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Product Description
Enter J. K. Beck’s thrilling, seductive world of the Shadow Keepers, which New York Times bestselling author Lara Adrian calls “exciting paranormal romance with a sharp, suspenseful edge.”

Carissa de Soranzo will not rest until her kidnapped younger brother has been freed from the nobleman Baloch de Fioro, a fiendish werewolf who means to turn the boy at the next full moon. Against her father’s wishes, Carissa secretly seeks help from the mysterious werewolf hunter Tiberius. Desperate, she promises to do anything if he’ll save her brother—and she can see in his eyes what that will mean.

Dark, strong, and virile, Tiberius cannot resist ravishing the most beautiful woman he’s seen in centuries. But he can never truly have his fill of her, for Tiberius is a vampire. On a quest to trap the werewolf in his den, Tiberius realizes that the only way to rescue Carissa’s brother is to reveal what he truly is. But he risks losing Carissa forever—especially when she discovers that she has given her heart to a vampire. 
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[image: ] “Do it, then,” the werewolf taunted. “You think you can kill me? You think your powers are greater? That you have well and truly defeated me?”

The vampire held the beast against the wall, his arm as strong and sure as stone pressed against the wolven bastard’s neck. He should have broken it already. Should have ripped the weren in two. “Where?” he growled, his face so close to his prey that the foul scent of the weren filled the space between them, turning his stomach. “Where is the conte’s son?”

“You see? You cannot kill me.” Baloch’s voice was smug, his expression more so, and Tiberius pressed in harder, cutting off the weren’s air, making his mouth open and his eyes water as he gasped for breath. But the beast was right. The one thing Tiberius couldn’t do was kill him. He needed the wolf alive—at least until he found the boy.

With one violent motion he pushed back, releasing the pressure of his arm against the werewolf’s throat, replacing it with the tip of the knife he pulled from the sheath at his thigh. There was no full moon tonight, and Baloch had not called upon the change. He stood before Tiberius now as a man. But all Tiberius saw was the monster.

“Do you think the point of a knife scares me more than the death you can bring at your hand? It doesn’t,” Baloch said, and the bastard had the temerity to smile. “Perhaps it is true,” he continued, stepping closer so that the point of the knife cut into his leathery flesh. “Perhaps I cannot best you as an equal. Perhaps your strength is greater than mine. Perhaps if it were only the two of us in this room, with no baggage or obligation between us, then I would be dead by now.”

“You damn well would,” Tiberius said, unable to resist the temptation to speak.

“How ironic that it is the boy himself who protects me.”

“Irony?” Tiberius retorted. “You hide behind the life of a child. It is not irony that guides your hand today, but cowardice.”

Anger flashed in those deep gray eyes. “I am no coward, vampire. The boy is mine. A debt rightfully paid, and I will not bow to you or to any man who claims otherwise.” He lifted his hands, then placed them flat on either side of Tiberius’s blade. Tiberius could feel the pressure of the weren’s touch and knew that he could fight it. That he could match the wolf’s power. That he could subsume it. One quick thrust and the knife would slide through those hands and slice open that neck. The coppery scent of warm blood would fill this small, dank room, and Tiberius would watch the coward fall, his lifeblood staining the stone floor as much as his bloodthirsty depravity now stained his heart.

“Kill me now,” Baloch taunted. “I see the desire in your eyes. Do it. Do it, and then feed. Lay me out and suck me dry. Do your worst, vampire. But know that once you have, you will never find the boy.”

The muscles in Tiberius’s arm quivered with the desire to kill. And not just because this arrogant bastard had taken an innocent human, but because of what he was—a werewolf. A filthy, stinking, common werewolf. Within Tiberius, his daemon growled, a familiar rage fueling the hunger—the urge to rip and rend and kill. To get revenge. Against this werewolf, and those like him that had once maimed and tortured a boy who had been not much older than the conte’s son himself.

No.

Memory closed around him, a red, pulsing wall, but he fought it back, fought back the daemon and the desire, and focused only on where he was and what he was doing. He’d conquered his past. And now he would preserve the boy’s future.

With one flick of his wrist the knife jerked upward, leaving a clean, thin slice on Baloch’s jaw. The weren howled as the blood flowed. Sweet, tempting blood. But it raised no desire in the vampire. Never would Tiberius lower himself to feed off weren blood. He would rather starve than stoop so low.

The weren’s lip curled up, but he held himself still with visible effort. “You’re going to regret that.”

“I sincerely doubt it,” Tiberius said, even as a war cry burst from Baloch’s mouth. Suddenly the cramped room filled with the echo of pounding feet. A dozen weren burst through the dark passages leading to the stone chamber, their knives drawn and their faces held tight. It was three days until the moon was full, and the wolf was high in Baloch’s men. None had fully called forth the beast, but Tiberius could see the wildness in their eyes and he could smell the animal on their skin.

Tiberius pulled away, his knife held ready, as Baloch caught a dagger tossed by one of his underlings and grinned a black-toothed grin.

“Looks like I win,” Baloch said.

Tiberius said nothing, cursing his own miscalculation. He’d been watching the werewolf, but obviously not long enough. The beast was cagey. It was clear now that he’d known all along that Tiberius had spotted him in the densely packed Roman alleys and that the beast had led him into a trap. Tiberius had seen the werewolf only as the vilest and most base of creatures; he had forgotten how clever the wretched could be. He’d underestimated Baloch, and now he would pay the price. He only hoped that payment wouldn’t be taken out of the boy’s flesh.

He looked around the crumbling room, so dank and dark, and knew that for every werewolf he saw snarling at him, at least two more were hidden in the shadows. “You win nothing,” he said, his eyes burning into Baloch’s. He moved toward the alpha, and that was all it took. Baloch gave a tight jerk of his head, and the room came to life, like vermin scattering from a flame.

They were on him in a second, and as Tiberius thrust out, blocking the sword of a stalwart beast with pockmarked face, he felt the euphoria of the fight rise within him. But there was danger, and he needed to keep the boy at the forefront of his thoughts. He needed to leave and regroup.

He would go—yes. But before he did, he couldn’t resist taking a few of the vile creatures down.

The sword withdrew before being thrust out again, its wielder holding a stake in his shield hand. Tiberius moved with speed born of almost two millennia upon this earth, and in the blink of an eye, he stood with his knife bloodied and the werewolf’s sword arm lying useless on the dirt floor. The creature’s howl of pain echoed in the chamber, but it was nothing to Baloch’s sharp cry of “Enough.”

The fighting ceased. Even Tiberius, who held another weren’s back to his chest, with his blade pressed up against the foul creature’s neck, froze in the motion of decapitating the creature.

Baloch approached him, fury rising off him like steam as he passed the wounded man, who now lay whimpering and bleeding beside his detached limb. “Harm another of my men, and even if you do find the boy, you shall not find him whole.”

“Touch even a hair on that boy’s head, and you shall find that you suffer the same injury tenfold. You,” he said, drawing the knife slowly across his captive’s neck so that it raised only the finest line of blood, “and those you hold dear.”

He didn’t wait for Baloch’s reaction—he’d been reckless to remain after the weren soldiers had arrived, and he would be a fool to stay now that they were angered and injured. He thrust his captive forward, sending him toppling into Baloch, and then Tiberius was gone, a black raven soaring high above the weren, to perch atop the stone walls where the decaying roof had collapsed years earlier. He transformed back, and stood now as a man, looking down at the weren who stared up at him, hate shining in their eyes.

“This is far from over, Baloch,” Tiberius said, speaking only to the leader. “You should have left the boy alone, and you could have lived out your days in peace. Now there is only fear to fill them, and the knowledge that I will return; and when I do, you will come to a bloody, painful end.”

“You are a fool, Tiberius,” Baloch said. “And you spin a clever tale. But there is no fear in my heart. I am the victor here, and you are the one who is retreating.”

And so he was, Tiberius thought. But as he lifted his arms and transformed into the sentient mist that would carry him to the conte’s nearby palazzo, he saw fear crease Baloch’s stalwart features, and right then, that was enough.
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[image: ] Carissa de Soranzo tightened her knees and gave Valiant a light kick, urging the horse faster and faster. She wanted to fly across the field. To flee her father’s house, to race from Velletri, from Rome, from her very life. She wanted to soar as far as the horse would carry her. By the Virgin, she wanted to race all the way to the sea and never stop until she lost herself in some far-off land where she could throw off the mantle of her life and hide from her family—and from her fears.

Antonio.

She tugged at the reins, pulling her horse to a stop, then bent over and pressed her face against the beast’s neck, already damp with exertion and now doubly so with her tears. She was living in a world gone mad, and her father forbade her to even speak of it. Her brother—the baby of the family—kidnapped. Her father gathering his men, not to rescue his own flesh and blood, but to join the papal forces fighting against the Spanish encroachment. Her famous anger rose hot within her, and she heard the echo of her nurse’s voice telling her to calm herself. That such fits of temper were not becoming a lady of her station. The books she read, the rapiers she secretly trained with, even the horses she rode astride the way her two older brothers had taught her. None reflected the woman she was supposed to be, and most of the time she bowed her head in modest agreement and retired to her needlework. Not this time. This time she wanted the anger to boil over. The anger and the fear.

It was the fear that fueled her. That made her spur her horse and turn it around. It was the fear that made her race, not away from her home, but toward it. Toward home and toward her father. And toward the slim, faint hope that he wouldn’t abandon Antonio to fate. Or, worse, to the whim of Baloch de Fioro, a terrifying nobleman about whom nobody spoke outright but everyone whispered. Dark words, spoken in shadows. About how Baloch called upon demons. About how he spilled blood not just in battle but for pleasure and for nourishment. About how he placed the heads of his enemies on pikes, how he communed with demons, and how he called upon the power of dark forces to keep the walls surrounding his palazzo impenetrable. She knew not which whispers were rumors and which were true, but she didn’t care. He’d taken her brother—and that was sufficient to fuel her hate, and her fear.

She paid little attention as her stallion carried her toward home. She’d been so lost in her worries that she hadn’t realized just how far she had traveled—and that alone was enough to incur the wrath of her father. Night was falling as she approached the western gate of Velletri, and she sat up straighter, pushing her worries aside as she took stock of her surroundings, one hand resting on the hilt of the dagger she had hidden within the folds of her skirt. She’d stitched the garment herself, the folds carefully designed to allow sufficient room to permit her to sit astride her beast, and with enough pockets and pouches to hide any number of weapons. She might have ventured farther outside the gates than was wise, but in the main she was no fool. And despite her father’s disapproval, she knew how to protect herself.

“Child!” Agnes cried as Carissa dismounted, then tossed the reins to a stable boy.

“I’m not a child,” Carissa retorted automatically.

“As to that, you are much mistaken,” her nurse said, her expression formidable.

“I am three-and-twenty, twice betrothed, twice widowed before my wedding day, and I’ll not be treated as if I were still a babe in the nursery.” She neglected to mention that she was once again betrothed, this time to an elderly Roman nobleman who walked with a stick and smelled of dead fish. That was a fact that she tried to think upon as little as possible. But with two fiancés dead, young men would no longer vie for her, and her father had arranged the marriage despite her objections. Giancarlo, he’d said, was the only man for a hundred miles who didn’t believe that betrothal to her was a heinous curse.

“Riding off outside the city gates and telling no one where you’ve gone! I’ve been frantic, fearing you were taken just the same as your brother.”

Carissa closed her eyes. “Forgive me,” she said with genuine regret. “I never meant for you to worry.”

“You never mean it, girl. And yet I worry anyway.”

The weight of guilt settled upon her, and she crossed to Agnes’s side, then pressed her head against the older woman’s shoulder. “I am truly sorry,” she said. “I understand now the fear that must plague you whenever I do something foolhardy.” The tears threatened again, and she squeezed her eyes shut.

“Courage. You will see your brother again.”

She pulled away enough to peer into Agnes’s face. “Do you truly believe that?”

“Of course I do,” Agnes said, but Carissa saw the lie in her nurse’s eyes.

She swallowed, then forced a smile. “I must speak to Father.”

Something close to fear flashed across Agnes’s face. “You mustn’t disturb your father. Does he not have enough worry with the Pope demanding more men, and his youngest-born taken?”

Carissa lifted her chin high, her most innocent expression painted on her face. “You think his only daughter cannot bring him comfort? I shall not disturb him. I only wish to bid him good night.”

“You think me a fool, child,” Agnes said, her stern expression ruined slightly by the small twitch at the corner of her mouth. “Go if you must, but be wary. A guest has just arrived and speaks to your father in the salon. Pray you don’t interrupt their counsel.”

A guest? Carissa tilted her head in acknowledgment, then hurried from the room, her curiosity speeding her pace. Had he taken her pleas to heart? Had he engaged a mercenary to find Antonio—and to bring him back?

She crossed the courtyard, her mind whirling, and as she climbed the stairs to her father’s apartments, her heart was beating so loudly it drowned out the sound of her own thoughts. All she could feel was hope. All she wanted was for her father to hold her in his arms and tell her that everything was not lost. That her fourteen-year-old brother—the light of the family—would soon be restored. A mercenary. That had to be it. His own troops were committed to fighting on behalf of the papacy, but he had taken matters into his own hands. He wouldn’t sacrifice Antonio to fate, and she felt ashamed that she had ever feared as much.

“You will do no such thing!” Her father’s voice boomed from behind the solid oak door. Carissa froze, then edged along the wall until she stood just beside it. The door hung slightly open, and she eased closer, afraid of being caught while her father was in a temper, and yet too wound up by her own hopes to back away and wait for the morrow.

“I ask only for your assistance in that endeavor. Baloch’s walls are well-fortified, particularly against my kind. Let me leave here with ten able men, and your son will soon be returned to you.”

Carissa’s heart swelled—he was a mercenary. And he was going to rescue Antonio!

But her joy dried up at her father’s sharp “Never.”

“You are a fool, Albertus.” The voice was low and steady and full of assured authority. Carissa’s jaw dropped in wonder. In all her years she had never heard her father spoken to thus.

“You dare,” her father snarled. “You dare to walk into my home and insult me?”

“I dare much, sir, but today I speak only the truth. I have come to you on my own, with no ulterior motive, bearing an offer to bring your child home.”

“No ulterior motive? Your kind?”

“I go in payment of a debt, sir, not out of any affection I feel toward you.”

“You owe me no debt,” Albertus growled. Carissa frowned, confused. This man was offering to help; why the devil was her father insulting him?

“It is an obligation owed to your family,” the stranger continued, still in that calm, forceful voice. “And I will fulfill my bond. If not for you, then for the boy.”

“And in doing so, you will incur Baloch’s wrath. I will never be safe. My family will never be safe.”

“You think that I will let him live?”

