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Chapter One
 
“Do you have to go?”
The man once known as Declan O’Reilly looked at the woman cuddled up against his chest.
As far as the mortal world was concerned, Declan O’ Reilly and his wife Tori were dead. Officially dead for eight years. They’d changed their names on a regular basis—if he remembered right, they were on their third new personas.
Her long, dark curls were tangled and a light sheen of sweat gleamed on her flesh. She tipped her head back up at him and said, “I miss you already. Don’t leave.”
Declan pressed his lips to Tori’s brow and murmured, “Have to, baby.”
“Then wait for me. Eli and Sarel will be here soon—tonight. Can’t you wait until midnight? Dawn at the latest?”
He was tempted. When Tori got that look in her eyes it was damn near impossible to deny her. He did though. As hard as it was to deny her, ignoring the burn in his gut was even harder. Declan nuzzled her curls and whispered, “You know I can’t.” He shook his head. “This can’t wait any longer. You have to stay here with these kids. They trust you. They feel safe with you.”
Tori was silent. He pressed his lips against her temple, lingering there and savoring the warm, soft scent of her skin. “This shouldn’t take too long, baby.”
Then he sat up. Before he climbed out of the bed, he tucked the blankets tightly around her.
Grumbling, she closed her eyes and said, “It’s already too long.” Tori didn’t say anything else. Rolling onto her side, she pushed up on her elbow and watched as he walked around, picking up the clothes they’d practically ripped off last night. The bite on his neck had already healed—shapeshifters healed with miraculous speed. The faint light filtering in through the blinds fell across his body, highlighting his lean, muscled form.
Her heartbeat kicked up a notch. She licked her lips and wondered if she could coax him back under the sheets for a minute. Longer. She had a bad feeling in her gut. Tori didn’t want him to leave. But before she could even push her blankets down, Declan gave her a narrow look. “Don’t even think about it.”
Tori arched her brows and asked innocently, “What?” She could feel her fangs sliding down. Normally she could control it a little better but Declan tended to shatter her control. He always had—they’d been married for ten years. They had known each other for fifteen years.
And he still had this effect on her. Hunger, love and need swam through her. Rational thought became a thing of the past. Sliding out of bed, she moved toward him but before she could press her naked body against her husband’s, Declan reached out and wrapped his hands around her upper arms. He eased her back and said, “Tori, come on, baby. I have to go.”
The urgency in his voice broke through the haze of lust that fogged her brain and Tori let him usher her back to the bed. “You’re no fun.” A wicked grin curved her lips and she looked at him over her shoulder before crawling back under the covers. “I’ll think about you when I take a shower later.”
“Mean little brat,” he muttered. She rolled onto her side and smiled up at him. Crouching down by the bed, Declan covered her mouth with his and kissed her smile away, his mouth rough and demanding. By the time he pulled away, they were both breathing heavily. “You do that.”
He slid a palm down her side and gave her a light slap on her ass. “I have to go.”
Tori watched as he finished getting dressed. Her smile faded and the lust heating her veins turned to ice. Something was wrong. She didn’t know what it was but something was wrong. “Declan—”
He shook his head. His voice was brusque as he muttered, “Later.” There was a far-off look in his eyes, like he wasn’t even there with her. Tori understood that—he’d been edgy for a few days and she knew he’d be leaving soon. She’d hoped Eli would arrive before Declan left. She wanted to go with him.
But there were three young kids sleeping in a room down the hall and Tori couldn’t leave them alone. She’d taken them out of their parents’ home. The oldest had a talent for magick. The father had tried to beat it out of her. The girl would carry the scars from those beatings for the rest of her life.
She couldn’t leave until Eli got there and that wouldn’t be until nightfall. “As soon as Eli gets here, I’ll be joining you.”
Declan gave her a distracted grunt as he shoved his feet into a pair of running shoes and laced them up. He came to the bed and bent over but all he did was kiss her forehead. Tori folded her arms over her chest and watched as he left the room.
In his mind, he was already on the run, chasing down whatever evil had been darkening his mind.
“Be safe,” Tori whispered. She stared out the window at the leaden gray sky. The wind started to whistle and she watched as brilliant yellow leaves went flying across the yard.
* * * * *
“Who could do this?” Eli muttered. The vampire had the face of a fallen angel—high cheekbones, a mouth that was almost too pretty for a man and eyes the color of old gold. His blond hair was tied back in a stubby ponytail.
He was pissed. His eyes glowed with fury and Tori could see a muscle jerking in his jaw as he stared at the kids who were gathered around his wife. The youngest one sat in Sarel’s lap, playing with the witch’s braid. The middle child was lying on his belly, drawing a picture. “This is my mommy. She died. She got sick. There was a bump in her chest and it got bigger and bigger…”
“She had cancer.” It was the first thing the oldest child had said since Eli and Sarel had arrived. Her voice was soft and timid and she wouldn’t look at anybody. The fear inside that child broke Tori’s heart. Her straw-yellow hair hung in her face as she said, “She just kept getting sicker and sicker. I tried to make her feel better. I tried to help. But I didn’t help enough. It’s my fault she died.”
“No.” Sarel’s voice was firm but gentle. She reached out and touched the girl’s arm—one quick, light touch and then she pulled away. Tori still thought the woman was a bitch and a half but she had a way with kids that Tori envied. Kids adored her. “It wasn’t your fault, Beth. Sometimes people just get sick. And it’s nobody’s fault.”
Beth shook her head. “It was my fault. God took her because I’m bad. I’m evil.” She looked down at her hands and Tori could see they were shaking.
“You are not evil.” Sarel’s eyes were flashing, burning with anger but no sign of her fury showed in her voice. “You’re a kid. God doesn’t punish little kids. He loves them.”
Sarel continued to talk to them and by the time Tori left the room twenty minutes later, even the oldest one had a small smile on her face. Eli followed her out of the room and Tori gave him a grin. “It’s still hard to believe how good she is with kids.”
Eli’s lips curved upward in a smile and he arched a brow at her. “You know why the two of you don’t get along, Torrence?”
“Because you fell in love with a mean bitch?” Tori offered helpfully.
He just laughed. “Sarel can be mean when she wants. Just like you. That is the problem, pet. The two of you are entirely too much alike. Stubborn, hot headed, willful and arrogant.”
Tori curled her lip in a sneer. “Bite me.”
“I already have.” Eli laughed. “And as delightful as it was, any more biting on my part and Sarel will rip my balls off.” He passed a hand down her hair and then rested it on her shoulder. “Go on. I know you want to catch up with Declan. We’ll take care of the children. They are in good hands.”
She smiled faintly. “I know they are.” She turned around and moved to hug Eli but as she moved toward him, she stumbled. Bent over. A deep, racking cough choked her.
Couldn’t breathe.
Smoke. Choking her.
Fire. Searing her flesh.
“Declan…”
Distantly, she heard her name being called. Felt big, strong hands on her arms, shaking her. Another voice. A hand touched her face. She forced her eyes open, found herself staring at Sarel. “Declan…”
* * * * *
Thick, black plumes of smoke choked the air. The stink of it filled her nose and stung her eyes. The farmhouse sat back off the road. It was nearly twenty minutes away from town. It was surrounded by firefighters but there was no way they’d be able to save the house.
Tori moaned.
Eli watched her as she wrapped her arms around her waist and rocked herself. He could smell Declan. His old friend had been here recently. Very recently. “Dear God, this can’t be happening,” he muttered.
There were people inside the house. Dead now. Nothing could have survived that blaze. The heat of it reached them even back here and Eli had to fight the urge to retreat even farther into the night.
“It isn’t happening,” Tori whispered. Her voice was rough and harsh. He watched as she dashed tears away and shook her head. “He’s not in there. He isn’t.”
“Tori, love—” he reached for her but she evaded him, smacking at his hand.
“Don’t!” She backed away from him, still shaking her head. “Don’t. He’s alive, damn it. He can’t be dead.”
Eli saw the look in her eyes and he lunged for her. She almost got away. He had to fight to hold onto her and he finally ended up pinning her on the ground, using his body to trap her. “You are not going in there.”
“Let me go.” She turned her head and snapped at his arm. Her fangs were fully extended and Eli felt her incisors slice against his skin but he didn’t let go.
“If you go in there, Tori, you are dead. Declan wouldn’t want that.”
“No. Nonononono…” she moaned and tears flooded her big blue eyes. Eli’s heart shattered as she started to sob. He eased his weight off her and then stood. He picked her up and cradled her against his chest as he headed off through the woods. They had to get away. The place was crawling with firefighters and cops.
