need, licking at her hot
pussy instead.


Bree bit her wrist to keep from crying out, drowning the
sound to a whimper.


Logan took that as encouragement, licking over and over
until she twisted beneath him. He knew the second her orgasm crashed over her.
It wasn’t the rhythmic clamping of her muscles or the trembling and moaning.


He felt her erotic ecstasy flow over him in thick waves. The
sensation electrified the back of his neck, shooting down to his heavy cock. He
had to pull away from her, close his eyes and grit his teeth to keep from
following her over the edge.


Not yet. He wanted it, needed it. The urge to come
made even his teeth ache. But he wasn’t ready for it to be over yet.


But Bree was ready, ready for more. He could feel her. She
was still so hungry, so needy.


He pulled away, scooting off the end of the bed.


“Where the hell do you think you’re going?” she growled,
glaring at him.


Where the hell did my pants end up? “Condom.”


She gave a disgusted sigh and reached over to her
nightstand. After a quick bit of shuffling, she pulled one out and shoved it at
him.


He blinked down at his hand before leering at her, wiggling
his eyebrows. “Have many overnight guests?”


“No, not really. But I’ve got five brothers.” She pursed her
lips and shook her head. “You think I wouldn’t keep a supply on hand just in
case? They’d kill the guy if I wasn’t protected.”


Logan ripped open the condom and rolled it over his cock. Shit,
I’m close. Not even thinking of her brothers is helping. “Then I certainly
want to be careful. I just found you. I’m nowhere near ready to die yet.”


“Get down here.” She grabbed him by the neck and pulled him
back to her.


She gave him no time to recover or retreat. Logan groaned as
she reached down and guided his cock inside of her waiting cunt, wrapping her
ankles around his lower back to prevent any attempt at escape.


Not that he was anywhere near capable of thinking of escape
now.


He wanted this to last. He’d waited so very long that he
wanted to take his time with her. But now that he was inside her, Logan didn’t
think he’d be able to do more than hold on for the ride. Not when it was so
obvious that Bree had no intention of taking her time.


She shoved him over onto his back, riding him as they
flipped. With her mischievous face framed by her long brown hair, she smiled
down at him as she rose up on her knees. She tossed her hair over her
shoulders, twisting her pelvis in a way that brought tears to Logan’s eyes.


Have to resist. God, I’d forgotten what it was like to feel
her, really feel her. Her pleasure or mine? I don’t even care anymore.
She’s going to be the death of me.


Logan dug his fingers in her ass as she rode him, watching
her breasts bounce every time she slammed down on him. The visual added a spice
to the rhythmic clench of her cunt on his cock. But he wanted more, wanted her
to feel as out of control as he felt.


Reaching between them, he massaged her clit, wringing
whimpering little cries from her.


She sped up.


He gritted his teeth, fighting against his orgasm as she
showed him no mercy. She took him fast and hard, a punishing pace. Finally her
back arched and her mouth fell open in a silent scream. Her cunt clamped around
his cock, driving him over that edge.


Again and again he spurted cum, filling the condom.


Her powers flew open to him in that split second, feeding
him with another wave of her pleasure, so extreme his eyes rolled back in his
head and he struggled not to pass out.


The doors to their magic blasted open under the onslaught,
blazing hot.


She collapsed on him, sweat gluing their bodies together.
But he didn’t care. As satisfied as his body was, his mind flew in a thousand
different directions, all leading to the same place.


Logan knew that he didn’t have her heart yet. He wasn’t even
close. But at least now they had a better chance of living long enough for him
earn a place for himself in her life.






Chapter Twelve


 


~The searing heat beat down on tired heads, unbearable. The
smells of sweat, unwashed bodies, dust and blood would cause a normal person to
gag—a normal person who wasn’t struggling to live to see another day.


Laughlin stood his ground, back-to-back with Brandr. All
around, he heard the sounds of battle, the cries of friends fighting and
winning or fighting and dying. The touch of Brandr’s back against his own
helped him keep his knees steady. Having visions were sometimes more of a
hindrance than a help, letting him see all the gore and carnage beforehand. At
the same time, it gave Laughlin enough warning of the attack that their army could
prepare.


Unfortunately Laughlin was also the only one who truly knew
what they were up against.


The sheer numbers were enough to make his throat close.


Brandr’s sword swung at his side, decapitating a lesser
demon. “Watch yourself.”


Laughlin sliced at the charging creature in front of him,
pulling his mind away from any possible visions and focusing on the present
moment, only the present. Numbers didn’t matter, couldn’t matter.


Survival mattered.


Gritty hours passed as the remains of demon creatures, some
in pieces and some ash, piled around them. After what seemed an eternity the
horde finally retreated to whatever nest or den they’d made for themselves.
Laughlin took a moment to look around at his men. Most still stood, a few
staggered, but way too many lay on the ground for his liking.


This can’t continue. We’re winning the battles but losing
the war.


“Well, it looks like we live to fight another day.” Brandr
cleaned and resheathed his beloved blade, an heirloom passed to him by his
father. Reddish-brown hair falling into his face, he reached back to tighten
his braid.


“So it seems.” Laughlin took care of his sword as well,
ignoring the trembling in his fingers. He looked at his friend, using his sight
to check for any injuries or lingering evil taint. Seeing none, he started
wiping demon blood from his own hands. If left too long, it ate through skin.


Brandr stretched his arms over his head, groaning as his
spine and shoulders popped. “I don’t know about you, my friend, but I plan on
sleeping until the next day’s dawn.”


Even Laughlin’s bones felt tired, his muscles completely
spent. He started agree with Brandr but something froze the words. The world
around him shimmered then faded to gray. His normal sight dimmed as a vision
took him, threatening to drag him under. He had something to do, somewhere he
had to go. A moment of grave importance, an aligning of fate, lay just beyond
his reach.


“I’ll meet you later,” he murmured as he fought for control
and focus.


Brandr obviously recognized the look after so many years
spent working with and supporting Laughlin. “Do you need me to come with you?”
he asked, already adjusting the strap holding his sword. “Is it dangerous?”


“I don’t believe so.” Laughlin closed his eyes and tried to
get a stronger fix on what the vision was trying to tell him. Strange, I’m
only getting feelings and impressions, nothing more solid. It must be tied to
my own destiny. Then why do I feel it is so important to our cause? “I
think I have to do this myself.”


Yes, that felt right. Brandr’s presence would change the
course of fate. Something about him being too intimidating, maybe? What is it?


Clapping Laughlin on his shoulder, Brandr started walking
from the battlefield toward their encampment. Thankfully, he wasn’t one to
argue. Not when it came to what Laughlin’s powers told him.


Laughlin turned in the opposite direction, toward the small
trading village they were using to resupply. The path was deserted, a lonely
stretch of nothingness. But it wasn’t entirely empty of presence. Someone was
there, someone waiting for easy prey. That was who he needed to face.


Laughlin braced himself for the attack he knew was coming as
he rounded a grove of spindly trees.


A slight form darted forward, dancing around him and
pressing a small blade to his throat. “Your coins. Hand them over and I won’t
be carving you.”


Laughlin struggled to keep the surprise from his face and
voice. A strange turn of events indeed. “Do you really want to do that,
woman?” It was difficult not to grin at the absurdity. Fight demons for untold
hours only to be brought down by a slip of a female. “Rob one of the village’s
protectors when the demons are coming nightly?”


“Your kind haven’t protected me or mine. I protect myself.”
She pressed the blade against his skin until it almost broke through. “Now,
your coins.”


He tried to move his neck but couldn’t as the blade would
nick his skin with the slightest twist on his part. “You’ll have to ease up. I
can’t reach them without harming myself.”


The woman moved back somewhat and loosened the force against
his throat a bit.


Just enough.


Laughlin grabbed her wrist, slamming her hand into the tree
behind them. As her blade fell to the ground he twisted her arm behind her
back.


She cursed, kicking out at him and jerking on her arm.


“Be still.” He let a little pressure off, not wanting to
really hurt her. That wasn’t what this meeting was about. Whatever fate held
for them, he had to gain her trust. Hurting her would do nothing for his cause.
“You will only harm yourself. I don’t mean to cause you pain. I just want to
talk.”


“Right, talk,” she spat, bucking and twisting but unable to
break his hold. “That’s what every man wants, to talk to his attacker,
especially when she’s a woman.”


Something about the bitterness in her voice pulled at Laughlin’s
heart. “Maybe not, but that is what I intend on doing. So what say you calm
yourself and promise you won’t run when I release you. I vow that I only wish
to speak to you.”


The woman stilled. He could almost hear the thoughts rushing
through her mind—trust or not to trust. But she stopped fighting. “Let me go.
I’ll listen.”


Laughlin released his grasp, stepping back to let the woman
right herself and to put distance between them if she came up swinging. She
pulled her cloak down over her face and moved as far into the shadow of the
trees as possible. But she didn’t run and she didn’t fight.


“What do you want from me?” Suspicion laced her voice but
Laughlin also recognized a touch of curiosity.


“How about we sit and talk for a while?” He smiled sadly as
she gave a dark laugh. Belief wouldn’t come easily but Laughlin knew in his
heart of hearts that this was an important moment. Fated. He had to at least
get her to have faith that he wouldn’t attack her. “This discussion may take
time and I’m exhausted from the day’s battle. I really don’t think I can stand
for so long. And I know that I am no threat to you.”


The woman kept her distance as she walked around to the
slight incline he gestured toward. She sat on the ground with her knees to her
chest and her cloak pulled tight.


He gave her the space she seemed to need, sitting close
enough to make it easy to have a conversation while allowing her room to flee.
“My name is Laughlin. Would you mind telling me yours?”


“You don’t plan on calling for my punishment, do you?” Her
voice held both wariness and wonder.


He answered truthfully, though he knew she believed
otherwise. “No, I do not.”


“Sabine.”


“That’s a nice name.” Laughlin stretched his legs out and
leaned back on his elbows to stare at the sky.


She snorted. “Nice name. That’s a silly thing to say.” But
she did let go of her knees, mirroring his position by stretching her own legs
out in the dry dirt in front of her. But she didn’t lie back. “What is it you
want, Laughlin?”


“How much do you know about us, the warriors who fight the
scourge?”


She tilted her head toward him and shrugged, giving him his
first glimpse of delicate features. “What’s to know? You are strong, strong
enough to fight the demons. You are madmen with your blades and bows. Madmen to
face the demons in the first place.” The cloak fell back a bit, revealing
narrowed brown eyes. “They say that some of you even possess magic.”


Laughlin nodded. “True, all true. Though I try not to act
too mad.”


“All true?” Her brown eyes filled widened in disbelief.
“Even the magic?”


Holding his hand out, palm upward, Laughlin let a little
magic collect and form a small glowing orb. “Even magic.”


He waited for her to gasp and move back. He was even
prepared to chase after her if she chose to run. Instead she surprised him by
leaning forward to get a better glimpse, her fingers hovering over the light.
“Is it hot? Does it burn?”


“Not humans. But it destroys demons.”


A calculating look flowed across her face, sliding into a
wicked smile. “And can anyone learn to do that?”


“Anyone with the talent. The talent for it is inborn but the
skills must be taught.” He closed his hand and extinguished the flame. “You
could learn.”