“I think that you are as much a devil as he is. We don’t need your help—” And here her father’s voice trembled, not with the shame of abandoning his son, but with fear. “I’ll have nothing to do with the likes of your kind.”

“You know what Baloch intends when the moon is full. You would stand here now and condemn your son to such a horror?”

“And you offer something better?”

“I offer life. I offer to return him to you.”

“You think I trust you—you who are as vile as the creature that stole my son?”

There was a scuffle, and then a thud accompanied by her father’s muffled cry, so filled with terror that Carissa couldn’t help herself. She pressed herself against the door and peered around its edge, only to clap her hand tightly over her mouth to stifle her own startled cry. Her father was flat against the wall, his eyes wide with terror, his feet dangling inches above the wooden floor. He was held there by the stranger’s hand at his throat, and Carissa could see her father’s face in the candlelight, glowing even more red as he tried to catch his breath.

“I should kill you now for comparing me to a beast such as that.” The stranger whispered the words, his broad, cloak-covered back to Carissa. She had no trouble hearing, though. The words fell hot and heavy, carried by the force of the speaker’s anger and disgust.

“I meant no disrespect,” her father croaked, yet even from across the room, she could see by his face that it was a lie. He feared the stranger, but he hated him more, and Carissa didn’t understand why. The man was offering to rescue Antonio! Was he an occultist? As dark as Baloch himself? Was that what her father meant when he called the man a devil? And even if he was, did such heresy matter when balanced against the life of her brother?

“I should kill you right now,” the stranger repeated, his voice low and rough and full of honest disgust. “But we are bound, you and I, and I respect that even if you don’t.” He released his hold, and her father dropped like a sack of grain to the floor. Carissa gasped, but his fall muffled the sound. Even so, the stranger cocked his head. Only slightly, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that he knew she was there.

“I free you from your obligation.” Her father’s voice came out raspy, and he gasped in deep lungfuls of air as he spoke. His words were bold now that he knew he wouldn’t perish at the stranger’s hand, and when he angled his head up to look at the man, Carissa saw the familiar fire of authority burn in his eyes. “Begone, fiend.”

“Nothing would give me greater pleasure than to extricate myself from your service. There are those in your line I respect, and I hope that fate will bring more in the future. With you, however, I have neither sympathy nor patience, and nothing would give me greater pleasure than to break your neck and leave you to rot on this floor, worth nothing more than food for the rats. Be glad that my obligation is not yours to withdraw or my face would be the last you ever gazed upon.”

Albertus cringed back against the wall, and Carissa realized that what she was seeing was fear. Even though this stranger had sworn not to hurt him, still her father cowered. “Go,” he said, his voice trembling.

The stranger looked down at the old man on the floor, and even from her perspective behind him, Carissa knew that his expression was colored by disgust. “You are not worthy of the bond once made on your behalf.”

He turned then, and Carissa saw his face, bold and ferociously beautiful in the firelight. It was a warrior’s face. A politician’s face. This was a man who not only could move mountains, but build them.

This was a man who could rescue her brother, and yet her father had cast him away.

She melted into the shadows as he passed, his long strides taking him away from her down the hall. She watched him go in wonder. Had her father gone mad? It made no sense, and though she knew he would be furious to learn that she’d been eavesdropping, she had to understand.

Before she could talk herself out of it, she burst into the room, then stopped cold when she saw the fury flash across her father’s face. He masked it quickly, though, shifting his features into the familiar smile, the cheerful facade he always wore in her presence. Never mind that she was twice as capable of understanding politics and strategy as her brother Malvolio. Never mind that other noble-born women were taken into their father’s or husband’s counsel. For Albertus that was no life for a woman, and no daughter of his would have her head filled with the trappings of a man’s world, any more than her hand would hold a man’s weapon.

She loved her father greatly, but about that she thought him a rare fool indeed.

“The hour is late,” he said, his voice full of more weariness than she could remember hearing. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“I heard, Father.” She said nothing else for fear that if she spoke more her words would consist only of sharp accusations and hurtful barbs.

Her silence didn’t matter, though. Her father looked at her, and he understood. “You think I have done wrong, but you don’t understand the kind of man he is.”

“I don’t care,” she said, the words out before she could think better of them. “He has offered to bring our Antonio back to us. Father, how can you turn him away?”

“I’ll not have help from his kind—”

“But—” She stopped herself, realizing she didn’t know what to ask or how to ask it. “Even a cadre of ten soldiers could make the difference between rescue and—” She stopped, refusing to allow herself to think what would happen to Antonio should he not come home. She’d heard so many stories of Baloch’s cruelty. Of how even the Pope avoided him, sending no demand that Baloch’s men fight at his side. She didn’t know if the stories were true or not, but she couldn’t bear the thought that such a fate might befall her brother.

“My men are engaged,” Albertus said. “But even if they were not, I’d not condemn even one of my soldiers to follow that … that man.”

“But it’s Antonio.” Tears welled in her eyes, and she held them wide, determined not to cry. Such feminine weakness would do nothing to sway her father.

For a moment, he only looked at her, and she thought she saw compassion in his eyes. Then the candle flickered and there was nothing but harsh reality there. “I wish the boy no harm,” he said. “But the moon will rise full in three days, and when it does, he will no longer be a son of mine.”

His words made no sense to her, but she couldn’t question him. Her hope had died too painfully—as if a fist had reached out and squeezed all the breath from her body. She thrust her hand out, grasping for purchase on the wall before her knees gave out.

“Go to sleep now,” he said gently. “I would not expect a woman to understand the heart of these matters. But my words will look less harsh by the light of day.”

He stroked her cheek as he passed, the way he used to when she was a child, as if a father’s touch could soothe her. It didn’t. It infuriated her.

She stood, frozen to the spot, as his footsteps receded down the hall. Only when she could no longer hear her father did she turn and leave the room herself. She walked slowly, pushing through the fog of her thoughts and regrets.

Antonio.

She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and then walked faster.

Somehow she would get her brother back.
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[image: ] Tiberius had come by horse, intending to lead a small cadre of soldiers away from this place and toward Baloch’s stronghold. He had expected Albertus to thank him—hell, he’d expected the doughy old fool to fall to his knees and praise Tiberius as a god—and it infuriated him that not only had Albertus refused his help, but he’d impugned the bond that had existed between Tiberius and the De Soranzo family for more than a millennium. In the end, though, it didn’t matter. Tiberius had vowed to protect the family, and by the gods, he would honor that vow, no matter how hard the puerile prick of a father fought against him.

Beside him, Nightshade lifted her head and snuffled. He stroked her soft nose, then pulled an apple from his saddlebag and fed it to her. “He is a fool, old friend,” Tiberius whispered.

“He is.”

The timid voice came from behind him, and it was a measure of Tiberius’s distraction that he hadn’t heard the human approach. He breathed in deeply now, catching the scent of fear mingled with perfume. A woman.

He turned, his irritation at being interrupted fading when he saw her. She was exceptional: dark hair that fell in loose curls around her face, lips so blood-red they seemed to beg him to feed, and skin so pale she could have been carved from the finest marble. She was by far the most beautiful woman he had seen in centuries, and yet it wasn’t only her beauty that held his attention but the way she carried herself, tall and proud and determined.

Beside him, Nightshade whinnied—a demand for another apple—but the sound seemed to break a spell, and Tiberius strode forward even as the girl clutched the edge of the stable’s door and refused to retreat, her feet planted with obvious effort.

Tiberius simply watched her, letting the silence between them grow heavy.

She shifted her weight from foot to foot, but her eyes never left his. She had mettle, this female. He remained silent, more interested in watching her than in hearing what she had to say. But as the seconds ticked by, his perception changed. Not many women could stand silent and strong in front of him. Most babbled or dropped their eyes, intimidated by his very presence. That she could bear the weight of the silence even while holding his gaze intrigued him, and he found himself reluctantly fascinated by a female for the first time in a very long while.

“Speak, then,” he finally said, sacrificing a victory at the hand of curiosity. “Who are you that comes to see me off?”

“Someone who hopes that you will ignore my father’s words and hold tight to your quest.”

“Your father has abandoned the boy to the hand of fate.”

“I thought we had already determined that my father is a fool.”

She spoke with such seriousness that he had to force himself not to laugh. “You speak the truth.”

“I can offer you no men to help you in this quest, but I am as capable as any man.” She bowed, low and serious. “I offer myself as your aide.”

“Do you, now?” By all rights, he should be either irritated or amused. He was neither, his thoughts traveling in a much more base direction. Slowly he looked her up and down, noting the soft curves where her breasts rose behind the fine silk, the slim waist that he could easily fit both hands around. She would undoubtedly break in battle as easily as she would in bed.

Her cheeks flushed, and though no human could have seen the color rising beneath the dark of the night, he saw the blush clearly.

“I’m stronger than I look,” she said.

“You would have to be,” he said, and this time he did laugh when her glare hit him as solid as a punch. “Forgive me,” he said. “Your father irritated me like a burr beneath a saddle. I cannot help being relieved to find his daughter much more appealing company.”

“I’m not interested in being appealing. I’m interested in rescuing my brother.”

“I see that. But it is no quest for a woman.”

He saw her lift her head to argue, then subtly drop it again. She had pride, this girl, but she also knew that he spoke the truth.

“Perhaps not. But you could do it. You could bring Antonio home to me.”

“I am flattered you think so highly of my skills,” he said.

“Please. He is so young, and must be so frightened.”

Anguish lined her face, and he was overcome with the urge to pull her into his arms and comfort her. It was an urge that both disturbed and delighted him—she was not a woman he should have, and yet it had been far too long since a woman had moved him.

“What is your name?”

“Carissa,” she said impatiently. Her brow furrowed in thought. “You told my father you needed troops. I cannot assign his men, but I know where my father keeps his purse. I can give you money to hire mercenaries. The taverns are full of them—men who will do any job for a price.”

“Are they, now? And how would you know such things?”

“I may be a woman, but I am not a fool. People talk. I listen.”

“There are men who would happily take your coin—and who would then take the profit and run at the first hint of danger.”

“I see.” She pressed her lips together as she thought. “And have you no men of your own to call upon? You do not have the look of a man without means.”

“Don’t I? Tell me, then. What do I look like?”

He heard her breath hitch. “You look—you look like a man who can get things done. You look like a leader of men.”

Not men, but he was a leader. And he did have resources upon which he could draw. Allies that she would neither understand nor believe. Followers that would terrify her.

But he could not call upon his friends for this task. The obligation to protect this human family was his and his alone, and this particular mission was more dangerous than Carissa knew. Baloch’s palazzo was reinforced with hematite, the one substance that vexed a vampire, that chipped away at his strength and destroyed his ability to transform. And since Baloch had likely hidden the boy deep within the palazzo’s cellars, Tiberius would be putting his own life in jeopardy by breaching the fortress. He could not in good conscience ask his friends to join this quest.

He’d intended to use Albertus’s troops to assist the rescue. Now he would go in alone, with stealth as his most precious ally. He would feed before, in the hopes of retaining as much strength as he could despite the proximity of hematite. But if he was attacked as he’d been in the Roman crypt, he would be unable to escape the way he had when Baloch’s men had converged on him.

Then again, he feared that by going to the palazzo he was walking into Baloch’s arms. He’d cornered the cagey werewolf in Rome with the hope of discovering with certainty where the boy was held. The palazzo made the most sense—but it also made a perfect trap.

Still, he had no choice now. Having failed to extract the truth from Baloch, Tiberius had no option but to start looking for the boy in the belly of the beast. If the boy was not there, Tiberius had no qualms about torturing one or more of Baloch’s guards to find the boy’s true location.

She was watching him, her green eyes intense, and he saw on her face the moment she made her decision. “Please,” she said, moving toward him for the first time, her face blazing and determined. “I’ll give you whatever help you need. I’ll do anything you ask. But please, please help my brother.”

Something dangerous roused within him—and not his daemon. No, this beast was desire, and it was alive and hungry. “There is no help you can offer me,” he said.

She moved closer, until only the thinnest veil of air separated them, and he breathed in the scent of her, lavender and anise mingled with the musky scent of desire. He felt himself harden even as his tenuous hold on chivalry weakened, leaving him with only the basest, purest knowledge: He wanted her. He would have her.

She swallowed, the movement of her throat the only indication of her nerves. “Not help, then. But perhaps motivation?” Her breath was shallow and fast, and the tempo of her heartbeat filled her ears, her blood pulsing like a demand. “Please,” she whispered again, and as she did, she rose up on her tiptoes and slid her arms around his neck. “I’ll do anything.”

Skin brushed skin, and he thought for a moment that he would explode from the intensity of the pleasure coursing through him. Richer than wine, more satisfying than blood. Her touch alone could fill him, but even so, it wasn’t enough. Where Carissa was concerned he was greedy and unabashed. He wanted her, and right then, nothing else mattered.

Right or wrong, he would have her.

“Anything?” His voice, rough with passion, ripped through her, awakening senses that she didn’t even realize existed within her. She wasn’t a stranger to a man’s touch—she’d been betrothed twice, and though neither man had bedded her, they had asked for and received kisses that felt as chaste and flat as those she bestowed upon her brothers.

Now, though …

Now her body tingled. Her clothes felt heavy. And an unfamiliar warmth glowed between her legs. She shifted, pressing her thighs together beneath the folds of her skirt, but that only made the heat grow and she knew—she just knew—that she wouldn’t be satisfied until she felt his hand upon her there. His hand, yes, but also the whole of him.

“Carissa,” he whispered.

She told herself she was thinking only of Antonio. Of doing whatever she could to help her brother. But that was a lie. She wanted this—this feeling, this sensation. She was betrothed to an irritable old man, her future spread out before her like a desert. This man was an oasis, dark and strong and virile. A man who could make her feel all the things she’d dreamed of feeling. A man who could give her sweet memories to cling to through the long, hard days to come.

He was a man who could help her, and in more ways than one.

“Yes,” she said, tilting her head up to look at him. “Anything.” And then, before she could talk herself out of it, she pressed her lips to his.

His mouth opened against hers, his breath hot upon her. He clutched her tight, one hand around her waist pulling her close, the other holding the back of her head, his fingers curled in her hair. Their bodies melded together, their tongues finding, tasting, devouring. Her head spun with new sensations, and she felt as if she were falling and climbing all at the same time. She wanted to consume him and be consumed by him, and she lifted her own hands to his head, her fingers twining in the silk of his hair, trying to pull him even closer.

His mouth tugged and teased her lips, and she moaned as he trailed kisses across her cheek to her temple, her ear. “You are certain?” he whispered, the words so low she almost imagined she hadn’t heard them.