As he moved away, he paused to look back at the house once more. Only the skeletal remains of walls still stood. The roof had collapsed. Smoke flooded the sky.
Eli blinked against the stinging tears. Silently, he said, Goodbye, old friend.
Then he left. Declan had been his best friend—taking care of Declan’s wife was the last thing Eli would be able to do for Declan.
* * * * *
The night seemed to glow.
Tori stood with her hands hanging loose at her sides, watching as snow fell from the sky in fat, fluffy flakes. A good three inches lay on the ground and on the charred remains of the house in front of her. The pure white snow looked almost obscene against the ugly, blackened walls.
“You shouldn’t be here.”
Tori didn’t look at Sarel. “Where else should I be?” she asked, her voice hollow. She felt empty inside. Declan was gone. “It’s Christmas Eve. Time to be with your family. My family is here.”
Or whatever remained of it. Declan’s ashes were somewhere lost in the burnt ruin in front of her. There hadn’t been a funeral, no coffin to bury—she hadn’t been able to say goodbye. The memorial service had been an endless agony, all of Declan’s friends coming up and saying trite, empty phrases that meant nothing to her.
“Declan isn’t here anymore, Tori. Come home with me. You have a family. We are your family.”
Tori ignored her. “You know, I never thought about it until this happened. But it really sucks not being able to have a funeral. I never really saw the sense in them, you know. It’s not like a dead person really cares about all of that. But the funeral isn’t for them. It’s for us.” She kicked at the snow and whispered, “I would have liked a chance to say goodbye.”
“Tori, you can’t keep doing this.” Sarel reached out and caught one of Tori’s hands, linking their fingers. “Come home with me. Come back to West Virginia. Just for a while. Just for Christmas.”
Tori just shook her head.
“He wouldn’t want this.”
“Wouldn’t want what?” Finally, Tori turned her head and looked at Sarel.
“Declan loved you. You meant everything to him. And I know he meant everything to you.”
“Means,” Tori corrected her. “He means everything to me. He’s all I’ve ever had. He’s all that has ever mattered to me. His dying didn’t change that.”
Sympathy darkened Sarel’s eyes. “I know. But he wouldn’t want this. Declan loved you but he also loved life. He wouldn’t want you to stop living because of this.”
“I stopped living the moment he died.”



Chapter Two
Three Months Later
 
Come to me…
Sleep didn’t come easy to Tori, not anymore. She rolled onto her belly and buried her face in the pillow, mumbling under her breath as the voice continued. Come to me…
She groaned. There was a sound, almost like a sigh, and then silence fell. Tori fell into dreams and she went willingly. In her dreams, Declan waited for her…
~~~~~
“I love you.” She felt his arms come around her and he nuzzled her neck as he whispered into her ear. She turned her head and pressed her lips against his arm.
“I love you too. I miss you.”
“Miss me?” Declan laughed, his wicked green eyes gleaming. She turned around in his arms and stared up at him. “I’m right here.” He reached up and pushed her hair back from her face. “You’re so damn beautiful. Kiss me. Kiss me, Tori.”
Tori pushed up on her toes and pressed her lips to his. Her fangs ached—she wanted to sink them into his neck and feed—feel his life, feel the way it flooded her. But she didn’t. The time they had together was so short, too short for her to spend it feeding.
Desperate, she pressed against him, her hands tugging at his clothes. “Make love to me…I need you.”
He caught her hands in his. “Slow down. It seems like ages since I touched you.” Days. Weeks.
It had been months. Three long, empty months. The only happiness she’d had in those months had been in these dreams. Declan didn’t seem to realize what had happened and she wasn’t going to darken their time together by explaining. Instead of tearing at his clothes and going at him in a frenzy, she forced a smile up at him. “It has been ages. Any time you’re not touching me lasts a century. Take me out of my misery already.”
His smile faded as he lowered his lips and kissed her—a slow, gentle caress that made her want to weep. It also made her ache. Fires of need burned through her veins, turning her muscles to putty. He stripped her shirt away and skimmed his hands up her sides. His fingers felt rough as he pinched first one nipple and then the other.
It felt like heaven. She whimpered and leaned into his touch. She reached out and touched him, smoothing her hands down his chest, inside his waistband. She slid them around to the front and freed the button. Dragging the zipper down, she looked up at him and held his gaze as she wrapped her fingers around his cock. Declan responded to her touch by sliding his hand under the hem of the T-shirt she’d worn to bed and cupping his hand over the mound of her sex.
Their gazes held as they touched each other. Tori stroked his cock with a slow, steady, milking rhythm. He pumped his fingers in and out of her sheath and circled his thumb around her clit. Heat pulsed inside her. Each touch made the heat expand. Growing larger and hotter—too much pleasure, too much heat. It was like her body couldn’t contain it all.
Her head fell back and her knees buckled. Hardly able to support her weight, she pulled her hand back and wrapped her arms around his shoulders, hanging on for dear life. Declan muttered against her neck. “You’re hot. You’re so hot and tight and wet…the scent of you. I need more.”
He pulled away and Tori cried out, reaching for him. He sank to his knees in front of her and pressed his mouth against her sex. His tongue circled over her clit and then he pushed it inside her. Tori screamed and came in one hard, breath-stealing moment. She fisted her hands in his hair and rocked her hips back and forth against him. Declan groaned and it vibrated against her. A second climax ripped through her, sapping her strength. She sagged against him.
Declan’s hands eased her down to the floor and he sprawled between her thighs, pressing his mouth back against her. “More, more,” he said, his voice gruff and raspy.
“Declan, come to me,” she demanded, tugging on his hair and trying to pull him up to her.
“I’m not done.” To prove it, he pushed his tongue inside her again, pausing first to circle it around her entrance. Then he started to thrust it in and out of her with slow, almost lazy little strokes. Tori was burning. Hotter and hotter. Each stroke, each caress added to the blaze and she knew it would consume her. Take her down in flames. She prayed for it. Death by pleasure would be sweet—a pleasant way to go and she could be with him again.
He bit her clit. This climax robbed her of her breath and her sight. Blood pulsed and roared in her ears. When she could see again, she opened her eyes and stared upward into Declan’s. He crouched above her, like he had just been waiting for her to look at him. Their gazes locked and held as he wedged his thighs between hers and pressed against her.
He pushed inside. She held her breath. Her lashes fluttered down as he eased his length inside her, stretching her. “You feel so tight—why does it feel like it’s been so long?” he muttered.
Tori pressed a finger to his lips. “Hush…just love me. Please, just love me…forever,” she pleaded. She pulled him down and kissed him.
He started to pump against her. Each time he pulled out, Tori arched up, following him, trying to keep him inside her as long as she could. When he was inside her, when he was pressed against her, she felt whole. Complete. “Don’t ever stop,” she sighed against his lips.
“I won’t.” He moved quicker, higher up on her body, caressing her clit with each movement.
She was crying. Tori felt the tears stinging her eyes, seeping out to roll down her face and into her hair. Sobs tightened her chest. Desperation swamped her. She clutched Declan tighter against her, wrapping her legs around his waist, hooking her heels together just above his ass. “Don’t ever leave me. Please don’t…”
The orgasm exploded through her and she screamed. Above her, Declan stiffened, pressing his palms flat to the floor and arching upward, driving his length completely and still he pressed hard against her. Harder and harder, like he was trying to join their bodies completely, forever.
“Don’t ever leave me…”
“Don’t leave me,” Tori whispered…
~~~~~
She kept her eyes closed. The dream was over. She was alone in her bed again. He was gone. She lay on her side and the pillow under her face felt damp. Wet with tears. She usually woke up crying.
On the days when she didn’t wake up crying, she woke up pissed.
Pissed was usually better than crying. Didn’t hurt as much.
She couldn’t find the anger inside herself today but the day was young. She could find something to get angry about if she looked hard enough.
Kicking her way free from the covers, she climbed out of the bed and headed for the shower. She didn’t have any soap with her. No lotion. None of her shampoo. All that stuff she’d left behind at the house.
Their house.
The house she’d shared with Declan. She hadn’t been back there for months. She had tried. Right after Declan had died, she had tried going home and spending the night in their bed. She’d hoped the scent of his skin on the sheets would be a comfort.
It had made it worse.
The dreams there were worse. She even had them while she was awake. She turned the corner in the hallway and thought she saw him standing there. She took a bath and heard him calling her name. It had been too much. When she’d left, she had sent a message to Eli, asking him to find somebody to take care of the house.
Maybe one day she could go back.
Come to me…
The echo whispered through the room and Tori clapped her hands over her ears, trying to block it out. “I’m going crazy,” she muttered.