The calculation shifted and melted into a strange hope. Her
eyes glittered with possibilities. “What makes you think I have that talent?”


“I was born with the sight. I see many things.” He
took a risk with his next words. Please let this be worth it. Please let me
have read her correctly and don’t let her run. “I saw you.”


“Me?” she asked. But Laughlin was pleased to see she didn’t
try to move away.


“Yes. My sight led me here to you. It tells me that
you are more than you seem as well.” He met her gaze with his own challenge.
“Is there anything you can tell me?”


She licked her lips, letting the hood of her cloak fall
around her shoulders. Rich brown hair fell forward to frame her thin face. “I
can sense the feelings of those around me. I know when someone means to harm me
and who to trust.”


Laughlin nodded. “I’ve met someone with similar skills, a
woman who fights with us.”


“Really?”


“Yes.” Laughlin pictured Jehanne as he last saw her, leading
Erich and Ryo from the battlefield and to their shared tent. “She stays with a
man with similar powers to my own. She lends her powers to him and to his
comrade.”


“And they kill the demons, together? She helps in the fight,
doesn’t stay home and wait for her man to return alive? She makes her own kills
in battle?”


“Yes, and they do it well.” So preoccupied with killing.
There is a story here. “Why do you want the demons dead and why did you say
earlier that you didn’t trust in the warriors’ protections?”


Sabine reached over for a small stick on the ground, pulling
it apart as she spoke. “I come from another village. My family was slaughtered
by the demons there. The whole village was. I nearly died as well.”


Laughlin thought for a moment of his own family, his own
village. An all-too-familiar reason to join the fight. “So you want
revenge.”


“Yes.” She tossed the stick, watching as it kicked up a puff
of dust. “Is that so bad?”


“Not entirely, no. Many warriors come to us from a desire
for vengeance.” Laughlin considered a previous vision, one filled with a hope
for peace and an explanation for the creatures. “But I believe that those
negative feelings are what make it possible for the demons to come to our
world.”


“Really?”


“Yes. But I can tell you more of that later. That is, if you
plan to come with me back to the warriors’ camp.” Laughlin stood, dusting off
his clothes. He tried not to make his next words seem as important as they
were. “Would you join us?”


Sabine stared off in the distance. “I could fight them. I
could make a difference.” She turned to look up at him. “Would I be staying
with you? You said the other woman worked with someone like you.”


“I’d like that. It’s what I’ve seen in my visions. You would
work with me and my comrade, Brandr.” Laughlin took a final chance, kneeling
and reaching out to touch her hand. “Would you be all right with that?”


She stared at his hand on hers. Laughlin had started to fear
that he had pushed too hard when she flipped her hand over beneath his and held
on. “It’s a place to start.”


“It certainly is.”~






Chapter Thirteen


 


The lunch crowd was as busy as normal, even with the rain
that started sometime the night before still pouring. Dishes clanked and voices
echoed and laughed, the sound comforting in its familiarity. The cafe was
packed with regulars and Bree should’ve had nothing to think about except for
work. But even while running her feet off she couldn’t give her surroundings
her entire focus. Between flashbacks of the night before with Logan and her
inability to block out the emotions of other people, Bree worked on autopilot.


Logan. I never thought I’d ever meet a man like him. Sexy
and strong. The kind of guy who can make my knees melt with a glance. He seems
honorable, caring even. But more importantly, he understands me and my life.
He’s one hell of a fighter. So I have to be careful. He’s dangerous.


I refuse to fall in love. I don’t have it in me to fall
in love, not in a world so full of violence and the possibility of imminent
death.


As she renewed that vow to herself, she slid a plate in
front of a perpetually smiling woman, Mrs. Douglas, an older teacher at
Browningsville Elementary. Without meaning to, Bree brushed the edges of Mrs.
Douglas’ emotions, completely unprepared for the paralyzing grief that filled
her to the point of explosion. Her husband had passed six months before of lung
cancer, but she’d seemed to be dealing well. Bree didn’t know if she wanted to offer
the woman comfort or to completely avoid her.


But how could a person deal with so much pain without
someone, like family, to support her?


Bree almost reached out to squeeze Mrs. Douglas’ shoulder.
She pulled her hand back just in time. How could she explain her reaction?
Would her sympathy make the woman feel better or that much worse?


Bree felt a wave of concern flowing toward her from behind.
She turned to see Ty staring at her from the other side of the counter. He
worried about her, like all her brothers. But Ty always seemed more sensitive
to people’s moods. Not as sensitive as she was, but enough that he always
managed to be there when she needed him. Bree knew she was acting weird, had
been since she’d gotten up that morning, but she was struggling to deal with
the sudden change in her powers.


Ty couldn’t help her.


Where before she’d had to strain to pinpoint emotions that
weren’t burning hot in the person, now it seemed every feeling around her
swirled and flowed like a never-ending, unblocked stream.


It was both freeing and frightening.


As Bree cleared and wiped down a table, she glanced back at
Mrs. Douglas, pity still eating at her as she felt the woman’s emptiness. Bree
wished she could do something to ease her pain. She knew what it was like,
dealing with that type of loss, and her heart went out to the widow.


With that thought in her mind, Bree felt an ebbing in the
flow of grief. It was as if Bree’s emotions were affecting the woman’s
emotional state.


This time Bree actively pushed a sense of peace and
acceptance at Mrs. Douglas. While the underlying grief didn’t disappear, the
unending sadness lightened.


I’m controlling someone else’s emotions.


She glanced around the cafe. People ate and chatted, drank
and laughed. The foundation of her world had fractured and no one else seemed
to notice. Not even Ty, though he still watched her closely.


As she scanned the room, she noticed two men arguing at a
corner table. One man was sheet white, hands clenched by his plate. The other
couldn’t be any redder, slamming his fist on the table hard enough to slosh
water out of his glass. Anger and hurt boiled and swirled around them. She
wasn’t a mind reader. She could only feel the rage almost as if it were her
own. She couldn’t tell what made them so angry but she knew that if they hadn’t
been in public, blows would’ve already been exchanged.


Logan had said that the demons fed on negative energy.
Nothing could be more negative than the fury building at that table.


Those damn monsters didn’t need any more food.


She reached out with her emotions again, sending out a wave
of calm and serenity. It was more difficult this time, like pushing through a
bog. The struggle left her shaking and the effect wasn’t immediate or complete.
But the anger dimmed down to distrust and ire. Slowly that melted away as well.


Bree’s heart raced and her breath came in short gasps from
the strain. But she didn’t care. She could hardly believe what happened. How
could she have had this power for so long and not known about it?


If one night with Logan increased her strength this much,
what would happen if they stayed together?


Would it be worth the risk? Bree had sworn she’d never give
away her heart. She didn’t want to have someone else in her life who meant as
much to her as her family, not after what happened to her parents. How would
she be able to survive losing another loved one?


And the more loved ones she had, the more she had to lose.
If Logan were a jerk, it’d be easy. But she couldn’t find fault in him, at
least nothing that she couldn’t deal with.


Bree shook her head, wiped her sweaty palms on her apron and
went to the counter to pick up an order. Time enough to think about that later.


Whirling around, she deftly slipped plates onto tables, took
orders and refilled drinks. Work always made it easy to empty her mind. Keeping
busy had always been a magic spell, something her mother taught her as a child.
If you don’t have time to think or worry, everything else would pass in a blur.


When the bell on the door jingled, Bree didn’t look up to
see who it was. The Please Seat Yourself sign was posted. She just grabbed a
couple of menus and headed in the direction of the only empty tables.


As she came into sight of the redheaded man who’d opened up
a whole new world to her the night before, Bree wished she’d paid more
attention. A little warning would’ve been nice.


Logan smiled at her, a smile that held a spark of male
pride. He’s picturing me naked, I just know it. I don’t need to tap into his
emotions to know that. I have five brothers. It doesn’t take psychic powers to
know when a man is picturing a woman naked. She stopped short of the table,
shuffling the menus in her hands to give herself a moment to recover. The
fact that Logan got the full view last night only means he has a really vivid
and true image of me in the buff.


Great, just great.


Bree licked her lips and had to clear her suddenly dry
throat. “Good afternoon. You want to try the special again? It’s turkey and
gravy, biscuits and your choice of fried okra or poke salad.”


“I missed you this morning.” Logan grinned, eyes flicking up
and down her body. “It’s disconcerting to fall asleep with a woman in your arms
and wake up alone. Not very nice of you, if you ask me.”


“Hush up.” Startled, Bree slapped the menu down in front of
him and looked at the nearest tables. No one seemed to notice his comments.
“You’re just lucky I didn’t run you out of my room. You’re sleeping in the
guest room from now on. Let’s get that straight.”


He just kept grinning as he made a show of picking up the menu.
“I’ll have that special with the polk whatever, since I’ve never heard of it
before. And some iced tea. It’ll probably rot my teeth with all that sugar but
I’m developing a taste for it.”


Bree ignored the flirtatious tone of his voice, focusing on
his order. “The way Ty cooks polk salad, it’ll remind you of spinach or mustard
greens.” Maybe it was that boyish grin of his or maybe she just wanted to get
back at him a little. Bree couldn’t resist teasing him. “Don’t worry, he boils
it more than just three times.”


“Why’s that important?”


She struggled to keep her face straight. There were stories
about polk but she wasn’t sure if they were true or not. But he didn’t know
that. “‘Cause it’s toxic if you don’t. Least that’s what I’ve heard. The
berries are definitely poisonous.”


Logan had to realize she wasn’t entirely serious but he
played along. “Wow, and here I didn’t believe all those stories about the crazy
people living in the mountains. Eating poison veggies seems a bit over the
top.”


“Hey, you said you lived in Japantown in San Francisco.” She
slipped her order book in her apron pocket. “I heard some restaurants there
charge a fortune to eat fish that are poisonous if you cut them wrong. Least
all you got to do to polk is boil and drain it a few times.”


“Okay, you’ve got me there.” He handed her the menu, his
fingers lingering over her hand. “And I’ll be sure to stay in the guest room
from here on. The bed there looks big enough for both of us and I won’t worry
about your brothers if I sleep in. I nearly ran into Wes slipping out of your
room in the same clothes I wore last night.”


Thank god he was almost caught. I’d never hear the
end of it otherwise. “Who said there’d be another time?”


He just smiled at her again. Not a leer but a sweet, open
smile.


As she walked away to put in his order, she couldn’t help
herself. She had to have a little peek. What girl could resist using her newly
strengthened powers when the man she’d just slept was with grinning at her?


She looked at his emotions.


A bit of fear and insecurity created a thin coat around him.
While that surprised her coming from such a confident-seeming man, it was the
emotion boiling underneath that had her rocking in her tracks.


Love. Deep, abiding, long-standing love poured out of him
like a tidal wave, all aimed at her.


Her hand trembled as she ripped out and hung his order over
the counter window for Ty. She gripped the counter, her back to all the
customers, as she tried to get a hold of herself.


He can’t love me. He barely knows me, at least the me
that exists now. Lust is one thing but love can’t be possible so soon. He just
remembers the feelings he had for Sabine.