“Yes,” she breathed, and then, to prove to him she meant it, she took his hand and placed it on her breast, hoping his touch would quell some of the fire that was burning through her. It didn’t. It only made the flame burn hotter.

“Please.” It was the only word she could manage, but it was enough. His hands were upon her, his mouth at her neck, hot and wild as her pulse beat against the pressure of his lips. His fingers were quick and nimble and had the laces of her bodice unfastened in an instant. He pushed her back until she was pressed against the side of the stable. Then his head dipped down, his mouth closing over her breast and his tongue teasing her nipple. He pulled away, and she sighed at the sweet sensation of the gentle breeze caressing her now-damp skin.

“Lift your skirts,” he said, and as she did, he knelt before her, his breath hot upon her thighs. Her sex tightened and quivered, and she shifted her hips, longing for something she’d never had but instinctively knew that she wanted.

Soon his fingers touched the skin that his breath had tickled, and she had to bite her lip to keep from crying out. She clutched her skirt tighter, and he slid his hands down, cupping her at the waist as his tongue traced kisses up her legs to the apex of her thighs. He laved her, the tip of his tongue touching her in the most intimate of places. It was a naughty, erotic sensation, and one that she wanted never to end. This was the feeling she’d longed for, the pleasure she knew would never be hers, and dear Lord she wanted it now—all of it, everything he was willing to give her, and more.

She shifted her hands, using only one to hold her skirt and the other to cling to him, to clutch tightly to his shoulder as the power of his intimate kisses ripped through her. He was driving her mad with pleasure, the sweetness almost unbearable, and she feared that if he didn’t stop she would explode, and yet if he did stop she would weep.

Something built inside her, like the heavens coursing through her, spinning faster, glowing hotter, until she could do nothing—nothing—except cry out and tremble as her body was ripped apart from within.

He caught her as her knees gave out, his arms tight around her waist, holding her upright. His lips on hers, letting her taste the sweetness of her sex. “More,” she whispered, her hands already working to push off the cloak he wore and to unfasten the laces on his white linen shirt. She wanted to speak, to tell him what his touch meant to her, how it swelled within her, but she couldn’t find the words. So instead she told him with her fingers. Exploring and caressing, touching and discovering.

Tentatively, she pressed her lips to his chest, breathing in the musky scent of him. He tasted of earth and desire, and when she tilted her head back to look at him, the expression on his face—on that warrior’s face, now soft with need and desire—almost made her come undone.

“I must have you,” he said, his voice a low growl.

She tried to answer but had forgotten how to speak. Instead she merely nodded, then took his hand in her own and cupped his palm roughly between her legs. He made a rough noise in his throat and pulled her closer, and suddenly his breeches were down and she felt the hard length of him pressed against her. “My cloak,” he whispered, nodding toward where it lay now on the ground. “Not as soft as a bed, but—”

“I don’t care. I only want you.”

She lay down, tugging him down with her, not wanting to lose the contact between them. “I cannot wait,” he said, and she almost laughed, her relief was so great. She wanted him right then, that moment, that instant, filling her up and taking her higher.

She spread her legs, drawing him down. With fingers eager to know every inch of him, she reached out, stroking the velvet steel that was the length of him. She saw him tremble at her touch, and understood her power as a woman. “Now,” she whispered. “Please, please, now.”

He was both gentle and demanding, thrusting slowly at first until she could bear it no longer and grabbed his hips, forcing him harder and deeper. It hurt—dear Lord, it hurt, but only for a moment. Then the pain shifted, erased by a pleasure like no other she’d known. It ripped through her, so sweet and yet so tumultuous, and she never wanted it to end, and when he collapsed, spent, beside her, she sighed with the deepest of pleasure and curled up next to him, soft and satisfied.

They lay like that as time ticked past them, her fingers tracing idle designs on his skin, her body reveling in the joy that he had given her.

Then he shifted so that he was facing her, and he pressed a kiss to her lips so gentle it was like a whisper. “I will get your brother back, Carissa,” he murmured. “About that, I give you my word.”
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Carissa sat up abruptly, her head cocked. “I hear no one.”

His face was firm; the softness she’d seen after he’d brought her to the brink of heaven had vanished. “Trust me.” His eyes met hers. “I must go.”

She nodded, straightening her clothes as she climbed to her feet. She was adjusting her laces when his hand took hers, and he tugged her to him. “Goodbye, Carissa.” His kiss was hard, and needful, and full of things unspoken.

“Wait,” she said after he released her. He’d stepped away from her with such speed that he was already all the way across the stable, his horse untied. How had he moved so fast?

He stopped, then looked at her in silence.

“I don’t even know your name,” she said, suddenly overwhelmed with an inexplicable sadness. He’d delighted her with a sensual feast, but now she understood fully what she would never again have with a man. She would be married and well cared for, true. But this moment—this feeling—was gone forever.

“Tiberius,” he said. Then he leapt upon the horse’s back, kicked the beast’s flanks, and was gone.

Carissa stood, staring into the suddenly empty darkness.

She heard the swift crunch of feet upon the ground. “Carissa?” Agnes’s voice echoed through the yard. “Are you out here?”

“Here,” she called back, as Agnes shuffled into the structure, huffing under the effort of moving her ample form.

“Whatever have you been doing, girl? I’ve been looking everywhere for you, and—” She cut herself off quickly, those perceptive eyes narrowing as she peered hard at Carissa’s face, then dragged her eyes down to Carissa’s chest.

Carissa forced herself to keep her chin upright, but she feared she knew exactly what Agnes was seeing—bits of straw in her hair and décolletage. Whether or not she could see any evidence of Tiberius’s lips upon her neck and breasts, Carissa didn’t know. Certainly she still held the memory of him there, and it took all her willpower not to lift her hand and stroke the spot where last he’d kissed her.

“What have you been doing, child?” Agnes repeated, only this time her words held a much sterner tone.

“Nothing that need concern you,” Carissa said, adjusting her skirt as she prepared to hurry past Agnes and back to her own quiet apartment in the palazzo.

Agnes’s firm hand stopped her.

“Nurse!”

“Don’t ‘Nurse’ me. Do you think you are too old for my switch?” She plucked a piece of straw from Carissa’s cleavage and wagged it in her face. “You are not!”

“I have done nothing for which I must be ashamed.”

“Then you have done something?”

Carissa said nothing. With Agnes, it was often better to hold one’s tongue.

“Nay, girl. I’ll not get the silent treatment from the likes of you. Speak to me now, or we’ll go inside and you can speak to your father.”

Carissa scowled. “Very well, then. I’ve set the matter straight.”

“What matter?”

“The stranger came here intending to rescue Antonio, but Father flatly refused him.”

“No!”

“Yes,” Carissa said, spurred on by the vehemence of Agnes’s response.

“But why?” Agnes asked.

“I don’t know.” Carissa frowned, remembering the invectives her father had fired at Tiberius, calling him a devil and suggesting that he would never trust a man such as him. “It makes no sense.”

“Well, go on, girl. What happened?” She crossed her arms over her breasts. “Or shall I guess?”

Carissa lifted her chin. “I persuaded him to ignore Father’s directive. He will rescue Antonio. He gave me his word.”

“Hmmph.” Agnes looked her up and down, her scowl growing deeper by the moment. “Persuaded him, did you? I can tell by looking at you how you managed that.”

Carissa wanted to shrink from the reprobation in her nurse’s voice, but she held her ground. “Think what you will, but I’ll not apologize for my actions. Antonio’s life is at stake. There is no sacrifice too great.”

Agnes snorted. “Sacrifice! By the Blessed Virgin, I saw the lad when he came into the palazzo. You made no sacrifice there, girl!”

“Agnes!”

“Come now, don’t be coy. We’re both women.” Her tone darkened. “But I know the way of things a sight better than you, I think.”

Carissa frowned, her amusement fading in light of the change in Agnes’s tone. “What are you talking about?”

“So he said he would help you? Said he would go out into the world and bring your brother back to you?”

“Yes.”

“And all he needed was a good, solid send-off. A woman’s warmth before he rode off, risking his life on our behalf.”

Carissa shook her head slowly. “It wasn’t like that. I—”

“You think it was your idea? That your feminine wiles persuaded him?”

“He swore,” she said, though her words sounded hollow.

“I do not doubt that he did. A man who would use a woman thus would have no moral code that would keep him from breaking his word.”

Carissa stood rigid, her mind in turmoil. He had sworn, true, but Agnes was right—she had no way of knowing if his word was good. Her father didn’t trust him, and yet she’d given him her body in exchange for a promise.

Flames of anger rose up within her, but the anger was directed as much against herself as it was against him. She’d wanted what he could offer so badly that she’d accepted his word without question, then reveled in her own satisfaction. But this wasn’t about her—it was about Antonio—and hot shame burned her cheeks as she realized how little thought she’d paid her brother under the guise of acting only for him.

“He only wanted in your skirts, girl.”

Carissa closed her eyes. Perhaps Agnes spoke the truth. Perhaps she did not. But the truth was that she had no way of knowing if Tiberius had been truly sincere. She’d lain with him for her own pleasure, and yet Antonio could very well still be in danger.

Agnes went to her, drawing Carissa into her arms the way she had when she was a child. “Do you truly think a stranger to our house would risk his own life against your father’s wishes, and with no men to battle at his side?” Agnes spoke kindly, but her words were firm and full of certainty. “No, dear girl. The man you lay with was many things, but he was not sincere.”

She wanted to believe Tiberius—every instinct within her told her that Agnes was mistaken. Carissa had felt the truth of his words and seen the integrity of his heart. But there was no denying that she could be wrong, and if she waited to find out the truth of it, her brother could well be dead.

“I am a fool,” Carissa said.

“You’re not the first woman to have succumbed to a man’s treachery.”

Carissa frowned, shoving Agnes’s words to the side. None of that mattered now. All that mattered was finding Antonio. “If Tiberius won’t go after Antonio, I must find someone else. Someone I am certain will accomplish the task.”

“Have you not heard what I’ve said? Your father’s men are engaged, your brothers several weeks’ ride from this place. Even if you could find the coin to hire a mercenary—”

“They’d only run at the first sign of trouble.” Carissa sighed. “I know.” She pressed her fingers to the bridge of her nose. There had to be a way—some way in which she could bring her brother home. It wasn’t as if Baloch could be reasoned with. For that matter, even approaching him would be a challenge. Any man who presented himself at his gate would surely be turned away and—

She stopped pacing.

“What?” Agnes said. “You’ve thought of something?”

“Someone,” Carissa said. “Someone who can infiltrate Baloch’s palazzo.” She met Agnes’s confused eyes. “The mission is more than simply breaking Antonio out, you see. If we do that, Baloch will certainly seek retribution.”

“Of course.”

“So Baloch must be killed.”

Agnes said nothing. She just looked at Carissa in the same intent way that Carissa remembered from when she was a child.

“I will kill him,” Carissa said, before she could talk herself out of it. “I will kill Baloch, and I will bring my brother home.”

She left immediately, dressed in Antonio’s old clothes, her long hair hidden under a cap. She smeared ash from the grate on her face, hoping to disguise the fact that she had no beard, and planned to ride hard, fast, and meet as few people as possible.

Her plan was simple. She would ride as fast as she could the twenty miles to Baloch’s palazzo outside Lariano. It would be hard—on her body and on the horse—but she was cognizant of time ticking away. She’d heard her father and Tiberius speak of the full moon, and she knew the stories about Baloch and the occult. She could only assume that he intended to do something horrible to Antonio when the moon hung full in the sky. She planned to have her brother free and long gone before that happened.

She’d never ridden to Baloch’s palazzo, of course, but from the stories her brothers had told her, she expected to arrive close to dawn, and she planned to take a room at a nearby inn. She’d bathe and rest and when she woke, she’d dress in the silken garments she’d rolled up and shoved into her saddlebag. She’d adorn herself with the jewels she’d sewn into the lining of Antonio’s cloak. And she would scent herself with the oils that Agnes had packed for her, however reluctantly.

Even now, as she stopped at a stream so that Valiant could get his fill of water, she could picture with perfect clarity the expression on Agnes’s face as Carissa rode away from the gates of Velletri. “I understand why you must go,” she’d said before they parted. “But still my fear overwhelms me.”

“Pray for me, Agnes,” Carissa had implored. “You pray for me and I shall pray for Antonio, and together we will bring him home.”

She hoped Agnes was praying hard, because her nerves were raw. While on horseback, her attention had been occupied with the rough terrain, staying off the main road, and her increasingly sore rear end. Now that she’d dismounted and was walking to loosen her battered muscles, her mind had time to wander—and to wonder.

Could she succeed? Was she only condemning herself along with her brother?

Since she couldn’t bear to think of it any longer, she remounted Valiant the moment the beast finished drinking. “Sorry, old friend. But we still have a long way to go.”

This time, unfortunately, her body had become used to the motion of the horse, and her mind wandered despite her best efforts to control her thoughts—and it was that very motion that guided the direction of her thoughts. She could remember the way his hands had stroked her. The way he’d traced her lips. The way he’d murmured in her ear, so soft his voice was nothing more than a whisper upon the wind.

She wanted to believe that she would find him on the road to Lariano, but she’d seen no evidence of another traveler, and she feared that Agnes was right—he’d taken what she had to offer and gone his own way. A burst of anger at his treachery ripped through her, followed in short order by the familiar frustration with her own foolishness.

But still, she could not deny that given the chance she would do it again. She’d wanted to be in his arms, and it was not even his treachery that frustrated her so much as the fact that she would never see him again.

By the Virgin, her thoughts were in a dither, and her overwhelming exhaustion was not helping matters. By the time she reached the small inn on the hill overlooking Baloch’s palazzo, she was in a ripe fury. She was also exhausted. The sun would rise in only a few hours. She needed sleep and a bath and food, and she left Valiant in the inn’s stable and then hurried to the door, expecting that she would have to wake the owner in order to gain admittance. She didn’t.

The place was not the quiet little inn she’d imagined, with darkened tables in the tavern and guests snug in their blankets upstairs. No, this place was loud and raucous and hot from the blazing fire. The air was thick with the smell of sweat and ale and unbathed bodies, and as she stepped over the threshold, all faces turned toward her. Harsh, battle-scarred faces, puffy and pale from too much ale.

Without thinking about it, she took a step backward, then immediately recognized her mistake. She wasn’t a woman in this room, she was a young man. A young man who’d just shown fear. And to these men, that made her a target.

She strode forward, forcing her back to stay straight and her head to stay high. She didn’t want to, but she looked at each of the men at the tables as she swung her gaze across the room searching for the innkeeper. There seemed to be no one, however, who fit that role.

“He looks too young to have a sword,” one of the men said, staring directly at her crotch. “Not a hard one, anyway.”