Go…work. If she left the hotel and went Hunting, she’d find something to occupy her head. If she kept busy enough, the voice faded away.
She climbed into the shower and turned on the water. The spray was barely lukewarm but she didn’t want to wait for it to warm enough. Hurry, hurry, hurry…if she moved quickly enough, kept her brain busy enough, she could escape the memories while she was awake.
If she moved long enough, stayed awake long enough, then when she finally tried to get some rest, she’d be so damn tired, she would sleep and then she could dream of him. Really dream. The sleeping dreams where she could pretend they were together. At least for a while.
But to get to that point, she had to work.
* * * * *
Nine Months Later
 
“She’s getting out of control.”
Eli and Sarel stood by silently as Malachi stared down at the lifeless, battered body. The dead man lay on the metal table, a blue sheet pulled up and covering most of his body. His face and upper torso were visible—and they couldn’t see an inch that wasn’t bruised or bloodied.
“I cannot believe Tori did this,” Malachi muttered. He reached up and rubbed a hand over his eyes. He looked like he felt a little sick.
Eli understood. He’d felt the same way when he first saw the man Tori had beaten to death. “He was a drug dealer—does that help much?” Eli asked quietly. He slid a look toward the door. There was a cop out in the hall, watching to make sure they weren’t disturbed. The cop, Bryce Green, was the son of a shapeshifter. He fed information to the Hunters on cases that looked like something more than human might be involved. He was one of many. “He was found last night.”
“A drug dealer?” Malachi asked. The dark look on his face lightened just a little. “Then maybe this is just a case of overkill.”
Sarel shook her head. She pushed her hands through her hair, gathering the dark red locks into a loose tail at the nape of her neck. “And what if it’s not overkill? What if it was murder? Yes, he was a drug dealer. But what if he was trying to turn his life around? He was arrested a few months ago, pled guilty and served his time. He was out on early probation and he got into a fight with his girlfriend. From what the police have been able to tell, it got a little physical. The girlfriend says he pushed her. She fell down and he took off. After that, only Tori knows what happened. A drug dealer, Malachi. A nineteen-year-old drug dealer. A kid, Malachi.”
Malachi turned away. Wide shoulders slumped. “Bloody hell.”
Eli muttered, “That was my reaction.” He sighed. He had a headache the size of the Pacific Ocean. Tension knotted every muscle in his body. The past year, it seemed like everything had gone straight to hell. “Malachi, old friend, I do not know what to do.”
The ancient vampire looked at Eli and the look in Mal’s dark blue eyes didn’t do a damn thing to ease Eli. If anything, he felt worse. “I hope you did not expect me to offer advice, Eli. I cannot give it. This…” he shook his head. “I do not know how to handle this. I do not know what to tell you.”
Sarel snorted. Eli and Malachi turned to look at her and she was watching them with a sad, bitter smile. “There’s only one thing we can do. She’s getting worse. She’s getting more violent. Sooner or later, she’s going to cross the line. We can’t let her.”
Malachi lifted a brow and asked, “You think we need to find her and bring her…where?”
She shrugged restlessly. “I don’t know. Take her back to Excelsior. Make her deal with this…whatever this is that she is going through.” She closed her eyes. “I can’t imagine how she must be hurting. Losing Declan…” her voice got rough and husky and she looked at them with damp eyes. “I can’t even imagine the pain she must be going through. I don’t know that I’d survive losing Eli. But regardless of what she’s going through, we can’t just let her keep doing this.”
“She will not come back of her own free will,” Malachi said softly. “We have asked. We have sent numerous messengers out after her. She will not return. She does not want to.”
“Then that means we have to track her down and bring her back.” Sarel said it as casually as she would have discussed going shoe shopping.
Laughter, harsh and bitter, escaped Malachi. “Are you volunteering to go look for her? Before you say yes, little witch, remember who this is. To all appearances, Tori McAdams might look like any other vampire but she is not.”
Eli watched as his wife’s eyes narrowed. The little witch comment had pissed her off. He wasn’t surprised. But she didn’t lay into Malachi. Instead, she took a deep breath and waited a minute before she answered. “I am not volunteering. I don’t like this, Malachi. Not any more than you. And yes, I know who Tori is. Tori McAdams, a Huntress—the Hunter of all Hunters. She might be the uber-vamp but she’s forgotten who and what she is. We can’t do the same.”


Chapter Three
 
Over the past year, Brian Kelly’s life had gone to hell in a hand basket. He stood in the doorway of the run-down apartment, staring in at the stained carpet, the dingy walls and the small, cramped rooms. All three of them. Including the bathroom. There was a bed in the living room, crammed under the little window, and a couch about two feet away. No TV. No coffee table. No phone. There was a kitchenette with a table that was roughly the size of a postage stamp.
But it was clean and warm. There was a faint, lingering scent of cigarette smoke but nothing he couldn’t deal with. Nothing the two of them weren’t used to.
His son cuddled against his chest and mumbled something under his breath. Brian skimmed a hand down the boy’s narrow back and soothed him back to sleep. He sighed wearily. The hellhole was the best he could manage. He knew that. But he didn’t have to like it.
He looked at the landlady and nodded. “This will be fine.”
She snapped her gum and said, “I need rent on a weekly basis. Cash only. First week, last week and security deposit.”
Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out what little cash he had left from his last job. The construction jobs he’d been taking paid cash under the table, too little cash for work that was damn hard and damn exhausting. The last one had ended three weeks earlier and he hadn’t had much luck finding anything in Dupont, Kansas. Heading east seemed the right thing to do at the time but now he just didn’t know.
After paying rent, he had less than a hundred bucks to his name and he had a son to feed. He had to find a job and soon. He wished he could get a decent one, one that lasted more than a few weeks or a month, one with insurance so he could do more than take Lee to the health clinic for his shots.
But so far, he couldn’t even find one of his normal crappy jobs.
The landlady disappeared, snapping her gum, her slippers making little scuffing sounds as she trudged away. “She’s cheerful,” he muttered. Then he sighed and closed the door. He dumped his duffel on the chair by the door and carried Lee over to the bed. The sheets on it were threadbare but they were clean. They smelled of detergent and fabric softener.
Tugging the comforter back, Brian laid Lee down and tugged the blanket up over him and then he walked over to the couch and flopped down on it. He needed a shower. He wanted a drink. He wanted some food. He had bought Lee a Happy Meal a few hours ago. Lee had eaten three chicken nuggets, a fistful of fries and half of the soft drink. After Lee had fallen asleep, Brian polished off the rest of the food but it didn’t even touch the hunger gnawing at his belly.
He was going to need a real meal in the morning. He hadn’t had a decent meal in days and he was running on empty. But right now, he just wanted to get some sleep.
Sleep…a smile curled his lips as he tipped his head back and closed his eyes. Sleep was one of two things he looked forward to. The other was the small, sleeping child curled on the bed a few feet away.
* * * * *
Her voice echoed in his ears as he tumbled into sleep. Her hands, small, smooth and soft, raced over his skin and her voice, husky and low, muttered into his ear, Make love to me…
“Gladly.” When he opened his eyes and stared at her, he knew he was dreaming…
~~~~~
The slim woman in front of him was too damn beautiful to be anything but a dream, big blue eyes, mink brown curls, big breasts, a little waist and the most perfect ass he’d ever seen.
He covered her lips with his and wrapped his arms around that little waist, hauling her against him. She was naked and even though he was pretty sure he’d had clothes on a few minutes ago, they were gone now. Her legs wrapped around his waist, her hands fisted in his hair. He lifted her up and pushed inside. Silky, wet heat closed over him. “You’re so damn hot, so tight.”
“Stop talking,” she whispered. “Make love to me.”
He did, ramming himself into her with a force that should have set her bones to rattling. She met each thrust eagerly. Brian worked a hand between them and circled his thumb over the tight little bud of her clit. The muscles in her pussy clamped tightly around his dick. He was going to come—too soon, too quick. Brian slowed his thrusts and whispered, “One of these nights, I’m going to take my time with you. I’m going to linger over you and kiss every last inch of your body. I’m going to make love to you, soft and slow, over and over again.”
She hummed against his lips. “Sounds nice. Now make me come…please…”
He did just that, driving into her hard and fast. He palmed her ass and squeezed the firm, supple curves before tracing his fingers down through the crease between her buttocks. She arched up against him as he pushed the tip of his finger against the tight little pucker of her ass. He growled as she pushed down eagerly against the caress. It made her hot—he could feel it, almost taste her excitement. He even thought he could hear the rapid pace of her heart.