But the emotion was there. She couldn’t deny what her own
powers showed her. But what did it mean? What did he really want from her?


She couldn’t afford to love someone. She refused to. But
could it be too late?


What was she going to do now?






Chapter Fourteen


 


Dusk came early to the mountains. Not that Logan could
really tell with the cloud cover and rain. An eerie darkness fell, almost heavy
and thick. It’d been raining solidly since sometime the night before and showed
no sign of letting up. It seemed to echo whatever Bree was feeling. Something
was wrong with her, something more than just the day-after jitters.


She was avoiding him.


Not that he was terribly surprised, especially after how
she’d spoken as little as possible to him at the cafe that afternoon. She’d
served his meal in silence and didn’t even smile at him once afterward. After
coming home and having dinner with the family, he hadn’t seen her at all. While
he’d half expected it, her reaction still stung. They were staying in the same
house.


That kind of avoidance took work.


Well, he’d had enough of it. Avoiding problems never solved
them. He tracked Bree to where she was sitting on the front porch watching the
rain fall.


He plopped down beside her in one of the four wicker gliders
that lined the wall. “So, are you going to tell me what’s wrong?”


She stared off into the evening, not even acknowledging his
presence.


Logan sighed, kicking the glider into motion as he waited
for a response. Slow and easy had always been the best approach to use with her
but sometimes it truly sucked.


“You were right about my powers getting stronger.” She drew
her knees up into her chest, her bare feet curling over the edge of the seat.
“I could tell a big difference.”


He didn’t know where this was leading. Everything was going
as he’d explained to her so what caused the change in her attitude? “I wouldn’t
lie to you, not about something like that.”


She nodded, staring down at her blue-painted toenails. “I
think I was able to project my emotions, use them to calm people down.”


“Yes, you should be able to do that. It’s one of the keys to
making the Ritual of the Three work.” He closed his eyes and listened to the
rain hitting the roof and the sound of distant thunder. The smell of wet earth
filled his every breath. “If we keep getting closer, physically and
emotionally, our powers will continue to increase. If we find our Catalyst, the
increase will become tenfold.”


“Aren’t we strong enough now?” she muttered, reaching over
for the glass of tea sitting on a small side table.


Logan stopped the glider, his heart feeling like so much
lead weighing down his chest. “What do you mean? We’ve just started. Once we’ve
built up enough power, I can teach you mage magic. Now is barely the
beginning.”


Bree calmly took a sip. “I told you that this wasn’t about
emotion, that I didn’t want a relationship.”


Where is this coming from? “I don’t remember pushing
you for one. I’ve only talked about building our base.”


She slammed her glass on the table at her side, threatening
to knock over the small pot of colorful flowers perched on it. “It’s not what
you’ve said that’s the problem. You’ve been very good at telling me what I want
to hear, at agreeing with me. But that isn’t how you feel.” She faced him,
scooting as far away from him as the glider would allow, her back pressed
against the armrest. “You’re getting attached to me. You can’t hide what you
feel from me, never from me.”


Logan had to fight to keep from reaching out to touch her,
pull her in his arms. Her expression was so lost, so tragic. “You can read me
now, better than before. You can tell that I love you.”


“Don’t say that.” She clapped her hands over her ears.
“I don’t want to hear that. We have to stop. I don’t want you to love me.”


He pulled her hands down and held them in her lap, not
letting go. “But it’s too late for that, Bree. It’s been too late for that for
many lifetimes. I’ve loved you for centuries, maybe longer. I will love you for
centuries more. Denying it won’t change that fact.”


“But that wasn’t me.” She pulled out of his grasp,
wrapping her arms around herself. “That was some other woman that I don’t even
know.”


“It’s the core of you, the boiled-down essence of you. Your
experiences are different and I’m certain you’ve changed with this life just as
I have. That only makes me want to get to know this version of you even
more.” He cupped her cheek, forcing her to meet his gaze. “I like this you. You’re
strong and independent. You’re loyal and caring, especially when it comes to
your family. You’re as beautiful and sexy as always, with a confidence that is
the biggest turn-on ever. How can you expect me to resist you?”


She jerked out of his hold, coming to her feet. A boom of
thunder seemed to punctuate her anger and fear. “That’s your problem, not mine.
I’m not that woman. I won’t be that woman. I can’t risk it. You can stay
in the guest room since we need strength in numbers right now. But don’t expect
anything more from me.”


Logan stayed in his seat as she slammed back into the house.
He stared out into the night and wished for a break in the rain. When he was
troubled, he liked to gaze at the stars.


And troubled was an understatement.


He ran his fingers through his hair and sighed. Brandr, I
miss you. I’m screwing up here, with her. I’m not good at this emotional stuff.
You were always around before to smooth things over. I’d hate to lose her for
the both of us. Logan leaned his head over the back of the glider.


What am I supposed to do now?


Logan shook his head, trying to clear out all the negative
thoughts. Can’t be negative. Nothing’s over yet.


He pried himself up, wicker squeaking under the movement,
and went inside. He didn’t want to talk to the brothers and he obviously wasn’t
welcome where Bree was concerned. So he went straight to the guest room.


Throwing himself on the bed, Logan considered digging out
his cell phone and calling Ryuu, Eric or Janice. Talking to a friend who could
understand where he was coming from had definite appeal. At the same time, he
didn’t have the energy to try to explain. He felt drained, too much going on at
once. And the peaceful rain didn’t feel so peaceful anymore, the constant
patter becoming more of an irritant than a calming influence.


Maybe if he slept, a vision would come and give him an idea
of what to do next. It should, especially after the boost to his magic.


Of course, sleep didn’t come easy. The vision came less
easily than that. But after hours of fitful tossing and turning the tenor of
his mishmash of dreams turned from fantasy to memory.


 


~Sabine lay on his mattress, her rich brown hair spread
around her. Her smile lit the dark and hollow places in his heart, places once
filled by pain and bloodshed. It was the two of them, just the two of them
together. With Brandr volunteering for patrol tonight, Sabine was his and his
alone.


“Are you afraid of me?” she teased, hunger in her eyes.


Laughlin sat down next to her, eyes feasting on the beauty
beside him. “Why would you ask such a question?”


She smirked and placed both hands by her head, wiggling to
draw his full attention. “Because you have yet to touch me, a naked woman in
your bed. What else am I to think?”


Laughlin touched her plump, satiny lips, flinching as she
nipped them before sucking his thumb into her mouth. The image of her cheeks
hollowing as she suckled set his heart racing. He had to pull his hand away or
risk losing his head.


“You should think that I am taking my time to savor the
beauty laid out before me.” He slid his hands down her body, tracing her
curves. She closed her eyes with a sigh and arched up into his touch.


“Such perfect breasts, a bounty placed on such a thin
frame,” he whispered, taking one in each palm, weighing their plump lushness.
Laughlin took his time with her sensitive breasts, kissing and caressing first
one then the other. He nipped at her rosy nipples. He suckled deep, basking in
her gasps and groans.


Sabine was so perfect—perfect for him. He thanked whatever
god or goddess blessed his life with her.


He licked his way down her stomach, smiling as she twitched
when he circled her navel. As he pulled her thighs apart and gazed at her
glistening black curls, she whimpered. Her hands started to move down to cover
herself but she stopped at his sharp gaze.


“Don’t ever try to hide from me, beloved. You’re beautiful.”
Laughlin gently parted the lips of her cunt, gazing down at the delicate,
quivering pink flesh. “Everything about you is so very beautiful. I’ll never
forget your look or your taste for as long as I live.”


He bent forward slowly, letting his hair slide over her
thighs. He gave her clit a quick, teasing lick. Her heels pounded into the
mattress as she cried out. He smiled. He loved her reactions, every single nuance.
He couldn’t wait to wring out more cries from her, more moans and shivers.


He sank one finger deep in her cunt, using it to open her
for his tongue.


Her essence poured over his tastebuds. Her unique flavor
flowed forth, thick and exotic. He thrust his tongue deeper inside her, digging
in and seeking every last drop as his thumb rubbed her clit back and forth.


Nothing in this world or the next can compare to her
taste.


Sabine jerked and twisted under his continuous oral assault.
She pulled his hair, muttered obscenities and tried to wiggle away. But he held
her still and refused stop, not until she opened her powers to him, letting him
feel what she felt.


And what she felt nearly drove him over the edge.


Love, pure and simple, wrapped him in a cocoon of warmth and
safety.


He pulled away from her, licking his lips as he stared down
into her glistening eyes. He didn’t have to say a word, didn’t have to ask the
question ripping at his heart.


She simply nodded, holding out her arms to him. “I love you,
Laughlin. For better or for worse, I truly love you. You are stuck with me now
and you’d best never forget it.”


Laughlin felt his eyes tearing up as his throat tightened.
This woman, who’d lived such a hard life and had no reason to trust anyone,
loved him. She was willing to risk her heart on him along with her future.


With her and Brandr by his side, Laughlin couldn’t imagine a
better future.


He couldn’t wait a second longer to be a part of her, with
her, in her. He had the entire night to savor her and he wanted to start by
having her now.


He moved between her thighs, reaching to guide his throbbing
cock into her waiting cunt. As her hot flesh enveloped his cock, Laughlin’s
balls drew tight. This wouldn’t last long, he couldn’t last long.


Sabine wrapped her arms around him and sank her teeth into
his shoulder. Her impatience and desire flooded him. She wanted him to move and
move now.


He pulled his hips back slowly, torturing both of them
before he thrust into her, hard and fast. Again and again he took her, trying
to find that spot inside her that drove her mad as he struggled against the
growing urge to lose control.


She cried out as he found her G-spot. He angled his thrusts
so he rubbed it with each plunge.


Colors burst behind his eyelids as whatever control she had
over her powers collapsed. He felt her drawing out his desire and his love, a
thick thread connecting them. In return she slammed a mixture her emotions and
his back into him.


A cycle formed, a circle of pure positive human emotion.
With each revolution Laughlin felt his heart clench tighter and his hunger grow
more and more insatiable. The euphoria became more than he could stand, an
electricity filling his body to the breaking point.


In a split second, right before his orgasm drove every other
thought from his mind, Laughlin had an epiphany. With Brandr’s ability to
escalate their powers, and with these positive feelings, they could fight the
demons on equal footing. This was the key to the ritual he had been trying to
find.


The Three together could create something so special that
even the demons would be powerless against it.


Then all conscious thought turned back and narrowed to focus
on the moment. He shuddered as fire raced down his spine from the base of his
neck to his ass. His balls throbbed. He gritted his teeth, trying desperately
to hold on as long as possible.


Sabine tossed her head back and screamed. Her passion threw
him over the edge as his own spasms started, splashing his cum deep inside
her.~


 


Logan awoke with a gasp as his orgasm ripped through him, a
phantom echo of the past. He felt blood pool in his cheeks as he looked down at
the puddle covering his belly, streams reaching as far as his chest. He reached
for the box of tissues sitting on the nightstand. Thankfully he’d kicked off
the sheets during his sleep.


I wouldn’t want to explain that kind of mess in the
morning.


After cleaning himself off and throwing the evidence away in
a small trash can he found hidden in the closet, Logan lay back down. He
propped his arms behind his head and stared up at the ceiling.