He cackled, almost falling out of his chair with mirth as his fellows joined in the laughter, albeit more subdued.

“What you doing here, boy?”

“I’m a traveler,” she said, trying to force her voice lower but not doing a good job of it. “I came for food and shelter.”

“He’s a traveler,” a particularly foul man said to his companion. “Does he look like a traveler to you?”

His companion looked her up and down, squinting in a way that made the scar across one eye bulge. “Doesn’t look like a traveler. Looks like a thief to me.” Scar stood, his hand on his dagger. “Turn out your purse, boy. Let’s see what you’ve stole from your betters.”

“I have no money.” It was true—taking coin from her father would have taken too much time and been far too risky. She had only the jewels she had hastily stitched into her clothing.

“He lies,” the first man said.

“We don’t like liars,” Scar said. He moved around the table from the left as the first man moved from the right. Behind them, another stood. Carissa swallowed, her fingers closing around the hilt of Antonio’s sword. She had his dagger as well, still sheathed at her waist, and the weight of it comforted her.

“Little boy wants to fight,” Scar said.

“I—no.” She backed up a step, praying she could reach the door, but Scar wasn’t having any of that. He rushed forward and got right in her face, his breath so foul she almost passed out.

“I said, show us your money.” He pulled his dagger, but she was faster, and her own sword was out and flying in an instant, the tip of it slicing a new scar on the brute’s already marred face.

He howled with pain and took a step back while his friends stepped forward, all eyes on her. “You’re going to regret that,” the man who’d first spoken to her said. In truth, she didn’t doubt it. She had real skill with a blade, even her brothers said as much. But she was one woman, and these were four armed men.

Scar lashed out with his own rapier, and she parried skillfully, her attention no longer on the men but on the battle. She held her own, her feminine grace a help more than a hindrance as she leapt upon the table, positioning herself best for attack. And attack she did—this was not a defensive game, and she knew damn well she was fighting for her life. When one of the men approached from her left, she shifted her sword hand and pulled her dagger with her right. Doubly armed, she fought like a wildcat, with all the passion and skill her brothers had taught her.

They would be proud, yes, but even the hours of practice they had endured at her behest were not sufficient against the strength of these grown men. One managed to hook the tip of his sword in the quillon of hers and send her sword flying across the room. She lifted her dagger in defense, but the odds were against her. As another man came at her from the front, Scar grabbed her from behind, tossing her to the ground in one swift, hard motion. The dagger flew from her hand, skittering across the floor to rest beneath a table.

“Down and disarmed,” Scar said. He pressed his hand to her chest to hold her down, his eyes going wide as he did so. “What ho! Look what we have here!” Scar ripped off her brother’s cloak, then tugged at her doublet and shirt, until they ripped open and she was struggling in his arms wearing only Antonio’s riding breeches and the bit of linen she’d wrapped around her chest to bind her breasts. Scar slid a finger between the linen and her flesh. “Soft little thing. Let’s see what we’ve got here, shall we.”

Around him, the men snickered and chortled and begged Scar to hurry so they could have their turn.

He spit on his hand, then rubbed her face. “Soft skin under all that ash. She’ll do for a poke, I think. And she’s got enough fire to last the night for all of us.”

“Keep your filthy hands off me.”

He slapped her without warning, and she cringed at the raw, animal lust she saw in his eyes. Fear flooded her, and with uncommon clarity she saw the future laid out before her. She was going to be raped tonight—ripped apart by all these men. Battered and broken, and quite possibly killed.

No.

Perhaps she couldn’t win against all of them, but she could damn well take a few of them out. At the very least, she was going to die trying.

“Give us a kiss, girl,” Scar said.

“Let me go if I do?” She tried to sound terrified. It wasn’t hard.

“Aye, of course. I’m a gentleman. Aren’t I, boys?”

A murmur of laughter mingled with vague agreement.

“All right, then,” she said, trying not to gag as his lips came closer and closer to hers. And then, at the moment his lips brushed hers, she reached down and snatched his dagger from his hip. She thrust upward, aiming for the fleshy part under his neck, but suddenly he was no longer on top of her. Instead he was flying across the room, landing atop a table that collapsed beneath the weight of him.

She stayed on her back, breathing hard, clutching the blade—and looking up at the tall, dark man in front of her, his face painted with a fury more intense than any she’d ever seen. Tiberius.

Relief mingled with hope coursed through her. One of the other men rushed him, but Tiberius swatted him away as easily as if he were a fly. The man tumbled through the air, smashed into the side of the tavern, and collapsed like a rag doll.

Around him, the other men shifted nervously.

“Leave this place,” Tiberius said. “Now.”

They hesitated only a moment, then scurried out into the fading night.

Tiberius held out his hand to her. She stayed where she was.

“Come,” he said. “You need a drink and a bath.”

“Why are you here?”

His brow lifted ever so slightly. “Where else would I be, with Baloch’s palazzo so close and your brother hidden deep in its bowels?”

She smiled, all her worries evaporating.

“Come,” he said again, and this time when he held out his hand, she took it, then let him pull her up and into his arms. She clung to him, letting him draw out her fear—for herself, for Antonio. Letting him hold and comfort her.

And when he kissed her, her heart soared.

Tiberius was with her now, and everything would be okay.
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[image: ] “Did you believe I would fail? Or that my word was not my bond?” They were in the room he’d taken, a place to rest during the daylight hours. A place to plan and plot and think.

He’d been thinking about her.

Carissa. The warmth of her body. The gentle caress of her touch. The way her scent had driven him almost to madness.

He’d thought—and then she’d appeared.

Now she frowned, her eyes refusing to meet his as she used a dampened cloth to wipe the ash from her face. “I doubted you. I’m sorry.”

“You thought I wanted only to bed you,” he said, coming to her side and taking the cloth from her hand. “You thought I would leave your brother to linger in the dungeon of that son of a whore.”

She looked at him then, her eyes imploring. “I told myself that couldn’t be true, but I allowed my conviction to be swayed by the beliefs of others.” She reached up, cupping his hand against her face. “In the end, I knew that the only way to be certain that Antonio was set free was to rescue him myself.”

“By whose counsel did you abide?”

“My nurse’s. She said you wanted only in my skirts. She said that no one was reckless enough to not only defy my father but to cross Baloch.”

He drew his hand away and stood, though the break in contact with her bordered on painful. A single thin blanket lay on the bed, and he picked it up and draped it over her shoulders, hiding her soft, tempting skin as well as the treasure he knew was hidden beneath those ridiculous linen wrappings.

“Do you wish me to leave?”

He answered her with a kiss, the intensity of his need for her surprising him. He should be angry. Not because she had failed to trust him—under the circumstances, she’d perhaps been wise not to do so—but because she’d put herself in such bitter danger.

But there was no anger. There was only relief—that she was safe, that she was with him, and that even now she was opening her mouth to his, pressing her body against his, touching him with the same desperate intensity that filled his heart.

He didn’t hesitate or think. He merely pulled her close, hearing the blood burning hot in her veins. Desire, oh yes. But not for her blood. For her. The taste of her, the touch of her, and he kissed her with a passion long dormant. Kissed her as if there would be no tomorrow for him instead of a thousand upon a thousand. Kissed her as if she were the only woman he had ever had or would ever have. The only woman he had ever needed or would ever need.

He had never felt this way before, and the intensity of emotions vexed him, but he knew that they were true. He’d met his match in her, and he wanted her more than he could remember ever wanting anything or anyone.

He kissed her, but he didn’t have his fill of her. How could he, even being immortal, ever spend enough time with this woman to satisfy his cravings?

In his arms, she moaned as she opened herself to him. Her lips, her tongue. He tasted her, consumed her, craved the touch of her skin against his. “Carissa,” he murmured, his hands slipping beneath the blanket to brush the linen that covered her breasts, delighting when he felt her breath quicken, the scent of her desire enveloping them both.

“Please,” she whispered.

He needed no further encouragement. He slid his hands over her soft skin, pushing the blanket to the floor and leaving her standing in only those ridiculous breeches and the linen binding. He caught the edge of it and began to unwind, delighted when she laughed and spun for him, helping the process along. And then there she was, her breasts naked in front of him, her nipples hard and alert and so very tempting. “Ah, Carissa,” he breathed as his hand cupped the weight of her breast, “I fear the danger you placed yourself in, but I must admit I’m glad you’re in my arms.”

“I will never doubt you again,” she said.

“Never again,” he whispered, and his lips closed over hers. She tasted sweet, like a ripe berry, and he wanted to indulge until he’d had his fill. He slid his hands over her soft skin, then down between her thighs, his body hardening even more when he felt how slick and ready she was for him. “Come,” he whispered, then led her to the bed. He didn’t want to wait, wasn’t sure he could wait; he leaned over her, taking his weight on his arms, and then thrust inside.

She was tight and warm, and her body closed around his, pulling him in, milking him, taking him to the edge and back again. Her soft moans urged him on, and when her hands clutched his back and she demanded that his thrusts be harder, deeper, he knew that he would deny her nothing. She was his, for then and forever, and he would have her completely.

Over and over he claimed her; deeper and deeper he took her, watching her face with each thrust, seeing her lips part and her eyelids twitch as her passion grew, and then—when he was on the brink himself—she arched up, taking them both over at once until finally, sated, he collapsed on top of her and could do nothing more than breathe in her scent and thank the gods that fate had brought her to his arms.

“I feel alive,” she whispered after they’d laid lain together in silence for an eternity.

“As do I,” he said.

She rolled over to face him, her expression remarkably serious. “I must tell you,” she said, stroking his cheek with the palm of her hand. “I’m betrothed.”

Her words were like a knife to his heart. “To whom?”

“An old man,” she said. “I don’t love him, and I know—I know I will never have this again.” Her teeth grazed her lower lip. “That was why … in the stable … I wanted you to save Antonio, of course. But I also wanted to know how it felt. How it felt to be loved by a man.”

“And now?” he asked.

Her smile bloomed. “Now I know. And now I want only you.”

She spooned against him, and he stroked her hair, thinking of her words, and wondering at the depth of pleasure they brought him. Idly, he ran his hand over the curve of her breast and the rise of her hip.

“A boy,” he scoffed. “As if it were possible for you to pass as a boy.”

She smiled up at him. “It was a sound plan—at least until I was discovered.”

“And attacked. And almost violated.”

“Indeed,” she agreed. “That part did not go as I had planned it.” She pressed her head against him, and he reveled in the joy of having her near—he who had spent centuries as a warrior and a leader now brought to his knees by the touch of a woman, and willingly, too.

“I could have killed him,” she said, shifting in his arms to face him. Her green eyes were blazing, and there was no mistaking the sincerity of her words. “I would have sliced his throat without a moment’s hesitation. He was foul. He took liberties he had no business taking, and I would neither mourn his passing nor fear for the safety of my soul when he fell dead at my feet.”

By the gods, he loved her.

The realization shot through him, so simple, so true, and so utterly inconvenient. He could not have her, of course. Not forever. She deserved life and the sun, and those were two things he could not offer her. But the truth of the word weighed on him nonetheless and could not be avoided. Love.

“I shall call you Caris,” he said after a moment, then put his hand over her heart. “Be Carissa to all others, but let me see the warrior within, for hers is a heart that understands my own.”

Caris.

She liked the way it sounded. Most especially, she liked the fact that it was a name he’d given her. As intimate as a kiss, more precious than a rose. She wanted to curl up in it, in him, and never leave this bed. Here was safety.

Here was the fantasy. The belief that everything would be okay. That Tiberius would never leave. That Antonio would be saved. That her marriage to Giancarlo would never come to pass.

And that Baloch would never be heard from again.

The mere thought of his name sent fear coursing through her, and she shifted in Tiberius’s arms, covering herself with the blanket as she sat up to look at him. “Why did you come? Why are you willing to face Baloch?”

Something dark flashed in his eyes, and she saw for a moment the man her father had so feared. “I come because I must. Facing Baloch—that, my darling Caris, is a happy bonus.”

The way he spoke Baloch’s name sent a shudder through her. So much loathing, so much hatred. There was more here than Baloch’s horrific reputation, and until she understood it, she knew she would never fully understand the man who lay beside her. She pressed her hand to his chest, stroking the taut skin that she had so recently claimed as her own. “What is Baloch to you?”

A shadow seemed to cross his face, and she worried that he wouldn’t answer. But then he sat up, pausing only briefly before rising and going to the single tiny window. He’d insisted that the curtains be drawn tight, and now he pressed his hand against the wall beside the drapes but did not push them aside. “The question isn’t what is Baloch to me, but what is Baloch.”

“All right,” she said. “What is he?”

He turned to face her. “Do you know why your brother was taken?”

“Of course. Baloch—” She closed her mouth, frowning. She’d intended to say that Baloch sought to smite her family, but that did nothing to address the greater question. The question of why. “My father says that he is a monster. That he commands dark forces. That he is no friend to the Pope. That he is no ally to any man.”

“Everything your father says is true,” Tiberius said. “And yet it doesn’t explain anything.”

“Do you know why he took Antonio?”

“I do.”

She swallowed, something in his voice sending a wave of dread through her. She didn’t want to ask the question, and yet she couldn’t sit there and stay silent. “Tell me.”

“Your father killed his son,” Tiberius said, his voice far too matter-of-fact for the words. “And he has taken Antonio as a replacement. An heir.”

“No.” Caris realized she was shaking her head. “No, that can’t possibly be right. I would have heard. The authorities. Surely they would have come. Would have talked to my father.” She stood, the blanket wrapped around her, and began to pace the room. “He didn’t kill anybody.”

“He didn’t kill a man,” Tiberius said.

“But you said Baloch’s son—”

“How were you intending to secure your brother’s release?”

“By killing Baloch.”

“A worthy goal. How?”

She nodded toward the saddlebag he’d brought to the room for her. “There are garments in there. Finery. Oils. Perfume. I intended to speak to the man himself. To tell him I had come to negotiate for my brother’s release.”

“He would never agree.”

“And I would not expect him to. But I am a woman, and I know that I am desirable. And Baloch is a man. He would see me.”

“He would. And then?”

“I may not prevail against four men, but I can take down one man with my dagger.” She looked at him hard, examining his face for any hint of doubt. There was none.

“I saw you fight. I don’t deny your skill.”

She nodded. “I would kill him. And then I would find my brother.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “Your plan is not without merit,” he said. “There are some weaknesses—Baloch’s men, for one. But stealth and cleverness could see you safely over that hurdle.”

She smiled, pleased with his praise.

“Even so, you would fail.”

Her pleasure faded. “You cannot know that for certain.”

“On the contrary, I can.” He moved across the room, and the certainty in his gait that had so impressed and attracted her before was now slightly irritating.