Hunger punched through him, an electric shock to his system. He pulled away and turned her around, using his weight to take her to the ground. He used his knee to spread her thighs apart. She bent over and he stared at the soft curve of her ass. He smoothed his hand over the curve of her ass and then he touched the puckered hole. She moaned and muttered, “Yes.”
In the way of dreams, he felt something in his hand and looked down, staring at the clear bottle of liquid in his hand. Flipping the blue cap up, he squeezed some lube into his palm. When he touched her ass again, she bucked under his hands and her hips started undulating in a demanding little shimmy. With his free hand, he spread his fingers wide over the curve of her lower back, holding her still and steady. He pushed his finger inside her, spreading the lube inside, stretching her, preparing her. She loved every second of it.
Sweat slicked both of them. He could see it gleaming on the soft, sleek curves of her back. He cupped her hips in his hands and bent low over her, pressing the head of his cock against her. The tight ring of muscle resisted him at first. She groaned and pushed her butt backward, taking him inside her. “Yes,” she rasped.
So hungry, always so hungry. He pulled back and she followed him. He slammed into her and she begged for more. “Don’t stop…please don’t stop…”
Brian couldn’t have stopped if his life depended on it. It was like his entire life depended on taking as much of her as he could, as fast as he could, making it last as long as possible. But he couldn’t last, not with his dick swathed in hot, snug silk that rippled and clenched around him with every heartbeat.
He stretched his length out over hers, using his body to pin her to the floor. He wrapped his fingers around her wrists and pinned them down. “Tell me to fuck you,” he whispered against her ear. “I want to hear it. Tell me you need for me to fuck you, for me to fuck this tight, hot little ass. Say it.”
The only thing she got out was a long, broken moan. He raked his teeth over her neck and bit her on the shoulder. He lifted his head—saw blood. Blood. Part of him felt like he was supposed to be horrified. But the rest of him—the sight of that red little smear made him so hot he was going to burst into flame.
He licked the blood away and it tasted like the sweetest wine imaginable. When he pressed his lips back to her flesh, she exploded under him, her slender, sexy body arching and bucking and writhing. Brian felt like he was trying to stay atop a wild mare. Every wild, burning second was a sweet, hot trip through paradise.
“Don’t leave me…”
~~~~~
Tori didn’t want to wake up. She was still caught in the afterglow of her dream, her entire body trembling with little aftershocks. Yeah, she could happily lie here for a couple of hours, reliving the dream and pretending it had been real.
Pretending that Declan was still alive, lying beside her in bed.
But somebody was knocking at her door and it was a vampire. It was also a vampire Tori didn’t recognize. A woman. There was a faint, almost tropical scent in the air. It wasn’t a scent that Tori could remember smelling before.
She climbed out of bed in a fit of temper, struggling free from the blankets and kicking them aside. “Gimme a break,” she snarled at the door as she looked around for her shirt. Oh man, she hurt. She was so damn horny, she thought she just might die from it. Her nipples ached, her pussy throbbed and she was wet.
But instead of lying on the bed and reveling in actually feeling anything besides grief, she was wide awake and staring at the door. She grabbed her shirt from the floor and jerked it on over her head, muttering irritably. “I ought to strangle you,” she whispered to whoever was on the other side of the door.
She flung it open and the woman standing in front of her just smiled. “You could try. Trust me, it won’t do ya any good. I don’t need t’ breathe.” Her wine red lips curved up in a smile that didn’t quite reach her pretty, amber-colored eyes. Her skin was a warm chocolate brown and her hair hung to her waist in intricate braids. Just below the corner of her left eye there was a small sickle-shaped tattoo.
“You’re Leandra,” Tori said brusquely.
The woman arched a brow. “I do not know if I should be offended or complimented dat you know who I am.” Then she shrugged. The little wooden beads on her braids clacked together. “Don’ worry. You can go back t’ your dreams in a minute. I am only here t’ tell you dat you need to go to Tennessee.”
Tori leaned against the doorjamb and drawled, “Really. And why is that?”
Leandra just shrugged. She had a secretive little smile on her lips.
Narrowing her eyes at Leandra, Tori said, “I’d heard you were an annoying pain in the ass.”
“Really?” Leandra didn’t look disturbed. If anything, her smile got a little wider. “Start in Gatlinburg.” She turned to leave.
Tori laughed. “Gatlinburg. Honey, I don’t work for you. Or anybody. I go where I want. When I want. And I don’t feel the need to go to Gatlinburg, Tennessee, and look for some pervert or murderer while trying to fend off drunk college kids.”
Leandra stopped and looked back at Tori. “Yes, you do need to go.”
“No.” Tori shook her head. “No, I don’t. Whatever it is that needs fixing down there, you fix it. Or find somebody else. I’m not going.” The only thing she was going to do was cuddle back in bed and try to recapture the warm, happy moments she’d had in her dream just a few minutes ago. “I don’t need this.”
That mysterious smile appeared on Leandra’s face again. “Dis has nothin’ t’ do with Hunting, Tori. It has to do wit you and what you need. Go to Gatlinburg.”
* * * * *
She wasn’t going to do it.
Tori was perfectly content right there in BFE. Also known as Stanton, Illinois. Well, maybe not perfectly content. Just as content as she could hope to be.
Except she wasn’t able to go back to sleep. She’d gone nearly a week without sleep before taking down that bastard pimping out his teenaged daughter. She’d bled him dry and fed off the pain and fear she sensed inside him. Should have been enough to keep the edge off her rage for a few days. She should have been tired enough to retreat back into the world of her dreams and hide from life.
But she couldn’t shake the funny feeling in her gut.
It has to do with you and what you need… The voice kept circling round and round through her head until finally she stopped resisting. She’d checked out of the hotel and hit the road. For the past year, she had hitchhiked her way across the country. Under normal circumstances, it wasn’t the safest way to travel but Tori had left normal behind years ago.
She had a car but it was one she had picked out with Declan. His scent permeated it. The one time she had tried to drive it had been a rousing failure. She’d ended up blubbering so hard she couldn’t see the driveway in front of her. She never made it out of the garage.
Tori hadn’t bothered trying since. She supposed she could have bought another car but she just didn’t have any interest in doing so.
“Pain in the ass.” Tori had heard that about Leandra. The woman had spent most of her mortal life as an enemy of the Hunters. She had fought and killed Hunters. Now she was one of them—a vampire, a witch, a confusion. “Definitely pain in the ass.”
Tori shoved a hand through her hair. Her fingers tangled in the curls and she automatically started to finger comb the tangle out, smoothing the locks back from her face.
“You okay over there?”
She cast the truck driver a glance and forced a smile. The faint light from the dashboard gave his skin a greenish cast. His eyes were kindly, concerned. It chafed her nerves for some reason. She wished he would just be quiet and leave her alone. “I’m fine. Just preoccupied.”
He nodded. “I can see that. But if you feel like talking…” His words trailed off.
Softly, Tori murmured, “There’s nothing more to talk about.” At least nothing that was believable. Talking about it wasn’t going to help anyway. My husband is dead. I am empty. The only time I feel alive is when I dream. But I can’t sleep. And now I’m going to Gatlinburg because some freakazoid vampire-witch says I need it. Nope, talking was soooooo not going to help.
Getting her husband back would help. Turning back time. But that would require a power that no Hunter on earth had. And Tori really didn’t put much stock in divine intervention. Not anymore. She wasn’t sure she believed in anything anymore.
She looked toward the sky, watching as the sky bled from black to blue. The sun was rising. Tori was tired. The sun still didn’t pose a threat to her—it hadn’t, even from the first. Her Change from human to vampire hadn’t been the typical Change. She wasn’t fully vampire—Tori could eat like a mortal and she could tolerate sunlight. She wasn’t fully human—she had a hunger for blood and she could move with a blurring speed.
But her abilities were weakening. She was weakening. She’d lost weight. Food had little appeal so she rarely ate. Tori still Hunted but she rarely fed. She wasn’t feeding her human appetite or her vampire appetite and it was draining her strength. Exhaustion usually made her vampire attributes a little stronger, so the sun’s ascent was making her tired. She wanted to find some place dark and quiet so she could sleep. She wouldn’t sleep though. Even if she had a warm featherbed, piled high with down comforters and fat, fluffy pillows, she wouldn’t sleep.
Not until she ran herself into the ground. Best way to do it would be to start the Hunt. If she Hunted hard enough, long enough, she could satisfy some of her baser instincts enough to shut her brain down and get some rest. And dream…
She looked at the clock on the dashboard. The numbers blurred together and she rubbed her eyes. A yawn escaped her and the Good Samaritan next to her laughed. “Want to stop for some coffee?”