Sabine had loved him. So had Brandr. They’d fought well for
almost a decade after that moment in his dreams. They’d created the Ritual of
the Three, teaching it to others capable of closing the tears that the demons
used to access the mortal world.


Ten years filled with happiness.


Then Sabine died in battle. In the end, the demons won,
taking her from him. Laughlin and Brandr didn’t last much longer after losing
her. With part of their hearts gone, they both became too careless, dying
together less than a year later in another skirmish. At least they’d already
trained others in the Ritual, others who could take up the battle and close the
tears.


Logan prayed that their present lives had a better ending
but feared another repeat.


Something was brewing in this little town. He was no Empath
but even he could feel a building sense of wrongness. Even with Brandr
there to help him, he’d lost Sabine. He’d lost her so many times since in more
lives than Logan had the energy to count.


Logan couldn’t lose Bree, wouldn’t. Not now, so soon
after finding her. Not before he had Brandr by his side again.


He’d had one family taken from him during this lifetime, was
only six years old when the demon-possessed humans came and slaughtered them.


Logan would be damned before he’d lose his second chance at
having a family.


He glanced over at the clock. It was a little past three,
way too early to get up. If things went as they seemed, he’d need as much rest
as possible. He punched his pillow a few times, pulled the covers back over
himself and forced himself to get back to sleep.


Unfortunately, the feel of his new dreams left very little
room for true rest. Vision after vision of a future where demons took over the
little town bombarded him. Logan’s sleeping mind searched out futures for a
better possibility but found little to encourage him.


If things were left as they were, their future was bleak.
His mistake with Bree could cost him more than just her love. It could cost
lives.


As the sun rose over the top of the mountain range, Logan
came to a decision. One way or another, he had to convince Bree to come back to
him.


There could be no other outcome.






Chapter Fifteen


 


The dim, watery morning light streaming through his window
hit Logan right in the eyes. He squinted at the clock. It’s too late to try
to get more sleep but it’s too damn early for me to pretend to be happy about
it. He was tempted to throw a pillow over his head. Instead he groaned at
the lack of caffeine in his system and at the dull ache pounding at the back of
his head. He barely had the dexterity to drag on his clothes. I hate days
that start like this. It’s a bad omen.


Logan stumbled down the stairs and staggered into the
kitchen.


Matt stood at the counter pouring coffee into a travel mug.
He gave Logan a sympathetic grimace. “Looks like I’m not the only non-morning
person in the house anymore, huh? You didn’t get up until late yesterday and
you look like the walking dead today. Ty always leaves a pot of coffee brewing
before heading to the cafe but you have to make your own food.” He screwed the
cap on his travel cup and scooped up his uniform jacket. “Aaron’s still around
but everyone else is off to work.”


Damn, missed her. “It’s only six. I didn’t think
everyone would be gone so early.”


“Like I said, bunch of early birds.” Matt slipped on the
jacket, his coordination almost as bad as Logan’s as he missed one of the arms
twice. “Ty and Bree have to get the cafe ready for the breakfast crowd so they
leave around five. Wes likes to get most of his research in before the rest of
the newspaper staff arrives, so he left just a few minutes ago. Jordan’s still
on break for a couple more weeks so he goes running every morning and I start
shift at seven. Aaron will be in his office tracking financial stuff on the
internet. So you’re on your own.”


Great, I can’t talk to Bree while she’s working and I’ve
got nothing to occupy my mind.


Matt sighed and rubbed at the back of his head. “If you’re
bored, there’s a trailhead that bumps up to the main road about a mile east of
here. Little Herder’s Trail. It makes a circle of the town, dipping into
several of the hollers. It’ll give you a nice taste of the area—the good, the
bad and the truly pathetic. Actually, it looks pretty when the day isn’t so bleak.
On your bike it’s probably an hour drive without stopping. If you check out
some of the hiking paths along the way, you could probably waste the afternoon.
Though in the rain I don’t know how much fun it would be. Still, it’ll also
give you the opportunity to study the terrain.”


Logan grabbed a cup sitting beside the coffeepot and poured
himself some. “Thanks, I need to clear my head. A ride might be just the thing
to do the trick.”


At that, Matt smirked. “Yeah, dealing with my sister can do
that to a man.”


Logan’s coffee sloshed, spilling a few hot drops on his
hand. He cursed, shaking the liquid off before bracing himself as he faced the
brother who carried a gun to work every day. “What do you mean?”


“That I’m not blind, deaf or dumb. I wouldn’t get far in my
line of work if I was. But don’t worry, I’m not going to beat you within an
inch of your life.” Matt moved to the back door, grabbing a set of keys off the
hanger beside it. “Way I figure it, having to try to understand Bree is
punishment enough for any man serious about her. And I think you are
serious about her. Hence the pity on my part.” He shook his head as he walked
out the door. “Can’t be easy.”


You have no idea. Logan took a deep drink, closing
his eyes to savor the dark brew. If Ty ever thought about leaving home, Logan
would be more than willing to put a good word in for him at Zen. That man could
cook.


Drinking his coffee as he headed back to his room, Logan
started making plans. Take a ride, check out the area, see if I can get any
better visions, meet Bree at the cafe at closing time and try to reason with
her.


He hoped he wasn’t asking for too much.






Chapter Sixteen


 


It was dark, Bree’s feet were killing her, and she was so
tired she could swear she’d filled her last three orders in her sleep. Finally,
the last customer was out the door and Ty was in the back of the cafe packing
up leftovers to take home for dinner.


Bree stepped outside to stand under the awning and watch the
endless rain pour. The deluge had slowed down a bit that morning until
midafternoon, but as the sun fell the rain increased. The streets, normally not
busy on the best of nights, were a ghost town in the wake of the storm.


It just felt…off.


A motor roared to her right, the deep sound cutting through
the patter of the rain. She closed her eyes and pushed out with her powers,
sensing a confused mixture of emotions approaching. Fear, anxiety and love
swirled in a storm to rival the natural one that raged on.


Logan. Great, just who I don’t want to see right now.


The motorcycle pulled up right in front of her, giving her
no opportunity to retreat. The sight of Logan in full muscle-hugging leather
sent a quick dart of arousal through her.


But he didn’t bother removing his helmet. Logan pulled
another helmet off the bar in the back and tossed it to her. “Get on.”


She looked down at the helmet in her hands and back up at
him, raising a single eyebrow. Really, he expects me to meekly follow his
orders now?


She could feel the impatience and consternation building up
around him. “Please, put it on. We need to talk. Seriously talk.”


Bree vibrated with the repressed need to tell him exactly
where to stick it. But it was the fear she’d felt coming from him earlier that
stopped her. Something was up and her ego and pride weren’t worth someone
getting hurt or dying over.


She tapped on the door to the cafe and waved to Ty before
putting on the helmet and buckling it tight. She climbed behind Logan, scooting
as close as she could, never having ridden a motorcycle before. She barely had
time to wrap her arms around his waist before he gunned the motor and took off.


Snuggling in close to his back, Bree shivered. She’d never
considered how cold riding a motorcycle could be. Thankfully, she’d grabbed her
jacket that morning. With the rain smacking down on her, she trembled and
cuddled closer to his warmth. Not the most comfortable introduction to a ride.
She’d always wanted to learn to drive a motorcycle, imagining that the feeling
was the closest thing to flying you could get while staying on the ground. The
road would fly beneath her feet. The wind would whip through her hair. Her
heart would race with the rush of speed.


This wasn’t what she’d imagined.


Still, at least it wasn’t long before they started up the
winding gravel road that led to her house.


Logan pulled up under the carport, sliding between two of
the cars already parked. He pulled off his helmet, hanging it on the
handlebars. He then hopped off and helped Bree to her feet.


She staggered a little as her foot caught on the seat but
kept her dignity along with her balance. She glanced at the patrol car on one
side and the Ford on the other. “If you want this to be a private conversation,
it’ll have to be on the porch.”


Instead of going through the house, they walked around the
outside to front. Logan took off his wet jacket, shaking it out and tossing it
over the porch rail, Bree following suit.


Again, they sat on a glider together, staring off at the
mountains.


“What’s so important that you had to pick me up at work?”
Bree asked, kicking the glider into motion. I thought we’d settled this. No
lovey-dovey stuff.


He grimaced, eyes filled with worry. “I need a second
opinion.”


His worry triggered a deeper fear in her. Whatever she might
think of Logan, he’d been through some serious battles in his time. If
something that bad was about to go down, she needed to know about it.


Bree faced him but couldn’t catch his gaze. “Okay, not sure
what you’re talking about. But I don’t like seeing you this worried. You don’t
seem the type to stress unnecessarily.”


Logan gripped the armrest. Bree tried to take another peek
at his emotions but they were in such turmoil that she couldn’t get a clear
read.


“I’ve been getting more visions and they aren’t good,” he
muttered, still avoiding eye contact.


“Okay, you said our powers would be stronger after sex with
me, just like mine got stronger. I guess for you that means more visions.” She
didn’t like the dark expression that crossed his face and her stomach
tightened. “How bad are we talking? What do we need to do to prepare for it?”


“Bad…the worst.” His brow wrinkled as he finally looked at
her. “I’m having them when I’m awake, without trying or guiding them.” He
rubbed his hands over his face and she noticed his fingers trembling. “I damn
near wrecked my bike when one hit this afternoon.”


Bree still didn’t know what to think. The whole magic thing
was new to her but she’d always had emotions shooting out at her at
inappropriate times. Were the visions Logan had so different? “This is more
than you expected?”


“They should be easier to control and guide, not necessarily
more frequent.” He paused, a sadness falling over him that was almost
overpowering. “The last time I had visions this dark and powerful was right
before my family was killed.”


His pain was so vivid it cut through the miasma of his
emotions. Bree couldn’t help but reach out to him, putting a hand on his knee.
“Do you want to talk about it?”


“Not really but I think I need to for you to understand how
much this is bothering me.” He put his hand over hers, holding on so tight that
his knuckles went white and her fingertips started to tingle. “You have to
understand, Bree, I was only six years old when it happened. I was just
starting to remember things from the past but I didn’t understand what I was
seeing yet. Normally those kinds of memories along with the visions, would
start at puberty and grow from there. I was too young. But I started having
these savage nightmares. My mom would open the door. A man and a woman, both
wearing suits and carrying briefcases, would walk in.”


He licked his lips and swallowed. He loosened his hold but
didn’t let go of her hands. “In the nightmare their faces would go fuzzy, like
something was trying to get out but couldn’t. Then they attacked. They killed
my mom and dad, butchered them. Then they hunted down my sister, who’d tried to
make it out the back door. They killed her in the kitchen, her body lying over
the island. Finally they would start searching the house for me.”


When he looked at her, Logan’s eyes shone with unshed tears.
“After about a month it happened, just like I saw. Some neighbors heard the
commotion and called the police. They arrived before the man and woman found me
in the crawlspace under my parents’ closet. The killers were demon possessed.
From your family’s research, you know what happened to me after that. I ended
up on the streets and then was institutionalized for a while. Seeing visions at
such an early age isn’t easy to hide and no one wants to deal with a foster kid
who periodically goes catatonic and has hallucinations.”