“And, pray, what flaw do you see? Baloch lies dead on the floor. I locate and free my brother. I grant you it is not a perfect scenario, but failure is by no means certain.”

“You would not kill him,” Tiberius said as he bent down to pick up her dagger.

“I would. You think that because I am a woman I would lose my nerve? That I do not have the strength to thrust a blade through flesh? You are wrong, sir.”

“I do not doubt your ability. But this dagger will not kill Baloch.”

Confused, she looked at the curve of the steel blade, the jewel-encrusted handle. Her eldest brother had used that very same dagger in battle, and it had saved his life. She knew it would kill, and do the job well.

“To kill Baloch, you need a blade made of silver.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Baloch is not human. And neither was his son.”

She drew in a sharp breath. “Not human?”

“On the night of the last full moon, your father was out riding. He shot a wolf. That wolf was Baloch’s son.” His words were calm. Measured. But his eyes—his eyes were heated, passionate. And they were full of conviction.

Caris crossed herself, her heart beating rapidly. She knew of Baloch’s dark nature, of course. It was no secret that demons walked in dark places, and that the church gathered its forces to fight against such heresy. But she had never once believed that she would live to see these things up close. The thought that her brother—sweet, innocent Antonio—was at the mercy of a creature spawned from the heart of hell …

“No,” she whispered. It was the only word she could push past her lips, but there was no force behind it. She could see too clearly that Tiberius spoke the truth. However impossible, however horrible, what he said was true.

“Baloch took Antonio, and he will make him a werewolf. He will make him his heir.”

She didn’t realize she was falling until Tiberius was at her side, gripping her around the waist and leading her to the bed. Her knees had turned to water, but how he’d come to her so quickly she didn’t know. Right then, she couldn’t wrap her thoughts around anything. Nothing was real, and the world was a nightmare come alive.

“And you,” she finally asked. “You … hunt werewolves?”

He hesitated for only an instant before nodding.

“Why?”

“They are vile creatures,” he said, his expression raw. “An abomination. Even as men, you cannot trust them.”

There was more to tell—she could see that much in his eyes. But she saw pain there, too. Perhaps he once had a brother like hers. Perhaps he had a family debt to pay.

The thought triggered something in her memory. “What did you mean?” she asked. “When you were speaking with my father you said you were bound to our family, and he said that he honored no such bond.”

“It is a long story,” he said, moving to her side and drawing her against him. She pressed her head against his bare chest and sighed. Just the touch of him felt like coming home. “Suffice it to say that I will always protect you.”

“And my brother.”

“Even your father,” he agreed, “though it pains me somewhat to do it.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “The sun has set. We must go.”

“We?”

He nodded. “I wish it weren’t so, but I cannot leave you here. Those men will return.”

“I can take care of myself,” she said, then immediately regretted the words. Even if it were true—and if several men came, it undoubtedly was not—she still wanted to remain at Tiberius’s side, especially since he would be taking her straight to Antonio.

He smiled with understanding. “Perhaps you can. But my bond requires me to see to you as well. And that is a job I can best undertake with you at my side. More than that, though, I wish you to be near me.”

“Oh.” Her heart fluttered, a small bird beating its wings.

“Take this,” he said, then pressed the hilt of a dagger into her hand. “It is silver. If the need arises, do not hesitate to use it.”

“I won’t.”

A flicker of a smile touched his lips.

“My Caris,” he said, and then he reached for her hand.
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[image: ] They left the inn on foot, not willing to risk that Baloch’s guard would hear approaching horses. Tiberius would have preferred to leave Caris out of this—the thought that he was putting her in harm’s way weighed heavily on him. He’d meant what he’d told her about the scoundrels in the inn; they would undoubtedly come back, and if they found her alone, they would surely break her. Just the thought of their using her so brutally made the daemon rise within him, and even now he regretted not ripping their throats open when he’d had the chance. He’d held back only because Caris was present, and he had not wanted her to witness the eruption if he allowed the daemon even the slightest bit of room to emerge.

For so many centuries he’d toiled in solitude, fighting to tame the daemon that lived inside him, that had emerged, as in every vampire, at the time of the change. For the most part, he had succeeded, his daemon buried so deep now that it preened and snarled only when faced with the chance to confront a werewolf.

At least that was the way it had been before.

Tonight his daemon begged for release, screaming with rage and crying out to destroy the men who would harm Caris. And it was that surge of fury as much as the swell of contentment that convinced him that he loved her.

He considered taking her only part of the way on this quest. The forest and hillside were rife with small caves where she could find shelter and wait for him, away from the lascivious treachery of men who would do her harm. But even then he feared for her. Animals roamed the dark—and worse. This close to a full moon, there was no doubt that Baloch’s men would bring the wolf out, if for no other reason than the pleasure of running fast and free over the leaf-covered ground. Baloch himself most likely roamed the forest this night, and that was why he and Caris were moving slowly now, with Tiberius evaluating their surroundings at each step.

All those reasons underscored his decision to keep her at his side, and yet in the end it was pure selfishness that swayed him. He simply wanted her with him.

No. That wasn’t entirely true. As much as it pained him to admit it, he needed her. Or, rather, he could use her. He knew well that the walls of Baloch’s palazzo were infused with hematite, and while Tiberius’s age gave him superior strength, even he could not completely overcome the effect of that vile mineral.

Moreover, he had to admit that her plan for infiltrating Baloch’s lair was a good one. And it wasn’t as if she was a typical female who didn’t know which end of a knife was the dangerous one.

He turned to look at her as they walked, no longer surprised by how the mere sight of her seemed to lift him up. She was his muse, his gift, and if it were possible, he would walk to the ends of the earth with her and never look back.

“What?” she asked, though her smile suggested that she knew the direction of his thoughts.

“I was merely thinking that even the glow of the stars and the moon dims in comparison to your beauty.”

She quirked a brow. “A nice sentiment, but I am more likely to believe that you were thinking of how best to infiltrate the palazzo.”

“As clever as she is beautiful,” he said, then silenced her burst of laughter with a long, sensual kiss. “We are close,” he said when he finally pushed her gently away, his gaze firm on her rapturous face. “Are you ready?”

“I am.”

She wore the gown she’d traveled with, a deep emerald green that brought out the color in her feline-shaped eyes. It was cut low and cinched at the waist, so it accentuated the ample curve of her breast. Her skin, already pale and smooth, glowed as luminescent as mother-of-pearl in the moonlight. It was one of the inherent ironies of nature that the moon could provide such beauty and at the same time bring forth a monster such as Baloch and his kind.

As they approached the treeline, he took her arm, tugging her back into the shadows. He stroked her cheek, then looked deep into her eyes. “You will not be alone.”

She swallowed and nodded, and though he could smell the fear upon her, she didn’t hesitate. She pinched her cheeks to give them color, then smoothed her skirts. She kept her right hand in the fold of her skirt where he knew she had stowed her dagger. Another was strapped to her leg, hidden beneath the thick folds of material. And then, without further talk, she stepped away from the trees and walked toward the crushed stone path that led to the palazzo’s gate.

He transformed immediately, shifting into the black raven he favored. She looked back, and he could see the surprise on her face at finding him gone, but she didn’t slow her step, and soon he was flying in lazy circles above the gate, watching with avian intensity as she approached the first of their prey.

From his position up high, he watched as she drew near the two guards at the gate. Her shawl fell slightly, revealing her soft shoulder. She said something, laughed when one guard replied, then idly trailed her finger over her collarbone, drawing his attention to her breast.

Tiberius swooped, transforming back into himself behind the second man—and using the man’s own dagger to slice his throat even as Caris turned and saw him, her eyes going wide.

“Where did you—”

But she didn’t finish the question, her words catching in her throat as he grabbed the other guard’s neck and twisted, his pleasure at watching the weren fall profound.

“My dagger?” he asked.

She lifted her skirt and released the hair ribbons she’d used to bind it, then handed it to him. “I don’t understand.”

“I know,” he said. She didn’t understand how he’d arrived so quickly. She didn’t understand why she had to carry his blade. She didn’t need to understand, though. She only needed to recognize that everything they were doing worked toward the goal of saving her brother.

He took the silver knife, then stabbed each of the guards in the heart in turn, ensuring that they were truly dead. He looked back at her then, afraid he’d gone too far in her presence, but she merely lifted her skirt away from the pooling blood and stepped over them.

He held out his hand to assist and couldn’t hide a thin, pleased smile. She truly was a most remarkable woman.

“You say that Baloch is in the forest, but what if he returns?” she whispered as they passed through the gate and into the open-air courtyard. They kept to the shadows as Tiberius examined the area, his vampiric eyes probing deep into the dark, his keen hearing and smell searching for any hint that they were not alone in the atrium.

“I hope he does,” Tiberius said, once he was confident no one was watching them. They’d spoken earlier of his belief that Baloch would be out in the wild tonight, as was his habit. Unfortunate, Tiberius thought. He would very much like the opportunity to plunge a dagger into the bastard’s heart. But within these walls he was weakened, and he could already feel the nearby hematite sapping his strength. Better to get Caris and Antonio out safely, and then return to fight Baloch on another day. A day when he could savor the pleasure of watching Baloch’s life bleed away.

In front of him loomed the main apartments of the palazzo, a low, sprawling building, with the exception of one tower that rose up as if to kiss the sky. The courtyard surrounded the palazzo, a lush garden that wound around the building with flower beds and crushed-stone walking paths. Quietly he led her through the flowers, following one of the paths until they reached the back of the palazzo and the entranceway to the lower chambers and the dungeon that his sources told him faced the south wall.

As they moved in silence, Caris’s question—Why?—seemed to echo in his mind, and he shivered, a profound cold that ran through his bones. Century upon century had passed, and yet he could still see himself, battered, abused, beaten. Ripped open and left to die while the sun beat down upon him so hard that the desperate thirst was even more excruciating than the pain that had radiated through every inch of his body.

And then he had seen those eyes—Caris’s eyes. Even after so many generations, Horatius’s eyes still lived in the family line. The old man had dismounted from his horse and tended to Tiberius himself, his servants only fetching water, wine, and cloth. And when it had become clear that Tiberius was surely doomed, Horatius had listened to Tiberius’s whispered tale about what had happened, the hatred he felt, and the dreams of revenge—dreams that had kept him clinging to life well beyond another man’s breaking point.

Horatius’s wrinkled face had tilted back toward the sun, and he’d closed his eyes, deep in thought. Then without a word, he had lifted Tiberius himself, placed him gently into his cart, and risked his own life to take Tiberius to the one person who could give him a chance to make that dream of revenge come true.

A vampire.

He’d sworn an oath that night to protect Horatius’s family even above his own, for it was that family that had saved him, that had kept his dreams of revenge as alive as the body that still survived to this day.

He looked now at Caris, and he wanted to share his past with her. But even more, he wanted her to know that although he’d come to rescue Antonio out of a familial obligation, that obligation was no longer the driving force. She was. She’d opened up a world to him. Made long-dormant feelings stir. He wanted her with him forever, and yet he could say nothing. He was, at the end of the day, a coward. He’d seen the disgust on her face when he’d revealed the truth about Baloch. And while he certainly felt the same way toward the weren, he also understood that her reaction wasn’t aimed only at that one vile group but at all Shadowers.

Tiberius had endured many things in his long years upon the earth, but the one thing he could never bear was to see the same look of disgust and fear on Caris’s face that he had seen on her father’s.

“Tiberius?”

They’d arrived, and he tugged her to a halt. “Keep your dagger ready.”

She nodded, her face set, her grip firm.

The lock was solid, but the wooden door broke easily with a single kick. Even with the presence of hematite, he hadn’t faded too far, his many years upon this earth coming to his aid. But they were still outdoors, the impact of the mineral weakened. Soon they would go down narrow passageways and would be surrounded by walls, floor, and roof mortared with the dreaded infusion. He would weaken more; that was certain. The only question was how much.

“Stay close,” he said as he began down the stairs, his senses acute. He had expected more guards, more trouble; the fact that penetrating Baloch’s lair was so simple reeked of a trap. But what kind of trap?

“There,” Caris whispered, pointing to a passage that led off to the left. It seemed to descend further into the bowels of the earth, and he nodded. If Antonio was being held here, his cell would likely be deep inside the fortress.

They turned—and as they did, Tiberius heard a sharp clang and a contemporaneous snap, snap, snap even as he felt the sharp sting of something fast and hard embedding itself in his thigh. He didn’t think, he only reacted. The snap was still echoing in the air when he grabbed Caris and tossed her in front of him, then leapt forward himself, just out of harm’s way.

“Caris!” She lay on the ground, a wooden stake gouged into her right shoulder, another in her left thigh.

“Go,” she said, her voice weak and her face pale as she sat up, her features contorted with pain. “Go and find Antonio.”

He ripped the stake from his own thigh. The pain was intense, making his leg tingle and his muscles cramp, and he realized that Baloch had coated the tip with hematite. A clever booby trap for encroaching vampires. “I will not leave you here,” he said, turning his attention to the stakes still embedded in her body.

“I can’t walk,” she said. “And you must hurry. Baloch will be back soon.”

“No,” Tiberius repeated. “If there are any weren in the dungeons, they’ll surely smell your blood. They’ll come. They’ll kill you.” He pushed away the memories that threatened, forced down the rising daemon. Now was not the time. He knelt in front of her and gripped her hands tightly. “They’ll do worse than kill you.”

“No, Tiberius. Dammit, no.” She shifted, then winced from the pain of her wounds. “Please, if you care anything for me, go get my brother.”

His heart twisted—he could not willingly sacrifice the boy any more than he could sacrifice her, but his choices were untenable. Leave her, and she would die. Carry her to safety, and the boy likely would. There was only one solution that made sense, and it was the solution he most dreaded. There was no alternative, though; he reached out and gently tilted her chin so that she had no choice but to meet his eyes. “I care everything for you. And I can heal you. Do you trust me?”

A flicker of astonishment crossed her face, but she didn’t flinch, didn’t blink. She simply nodded, slowly and firmly. “I trust you.”

“Very well.”

He shifted his position, then closed his eyes, thinking of blood until he felt his fangs grow and sharpen. He didn’t look at Caris—he didn’t want to see her reaction. Instead he bit his own wrist until the blood flowed freely. “I’m going to pull the stakes out,” he said. “It will hurt—and for that I’m sorry. But once I do, you must drink.” He lifted his wrist as if in explanation. “Drink,” he said, “and you will heal.”

Drink?

The word was still echoing in her head as Tiberius pulled the stakes from her body. She screamed, the pain almost unbearable. And then before she had time to think, Tiberius had one arm around her neck and his wrist in front of her lips, and he was begging her again to drink, and by the Blessed Virgin, she knew then what had been tickling at the back of her mind. His strength. His swiftness. And most of all her father’s fear.