Ugh. Even the thought of caffeine was enough to make her belly churn. “No. Just need to get some rest. How much longer?”
“Two more hours. Maybe three. Depends on the traffic. You know where you’re heading? I don’t mind taking you into town but traffic on the strip is pretty miserable. Especially with this rig.”
Tori shook her head. “No. Not sure where I’m going.” She nibbled thoughtfully on her lip. “There’s a welcome center just outside of Gatlinburg, right? Why don’t you just drop me off—I dunno—wherever it’s easy for you to get to. I can ride the trolley into town.”
“Hmmm. We’ll see.” He glanced into his side mirror and then hit the signal, changing lanes to go around a slow-moving bus. Through the tinted windows, Tori could see the still forms of the passengers. Sleeping. “Lots of tours through Gatlinburg this time of year. People like spending Christmas in the Smokies. Me, I’d rather be in Florida. Why don’t you catch a cat nap? I can wake you when we get closer.”
Tori just shrugged. “I don’t sleep well unless I’m in a bed.”
* * * * *
It was amazing what a dinky little tree and a couple strings of light could do. Brian stood with his back to the wall, his hands tucked inside his pockets and a smile on his face.
Lee looked like a normal, happy child. Brian figured that Lee hung each ornament with the same serious focus a surgeon would use in the operating room. Each ornament had a particular spot, according to Lee. The red ball couldn’t go on that branch. It had to go right there. In that very spot.
“We have the best tree,” Lee said. He grinned up at Brian and Brian felt his heart clench with love. This tiny, stubborn, funny little guy was so amazing. The tree had cost thirty bucks at the drug store and the ornaments were nothing special. But as far as Lee was concerned, the tree couldn’t have been any better if Santa and his elves had personally picked it out.
“Yeah, it’s a nice-looking tree all right.” Brian almost hadn’t bought it. He needed a better pair of shoes for work but that would just have to wait. So much construction took place in this part of Tennessee but nobody was hiring construction workers.
However, there were also a lot of bars and restaurants. Bars and restaurants almost always needed help. He’d gone into one hoping to get a job bussing tables. Instead he was hired on as a bartender. While the hourly wage sucked, the tips were excellent. He’d bought the tree when he’d gone into the drug store for some vitamins and cough medicine for Lee. The tree had the kid feeling better than any amount of drugs.
“So is this our home now?”
Brian looked away from the tree and smiled at Lee. “Home?” Glancing around the small apartment, Brian shook his head. “I just don’t know, Bub.”
Lee grinned. He had the cutest grin. Little dimples appeared in his cheeks and his nose wrinkled just a bit. “Seems like it should be home. It’s not real big. But we been here a long, long time. You bought a tree. I think I’d like this to be home. At least for a while.”
“Why’s that?”
Lee bent over the couch, staring at the ornaments. He smacked his lips together then blew a raspberry. “This is hard work. Making the tree perfect.” He finally picked the large red candy cane instead of the small one and went to work searching for the right spot to hang it on the tree. “We need to pick a home. Stay in the same place. You know, so Santa can find me.” Small shoulders slumped and he sighed, a bereft little sound that broke Brian’s heart. “We moved around a lot since Mom died. I know Santa can see me but if we keep moving…well, what if I get lost?”
Pushing off the wall, Brian moved over to his son and crouched down in front of him. “You won’t get lost. I won’t let you get lost.” He bent forward and pressed his lips to Lee’s forehead. “Santa will find you on Christmas, no matter what.” Santa had already started on that, as a matter of fact. Brian’s truck held the most precious cargo imaginable. Five wrapped presents, hidden under a blue tarp. One box was a new pair of jeans and two new shirts. New, not something that Brian had found at the Goodwill Store. The other four boxes had toys. Legos. Cars. A train set, complete with tracks, and a stuffed bear. For the longest time after they’d left Kansas, Lee had cried himself to sleep, reaching for Bibby, a stuffed rabbit he had gotten from his mom.
The stuffed bear wasn’t Bibby but hopefully it would help some.
Lee’s life had been one upheaval after another since Grace had died. Brian just wanted some sort of normal life for his kid.
Hell. For himself.
Thirty minutes later, Lee was sound asleep under the mostly decorated tree. He still had the little candy cane in his hand. He flopped around onto his back and started mumbling. The mumbling turned into clear speech, almost like he was wide awake. “Mama. Uh-huh.” More mumbling and then that was it.
There were nights when Lee seemed to carry on an entire conversation in his sleep. Eerie as hell but Brian figured Lee was just dreaming about his mom. Talking to her in his dreams was how the boy coped.
He crouched down by Lee’s side and reached out, taking the candy cane ornament out of Lee’s hand. He placed it on a branch before he picked the boy up. Cradling Lee against his chest, he carried him over to the bed and laid him down. As he drew the cover up over the kid, there was a knock at the door. Brian bent down and kissed Lee before he stood up.
He let the sitter in. “Lee’s down.”
Britney looked around the room, eying the discarded ornament boxes and tinsel. “Looks like you all have had a good night. Nice tree.”
She moved over to Lee and grinned. “Guess I’m going to have an easy night. Cool. I want to get some more studying done.”
“Thought you were done until January.”
She smiled. “Technically, yeah. But these courses are hell. Doesn’t hurt to go ahead and try to get a jump on it. How’s he doing tonight?”
Restless, Brian shrugged. “Pretty quiet tonight. I think it’s getting better.”
He glanced at his watch and said, “I need to get.” He made a brief detour in the bathroom, changing into the black dress shirt that was hanging on the back of the door. He slicked his hair back and paused by the bed to kiss Lee’s forehead. “Call me if you need me.” He waved and headed out. It was a mile to walk but the less he had to drive his car, the better. The engine kept making a weird clanking noise and Brian didn’t want to pay a penny on it until after Christmas. He headed for the strip, hands tucked in his pockets, head low against the wind.
Finally, the main strip came into view. Just beyond the intersection, he could see the sign for his work. Valley Pub and Grille—the kind of joint where a guy had to have a collar on his shirt or he didn’t get in.
Brian didn’t know if he particularly enjoyed the job he was doing, but he was good at it. The money was steady and it sure as hell beat the temp construction jobs.
The trolley came rolling by and he waited until after it had passed before he headed across the road. Halfway across, though, he stopped. Like something was drawing him, he looked toward the trolley. A smell, warm and sweet, teased something in the back of his mind. Like he was in a trance, he turned toward the trolley and started to walk along behind it. It slowed to a stop in front of a dive called the Roadhouse and Brian started walking faster until he was practically running to catch up.
A horn blared behind him and Brian came to a jerking halt, feeling like somebody had thrown ice cold water in his face. “Shit.” He looked behind him at the cars. Shaking his head, he crossed the road, heading toward work.
“What in hell was that?”


Chapter Four
 
“Now why in bloody hell am I not surprised to see you here?”
Malachi stood in the doorway, glaring at the witch on the bed. She had one long leg drawn up to her chest and was painting her toenails with a red color that matched the lipstick she favored. Leandra bent over with boneless grace and blew on the wet polish before looking up at him. She twisted the cap on the polish and without looking tossed it across the room. It landed in the open bag sitting by the door.
Her amber gaze flicked from Malachi’s face to Eli’s and finally landed on Sarel. She gave the other witch a catty smile and said, “Because you have a nasty habit of following me?”
Tori’s scent permeated the room. She’d been here all right. Recently. Eli figured she had left sometime the past night. He wasn’t surprised. So far, Tori had stayed just out of their reach. No, he wasn’t surprised at all by Tori’s absence. What he was surprised about was Leandra’s presence. Malachi had been training her and he had left her in Arizona.
So why was she in Illinois?
Her eyes glinted and she smiled at Eli. “He is so paranoid. Tinks I follow him everywhere.” She reached behind her and grabbed something. She tossed a small bottle through the air. Malachi caught it and Eli craned his neck around to look at it. Another bottle of nail polish. It didn’t look at all like a color that Leandra would wear. “It’s too pink for me.”
Malachi just stared at it. “And what am I supposed to do with it? I am quite certain it’s too pink for me too.”
Sarel elbowed her way between Eli and Malachi and looked at it. She plucked it out of his hand and studied it. “Too pink for me but Lori would love it.” She slid it inside her pocket and looked at Leandra. With her head cocked, Sarel studied Leandra, eying the faint smile on her lips. “You’re up to no good.”
“No. I am painting my nails. No ulterior motives, no hidden agendas. Just a pedicure.” She frowned and wiggled her toes. “I could use a real pedicure.”
“You came all the way from Arizona to give yourself a pedicure in a tiny, cramped hotel room.”