Bree didn’t know what to say. She knew that there wasn’t
really any comfort in words. So she tried to say it without words. She reached
out to her powers, pushing sympathy at Logan.


His grip on her hand eased even more, his fingertips
caressing the back of her hand before giving it a soft pat. He grinned at her.
“Thanks for trying. But that isn’t why I told you this, though it’s nice of you
to try to alleviate some of my guilt and grief. I want you to understand how
much these visions worry me. I don’t want to see slaughter like that ever
again. That’s why I’ve spent close to a decade helping the Three in San
Francisco clean up their mess. If something doesn’t change and soon,
Browningsville will fall to the demons. If they have an entire town to nest
safely in, I don’t know how we will be able to stop them.”


Bree had to take a deep, calming breath. The fear
surrounding Logan nearly overpowered her. “You said you needed a second
opinion. I don’t get visions so I don’t see how I can help with that.”


Logan waved at the rain pouring down. “Something’s wrong
with this. I know you get lots of rain in Kentucky but don’t you sense
something different about this particular storm?”


Closing her eyes and reaching out with her feelings, Bree
tried understand what he was talking about. She couldn’t tell if it was coming
from the rain exactly, or if the rain was a symptom, but her town felt somehow
darker than usual. It was almost as if the woods held their breath, waiting for
something terrible to happen. The feeling struck at something primal in her
psyche, something that wanted nothing more than to run and hide.


Like I’d ever let myself turn coward like that.


“I can’t put my finger on it.” She tried reaching out again
with the same results. “Something feels wrong but I can’t pinpoint the source.”


“Then it isn’t my imagination. The visions are warnings.”
Logan leaned forward and groaned, rubbing at his temples.


His conflicting emotions tore at her. Guilt and lust mixed.


He wouldn’t be able to say what had to be done, not this
time. This time, it had to come from her.


“We need to sleep together again.” Bree didn’t even try to
make it a question. There was only one thing they could do. It’s not that I
want to. It’s not that the thought of being with him again makes my pulse race
and my heart go all gooey. We need to do this to get stronger and put up a
better fight.


Yeah right.


“Yes.” He gripped her hands again but Bree could tell it was
to anchor himself as he fought with his own conflicting emotions. “I know you
don’t want a relationship. I understand that you have no intention of changing
your feelings toward me. But my feelings are what they are. I can’t change
them.”


Her stomach clenched at the hopeless tone to his voice. I
don’t want to hurt him. I really don’t. But I can’t say I want him. Not yet.
Maybe never. I’m just not ready.


But those feelings didn’t change what needed to be done.
Still, she couldn’t help but to offer him an out. “And you still want us to
sleep together, knowing that?”


He gave a weak laugh, shaking his head. “I’m a man. I’ll
always want a chance to sleep with you. I won’t lie to you, though. It stings
knowing that for you, us being together is only about gaining power for the
fight.


Bree’s emotions churned into a bubbling mass of confusion
and contradiction. She was starting to like Logan, respect him. She wasn’t
stupid. It wouldn’t take much for those feelings to grow into something more.
That’s why she’d wanted to stop in the first place. Sleeping with him was too
risky to her heart.


But not sleeping with him could be deadly for everyone.
Logan was right about that. That was the reason forcing her hand. Having sex
with him was a necessity. At least, that’s what she would tell herself. The
little voice in the back of her mind, the one that cheered at the chance to
trace his tattoos with her fingertips and feel his body over and in her again,
had nothing to do with it.


She pulled her hands from his. “You have to understand that
I’m not changing the ground rules. I don’t want you to think this could lead to
more.”


He gave her a sheepish grin, crossing his heart and raising
his palm to the sky. “I won’t think you’ll try to use the fact that I’m hot for
your body as a way to trap me.”


She shoved at his shoulder, trying not to laugh. “God, that
sounds like something Jordan would say.”


Eyes wide, Logan clapped his hands to his chest. “I didn’t
think Jordan was hot for your body. I mean, I’ve heard rumors about backwoods
families but didn’t think there was any truth to them.”


Bree stood and shook a fist at him. “Take that back now or I
will pound you into the ground.”


“Okay, sorry, couldn’t resist.” Logan braced his feet to
stop the glider from moving. “But I don’t think I’d mind you pounding me any
way you wanted.”


Bree couldn’t help herself. As she walked into the house,
she glanced over her shoulder and shot him her best lascivious grin. “I thought
you’re the one who’s supposed to do the pounding.”


He blinked, a wide smile sliding across his face. “I can
hope.”


“Well, after dinner, why don’t I stop by your room and see
about that hoping of yours.”






Chapter Seventeen


 


Half an hour later, Bree stood in front of Logan’s bedroom
door, hand poised to knock. She glanced up and down the hallway, heart racing,
feeling like a teenager again, sneaking around her brothers. Her stomach
twisted into knots and she just knew that Jordan would come barreling around
the corner any second and ask what she was doing.


She wasn’t entirely sure what her answer would be, should
be. She’d sworn she wasn’t going to do this again, that the risk to her heart
was too great.


But the demons and magic forced her hand. As much as she
wanted to protect herself from heartache, she couldn’t back down.


She knocked before she could second-guess herself again.


The door opened almost immediately. He stepped to the side
and waved her in. “I was wondering if you were going to stand there all night.”


Her cheeks heated and her feet stayed glued to the floor
just outside the room. “How did you know?”


“The floorboards squeak.” He shrugged, looking a bit
sheepish. “Not that I was waiting and listening or anything.”


He flashed that boyish grin of his, the one that made him
look almost nonthreatening—or at least less dangerous. He rubbed his head and
glanced at the floor.


Somehow the thought that he wasn’t as self-assured as he
seemed made Bree feel better about her own doubts. “Yeah, you weren’t waiting
for me.” She stepped forward and closed the door behind her.


Bree started to say more but was pinned by his sapphire-blue
gaze. She loved his eyes, piercing and sparkling at the same time. His gaze
alone made her melt. The heat blazing in them now was enough to make her knees
weak.


But she couldn’t let him know that. While she’d made her
feelings about a relationship quite clear, Bree wasn’t foolish enough to think
he’d let the subject drop entirely. He was biding his time, hoping to use sex
to tip the scale.


It would take everything in her not to let that happen.
Nothing could come of it—nothing permanent at least. In the end, if the demons
didn’t kill them both, he’d leave to go back to California, back to his life.
There was no reason for him to stay in a dead-end town like Browningsville.


She’d enjoy her time with him now but wouldn’t expect
anything more. She’d already refused him anyway.


Logan lifted one hand, moving slowly, giving her time to
avoid him if she wanted. He ran his fingers through her hair from front to
back. She shivered as he grazed the nape of her neck. He noticed the reaction,
sliding his hand down to wrap around her neck, running his fingers back and
forth over her sensitive skin.


“Mmm, so sensitive. I love how you respond to my touch.”


Bree shivered. It felt so good, so familiar. But she
couldn’t allow him know how familiar it felt. He didn’t need the emotional
ammunition. He might be right about all the past lives stuff but that had
nothing to do with the here and now.


It would be so easy to change her mind and she didn’t want
to. She leaned in to kiss him to take control of the situation. She slid her
tongue into his mouth, running it over and over the not-quite-roughness of his
own.


He groaned, wrapping his arms around her and pulling her
tight. She dug her fingers into his hair, losing herself in the kiss. He
grabbed at the edge of her shirt, releasing her mouth long enough to yank it
over her head.


Spinning her around, he guided her toward the bed. He helped
her sit, working his t-shirt off.


Bree narrowed her eyes. So he thought he was in
control. This might be the last time she ever had a chance with him.


He’s so not going to be the one in charge.


She reached forward, deftly dealing with button and zipper
on his black jeans. She grinned as she slipped her hand in the vee of cloth.


Commando, huh? She licked her lips. So much the
easier.


His hands dropped to his side and his head fell back as she
pulled his cock out, holding him in a firm grip. She tossed her hair back,
making certain she didn’t block his view. He’d want to see what she was doing
to him. The sight would pique his desire even more. She locked eyes with him as
she stuck out her tongue to lap at the little opening in the head of his cock.


He gasped, eyes closing then quickly opening again. She
tightened the grip of her hand, letting her fingers roll and massage.


Hissing, his lips thinned out to a line. Watching his
expression, she sucked the spongy cap into her mouth. She twirled her tongue
around and around the ridge of the head, a faint salty taste of pre-cum washing
over her taste buds.


Logan whimpered, his hands clenching and unclenching. But
other than that, he didn’t move beyond rocking his hips ever so slightly. He
let her have him to do with as she wished.


She began sucking just the tip of his cock in time with her
massaging fingers. He gnashed his teeth, his hands opening and closing. She let
go with her hands, gripping his ass. She slid his cock down her throat as far
as she could. She cupped his balls in one palm, gently rolling them as she
pulled her head back, sucking at the same time.


“Stop, I’m going to come.” Logan grabbed at her hair, trying
to move her away.


But she wasn’t having it. She gripped his balls a tiny bit
tighter in warning. Sliding her tongue down the large vein running under the
length of his cock, she took him far enough down her throat that she had to
swallow to take any more.


If her mouth hadn’t been otherwise occupied, she would’ve
grinned and chuckled at the undignified squeak that came out of Logan. Letting
go of his balls, she ran a single finger to the area behind, circling her nail
over the pucker of his anus.


He came with a quickly cut-off shout, pouring himself down
her throat in spurt after spurt. She swallowed as much as she could, refusing
to release him until she’d drained every last drop.


His knees buckled, his hands grabbing her shoulders for
support.


“Damn, Bree,” he managed to say after swallowing several
times and clearing his throat twice. “If that’s how you act with someone you
don’t want to have a relationship with, you’ll kill me if you ever change your
mind.”


She grinned up at him, tossing a saucy wink she didn’t know
she had in her. “But what a way to go, right?”


Logan laughed, the sound shooting straight to her heart. No,
no, can’t even think that. Sex, just sex. Concentrate on the sex. That,
and the hot view. She watched as he peeled his pants off, revealing his now
half-hardened cock and muscular legs.


He raised an eyebrow and waved a hand in front of her face
to get her attention. “I was hoping this wasn’t going to be a one-man show.”


She stood, fishing behind her back for the hook on her bra.
She let it slide down her arms, watching. His eyes darkened as she pulled down
her pants, kicking them across the room. She put her hands on her hips and
tossed her hair over her shoulder with a quick flick of her head. “This
better?”


He smirked for a second, taking his time looking at her.
Finally he wrapped his arms around her waist. “Much better,” he whispered
against her hair.


Running her hands up his back, Bree curled into him and
licked the tattoo over his heart. He closed his eyes again, humming in
pleasure. Taking advantage of the distraction, Bree hooked one leg around his
knees. Pushing and spinning at the same time, she shoved him on the bed. Before
he had a chance to recover, she crawled up his body, took his hands and held
them over his head.


“I agree,” she purred, rubbing her breasts against his
chest. “This is much better.”


He stopped struggling, staring up at her with such naked
desire she didn’t even need her powers to feel it. She traced his tongue’s
movement at he slowly licked his lips. “It looks like I’m yours for the
taking.”