He was a vampire.

Dear Lord, she’d fallen in love with a vampire.

Love. She turned the word over in her head, but there was no uncertainty. Her heart didn’t lie. She loved him. And when she lifted her head up and looked into his eyes, she was certain that he loved her, too.

“Drink,” he repeated. “My blood can heal you. It can strengthen you.”

“Will I—”

“—change? No. The effect is only temporary. Please, Caris. Loathe me if you will, but do not deny me now. Every moment we waste, the danger grows.”

“Loathe? No, I—”

“Please.” His voice held such anguish that she couldn’t argue. She closed her mouth over his wrist and drank deep, surprised by the intense, coppery taste, but even more surprised by the intimacy of the act. This was the man who’d kissed her and stroked her, who’d touched and filled her in ways that no man ever had. When she pressed her lips to his wound and drank, she could feel his strength coursing through her like the warm glow of good wine. Her shoulder and thigh itched and burned, and she realized with mild surprise that her skin was knitting, the wound vanishing in an instant.

“That’s it,” he whispered, his voice low and powerful. “Just a bit more. There, there now.”

She pulled away, afraid that if she kept going she would never stop. She wanted this too much, wanted him too much. And the power of her need terrified her.

“Antonio,” she whispered. It was the only word she could manage.

“Come.” He reached for her and as she took his hand and climbed to her feet, she saw the movement behind him.

“Tiberius!” she cried, flinging the dagger even as she called out the warning. He whipped around and did the same, his blade landing hard and true in the heart of one and killing it instantly, hers missing the heart only by inches, but still buried to the hilt.

Tiberius leapt up, then knocked the living weren back against the wall. It landed with a thud, then bounced back, rushing Tiberius, who ripped the blade from the creature’s chest and used it to slice the weren’s throat. Blood spurted, and the creature fell to the ground, his life pumping out of him.

“Thank you,” he said, turning to her. “Your placement of the blade was most convenient.”

Despite the horror of the attack and her wounds and the situation as a whole, she couldn’t help but smile. “I—” she began, looking wide-eyed at Tiberius. “Did you see that?” She’d thrown the blade with a power she’d never known before—and while she may have missed the target, she’d come close, and hit deep.

“You have uncommon skill,” he said, a smile in his voice.

“I think it is more fair to say that you have uncommon skill.”

“Which I am happy to share. Hurry, there will undoubtedly be others.”

After a few more twists and turns in the dim, dank corridors, she was beginning to think he was wrong about that. True, they’d encountered—and handily avoided—a few more traps, but for the most part their path was clear.

“Wait,” Tiberius said. “Hold still.”

She froze, watching intently as he turned in a circle, breathing deeply and peering into the musty shadows.

“There,” he said, pointing to a heavy, rust-covered door.

“Antonio?” Eager, she rushed toward it, only to be stopped by his arm, firm against her chest.

“Watch.”

He turned slowly, scouring the ancient tunnels. “Here,” he finally said as he tugged down a brass candleholder. He stepped on the metal, holding one end firmly in his hand as he straightened it, until finally he had a two-foot length of brass. “Stand back,” he said, then rammed the lock with the end of the makeshift pole. Immediately a flurry of stakes flew from hidden springs within the doorway and a spray of dust exploded from above. Tiberius turned away, his hand covering his nose and mouth. Caris did the same, uncertain why, but not willing to breathe anything that Tiberius wouldn’t.

When the dust settled, she clutched his hand. “You would have been killed if you’d approached the lock.”

“That was Baloch’s plan. And if I wasn’t killed, the additional hematite would have weakened me sufficiently that he could have easily subdued me.”

“Hematite?”

“The dust. It is a metal—a mineral—and a bane to vampires. And while I do not have to breathe to exist, it is a habit I enjoy. Had I caught a lungful of that stuff, I would be so weak now I could barely stand.”

She tensed, the thought of Tiberius reduced in such a way troubling her deeply. She touched his shoulder, wanting to comfort, but he was already moving toward the open door—and the cell beyond.

She followed, terrified of what she might find there. Her brother, alive or dead? Another prisoner? Or perhaps nothing at all.

She stepped carefully over the threshold, walking where Tiberius walked in case there were other traps, then gasped when she saw the muslin-covered heap in the corner. It didn’t move—for all she knew it wasn’t even a person, but then Tiberius nodded gently. “It is him,” he said, and she didn’t doubt. She ran toward him and pulled the cloth down, then cried out in joy and anguish when she saw the boy who lay beneath. A mere shell of himself, curled up and fetid, barely breathing, so thin he might be a skeleton. But he opened his eyes, and she saw the recognition flicker in them. His lips parted, and she shook her head, her tears falling onto his papery cheeks. “No, don’t speak,” she whispered, her heart overflowing with relief that he was alive, and fear that he wouldn’t survive the night. “There will be time enough to talk.”

The effort of opening his eyes seemed to have exhausted him, and he faded back into stillness. Panicked, she turned to Tiberius, who stood beside her now, a calm port for her terror. “He lives,” Tiberius said. “I’ll carry him.”

She caught his sleeve. “Heal him.”

He exhaled, and she watched the conflict play out on his face. Finally he shook his head, and she thought her muscles would go slack with disappointment.

“Why not?”

“This entire fortress is imbued with hematite, not only the dust we encountered. Just being here has greatly reduced my strength. I cannot transform into an animal,” he said, the implication of his words shocking her, but she didn’t question him. “I cannot transform into mist. I am, right now, not much stronger than a mortal man, and he is so far gone. With the hematite and the blood I gave to you, I don’t have the strength within me to pull him back from the brink, and you do not have the strength to carry two of us out.”

She had to concede the point—and hope that their path getting out of the palazzo was as clear as the one going in.

Naturally, it wasn’t.

The first thing they saw as they stepped out into the night was Baloch himself—heading straight toward them.
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[image: ] At least two dozen men flanked Baloch—and they were spreading out, filling the courtyard and destroying Tiberius’s planned line of retreat.

“Come,” he said, tugging her back down into the dungeon. He hated the thought of retreating but hated more the possibility of losing Caris. Or Antonio, for that matter.

With the boy flung over his shoulder, he raced through the tunnels, Caris’s hand tight in his. She was keeping up, but her strength would fade soon. They needed to get out, to get away from the palazzo. Away from the hematite and to a place where he could fight Baloch and not be at a disadvantage.

With luck, he knew just the place.

The trouble was, he needed more than luck. He needed blood.

If what he planned had even the slightest chance of working, he needed to feed; he needed strength. He could not feed on the boy without killing him, and he would not feed on Caris. If anything should happen to him, she would need all her strength to survive. He could not tap what he’d given her.

Which left him only one option, a despicable one. And even that relied on chance.

“Where are we going?” Caris asked.

“Up,” he said. He pointed to the right, to a small passageway he’d noticed as they came in. He’d caught the scent of it—yeast and meat and sour milk—and if he was right the passage led to a kitchen that was either part of the palazzo itself or separated only by a small atrium. The palazzo was his goal, specifically the tower. It might work—it might be suicide. But if he didn’t try, they would all three undoubtedly die this night.

“You’re taking us inside?” Fear and shock colored her voice as they burst into the kitchens. A thin weren woman stared at him but made no move to attack, and as much as he despised her, he could not bring himself to kill her. Not when she stood with a child at her hip and a spoon in her hand.

Instead he tugged harder at Caris’s hand and yanked her through the room and into the comparatively fresh air of the courtyard. Behind them, a warning bell clanged—the werewoman sounding the alarm. He would pay for his moment of charity.

“There,” he said, racing toward the wooden door on the far side of the atrium. Unless he missed his guess, it led up and up to the looming tower that was the hallmark of Baloch’s palazzo. It was a gamble he had to take—there was no time to try other doors, not with Baloch’s men surely circling the palazzo even now.

He burst through it, then froze when Caris screamed. A huge, hulking weren male stood in front of them. He’d called upon the change but hadn’t finished the transformation, and now he stood as a man, with the elongated features of a wolf.

“You will not pass,” he growled, then leapt upon Tiberius, knocking him and Antonio to the ground.

“No!” Caris cried, and hurled herself at his back, her knife sliding into his flesh so that the creature threw back his head and howled.

It was all the advantage Tiberius needed. He took his own knife and thrust it deep into the creature’s jugular. What he did next, though, he did only for Caris. Because he needed to see her away from this place alive. Because he needed the strength to save the brother she loved.

He pressed his mouth to the foul creature’s throat, and he drank, the weren male’s blood filling him, fueling him. The blood couldn’t completely overcome the effect of the hematite, but it would replenish what he’d lost healing Caris, and it would give him additional strength as well. For her, it was worth the horror of drinking from that which he despised.

The only question remaining: Would it be enough?

“Fiend!” Baloch’s voice echoed through the atrium. “You dare drink from one of my men?”

Tiberius rose, taking the weren’s body with him. Then he hurled it through the doorway. It hit Baloch’s approaching men, making them tumble backward. As they stumbled to regroup, Tiberius retrieved Antonio and turned back toward the stairs. “Go,” he shouted to Caris. “And do not stop until you reach the top.”

“He is mine!” Baloch cried behind him. “He dies at my hand, and mine alone.”

Those odds were fine with Tiberius, but not here, not now. He turned and raced up the stairs, taking Caris’s hand as he did and pulling her along with him.

It was treacherous going. The stones were slick with age and the steps were narrow and uneven. The moon might be close to full, but the tower had only the smallest of slits for windows, and only a few shafts of pale moonlight filtered through. They pushed forward, though, and eventually emerged onto the roof of the tower, a low stone wall the only thing separating them from a long fall to the hard ground.

“You cannot transform,” Baloch said, emerging behind them. “Even now, you stand upon hematite.”

Tiberius took a step to the side, so that Caris was behind him, then a step backward, so that they were at the edge of the tower.

“I don’t need to transform to kill you,” Tiberius said, and right then he was certain it was true. The weren’s blood was powerful, ripe as it was from the waxing fullness of the moon. He might not be able to transform, not with his feet planted on hematite-infused stones, but he was stronger than Baloch knew, and the element of surprise could be a powerful ally.

His fingers twitched with the desire to go for his knife, now back in the sheath at his hip. He wanted it, wanted so desperately to thrust the blade deep into this vile weren creature who thought nothing of torturing and starving and abusing an innocent boy.

He wanted—but he couldn’t. The risk was too great, because if he lost, Caris and Antonio were surely dead.

“Attack, then,” Baloch said. “You want to hurt me? To kill me? Try your best, vampire. Try now, because you are not leaving this tower unless I am dead upon it.”

“I wish that were so,” Tiberius said. “But I think that in this regard you are mistaken.”

And while Baloch’s face shifted comically into confusion, Tiberius tightened his grip on Antonio with his left hand, then clutched Caris around the waist with his right.

“What are we—” she began, but she didn’t finish the question. By then he had begun the leap off the tower, and her question had turned to a scream.

“No!” Baloch said, and as Tiberius sprang away, he felt a tug on his leg and realized that Baloch had leapt, too, catching him in midair as they cleared the tower.

As they hurtled toward the ground, Tiberius shook his leg, but it was no use, and as he was about to give up, Caris reached over, yanked out Tiberius’s dagger, and thrust it hard and fast through Baloch’s eye.

The werewolf howled and let go—and began to tumble alone to the hard ground below.

Tiberius didn’t see him fall. They were free of the hematite walls now, and as the ground rose up fast beneath them, he held tight to Caris and Antonio, then transformed into the sentient mist that would carry them away, safe at last.

He took them only a few miles, his strength still diminished by the hematite and now strained by the burden of transforming not only himself but two humans. Beside him, Caris sat wide-eyed, her hands exploring her body, her lips parted in wonder. “Tend to your brother,” Tiberius said. “It will have been roughest on him, I fear.”

Something like pain flashed through her eyes, and he thought that she would linger, but then she hurried to Antonio. Tiberius lay there, content to watch her care for her brother and struck by the dichotomy between the loving young woman and the budding warrior. When she came back, her manner was subdued as she sat down next to him. “He’s ill, but I believe he’ll live. You saved him.”

“I did not do it alone.”

Her smile was both timid and proud. “Did I kill him? Is he truly dead?”

“A silver dagger through the eye and into the brain? Yes, I think we can safely say that Baloch is now dead.”

“Good,” she said, and he agreed wholeheartedly with the sentiment. “It had worn off,” she said softly. “I didn’t feel stronger when I thrust the blade. Not stronger in that way, at least. I just wanted to destroy him, and that gave me the strength to thrust the blade in true.”

“You have plenty of strength of your own,” he said. “You never needed to borrow mine.”

He watched her face as he spoke and saw with a twinge of sadness that she did not meet his eyes. They hadn’t talked about what he had revealed to her in the tunnels—there had been no time. But now the truth was settling down around them, and there was no denying what he was any more than there was denying his fear that by revealing what he was to save her, he had lost her as well.

“Tiberius …”

He could hear the hesitation in her voice, and he closed his eyes against the words he knew were coming. Words of regret, if not fear. For whatever he hoped could exist between them, he had been of this world for too long not to know the way of things.

“I’m to be married soon.”

His heart twisted; this was more difficult than he could have imagined. “I know.”

“You have told me that you’re sworn to protect my family.”

“I am,” he said. “You, your husband. Your children.” He clenched his fist around a nearby stone, crushing it to dust. Just the thought that she could lie with another man …

“Please don’t think that I’m asking you to rescue me from that. What I say now has nothing to do with Giancarlo. But, Tiberius, please. I don’t love him.” He watched as she drew in a trembling breath, hope sprouting within him again. “I love you.”

It was as if the heavens opened up and sang. “What I am, it doesn’t scare you?”

“The only thing that scares me is being away from you.”

He couldn’t speak. Her words, her love, they filled him, and all he could do was pull her close.

She melted against him, and he sighed with pleasure. This was where she belonged, at his side, in his heart. “Will you turn me?” she whispered.

Her lips were pressed to his chest as she spoke so that the question reverberated through him, bringing equal parts pleasure and pain. He wanted to be strong and tell her no; he feared he would tell her yes.

Now he only kissed her hair and told her that he loved her.

She lifted herself up onto her elbows and peered into his eyes, the question so clear it didn’t need to be spoken.

“I fight the evil inside myself every day. There is pain. There is anguish and rage and blind fury. And, Caris, my love, there is an overwhelming urge for blood. To feed. To kill. I hate to think of you consumed by that.”

“You bear it,” she said.

“I have no choice.”

“I love you,” she said, pressing her lips to his. “So I have no choice, either.”
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Caris jerked awake, then realized with horror what had yanked her so rudely away from the pleasure of sleeping in Tiberius’s arms—the sound of her father.