He was going to laugh. He knew it. Eli could feel his lips twitching and he bit the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing. The irritated look on Mal’s face wasn’t helping. The two of them were so much alike. It was amazing they hadn’t killed each other yet.
Actually, it looked like Leandra was enjoying herself. Malachi looked like he’d like to wring her neck. “No. I came all de way from Arizona to talk to Tori. I talked to her. She left. I decided I wanted some rest and I took her room. Then I decided to give myself a pedicure before I went to sleep.” Leandra rolled her eyes and said in a mock whisper, “He makes everyting so dramatic.”
“She’s an evil little bitch.” Malachi shook his head. He headed for the sink and bent over it. Eli had a feeling he was silently counting to ten. But the silence stretched on and Eli figured maybe Mal was aiming for a hundred. Or higher. “Why in the hell do I put up with her?”
Leandra laughed. “He also has a persecution complex.”
Malachi turned around. His lips twitched. For a second, Eli wasn’t quite sure he believed it but Malachi looked like he was trying not to laugh. The second passed and Malachi muttered, “This is ridiculous. Damn it, Leandra, how did you get involved in this?”
“I didn’t tink I was involved in anyting, Malachi. I woke up yesterday and started to tink about Tori. I don’t know why. I don’t even know her. But her face was in my thoughts. There was someting she needed to be doing, only she wasn’t doing it.” Leandra stuck her leg out in front of her and rotated her ankle from one side to the other, studying the color. “So I looked for her, found her and told her she had to be someplace else.”
“You should have minded your own business,” Sarel muttered. She dropped onto the other bed and flung an arm over her eyes. “Damn it, we’ve been trying to track her down for the past couple of weeks. We were this close. Then you show up.”
Leandra made a face at Sarel. “I was minding me own business. Her face was stuck in me head and now it’s not. I did what I was supposed to do. Why you looking for her anyway?”
Sarel looked at Eli. Eli looked at Mal. Mal looked at Leandra. Nobody said anything. Eli didn’t really know what to say. Sarel looked like she had plenty to say but she kept her mouth shut. Finally, Mal broke the silence. “Tori is no longer who she used to be.”
Leandra’s face softened. A sad smile curved her lips. “No. She is not. But who is? We change every day, all of us. The smallest ting will change you. What she has been through is no small ting. How can you expect her to not change?”
Malachi scrubbed his hands over his face. “Leandra, you do not understand. She is losing herself. It might already be too late. She has become more and more violent. There was a boy—”
Leandra’s lip curled in disgust. “Dat drug dealer. Yes, I know ’bout him. When I saw Tori, I could see de guilt hanging over her. But she did not have one ting to feel guilty for, Malachi. Dat boy was no boy. He hadn’t been for a long time. He was a drug dealer. Sold drugs to kids. And Tori ran into him when he followed her, tried to rape her.” She shrugged her shoulders. “She lost control. But he was no boy.”
Sarel’s brows arched. Surprised, she asked, “Tori told you that? She’s not real big on confiding in anyone.”
Smirking, Leandra said, “She confided nothing. You would have seen exactly what I saw if you had been here.”
She pushed up off the bed and walked over to Malachi. She rose to her toes and pressed her lips to his cheek. A gentle, comforting touch. Then she moved over to Eli and did the same. “Tori will be fine. Just give her time.”
Then she looked at Sarel. A mysterious smile curved her lips but before any of them had a chance to ask her what was going on, Leandra disappeared.
“We don’t have time,” Eli murmured. He looked at Malachi.
The big guy looked exhausted. He passed a hand over his eyes and sighed wearily. “No. We don’t. Every day we wait increases the risk. Each of her kills, she has become more violent. Almost indiscriminate. So she did not cross the line with this last one, even if she did come close. Too damn close. If she crosses it, then she is lost to us.”
Malachi didn’t say anything else but his unsaid words were clear enough. He was afraid it was already too late.
Unfortunately, Eli had the same fear.
* * * * *
Come to me…
The crowd at the Roadhouse was loud, rowdy and in full party mode. It was a dive. The ideal place to find trouble, but there was no trouble to be found. At least not here. If she left this bar and trolled the streets for a while, she’d find trouble. She sensed it in the air, but she had no desire to Hunt.
Get into a fight if one happened her way, maybe. But go Hunt for one? Nope. Not tonight.
Tori had hoped the noise, the life and the music pulsing through the bar would drown out anything and everything else.
No luck.
Come to me…
Tori wanted to clap her hands over her ears. She wanted to start singing at the top of her lungs. Anything to drown out the sound of that hypnotic, erotic whisper. Instead of doing either, she turned around and leaned over the bar, flagging down the bartender.
“What can I get you?” He gave her a friendly smile. The sight of it made her heart hurt. He looked nothing like Declan—too old and mortal.
But the sight of that friendly, open smile, for some odd reason, made her think of Declan. Tori closed her eyes for a second and swallowed against the knot in her throat. Then she forced herself to look at him. “Something strong. I don’t care what.”
He quirked a brow at her but didn’t say anything. He just mixed up a drink and set it down in front of her. Then he pushed it across the gleaming bar top toward her. “Liquid courage is all well and good. But it won’t make it go away, whatever it is.”
He sauntered away before Tori had a chance to respond. She lifted the glass and stared into it. It smelled sort of fruity under the powerful fumes of alcohol. Normally, the smell would have put her off before she could even try it. But nothing was normal for Tori anymore. She lifted the glass and took a small swallow. Not too bad.
At least not until she took a second drink, a bigger one. That one made her cough a little. The third made her eyes water. But the fourth, and the fifth and the sixth went down easier and easier. By the time she’d drained the glass, the burn of pain deep inside had eased just a bit.
Vampire metabolism was a bitch though. By the time she got her second drink, the faint buzz was gone and she was starting all over again. Halfway through the third drink, the buzz returned but with it…the voice.
Come to me. I’m waiting.
Tori slammed the glass down on the counter and turned around, staring out into the crowded bar with wide, bleary eyes. People were dancing, men and women wrapped around each other like ivy vines, bodies entwined so that their shadows merged into one. She could hear their heartbeats. Their emotions colored the air. Love. Lust. Excitement. Anxiety. Loneliness.
Tori couldn’t distinguish between them. It was like being in a loud room full of screaming kids and trying to figure out which shrill scream belonged to one particular child.
The only emotions that were clear were her own. Anger. Emptiness. Loneliness. Every laugh was like a dagger to her heart. Everywhere she turned, she saw couples together. Laughing. Dancing. Kissing.
Come to me…
Desperate, Tori fought her way through the maze of people, struggling to get away. The front door was too far away. Too far. She headed for the exit sign she saw in the back of the bar, elbowing her way through the crush of people. Come to me…
“Shut up.” Tori forced the word out through a tight throat and ducked around a server carrying a loaded tray. She knocked him off balance and she heard him crash into the wall, glasses tumbling to the ground, shattering and splattering alcohol all over the place. She felt like she was running through quicksand, trying to get out of there. Finally, though, she broke free of the mass of people. There was a door. Tori ignored the employees only sign and pushed through it.
“Hey!”
Somebody came out of a small office as she pushed through. “Ma’am, this area is for employees.”
“Kiss ass,” Tori mumbled. There was a door just ahead. She could see moonlight, smell the night. She shoved past the man in front of her. When she reached to open the door, her hand was shaking. The whispering in her head had gotten louder—it wasn’t a whisper anymore. It was a roaring.
Her skin felt hot and tight. She felt hands on her body. She could feel Declan. Smell him. Air wheezed in and out of her lungs as she stumbled down the alley. Hands passed over her body. Her nipples peaked, stiffened as a phantom mouth closed over one then the other. She could feel the wet heat of a mouth and the sharp edge of teeth. A touch between her thighs, fingers pushing inside her, stroking in and out.
She sobbed. The muscles in her thighs felt like putty. Unable to take another step, she fell against the wall at her back. Her palms pressed flat against it. The caress centered on her clit. Her lashes fluttered down as a mouth covered hers. Declan…she could feel him. Taste him. It was his kiss.
It felt so good. After months of emptiness, after months of loneliness, he was there with her. Or at least it felt like it. It felt more real than any dream. She could feel hands stripping away her clothes but she was still clothed. She could feel him pushing inside her, even though she knew she was alone in the alley, leaning against a wall, fully dressed. That was reality but that didn’t feel real. His hands on her, gripping her thighs as he moved inside her—that felt real. His cock stretching her as he pushed deep inside—that felt real. His mouth on hers… Declan felt real.