“Mmm, nice thought. Keep your hands right there.” She sat
up, looking down at the lean, quivering muscles that just begged to be feasted
upon. Leaning forward, letting her hair graze over his skin, she took one of
his nipples between her teeth. She nipped the tip then licked and soothed the
flesh. He tasted so good, salty and male, that she couldn’t help herself.


She licked her way down to his abs, carefully tracing each
line as she moved toward his navel. He twitched as she dipped her tongue in but
he kept his hands where she told him, giving her the control she wanted.


Reaching down, Bree took his already hardening cock in hand.
“Nice recovery time you’ve got there.”


“I’d have to after several lifetimes with my two lovers.” He
sighed, thrusting his pelvis into her grip. “You’ve always been insatiable so I
have to do my best to keep up with you.”


“Insatiable, huh? That sounds like fun.” She gave him a
quick pump that left his hips twisting. “Why don’t we see if you can satiate
me?”


He started to roll, his hands reaching to the other side of
the bed. He stopped himself, eyes locking on Bree’s stern expression. “Is it
all right for me to move for a moment? The condoms are on the nightstand.”


She smiled in approval. “Only if you hand me one, then
assume the position again.”


Scrambling a bit, he snagged one packet and tossed it to
her. He made a big show of crossing his wrists and placing them on the pillow
above his head.


“Good boy,” she teased, giving him a quick pat on the chest
before she rolled the latex in place. She rose up on her knees, reaching down
to guide his cock deep inside her as she sank down. She put one hand behind to
brace herself before tossing her hair and giving him a saucy look. “Hold on
tight. From here on out, it’s going to be one hell of a ride.”


With that as her only warning to him, Bree set up a brutal
rhythm, taking what she wanted from Logan. Her thigh muscles burned and her
knees ached but she rode him hard.


She could feel his desperation building to the breaking
point, his emotions threatening to drown her in desire. He also tried
desperately to keep his hands where she told him to. But he just couldn’t stand
it. He grabbed her hips, digging his fingers in hard enough to leave bruises as
he struggled to slow her down.


She wasn’t having any of that. She slipped her bracing hand
back farther, sliding between his thighs to finger the area behind his balls.


Fingers twitching, she slowly rose then slammed back down.
She locked eyes with him as she slowly sucked on one of her fingers. Even with
that as a warning, he didn’t seem to expect it when she slid that same finger
in his ass.


Logan’s eyes rolled in the back of his head, a gurgling
sound coming from his throat. His pleasure slammed into her, even harder, purer
than the last time. It was almost as if she could crawl into his skin and be
him, sensations flowing into her along with the emotions. She fought against
losing herself in the vortex.


He let go of her hips, reaching to part her and torment her
clit. “Not going alone.”


She gritted her teeth, colors flashing behind her closed
lids. Her orgasm built, becoming painful in its intensity, before crashing down
on her. She fell forward, biting his shoulder so as not to scream and bring the
wrath of the brothers down on them.


She lay there on his chest, boneless and breathless. Slowly
thought and time came back to her but she stayed there with him.


It was Logan who finally broke the silence.


“I don’t know if I can move or not but we need to take care
of the cleanup.” Logan ran his fingers through her hair, brushing it back from
her face.


She mumbled something even she didn’t understand. With more
strength than she thought she had, Bree rolled off him.


Staring at the ceiling while Logan went to the bathroom,
Bree let her mind go completely, pleasantly blank. Unfortunately the sensation
didn’t last nearly long enough.


When he crawled into bed next to her, pulling her close, she
struggled to pull away. “I shouldn’t stay.”


“I’ll set the alarm.” Logan rubbed a circle on her bare
back, the warm caress easing her tight muscles. “You don’t have to worry about
your brothers catching you sneaking to your room in the morning.”


“That’s not what I’m worried about,” she grumbled but she
burrowed in under his arm.


“I know. But stay anyway.” He curled around her. “Just for a
little while.”


Bree grimaced. I shouldn’t do this. I really shouldn’t.
It’s just asking for trouble to be this close to him. But I don’t want to go
yet. Just this once, I’ll stay just this once.


As the sound of his breathing evened out, Bree dozed off.






Chapter Eighteen


 


The sound of pouring rain dragged Bree out of a deep sleep
before the alarm clock had a chance to ring. She slid out of bed, smiling as
Logan grumbled and reached out for her in his sleep, her heart warming despite
herself. Sex had filled her dreams that night. Sex with him and another man,
both dressed like rejects from an eighties barbarian movie. At least, dressed
like that for as long as her subconscious allowed them to have clothes.


It made her wonder if Logan’s powers were increasing enough
to spill over on her, to show her the Three he kept talking about.


But no matter what her past lives might have been like, she
had to concentrate on keeping an emotional distance in this one. And it was
getting harder and harder to do with each moment she spent with Logan. She
liked him and she was attracted to him, a dangerous combination for her guarded
heart.


She was starting to fear not falling in love with Logan was
a losing battle.


She pulled on her clothes and eased out of the room, closing
the door slowly so the sound wouldn’t disturb him. Her mind was too full to try
to get back to sleep and the house was silent, except for the constant pounding
of rain.


With not a single brother awake to talk to, Bree poured
herself a glass of tea and stepped out onto the front porch.


Rain slammed down outside, unnatural and vicious. She could
feel the negativity of it swirling around her, trying to cover her, suffocate
her like a thick blanket pulled tight over her head. She shivered, wrapping her
free arm around herself.


It was beyond not right.


Watching the torrents of water coming down, a shot of worry
slammed through her. This had been going on nonstop, without even slowing down.
Worrying so much about magic and demon involvement in the storm, she hadn’t
even considered the natural result of that much rain.


Bree hurried back in the house and turned on the radio. It
didn’t take long for her to hear the report she feared.


Flooding in Browningsville and the surrounding areas.


The Collier home was well out of the flood zone, built on
the side of the mountain by her grandparents. But many of their neighbors lived
near the riverbanks. Her family always opened their home to those who needed a
safe place to wait out a flood. If they weren’t already watching the river,
those neighbors needed to be warned.


Looked like her brothers weren’t getting any more sleep
tonight.


It didn’t take long to get everyone up and moving, even
though Matt growled and threw a pillow at her when she got him. Each brother
got on his cell phone and they started the call tree, checking with everyone
they knew.


Logan pitched in as well. He couldn’t call anyone but he
moved furniture out of the way in the living room to make space for the coming
invasion.


Once the people started arriving, everyone went about their
normal emergency tasks.


Cooking for a horde of people being familiar territory, Ty
and Bree manned the kitchen, making an extremely early breakfast for the mass
of evacuees already starting to camp out in their living room. The smells of
bacon grease, eggs, pancakes, biscuits, gravy and coffee filled the whole
house.


It wasn’t enough to get the people’s thoughts off the
downpour still raging outside but the home cooking still had a slight comforting
effect.


Her other brothers and Logan did what they could to help.
Blankets were pulled out of storage, along with crayons, old coloring books and
Jordan’s prized game system for the children. Platters of food and carafes of
coffee were moved into the dining room as quickly as Ty and Bree loaded them.
Off-color stories and laughter echoed through the house as the adults tried to
entertain each other.


While Bree couldn’t block out the rage, fear and general
negativity that seemed to be feeding the storm, she also couldn’t help but
appreciate the small oasis of positive energy they managed to fill the Collier
home with.


“Anything else ready to go out or is there something I can
help with?” Logan asked as he carried some empty dishes back in from the feast
set out in the dining room.


“Bree’s got coffee handled and I’m not done with the bacon
and eggs yet.” Ty nodded toward a full paper grocery bag. “Why don’t you slice
some of the cantaloupe Mrs. Williams brought with her?”


“Just hand me a knife and I’m on it.”


Bree kept her eyes on the coffeepot, unable to face Logan
just yet. She knew he was a kind, responsible person. It didn’t take an Empath
to read that in him. But he’d surprised her with how quickly he pitched in and
how well he fit into the groove of her family. It gave her a strange sense of
pride, which didn’t bode well for her decision to keep her emotional distance.


“Well isn’t this cozy?” a familiar voice said, raising the
hair on the back of Bree’s neck.


Great, the one person I really don’t want to talk to. Why
did she have to live so close anyway?


“What can we do for you, Crystal?” Ty spoke, saving Bree
from having to talk to the woman.


Bree watched out of the corner of her eye as the blonde
strutted over to lean against the counter next to Logan, reaching out to pop a
piece of freshly cut melon into her mouth. “What, I can’t just be here to offer
help? I mean, if our rough-and-tumble stranger here can pitch in, why can’t I?”


“You’d be more useful if you helped the others keep their
minds off everything.” Bree poured the last bit of coffee out of the pot and
into a carafe, turned and tried to hand it to Crystal. “Go ahead and take this
out to them.”


The blonde pursed her lips and rolled her eyes. “You just
don’t want me near Logan. You want to keep him in here and away from the other
single women.” She gave a coy grin and bumped Logan with her hip. “He’s been
staying up here with you all. The whole town’s talking about it. You sleeping
with him yet? Bet he can keep a girl good and satisfied, better than your
little brother could at least.”


I will not pitch hot coffee at one of my guests, no
matter how much she deserves it. I will not pitch… Bree flinched as Ty took
the carafe from her hands. He gave her a pointed look, willing her to calm
down.


He warned the wrong Collier.


“Really, I was that bad?” Jordan stepped into the room and
leaned against the door with arms crossed. Bree felt tightly controlled rage
pouring from him. “Then why is it you keep running back to me over and over
again? I don’t recall any complaints from you then.”


A wicked little glimmer lit Crystal’s eyes. “You’re not
jealous are you, Jordan?” She reached out and put a hand on Logan’s shoulder,
digging her nails in as Logan glared at her and tried to shrug her off. “You
have to admit, your sister found herself quite a man. He’s got a good-paying
job in a big city, nothing tying him to a little hick town. He’s strong and
attractive with a hint of danger around him. What girl could possibly resist?”


Logan dropped the knife he was using on the fruit, jerked
free from Crystal’s grip and stepped away from her. “Don’t put me in the middle
of your problems, lady. I don’t know what you’re trying to stir up but I want
no part of it.”


Jordan grimaced, his rage spinning out into a sick sort of
sadness. “You know, Logan, I think you’re right. I don’t want any part of it
either. She’s sure as hell not worth the emotional rollercoaster.”


Bree’d never seen that look on her brother’s face before.
Anger, hurt and determination warred. She couldn’t help but feel a stab of
pride when determination won.


Crystal looked more enraged than hurt by Jordan’s comment.
“You don’t want any more of me? Then that’s your own damn loss.” She tossed her
head and sneered, “I don’t need to stay where I’m not wanted. Fuck you all.”


With that, she stormed out of the room. A few moments later
the back door slammed.


Ty turned back to the stove. Logan looked from Bree to
Jordan and back again. “Okay, she seems like a bit of a bitch and all but isn’t
someone going after her?”


“She’s not stupid.” Jordan ran his fingers through his hair
and sighed. “After she’s given us enough time to feel like shit about the whole
thing, she’ll come back. That’s what she always does.”