“You get away from him, you filthy little trollop,” he roared, his face mottled with anger. “Did I raise a whore?”

Tiberius was on his feet now, and she clung to his side, her eyes darting from her father to Antonio, who had awakened and was struggling to sit up.

“I suggest you watch your tongue, sir,” Tiberius said.

Albertus snarled. “You vile creature. I knew I couldn’t trust you.”

“Father,” Antonio said, his voice little more than a croak. “Father, no.”

But Albertus’s attention was only on Tiberius. “Do you think I don’t know what passed between you and my daughter in the stable? Do you think I don’t know how you have despoiled her?”

“Father, please.” Caris stepped toward him, her hands out, imploring. She saw him pause, then turn and look at her. The harshness left his face then, replaced by the soft features of the father who’d cuddled her upon his knee as a child. “Father,” she whispered, then ran to him when he held out his hand, realizing too late that she was a fool to trust him.

He grabbed her wrist and tugged her to him, his knife at her throat.

Two guards flanked him, crossbows now raised, wooden stakes loaded and pointed at Tiberius. “We will walk out of here,” Albertus said. “And you will walk away from my family and my daughter. You are both fortunate Giancarlo will still have her. You will marry at dawn,” he said to Caris, “and I will be well rid of you.”

Her body went cold and rigid. She tried to speak, but there were no words. She told herself it didn’t matter—Tiberius wouldn’t let this happen to her. He wouldn’t let the marriage happen, wouldn’t let her father speak to her thus.

And when Tiberius spoke, it was as if every hope inside her had swelled, and she clung to his words like the last leaf of autumn clinging fast to a tree.

“You are taking her nowhere,” he said.

“Dead or married,” Albertus said. “Do you think that at this moment I care how my daughter leaves you? But she will leave you.”

“Kill her, and I will kill you.”

“You won’t,” Albertus said. “There is a bond between us.”

“No,” Tiberius said. “There isn’t.”

For a moment, Caris saw fear flicker on her father’s face, but it passed. “Kill me, then. But the girl will already be dead, and you possibly along with her,” he added, nodding at the marksmen beside him. “Let us leave, and she lives. And so do you.”

Caris held her breath as Tiberius turned to look at her. “I would rather be dead than away from you,” she said.

“And I cannot bear the thought of you lying cold in a grave.”

“Then it is settled,” her father said. “We go.”

He started to turn away, the matter resolved, then lifted his hand as if gesturing for his men to follow.

They moved in unison, firing their crossbows at Tiberius as a scream of abject horror echoed through the cave.

It was her own, of course, and as Tiberius fell, one of the stakes having flown straight and true to his heart, so did she, prostrate on the ground as the man she loved died, and the horror of her life to be bloomed red and fetid in front of her.
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[image: ] Caris sat at Antonio’s bedside, watching his sleeping face. A tear trickled down her cheek, and she bent over and kissed his forehead. “I shall miss you, little brother.”

She closed her eyes and breathed deep, her body numb, her mind fuzzy. She was sleepwalking now, so unlike the flurry she’d been in when they’d first returned, ignoring her pain and her tears as she rushed through the palazzo to the healer’s apartments. She’d tugged the old man out of bed and had stood in his chamber while he thrust his arms into a dressing gown, all the while urging him to hurry, hurry, her brother needed his tending.

Now she knew that Antonio would be all right. It would take time, but he would survive. The knowledge soothed her. At least it had not all been for nothing.

Her heart was about to burst in her chest, so full was it of more unshed tears. She’d been unable to cry in front of her father. She’d been forced to sit under his watchful eye and listen to his talk of Giancarlo as she watched in her mind, over and over again, the way the man she loved had fallen, the stake going straight into his heart.

She gasped, her breath a raspy shudder. “Tiberius,” she whispered, wishing that his name could conjure him. It couldn’t, of course. Her dreams of him had died with him.

She squeezed her eyes, and another tear fell, this one leaving a dull, wet stain on the wedding gown she wore. Less than an hour now, and her father would come for her. Less than an hour, and her life would be over.

She stood and went to the window. It faced north, toward the cave, and she thought of Tiberius. Longed for him, craved him, but couldn’t have him. She’d found the one man in all the world she truly wanted, and fate—and her father—had destroyed him.

It was horribly unfair.

There was a soft tap at the door, and then Agnes entered, carrying the goblet of wine Caris had requested. “This is good,” Agnes said. “It will calm your nerves.”

“I loved him,” Caris said, taking the wine and crossing to her dressing table. “I don’t wish to live without him.”

Agnes sat on the bed, her face buried in her hands. “I should never have told your father, but he knew—or he had an idea—and I cannot lose my position.”

“I know.” Caris’s back was to the nurse, and now she opened her jewel box, removing the small paper envelope she’d taken from the healer’s chamber. “I’m not angry with you. I am merely sad beyond belief.” She dropped the powder into the wine and stirred. “I have nothing left now. Nothing to look forward to except a loveless marriage to an old man who does not care for me.”

“You mustn’t think that way,” Agnes said, standing up. “Things will be better on the morrow.”

“Things can never be better. Not without him.” She stood up and took her nurse’s hand. Then she lifted the glass to her lips with no hesitation. “I am truly sorry, darling Agnes,” she said before drinking. “Give my love to Antonio.”

The poison worked fast, and she saw Agnes’s mouth open—heard her startled cry as Caris fell to the ground.

She smiled as the world began to fade around her. “Now,” she whispered. “Now I go to my love.”

In a cave outside Velletri, the vampire stirred.

His daemon, angered at the attack, roared awake, writhing and fighting, urging the man to sit up, to stretch, to come alive once more.

He did.

With a start, Tiberius opened his eyes, gasping and jerking upright. He looked down and saw the stake protruding from his chest. It had penetrated his heart, but unlike in a younger vampire, penetration alone was not enough to kill. To destroy one as old as Tiberius, the stake must both enter the heart and exit through it.

Albertus’s men missed their mark. He smiled, thin and dangerous at the thought, but the smile faded in the wake of a more pressing concern—Caris.

He was on his feet in an instant. By the gods, that idiot Albertus intended her to marry at dawn, and although he knew not what time it was, it was already well into the night when they’d arrived at the cave. Dawn couldn’t be more than an hour away.

He had no time to waste.

The thought was still in his head when he transformed, this time into a raven, and took to the skies toward Velletri. The faintest hint of orange glowed at the horizon when he swooped into the courtyard, intending to peck the eyes out of the groom if need be. But there were no wedding preparations. No revelers, no musicians.

Instead there were only a handful of servants, and they moved through the garden with shellshocked expressions.

Caris.

Dear God, what had happened to Caris?

Without concern for the consequences should Albertus find him there, he transformed back into himself and strode across the courtyard toward the main door. He didn’t know where her apartments were, but he tilted his head back, sniffing the air. Her scent was everywhere, filling the palazzo, making him crazy with longing—and with fear.

He followed her trail toward the stairs, then climbed quickly, desperate to find her. As he turned the corner into the northern wing, he heard a sharp, startled “Oh!” and found himself confronting a round-faced woman with tear-stained cheeks. “You,” she said, her voice filled with both awe and terror. “But my lady said that you were dead.”

He was at her side in an instant. “Caris?”

“Yes. She told me her father—she told me he killed you.”

“He did,” Tiberius said. “Take me to her.”

At that, the woman collapsed, falling to the ground in a fit of hysterical sobbing.

“Woman,” he cried, gripping her arm tight and lifting her. “What is it?” he demanded, though he was already dreading the answer. “What has happened?”

“She’s dead!” she cried, her words filled with a torment rivaling his own. “You were dead and she was to be married and she—she—” The woman could manage no more.

He stood there, frozen with shock, unable to believe it was true. He could still feel her. He could reach out in his mind and follow the connection of the blood they’d shared. So how could she be dead?

“Tell me,” he demanded, shaking the woman. “Tell me how she died.”

“P-p-poison.”

“Take me to her.” His voice was harsh, firm. He would not hope. He couldn’t afford to open his heart to hope—not yet.

They hurried to her chamber, and he found Caris laid out on the bed, her arms crossed over her chest, her face soft in repose. “Get out.” His voice was low, so low he feared the nurse would not hear him, but she backed away toward the door as he moved with terrible purpose toward Caris. “Let no one enter.”

The door clicked shut, and he fell to her bedside, thrust to his knees by the weight of his anguish. He would destroy Albertus—if she was truly dead, he would destroy the man with his bare hands.

“Caris,” he said, taking her hands as he pressed his ear to her chest. “Carissa, my love.” He caught the scent of her immediately, lavender and anise, along with the harsh smell of death. He listened, blocking out all other noise but the sound of her, hoping to hear the beating of her heart, but there was nothing. No blood moved in her veins. No air flowed through her lungs. Her heart sat silent and useless, and he wanted to rage about the room, to cry out with anguish. To kill the man who had done this to her.

And then …

A noise. So soft it could be mistaken, so fragile it could be broken. But it was there, a hint of vibrancy. A flicker of hope. And then, yes, a slow, weak beat of her heart.

She lived. Death stood in this room waiting for her, and Tiberius knew there was no fighting it. She was too far gone, the scent of death overpowering that of life.

But he could cheat death. By the gods he could cheat the smug bastard right out of his prize.

He didn’t hesitate, didn’t debate. He knew the torment he would wreak upon her, knew all the reasons that he should let her slip softly into death’s arms. But he also knew that he couldn’t live without her—and that she did not wish to live without him.

Without further hesitation, he bent over, sank his fangs deep into her neck, and drew the last bit of life out of the woman he loved.
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[image: ] A full moon hung over Velletri as the two vampires stood hand in hand on the hillside overlooking the De Soranzo palazzo.

Old age had long taken Albertus, and now the De Soranzo family was presided over by Antonio, a fair-haired boy who’d grown into a strong, handsome man.

Tonight his children played in the courtyard, the girl and the boy passing a ball between them.

Caris smiled, enjoying their laughter. “Come,” she said, tugging at Tiberius’s hand. They moved swiftly together, and when they entered the courtyard, the children looked up.

“Auntie!” said the boy, dropping the ball and running fast to her. She picked him up and kissed him, looking at the face that so resembled the face of her brother Mercutio, now lost in battle. “Wherever have you been? It has been years and years.”

“Egypt,” she said, and pressed a gift into his hand—a clay tablet covered with picture writing. He looked at it with awe, then turned to show his sister, who still hung back. “It’s okay, silly. She’s our auntie.”

“I’ve been away,” Caris said. “Five long years. You were only two when I left. You’ve grown up.”

“I have,” the seven-year-old nodded. “Daddy says I’m his big girl, and I look just like his sister.” She cocked her head. “I look like you.”

“Indeed you do,” Tiberius said. “You are a most beautiful young woman.”

“Children!” Antonio’s voice rang out, and then the man himself appeared. He hesitated only a moment, then ran to his sister’s arms, whole and strong and fully grown.

“Fatherhood shows on you,” she said, teasing as she stroked the gray in his hair.

“Not all of us can be immortal,” he said, laughing as he held his hand out to Tiberius, then shook it heartily. “I was beginning to fear for you. It has been so long. Will you stay awhile? Theodora will be most vexed if you do not stay and tell us of your adventures.”

She looked at Tiberius, who nodded, his warrior face now soft. “We will,” she said. “We have many stories to tell.” Even after twenty years, the world she now lived in felt fresh and new. “Battles and adventures,” she added. “You will be most entertained. Your big sister has become quite the warrior.”

“She always was,” Tiberius said, his hand pressed against her back.

“And where next?” Antonio asked. “For I know that you will not stay long in my house.”

“The Far East,” Caris said. “There are alliances that we wish to make. Men of our kind look to Tiberius to lead them, and a leader must have allies.”

“And after that?”

“The new world,” Tiberius said, “but that may not be for many years.”

“We’re not in a hurry,” Caris added, leaning against the man she loved and feeling his arms close tight around her.

And why should they hurry? They had all the time in the world.…
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[image: ] When Tiberius found her, Caris was standing at the window beside the blue room’s massive oak desk, looking out at the night. He paused, watching. She wore a black leather jacket and simple jeans, except that there was nothing simple about the way they hugged her curves. Curves that he had once known intimately and could still recall the feel of.

He slipped his hands into the pockets of his own slacks, warding off the memories—of her, of his past. He realized with a start that he was seeing the woman, not the weren, not the hybrid, and he knew that would change. That the bubble would burst and she would become in his eyes what she truly was—something less than Caris. A bastardization of the woman she’d once been.

He stood silently, knowing he should walk forward, say something, announce his presence to the room. But even though he hated to admit it even to himself, he didn’t want this moment to shatter. So instead he simply watched. Her pale hand, pressed against the glass. Her raven hair, gleaming in the moonlight.

She stood perfectly still except for her chest rising and falling. He wondered vaguely if she had to breathe now, then cursed the question, which only served to remind him that more separated them than the expanse of the room. So much more.

“If you have something to say, then say it.” She spoke to the window, not bothering to turn around. “Otherwise, I’m anxious to get back to Paris and tell Gunnolf how grateful you are for the intel.”

“Why did you kill Cyrus Reinholt?”

She stiffened, the movement almost imperceptible, but he knew her so very well. “What makes you think I did?”

“Your scent was at the scene,” he said. “Either you were simply there, or you pulled the trigger. If you’d simply been there, you would have denied it.”

She turned, her head tilted slightly to the side, her unwavering gaze dead on him. “You recognize my scent? After all this time?”

He held her gaze, accepting the challenge for what it was. “I do. Are you saying you wouldn’t recognize mine?”

A muscle twitched in her cheek, but she held steady, the moment ripe between them, and for that instant he could almost—almost—forget.

She looked away, and the moment shattered. “Why the hell were you there?”

He lifted a finger. “Uh-uh. Tit for tat. I want an explanation.”

“Fuck you. Oh, wait. I don’t do that anymore. And guess what, Tiberius—that means I also don’t owe you anything anymore. And that includes explanations.”

“The Alliance is taking over the murder investigation, Caris,” he said. “In light of Reinholt’s controversial political positions, I’ve arranged for a task force to be created and jurisdiction to be transferred from Division 12 to the Alliance.” He’d made the call right before he entered her room. He doubted Division 12 would tie her to the murder, but his doubt wasn’t good enough. He’d made a promise once to protect her. That meant he needed the murder investigation on his plate, not the PEC’s.

“You son of a bitch. How can you—”

“A task force that will not—I repeat not—find any connection to you. A task force that, frankly, will ultimately stall out.”