Nothing else mattered in that very brief moment. Nothing else existed. Just his hands on her, their bodies joined. She climaxed with a wail and then it ended. Reality came crashing down and she knew she was alone again. Dear God, it wasn’t possible to live through this kind of pain.
Tears burned their way down her face and sobs ripped out of her tight throat. None of it helped. The pain was too big, too intense. Tori threw her head back and screamed—a wordless cry of denial. It echoed through the night, lost in the sounds of music and laughter.
Desolate, Tori sank to the ground and pulled her knees to her chest. As the tears continued to fall, she pressed her face against her knees and gave in to the grief.
* * * * *
Across town, in his small, cramped apartment, Brian jackknifed into a sitting position on the narrow couch, his breath coming in harsh, ragged gusts. Lee was sound asleep, wearing a new pair of pajamas and clutching a blanket to his chest. From the corner of his eye, he could see the boy.
He had to get out—couldn’t be in here right now. His cock was stiff and aching, so damn hard he hurt with it. Every breath he took, every move he made was a physical pain. He finally made it into the bathroom, shut the door behind him and fell against it. Clumsy hands tore at his jeans. He finally got them undone and his cock sprang free. The cool kiss of air on his flesh wasn’t felt.
All he could feel was her. His hands were empty but he could feel her flesh against his palms. Felt her slight weight as he lifted her and steadied her body. Felt the slick, snug silk of her pussy as he pushed inside. Heard her whispering to him, calling to him. It wasn’t his name though.
He drove himself inside her, their mouths fused, tongues tangling. He exploded inside her, his cock jerking, semen jetting deep inside her. It lasted forever. It ended too quickly. Feeling drugged, Brian opened his eyes and stared down his body. He had his hand wrapped around his dick and semen shone wet on his fingers, splattering the floor in front of him. He felt her fingers, cool and soft, stroke down his cheek.
She whispered a name. Then she was gone.
Declan…
* * * * *
Her voice haunted him that night and every night after for the next week. “I’m going crazy,” he muttered. His voice echoed through the small, empty apartment.
Lee was spending the night next door. With his bestest friend. Crissy Jansen had a four-year-old boy and she had finally convinced Brian to let Lee spend the night. The sitter hadn’t been able to come and Brian couldn’t miss work. He didn’t want to risk it—having a full-time, permanent job was too precious. Crissy was a decent, honest woman who worked hard to take care of her child. Just like Brian. He’d only known her a few days but he trusted the young woman.
Still, it was hard letting his boy go.
Now, though, it was a damn good thing.
Brian didn’t feel right. Edgy. Frustrated—and not just sexually, though there was definitely that. He wanted sex. Sweet damnation, at this point he needed it. But he didn’t want it with just anybody. His body might but inside he went cold at the thought of it.
He figured it was displaced loyalty. Lee’s mama had been dead for a year but maybe he just couldn’t get around the idea that he would be breaking his vows.
A more likely possibility was that he was going crazy. The woman he wanted didn’t exist. Just a dream. Brought on by sexual frustration and loneliness.
All of it seemed magnified tonight though. Brian felt like he was about to come out of his skin. He itched. He burned. His muscles were tight and coiled. He had an irrational urge to rip his clothes off and run. Not through the street. Up into the mountains. Through the trees. Feel the cold air on his skin and the earth under his feet.
Well, he wasn’t about to get arrested for indecent exposure and he wasn’t going to go for a run, naked or otherwise. But he could take care of one problem. He stripped out of his clothes. Cloth ripped but he barely noticed. When the cool air kissed his flesh, he tipped his head back and breathed a sigh of relief.
It didn’t last long though. The edginess returned.
His blood seemed to burn like battery acid inside his veins. His cock was hard, jutting upward and pulsating. Brian wrapped his hand around it. He was so damn sensitive even that light touch hurt. He stroked upward. His breath hissed out between his teeth. His palm slid back down.
Lashes drifted closed and he focused on the memory of her face. Big blue eyes. Inky, dark curls. He stopped feeling his hand and felt her instead. Falling into some kind of waking dream, he was touching her. Again.
It had been too damn long. So long. Had to get close. Just getting inside her wasn’t enough, not this time. He’d make love to her and then she’d be gone. He didn’t want it to end again. Didn’t want to lose her again.
But it was going to end. Already, it seemed as if it was almost over. He wasn’t even inside her. He had barely touched her and it was as if she was already slipping away. “Stay with me,” he muttered against her lips. Pulling her against him, he lifted her by the waist. She twined her legs around him and he stared into her eyes as he pressed against her. “Stay with me…don’t leave again.”
A sad smile curved her lips. She said nothing. But her voice echoed all around them as he rocked her against him.
You left me…
“Never,” he muttered. He wrapped his arms tight around her and held her close. His hips slammed against hers, driving his cock into her with deep, rapid strokes. She tightened around him. Her flesh rippled, one more sensation added to the overload he was already dealing with.
Her breathing. Her heartbeat. He could feel them. Could almost taste them. Just like the climax he could feel building inside her. It was like he could sense everything that she felt. Every pleasure. Every pain. Her pleasure fed his and as much as he wanted it to last, Brian knew he couldn’t last anymore. Her climax gripped her—controlled her. And him.
They came together, her pussy milking his cock. She screamed into his mouth. He felt the dampness of tears but he didn’t know if they were her tears. Or his.
* * * * *
“Do you feel it?”
From the corner of his eye, he could see Sarel squirm around again. She usually wasn’t a restless type. She didn’t fidget. She didn’t fiddle with her hair or her nails or her clothes. But for the past couple hours, she had been fidgeting like she had ants in her pants.
He grinned. Considering how tight the black leather was, there wasn’t room for anything in her pants. They didn’t cling to her like a second skin—they were tighter. They outlined her tight, high little ass, her slim hips and her long legs in the most wonderful way. Eli couldn’t decide whether he wanted to rip them off her and fuck her blind or just continue to watch her in them. It was torture but it was torture of the most erotic kind.
Behind the sturdy denim, his cock jerked once. Perhaps it wasn’t such a hard decision after all. As delightful as she looked in the black leather, his wife looked even better when she was naked beneath him, her legs wrapped around his hips and her hair wrapped around his fists.
“Eli?”
“Hmm?” He looked up and found she was staring at him, a knowing little smirk on her lips. He bent down and kissed it off, pushing his tongue inside her mouth, feasting on the wild, sweet taste of her. Her heartbeat kicked up and her breathing got ragged. She reached for him but he caught her hands in his and eased them back down. He lifted his head and looked down at her. “What were you saying?”
“Uh…” her gaze was blank. She licked her lips and leaned back toward him but then she jerked. “Damn it! Don’t you feel it? I feel so damn edgy, like my skin is going to crawl off.”
“Darling, you have spent too much time at the enclave. I need to take you out more.” Eli combed his fingers through her dark red hair, smoothing it back from her face. “It’s a shifter you are feeling. Nothing we need to be concerned about. He’s not a trouble maker. You’re aware of him—you’re used to your instincts leading you to a feral. You’re used to dealing with a predator and eliminating him. You recognize that call. But you can also just sense the presence of another paranormal creature. You’re not as familiar with that particular sense.” He paused for a minute, his eyes looking off into the distance as he tuned in a little more. “He’s fighting himself, fighting the need to change, so it’s stronger than normal. That’s probably what you’re picking up on. It’s making you twitchy.”
Sarel arched her brows. “Excuse me? Twitchy?”
He grinned. “What would you call it, love? You are squirming around like your pants are on fire.”
His heartbeat kicked up when she slid a hand up his thigh. “Maybe I’m just horny.”
Somebody bumped into them and Eli grimaced, easing them a little more out of the way of the crowd. Wasn’t too much room to maneuver. The place was packed.
The Valley Pub didn’t look like any pub that Eli was used to. Glossy mirrors, art deco design and two men in suits manned the doors. Decorations in red and green hung from the ceiling. He’d lost track of how many of the people down there had Santa hats on. One woman had come in wearing a red velvet skirt and a bustier lined with white fur. When Eli had suggested Sarel find out where the woman had bought it, she had elbowed him in the side.
“Why don’t you explain why we’re here again?” Sarel asked. The table just behind her emptied and she dropped into the seat before anybody else could take it. Eli didn’t take the other seat—he remained at the balcony railing, staring down at the dance floor. Sarel kicked up her booted feet and propped them on the other chair and gave him a baleful stare. “Can’t we go back to the hotel? Tori isn’t here.”
“I know that,” he said mildly. Tori was nowhere around. His senses were highly attuned to her. Back when she had first been changed, she had nearly died. Eli had fed her and brought her back from the edge. With most other vamps that would have given him control over her but not Tori. He did, however, have internal radar when it came to Tori. She was somewhere outside of the town, up in the mountains.