“But you’re not taking her back this time, are you?” Bree
moved forward to put her hand on his shoulder.


“No, I don’t think I will.” He gritted his teeth for a
moment. “That’s not right. I know that I won’t.”


Bree smiled and gave Jordan a quick hug and a kiss on his
cheek. “Good, she’s not worth it. She’s not worthy of you and it’s about time
you realized that.”


Logan stared out the window at the pouring rain. “It’s great
that you’ve gotten your balls back from the evil ex and all but are you sure
she’ll be all right out there?”


“I give her ten minutes, twenty tops, before she heads back
in here with her tail between her legs.” Bree didn’t even try to keep the
contempt from her voice. “The road’s a swamp right now. She’s not driving
anywhere. And we’re the only place within walking distance. She’s probably
holed up under some trees, cursing Jordan. As soon as she gets her pretty hair
wet and messy enough, she’ll be back.”


“If you’re certain.” Logan turned to her, his eyes filled
with a strange mixture of worry and fear. “But I don’t have a good feeling
about this.”






Chapter Nineteen


 


With guests bedded down in every other available room, Logan
and the Collier family gathered in the kitchen. Glancing at the clock again,
even Logan could feel the tension rising. It didn’t take great psychic powers
to sense the Colliers’ moods. It didn’t even matter that none of them
particularly liked the woman at the moment. Nearly an hour had passed and
Crystal hadn’t come back yet. With each passing minute the tension rose.


“Damn it! She always pulls this shit.” Jordan slammed his
fist on the wall he leaned against, his frustration palpable. “As much as I
want to leave her to her own devices, I can’t just let her go wandering around
in flood weather. Who knows what else is out there with her?”


“You want to go after her.” Logan didn’t really ask, not
needing an answer. He was just relieved to be doing something. He didn’t know
much about the woman, and what he did know he didn’t exactly like. But nobody
should be left outside in that downpour, especially since it didn’t feel
natural.


“Yeah.” Jordan looked to his family, frowning but resolute.
“I know what you’re all thinking and I’m thinking it too. She’s a pain in our
collective asses. And I have no intention of taking her back. This time it’s
definite. But she meant a lot to me for a long time and it doesn’t feel right
to just abandon her at a time like this. Will you help me look for her?”


Aaron stepped forward, putting a comforting hand on his
youngest brother’s shoulder. “You know you don’t even have to ask. We’ll split
up and find her. She couldn’t have gotten far in this mess.”


Logan moved quickly to stand by the object of his own
obsession. “I’m with Bree.”


“I’m sure you are.” Wes smirked.


Logan didn’t spare the brother a glare. Something deep
inside him, maybe his visionary talent or maybe just battle-hardened instincts,
warned of danger. If something was going to happen, if another battle was on
the horizon, he would be standing by Bree’s side.


“Fair enough.” Aaron cut off another remark from Wes with
pursed lips and a quick shake of his head. “You two head toward the river, in
case she was fool enough to try to get to her house. Wes and I will go up
toward the ridge while Matt and Ty can scour the woods to the east. Jordan will
stay here.”


The youngest brother stood to full attention, shoving
Aaron’s hand from his shoulder. “What’s with that shit? She’s my ex. I’m the
one who pissed her off. I should be searching too.”


“She is your ex, meaning you’re emotionally attached.
If there are demons out in this storm, that could make you less careful. Plus,
someone needs to stay here with all these people in case demons move on the
house or the weather gets worse. We’ll take our cell phones. You can call if
you need help and we can call when we find her.” Aaron gave Jordan a stern
look. “No arguments. We don’t lose anyone else in our home. That’s your duty.”


Jordan looked like he really wanted to argue but couldn’t
deny the truth in his brother’s words.


Logan didn’t wait to hear what else might go into Jordan’s
argument, if anything. He didn’t want to give Bree a chance to leave without
him so he rushed up to his room and grabbed his jacket and sword.


He was pleasantly surprised to find Bree waiting for him at
the back door.


“What?” She rolled her eyes at him before bending to strap
her knife sheath to her thigh. “You thought I’d go running out alone instead of
sticking around to patrol with you? Do I look too stupid to live? I’m not an
airhead like Crystal. Even without demons, you don’t go out in a storm like
this, especially toward the river, alone. Our floods might not be of the flash
variety around here but you shouldn’t go borrowing trouble if you don’t need
to.”


Logan felt a touch embarrassed by her words. He had
underestimated her, something he wasn’t used to doing with anyone. “You’re
right. I apologize.”


“Good.” She gave the leather strap holding her knife one
more good tug. “Now let’s get this over with. I plan on taking a nice hot bath
after we drag blondie’s ass back.”


He grinned, anticipation of battle filling his blood. Most
likely the woman was holed up somewhere in a shelter with no demons around at
all. But the thought of fighting by Bree’s side brought out the ancient warrior
in him. “You feel anything out there?”


She snorted, staring out into the darkness. “Yeah, a whole
lot of negativity. This stinking storm is full of it. Can’t really see past it
to anything definite.”


“She glanced back at the warm glow of her home. “This rain
is like nothing I’ve ever felt before and I’ve been through massive rains and
flooding many times. I don’t think the fact my powers are stronger is the only
reason I can feel the wrongness of this storm.”


Logan pulled his jacket tighter, gripping his sword. From
that point on they moved in silence, ears straining to pick up any other sound
than that of the pounding rain. Bree darted surefootedly through the trees as
Logan slipped and slid across mud-covered leaves, moss and grass. He admired
Bree’s practiced steps and wondered how she would fare in the sewers and
backstreets of San Francisco.


She’d be fine anywhere. I just hope that place will be
with me.


She came to an abrupt halt, holding up a clenched fist.
Logan stopped, keeping perfectly still as he tried to catch whatever Bree had
noticed.


At first all he could hear was the growing roar of rushing
water that drowned out even the sound of the falling rain. Then, ever so
faintly, he could hear a woman scream.


Briars tore at Logan’s skin as he followed Bree through a
patch of wild blackberries. He skidded a bit but managed to keep his feet under
him. But both he and Bree rocked to a stop as they pushed through to a clearing
facing the river.


Crystal stood there, her back to the raging waters. Her feet
were poised dangerously close to the edge. But that wasn’t why she screamed.


A group of six demons surrounded her.


Bree stared to dash forward, her hunting knife already in
her hand. Logan reached out to stop her. “There are too many. I’ve got more
experience with fighting larger demons by myself. I’ll handle our friends. You
get Crystal, get to safety and call your brothers for backup.”


She opened her mouth to argue then snapped it shut. She
stared at him for what felt like an eternity before cupping his cheek in one
hand and taking his mouth in a quick kiss. “You take care of yourself. No dying
yet. You’ve still got to teach me that mage magic stuff.”


He didn’t know how to respond, shocked that she actually
instigated the kiss without any prompting. But now wasn’t the time anyway. He
gripped his sword, the leather covering the hilt squeaking beneath his fingers,
and launched himself at the nearest demon.


A quick slice and a demon head rolled. He spun lightly on
the tips of his toes, moving himself next to Crystal. “Time to go.”


He grabbed the woman by the shoulder with one hand and
shoved her out of the demon circle while the creatures’ attention was focused
on him. Bree darted forward, taking Crystal’s hand and dragged her into the
tree line.


A couple of demons turned to follow but, after he gutted one
of them, all demon attention returned to Logan.


He prepared for their inevitable charge, hoping he could
delay them long enough for Bree to get reinforcements. There might only be four
demons left but those numbers wouldn’t last for long. He knew from bitter
experience that more would follow and soon.


But for now he had to concentrate on staying alive and
giving Bree the time she needed to escape.






Chapter Twenty


 


Her heart pounded and her breath rasped in her throat as
Bree thanked her lucky stars she was so familiar with the area. She dodged
around trees and over brush. The rain increased, dropping visibility to near
nothing. If she hadn’t known the trail so well, she’d have gotten lost in the
first few yards. Crystal panted behind her, dragging on her arm and slowing her
down.


“Please, I can’t breathe.”


Bree rolled her eyes but angled toward a large rock that
would provide them with some cover. They’d put some distance between themselves
and the creatures, enough to give Crystal a chance to rest and give Bree a
chance to call her brothers to help Logan.


While Crystal leaned against the lichen-covered rock, Bree
fished her cell phone out of her jacket pocket.


Crystal snickered.


“Don’t go getting all hysterical on me now.” Bree shoved her
hand under her jacket to wipe the phone dry on her shirt before she started to
dial. “You’ve held up so far, surprisingly. You need to keep it up.”


“Oh, I’m not getting hysterical.” Crystal replied, her voice
surprisingly calm and controlled. “Far from it. I just can’t believe you’re
wasting your time trying to contact your brothers. You really shouldn’t bother.
The imps will be here soon. I’d prepare for the fight if I were you.”


A sinking sensation formed in the pit of Bree’s stomach as
she turned to face the woman that her youngest brother had loved for more than
a decade. “What are you talking about?”


Crystal pushed away from the rock, a sneer marring her
perfect features. “Why, the fact that your brothers are otherwise occupied.
Logan is probably already swamped under a pile of demons, bleeding out. And you
have maybe moments before a horde of imps and demons come down on you as well.”


Bree abandoned her cell phone, dropping it to the ground as
she drew her grandpa’s hunting knife. “What do you mean, Crystal?”


“That this is a trap, of course. What else?”


Reaching out with her new, stronger powers, Bree felt for
Crystal’s emotions. Only an alien darkness met her efforts.


“You know, I never would’ve guessed that it was you Colliers
causing me all these problems over the years.” Crystal tossed her wet hair out
of her eyes as she laughed. “I mean, Jordan was stubborn and a pain, never
agreeing to marry me. And I expected the rest of you to leave town after the
murders, not band together like you did. I really wanted your land. But while
you didn’t act the way I expected, I never suspected that you were the ones
killing my minions. And it certainly never occurred to me that you might be a
member of a Three. Maybe I should’ve waited until you were home visiting from
college to kill your parents. If you’d died too maybe the others would’ve sold
the property to me, even without Jordan marrying me.”


Bree’s grip on the knife hilt tightened as years of pain,
guilt and grief bubbled to the surface. “You killed my parents?”


Crystal shook her head. “You’re really not getting it, are
you? Let me spell it out for you. I’m the one controlling all the lesser
demons. I have been since I slipped through a tear in New Orleans decades ago.
Crystal Briggs was only five or six when I took her. I’ve been building my nest
ever since. Your land would’ve made a perfect breeding ground, so large and so
close to my own. If only you weren’t there.”


The woman’s eyes narrowed, her hands going to her hips.
Crystal stomped her foot and pouted. “But you had to go and ruin everything.
Now you’ll pay.” Her full lips curled up into a cold smile. “I should be able
to get your land once it’s put up for public auction, what with none of you
having any heirs.”


Bree kept a steady eye on this demon-possessed woman.
Crystal had to be strong to have stayed hidden so long. Who knew what powers
the woman had? “Jordan will stop you. He’s at the house where your demons won’t
go, not with so many other people around. He’s through with you and you’ll
never get what you want.”