She stared at him, her face blank, her thoughts hidden behind a well-schooled facade. The corner of her eye crinkled, as if something unpleasant was buzzing nearby. “Why would you do that?” Her voice was low, measured. And it was dangerous.

“You know why.”

She shook her head. “No.”

“I made a promise, and I will see it through.”

“I release you from your promise.”

“Your father tried that once. I turned him down as well. The promise wasn’t made to you, and I will honor my word to Horatius.”

“I don’t want you looking over my shoulder. I don’t want you in my life. You gave up that right when you turned your back on me.”

He stiffened, his words measured. “To be in your life, yes. To protect it, never.”

He knew her well enough to recognize the fury in her eyes, and he tensed, anticipating a blow. He hoped she did strike him. The air between them was charged—they needed a damned explosion.

“No,” she said, and the tension evaporated with that single word. “I don’t owe you anything, and you sure as hell owe me nothing.”

“You know that’s not true.”

“This conversation is over.”

“How does Reinholt tie in to Lihter?”

She took a step toward him, putting her hips into it as well as her smile. She looked sexy as hell and just as dangerous. “You didn’t used to be so dense. And you can stop this interrogation now. Get used to the idea of not always getting what you want.”

She started to stalk past him, and he reached out and grabbed her arm. “Sorry. That’s not something I’ll ever get used to. Now tell me. Why is Reinholt dead?”

She jerked away and looked up at him, eyes blazing, that fierceness he’d once admired now directed at him. “I’m out of here. When you want to have a strategy meeting, have Mrs. Todd give me a buzz.”

“You stay.”

She bristled but held her ground. She was only inches away, and even after so many years, the scent of her was achingly familiar. Everything, that is, except the wolf.

The wolf.

Always, it was the goddamn wolf.

He took a step backward. And then he looked away.

As if sensing weakness, she moved closer. “Gee. Thanks so much for the invitation. Your hospitality is overwhelming. How can I possibly refuse?” She casually pulled her phone out of her jacket pocket and held it up. “I should probably call Gunnolf. Let him know you haven’t slit my throat.” She said the words blandly, and the lack of humor chilled him.

He looked hard at her, the casual mention of Gunnolf erasing any lingering wisps of the woman he’d once loved and leaving only the warrior standing before him. Good. He didn’t want the woman in his head. Not now. Not anymore. “It’s hard to be alpha again after getting knocked off that pedestal once,” he said. He kept his attention on her face, searching for some sign that he’d touched a nerve. Some hint that she’d come as part of a weren plan.

Caris, however, revealed nothing. Not about Lihter. Not about Reinholt. She stepped sideways, her posture like that of a predator circling its prey. “I think if you fell off your pedestal, you’d do everything you could to claw your way back to the top. Then again, you’d never put yourself in a position to get pushed off. Even if Serge had ripped off your leg—well, vampires are different from weren, aren’t they? You could still be the badass.”

She was behind him now, moving, assessing. He didn’t turn.

“As old as you are. As cold. It’s all about the politics, isn’t it? But then again, aren’t you the one who always told me how important politics were? That without a system to bring order, even the strongest civilization would fall?”

“You admired my commitment once. You even shared my ambition.”

“I’m a different woman now,” she countered. “I thought you knew.”

“This isn’t over,” he said.

“Actually, it is.” She took a step toward the door. “I’m leaving. Good luck stopping Lihter. I’ll be rooting for you.”

“Stay.”

She stopped. “With an invitation like that, how could I say no? Oh, I remember. Like this. No.”

“Stay,” he repeated, and this time she looked at him. Really looked at him. And then she groaned.

“Dammit, Tiberius, is that what this is about? You don’t trust me so you’re fact-checking my story? What is this, The New York Times?”

“Luke’s making a few inquiries. Did you really expect that I’d sidestep my own protocol? Did you think that because the tip came from you I’d consider it dusted in a sparkling layer of truth?”

“No. But I thought you’d be smart. You could all be dead by the time you have confirmation. This isn’t a political cakewalk. There’s no time to bat it about in committee.” She ran her fingers through her hair. “You know what? I’ve done my part. I’ll leave my cell number with Mrs. Todd.”

“I don’t think so. I’ve got things to do. Plans to formulate. All that organizing that you know I’m so very good at. And just in case you’re telling the truth, I want you here so that I can talk to you. I’m sure your intimate understanding of the inner workings of the weren community will be invaluable.”

He could see the effort she put into not smirking, and he had to hold back a smile of his own. This might be a horrific facsimile, but he’d missed their casual banter.

“And if I’m lying?”

This time he let the smile show. “In that case, I’ll definitely want to talk with you, won’t I?”

As soon as the door closed behind him, Caris realized that she could breathe again. Before, her body had seemed frozen. Tight. Like she was in someone else’s skin, unable to move the way she wanted to.

Now that tightness had vanished, but instead of the Caris she knew, the woman left standing in the room was broken somehow.

She knew she shouldn’t have come back. Damn Gunnolf, and damn herself for listening to him. For doing the goddamned fucking right thing.

She thought of Tiberius and wanted to hate him—she did hate him. But she thought after coming here she’d hate him even more.

She didn’t. She’d seen regret in his eyes. Just a hint, just a flicker, but it had ripped through her like a shard of glass. And that single look had said more to her than all the words they’d bandied about.

The Tiberius she’d once known would never have shown weakness to an enemy. Yet even after everything that had passed between them, he’d shown it to her.

She closed her eyes, willing her thoughts to calm. She was here, she was working with him. There was no changing that.

He was no longer her lover. There was no changing that either.

But she’d been wrong about one thing. All these years she’d assumed he was no longer protecting her. That the promise he’d made to her ancestor Horatius all those centuries ago meant nothing to him anymore. She’d believed that because she’d had to. Because that was the worst thing she could believe, that the one thing Tiberius had clung to throughout all the years was a simple promise to protect a family. Her family.

He’d kicked her out of his house, and that had been a betrayal. She’d assumed it had been the end. That he’d washed his hands of her and all the De Soranzos.

But that wasn’t true at all.

She reached out to steady herself, not liking the way reality was shifting beneath her feet. She’d shaped and polished her hate over the years, but now she was finding it cracked, its layers beginning to peel away.

That wasn’t a reality she wanted to examine. Because hating Tiberius was easy. If that hate chipped away, she wasn’t sure she could stand the pain.

She curled her fingers around her phone, craving Gunnolf’s voice. Hard to believe she’d come to rely so much on his friendship. When he’d first pulled her into his life, she’d been broken, defeated, riddled with guilt. She’d been wary, afraid he wanted to destroy her for what she was. For what she could do. For what she had done, although that was a secret she held close, not even sharing it with Gunnolf, not even after all this time.

She’d been edgy and wary and pretty much an all-out bitch. But he’d hung fast, swearing that he understood, that he didn’t fear her. That she was, in fact, an asset.

And that he would take her secret to the grave.

They’d danced around each other for years, their relationship at first purely political. She’d been able to offer him a unique perspective on the vampire world. He’d been able to help her understand what she was now and how to control it. Best of all, the control he’d taught her had reduced her fears. Anger could pull out the wolf—and when the wolf was out, she was toxic.

He’d helped her, taking her off into secluded caves and teaching her control even while risking his own life. She was a walking plague upon the earth, and he’d willingly danced with the devil to help her.

Most of all, he’d helped heal her heartache.

She wanted to call him now. She wanted his low voice to remind her that Tiberius had kicked her to the curb. That any softness she saw in him now wasn’t meant for her.

She wanted Gunnolf to remind her that the Tiberius she’d once loved had died in her heart the day he’d cut her loose.

She wanted him to say all those things, yet she didn’t dial the phone. Because secretly she was afraid he’d only be silent. That he’d make her come to her own decisions. And that she wouldn’t like what she saw when she peered deep into what was really going on in her heart and her head.

“Screw it,” she whispered, then tossed her phone onto the desk. She neither had nor wanted a degree in psychology. She wasn’t the type to analyze or ponder or pick apart motives. She was the type who did, and that—that—was what had her all screwed up in her head. Because right now, she wasn’t doing. Right now she was waiting. And it pissed her off that there was nothing she could do to change the status quo.

And to make it worse, she was waiting in the blue room. Was it intentional, she wondered? Had Tiberius asked Mrs. Todd to put her here, in her old office? Of course he had—he never did anything without a purpose. This was his way of reminding her that she wasn’t welcome.

She moved around the room, memories burned deep rising to the surface. The hours they’d spent planning together. The mornings when he’d join her, agitated about some political miasma, and she’d pull him down onto her couch, abandoning the comfort of their bedroom for the quick necessity of right then, right there.

She remembered it all, and it had been right here.

But that was almost twenty years ago, and her things were gone, the furnishings changed. Even the walls were a different color, and the bright Mondrian canvases to which she’d been so partial had been replaced by more somber Wyeths, giving the room an almost sleepy atmosphere where once it had been so vibrant it practically hummed.

She wondered how quickly he’d changed things after he’d kicked her out, because that had certainly happened with head-spinning speed. For four months she’d been okay. She’d sneak off when the full moon taunted, sliding out of the mansion and heading to a warehouse she’d rented, well stocked with chains and locks. She’d ride the change out, her body ripped apart, the need for the kill eating her up inside as hours seemed to stretch into centuries.

And then it would be over, and she’d sneak back and park herself behind her desk in this very room and pretend that everything was business as usual.

Four months.

For four entire months that had been the way she’d operated, trying to work up the courage to tell Tiberius the truth, at the same time knowing she never could.

And then she’d gotten sloppy. Or maybe she’d just underestimated him.

A shrink would probably say she wanted to get caught, but that wasn’t true.

Not that it mattered; the end result was the same—he’d become suspicious. He’d followed. And he’d seen firsthand what she became.

Not that she’d realized it at the time. Back then, she didn’t know how to remain herself during the change. But she’d chained herself up good and strong, and he’d been smart enough not to come close.

He’d heard the stories about hybrids, after all.

She’d headed back home in blissful ignorance, certain she’d gotten away with it one more month.

How wrong she’d been.

She’d understood why he was angry. He’d told her about his past, and she understood why he hated werens to a degree that surpassed even the usual animosity between vamps and werens in the Shadow world.

She’d known that; she’d understood it. She’d known there would be a huge blowup.

She’d known that it would be hard and horrible.

Yet in the back of her heart she hadn’t expected him to kick her out. How could he, after everything they’d been through together? He was her life, and he had been for centuries.

But he had, and her last lingering bit of naïveté had died in that moment.

She pressed her fingers to her temples and silently cursed. She seriously needed to get out of this room. She didn’t want to think, she wanted to hit. To pound out her frustrations. She punched the air once, twice, and decided it was time to burn off some of the shit that was stirring inside her. She headed toward the door. Hopefully Tiberius’s stint at redecorating hadn’t run to eliminating or moving the gym.

More important, she thought as she eased up next to the door, she hoped he hadn’t put a guard outside her room.

She paused, her fingertips grazing the wood as she listened for movement outside. She heard it, and bit back a curse. He really had assigned a guard. Wasn’t that just the most fucked-up—

The scent.

Slowly, quietly, she stepped closer, her chin tilted up, her nostrils flaring as she breathed in.

She knew it—knew him.

Tiberius was there, beyond the door.

Carefully she moved closer, her blood pounding in her veins, some emotion she didn’t want to name sweeping over her. Desire? Surely not. Anger? Maybe.

Curiosity?

Slowly she pressed her hand to the wood. That was when she heard it. More accurately, she felt it. The slightest intake of breath as if in reflex. And then a hint of warmth permeating the wood. Nothing a human would notice. But she wasn’t a human.

And neither was Tiberius.

Quickly she yanked her hand away, hating that she’d revealed even the slightest weakness to him, not caring in the slightest that her weakness had been his as well.

He’d find a way to turn it around on her. He always did, after all.

Frustrated, she headed back toward the desk. No way she was leaving the room now, not with him right outside the door.

She was just about to give in to temptation and call Gunnolf when her phone rang. She snatched it up, saw that it was Orion, and answered.

“I just heard,” he said. “Where are you?”

“Heard?”

“About—” He hesitated, and that was all she needed to know. He’d heard about Reinholt’s murder.

“Don’t say it.”

“Am I an idiot?” he retorted.

She had to smile. Richard Erasmus Orion III was her nephew, cousin, something like that. Whatever he was, it was a billion times removed. Point was, he was family. The only family she had left, for that matter.

More important, he knew what she was. And he alone knew what she’d done.

“I can’t talk right now,” she said.

“Where are you? And are you all right?”

“I’m with Tiberius.”

The silence hung long and heavy. Finally Orion cleared his throat. “So I ask again: Are you all right?”

She wanted to come up with a profound response. Something that illustrated just how not all right she was. But the words wouldn’t come. “Sure,” she said simply, and knew that she hadn’t fooled him when he swore softly under his breath.

“Like hell. What can I do?”

“Same as always—nothing you can do.”

“Caris—”

“No. I’m sorry, but you know it’s true. I appreciate the thought, I’m glad you’ve got my back, and all the rest of that warm, fuzzy bullshit. But ultimately it’s just me out here with my ass swinging in the air.”

“Least it’s a hot ass,” he said with a growl.

She couldn’t help her laugh. “I’m your cousin, you perv.”

“Aunt, I think, and I’m pretty sure we’ve passed the levels of consanguinity that make that sort of thing illegal.”

“Dammit, Orion, I’m trying to hang on to this pisser of a mood.”

“Go work it off,” he said. “Beat up some unsuspecting flunky or something.”

“You really do know me too well.”

She realized as she tossed the phone onto the bed that she meant it, and that the smile on her lips was genuine. Orion and Gunnolf—a human and a werewolf. The last time she stood in this room she never would have believed that the two people she depended on most in the world were so very unlike herself.

At least things were never dull.

And, yeah, she needed a workout.

She headed back to the door, expecting that Tiberius would be gone by now, surprised to find that he was still there. That scent. That heat.

Had he heard her conversation, heard her laughing?

She hoped so. She pressed her hand against the wood and hoped to hell he believed she was happy. Because she damn sure didn’t intend to let him see her pain.

But it wasn’t only her pain that filled the room like a sour stench. She sensed his as well, her senses no longer merely vampyric but something more. She could feel it—raw emotion. Pain and anger, but also longing. And, yes, that hint of regret. For a moment her throat tightened, and she realized she was watching the door handle, waiting for it to turn, cursing herself because she wanted it to.

And then cursing him when it didn’t.

Outside, Tiberius closed his eyes and drew back his hand. His fingers had almost closed around the brass knob. He’d almost gone in. He’d let the pull of what they’d once had overshadow the reality that lay between them.

He couldn’t do that.

He couldn’t do it back then. He couldn’t do it now.

And so he turned and walked away.
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