“Silly woman. Do you really think killing a few more people
matters to me?” Crystal’s laughter sent chills down Bree’s spine. “I plan on
having the flood take you all anyway. No bodies to deal with that way. Of
course, I got in a fight with Jordan and left for higher ground before the
house got swept away. I never wanted that house anyway, just the land.”


Anger filled Bree, momentarily fighting off the chill of the
rain. “Bitch.”


“Thank you. From you, I’ll take that as a compliment.”


Bree started to charge Crystal but froze as the sound of
large bodies crashing through the underbrush made it through the noise of the
storm.


She moved back, putting the rock at her back while Crystal
stood grinning at her. As the first wave of demon-led imps came into view, Bree
closed her eyes. With every ounce of power she had, she did the one thing that
she felt she should if these were to be her last moments.


Bree sent a wave of apology to Logan. With death facing her,
her only regret was in how she’d treated him.






Chapter Twenty-One


 


Logan held his free hand against his wounded side as he ran
through the trees in the direction Bree had taken Crystal. Pain threatened to
bring him to his knees as blood oozed between his fingers. But he couldn’t
stop. He wasn’t sure what had happened but the pure despair and regret Bree had
sent him didn’t bode well. He’d managed to tear through the pack of demons
holding him at bay, even with their reinforcements. But one had gotten a good,
deep swipe into his side. Worse, Logan had used almost all his energy for mage
attacks. He barely had enough left to keep his wound from pouring blood.


He could only pray that he’d be able to help Bree.


As he broke through the trees Logan almost tripped over the
disemboweled body of an imp. The area was littered with demonic corpses and
piles of ash. Bree had put up an amazing fight, worthy of the woman she’d
always been.


But it seemed her luck was running out.


She lay on the ground, her hands locked around Crystal’s
wrists. The blonde sat on Bree’s stomach, Bree’s own knife in her hand, pressed
against Bree’s heart.


“I’d stop where you are and lower that sword of yours,
hero,” Crystal called out, not bothering to look up. “I don’t think you want to
end her life sooner than necessary.”


Logan let his arms drop to his sides but he didn’t release
his sword. Not when he had no idea if all the imps in the area were dead.


“Good boy.” Crystal turned her head slightly to grin at him.
“I have to say, I’m not overly impressed. Your groups of Three are the
boogeymen of my race and yet here you are, taken down easily when only one
member is absent. That’s all it takes to defeat you, a bit of good timing.”


Logan fought to remain calm and keep the woman talking. He
needed time. “But we come back. We always come back. And when we do, we destroy
more of you.”


“True, but do you think you can keep up with the load?”
Crystal giggled. “Look around you. The mortal realm is not exactly known for
its peace and caring, is it? More and more wars. More and more hopelessness. I
give us a few decades and we’ll own this world.”


“A demon apocalypse,” Bree muttered, tightening her grip as
Crystal pressed the knife down.


“The world is due for a good culling,” Crystal taunted. “And
we’re just the ones to do it.”


Logan locked eyes with Bree. There wasn’t any way he could
reach her before Crystal stabbed her. A rush wasn’t an option. And he didn’t
have the strength for a mage blast.


But maybe there was another way.


He kept his gaze on Bree and focused on calming any
unnecessary emotions. Nothing could block his intent. Please understand me.
Please pay attention.


Please let this work.


What little strength he had, he concentrated on his free
hand. He felt the telltale prickling as the magic swirled and heated his skin
before actively glowing. It wasn’t much of a mage blast but he hoped it would
be enough.


Crystal snarled, jerking her hand from Bree’s grip and
raising the knife above her head. She moved to kill Bree before Logan had a
chance to strike at her.


But Crystal’s attention was focused on the wrong human.


Bree’s right hand took on a ferocious blaze of energy, all
the mage magic she’d never harnessed before focused into a single blast. The
energy slammed into Crystal’s chest, hurling her into a large rock on the other
side of the glade. As her body fell in a heap, a mass of dark smoke rose from
her.


Logan grabbed Bree’s hand, dragging her to her feet and over
to the darkness. “I don’t have the strength to do it but we can’t let that
thing get away. Project your energy into me just like you would project your
emotions. I’ll do the rest.”


Bree nodded, closing her eyes and clenching her fists.


As Logan felt Bree’s power flowing into him, he pushed it at
the smoke demon, obliterating it.


Kneeling, Bree felt Crystal’s neck for a pulse. “She’s
alive. Even after being possessed for over twenty years, she lived through the
separation.”


She might wish she hadn’t survived. “Crystal’s been
possessed since childhood?” He shook his head as he looked down on her small
form. “She’s alive but who knows how much damage has been done to her soul in
that amount of time. She’ll probably be little more than a vegetable.”


“Yes, but I wouldn’t want to think I killed a person.” Bree
gave Logan a critical look, reaching out to touch the growing bloodstain at his
side. “You’re in no shape to carry anyone so I guess I’m the pack mule. Help me
get her on my back. The rain might be letting up but I’m soaked to the skin. I
want to get home.”


“I’m all for dry. But are you okay?”


“Yeah, I’m not hurt or anything. Just my pride got bruised.
Letting a little piece of work like that get the drop on me after years of
fighting off the demon horde.” She adjusted Crystal’s dead weight on her back,
hooking her arms around the woman’s knees. “Damn. How am I going to tell
Jordan?”


“With all of you there for him, he’ll be all right.” Logan
pressed on his wound again, using what was left of the power Bree lent him to
seal it somewhat. It wasn’t healed but it would hold until he had a chance to
rest and recharge. “It won’t be easy but Jordan will handle it.”


“Yeah, sleeping with the demon who killed his parents is so
going to be easy to snap back from.”


Logan stared off into the clearing sky. “It will be when you
think of what else he has to consider now.”


The one word neither one of them wanted to think about
lingered, wrapping itself around them like a dark shadow.


Apocalypse.






Chapter Twenty-Two


 


As the last of their guests headed back to their own homes,
the Colliers and Logan gathered around the dining room table over a pot of
coffee. Crystal lay in the second guest room, the local hospital having been
contacted by Matt. As soon as the river allowed an ambulance would be there to
transport her. As yet, she hadn’t regained consciousness.


Bree doubted she ever would.


Jordan was shaken, to say the least. He hadn’t spoken a word
since being told everything. The out-of-character behavior worried Bree, his
emotions a tangled mess impossible to fully read. But Ty and Aaron pulled her
aside to tell her to let him be. Jordan would handle it. He just needed time to
deal.


So as much as she worried about his emotional health, Bree had
to leave Jordan alone. And frankly, she had her own problems to deal with.


She pulled Logan to the side while her brothers were
rehashing battle stories to distract Jordan. “So, what are you planning to do
now?”


“I need to find my Third.” He stared down at her, so much
raw emotion in his eyes that she didn’t need to waste her strength using her
powers to read them. “After what the demon possessing Crystal told us, we need
all the help we can get. There are more active tears than I thought. We have to
start preparing if it’s going to come to war and I need Brandr to do that.”


“So you’re leaving.”


Logan reached out to tuck a strand of smooth brown hair
behind her ear, letting his finger drag down her cheek. “I have to. But I’d
like you to come with me.”


What? Her heart skipped and her throat tightened. Oh
who am I kidding? This isn’t exactly a surprise. I knew he would ask me to come
with him. I just don’t know what to say. She looked over at her brothers.
Other than the couple of years away for college, she’d never been without them.


Before she could reply, Logan gave her a sad smile. Without
a word, he turned and left the room.


Bree couldn’t move, staring at the spot where he’d stood.
She’d felt the desolation mixed with acceptance that filled him before he left
and it ripped at her heart.


She cared about him, didn’t want him hurt.


Again, who am I kidding? I love the man. I might not want
to, it might not be smart right now, given the situation, but I love him.


A large hand landed on her shoulder, shaking her out of her
reverie.


“You’re not going to let it go like that, are you?” Aaron
asked, both brows raised over wide eyes.


She turned to face her brothers once more, not even
bothering to ask if they’d been eavesdropping. “What should I do? He needs to
go. He has to find the other member of his Three and try to stop what’s
happening to our world. But you need me here.”


Wes shook his head and rolled his eyes. “You got rid of the
ringleader. Do you think we can’t keep things in check here by ourselves, little
sister?”


Aaron squeezed her shoulder before Bree could retort. “You
have to do what you feel is right. You aren’t tied to Browningsville. This
isn’t some kind of prison. Contrary to what most of us believe, none of us are
tied here. If you need to go with Logan, if you want to be with him, don’t let
us hold you back. Don’t let anything hold you back. Our parents wouldn’t have
wanted any of us to feel trapped here.”


“Like you guys always tell me, it’s not like you can’t come
home any time you want to.” Jordan stood between Ty and Matt. “So go with him,
see the country, the world even. You know you want to so stop thinking about
everybody else for once and just do what you want to do.”


Bree didn’t wait, afraid that if she did she’d lose the
courage her brothers gave her. She marched off to find Logan. It wasn’t a
difficult quest, not one requiring any powers. She could hear the stomping and
slamming coming from the guestroom.


She leaned on the open doorway, watching as he grabbed his
things and threw them into the saddlebags for his motorcycle. “You know, it’s
customary to wait for a reply when you invite someone to go on a trip with
you.”


Logan stopped, a shirt clutched in his hand. He didn’t
bother turning around. “I thought the reply was fairly obvious.”


“You know all about what happens when you assume something.”
She grinned, moving into the room. “Makes an ass out of u and me. Childish but
true.”


His shoulders hunched slightly, just enough that she
noticed. “Was I wrong?” he asked, a sliver of hope in his voice.


“Maybe. Why don’t you face me and find out?”


Slowly, Logan turned to her. He watched her for a moment and
must have liked what he saw. “You’re coming.”


Bree looked over at his bags. “Well, not right this minute.
I kinda thought I’d have time to plan and pack. Maybe even discuss where we’re
going to start looking. I’d like to have something to tell my brothers, you
know. Think you can wait long enough for that?”


“I’ve waited years already. Another day or two wouldn’t
hurt.” He folded his shirt and tucked it in his bag. “I’ll call Ryuu and see if
he can see anything about our Third.”


“So until one of you gets a vision, where are you thinking
of going?”


“New Orleans.” He buckled down the leather flap on his bag,
giving it a quick tug. He then turned to her, giving her a chance to see the
wide smile covering his face. Even considering the nature of their discussion,
he couldn’t seem to hide his happiness at her decision. “After what the demon
said about starting out there, it seemed as good a place as any.”


“Not a bad idea. I’ll make sure to pack warm and cool
clothes, with the season change and everything.” She gave him a bright smile in
return. “I’ve always wanted to travel the country and New Orleans seems
fascinating.”


He took a step closer, almost close enough to touch but not
quite. “So, with you coming and all, can I assume you’re not as opposed to
being in a relationship with me?”


“There you go with the assumptions again.” She moved into
him, looping her arms around his neck. “I’m thinking more along the lines of
taking things as they come.”


“So you’re open to the idea?”


She cocked her head, looking him up and down. “Well, you’re
sexy as hell and good in bed. You seem like a nice guy and you did save my life
by showing me how to pull off that magic blast. I guess you deserve a chance.”


He grinned. “That’s all I ever asked for.”


 


The End
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