What she was doing, he didn’t know. There had been a time when he could have reached out and spoken to her, mind to mind. Could have known exactly what she was doing. What she was feeling.
But Tori had blocked him off. Cut him out of her life, just like she had cut off everybody else who loved her. They could fix this. He’d said it to himself a hundred times, a thousand, over the past year. But he was losing faith in that.
You can’t. He couldn’t stop believing that they could help Tori. Bring her back. He couldn’t stop believing it. Eli had to help Tori—he’d promised himself he’d take care of Tori. For Declan.
Failure just wasn’t acceptable.
He didn’t really have an answer for Sarel either. He didn’t know why they were there instead of trying to track Tori down and talk to her.
“She hasn’t hurt anybody here.”
Eli waited for Sarel to look at him and then he repeated himself. “She hasn’t hurt anybody. And it’s not like there’s a lack of options.” Eli’s lip curled as he looked out over the crowded dance floor. There were several down there whom he planned on chatting with before they left.
Their evil flooded his senses like poison. Definitely something that needed to be dealt with. Tori had been in town long enough to know she needed to handle it but she hadn’t. He didn’t like that.
He knew it bothered Mal. For months, Tori had been Hunting with an aggression that bordered on brutality. She’d used maximum force whether it was necessary or not. If they didn’t rein her in, Eli feared they’d have to kill her before she endangered all of them with her recklessness. Yet here, when there were legitimate threats, she hadn’t dealt with any of them.
“Maybe she knows we’re here.”
Eli laughed but there was no real humor in it. “Of course she knows we’re here. Tori would have sensed us before we sensed her. She’s just ignoring us.”
Sarel shrugged. “Maybe that’s why she’s not doing anything—she doesn’t want to give you any more reason to come after her.”
“I’m not after her,” Eli muttered. He drove a hand through his hair and paced the narrow balcony that overlooked the dance floor. “I’m trying to help her. That is why we are here, to help her.”
His wife quirked a brow at him. Her green-gold eyes held none of the normal antipathy she usually displayed when Tori was the topic of discussion. “You think I don’t know that? I don’t want her dead.” Then she smiled a little. “Bald, maybe. Or I did at one time. But she’s been through hell this past year. She’s lost something that makes me hurt to even think about it. I’m a bitch, Eli. But not that big a bitch.”
A smiled tugged at his lips and he walked over to Sarel. He cupped her face in his hands and bent down, placing a soft, gentle kiss on her lips. “You’re not a bitch at all.”
He straightened but before he could move away, Sarel caught his hand. She linked their fingers. “I am a bitch. I’m okay with that. You don’t need somebody sweet and soft. You’d run them right into the ground.” She paused and he watched as she took a rough, unsteady breath. Tears glittered in her eyes when she looked up at him. “I know how much she loved Declan. I love you the same way. Losing you would kill me. I just don’t understand how she’s living through this.”
“She’s not living anymore.”
Malachi joined them and Eli and Sarel looked at him. They weren’t the only ones watching him. There was an odd hush on the upper level, women staring at the ancient vampire while most of the men pretended not to notice he was there. Malachi had a weird effect on people. Women wanted him and men feared him. Most vampires caused that effect to some small extent but Malachi was so damn old that the power affected nearly every single soul he came in contact with.
He ignored everybody except Sarel and Eli as he sat down on one of the hard, uncomfortable chairs. “She’s not alive inside. She is barely functioning. Declan’s death killed something inside her.”
There was an odd tone in Mal’s voice. Eli had known the man for more than two hundred years. He was one of the few people whom Malachi actually considered a friend. He knew the ancient better than most people. “Malachi.”
That was all he said but they knew each other so well, nothing else was needed. “We may not have a choice, Eli. I do not know that Tori can be helped.”
Sarel shook her head. She opened her mouth to speak but then she stopped. She closed her eyes, licked her lips then pressed them together. She looked back at them. “I know I’ve never been Tori’s biggest fan but I refuse to believe that she can’t be helped. She’s alive. She’s meant to be alive.” Pushing out of her seat, she moved over to the wrought iron railing that lined the balcony. She wrapped her hands around two of the scrolled bars and stared down at the dance floor. Brilliant, rainbow streaks of color streamed down from the lights in the ceiling, painting her face with alternating stripes of color. “I’ve been where she is. When Eli and I…” her voice trailed off. Turning around, she looked at them. “I’ve been there. If you hadn’t gotten the two of us back together, Mal, both of us would have died. She and Declan were soul mates. Soul mates need each other to survive. If she’s alive, then it’s because she is meant to be alive. I won’t believe that she can’t be helped.”
Down below, out of their range of vision, a tall, rangy blond stepped through the employee entrance. As he made a beeline for the bar, there was a commotion just outside the bar. None of the people inside the bar heard it. The people on the outside were gathering around, staring.
The two vampires and the witch put aside their problems to go and deal with the mortal one causing the commotion outside. Halfway to the door, Eli caught a whiff of something or somebody that was familiar. But there was a panicked, terrified scream and he couldn’t ignore it.


Chapter Five
 
“What?”
With one foot on the porch, Eli paused and looked back at Sarel. She still stood on the gravel driveway just behind him, her hands tucked into the pockets of a long leather coat. Her green-gold eyes met his and she shrugged helplessly.
The night was cold. It didn’t affect Eli, although he could feel the cold. It just didn’t cause him any discomfort. It should bother Tori though. She was still half human. She sat on the swing at the far end of the porch with her legs tucked up under her and one hand on the back of the swing.
She was wearing a T-shirt and a pair of shorts. Nothing else.
She ought to be freezing.
“Why don’t we go inside?” Eli asked softly.
Tori just shrugged. “I like it out here.” She lifted her face and stared up at the sky. Through the bare branches of the trees, they could see the star-dappled sky and the moon that gleamed down with a clear, cold light. It highlighted the soft planes of her face. Her thin face.
Eli moved a little closer, hardly able to believe this was Tori in front of him. She was little more than skin and bone. She’d lost far too much weight. “Tori…pet…you look like hell.”
A faint smile appeared on her lips for a brief moment. Then it was gone. “I’m not looking to win beauty contests, slick.” She glanced down at her body and shrugged. “I don’t have anybody to look good for. Not anymore.”
Eli didn’t know what to say. Sarel stepped forward. She paused by him long enough to kiss his cheek and then she walked over to the swing and sat down by Tori. Tori frowned and edged a little away, like she couldn’t stand to have anybody that close. “He’s worried about you.”
Tori glanced at Eli and shrugged. “Yeah, I know. You’ve been shadowing me for the past two weeks to tell me that? Very careful shadowing, might I add. Gatlinburg isn’t that big a town but you all have been very careful not to get too close.” She rose from the swing and moved over to the wooden railing. She braced her elbows on it and leaned forward. The cabin was perched on the edge of a deep ravine and she stared down into the darkness below for the longest time before she said, “He’s worried, I know. Malachi is worried, I know. Even you’re worried. But why are you really here?”
“We just want to help.”
Tori turned around and looked at them. Her breathing never changed. Her face was immobile. But tears rolled down her face. The pain in her eyes seemed to scream silently. “Help me? What can you possibly do to help? There’s nothing anybody can do to help.”
“You want to just curl up and die?” Sarel’s voice was cool, almost cold. Eli looked at her and opened his mouth but she sent a quelling look. “Is that what you want?”
“Yes!” Tori snarled the word, all but spitting it in Sarel’s face. She stalked up to Sarel and reached out, grabbing a fistful of Sarel’s jacket in her hand. She jerked the witch upright, lifting her so that Sarel’s booted feet left the ground. “That is exactly what I want. But I can’t die. I don’t eat. I can’t feed. But I don’t die.”
A sob escaped her and she let go of Sarel, spinning away. Eli started toward her but she cried out, “Don’t come near me.” Low, keening sobs escaped her. She wrapped her arms around her torso and rocked herself back and forth. “I want to die. I’ve tried as hard as I can to get myself killed and I don’t die.” Her gaze moved to his and he stared into her tear-drenched eyes. There was a hopeful look in them. An awful, hideous, hopeful look.
Oh God. No. Eli didn’t pray often—he never had. But he was praying now. She wasn’t— “Don’t, Tori.”
“You want to help me, Eli?” She moved toward him. Sarel reached for her but Tori evaded the other woman. “I hurt. All the time. I can’t breathe, I hurt so bad. I can’t think. I can’t feel anything but the pain. You want to help me, then help me end it.”
He hadn’t thought he could hurt anymore. There had been a brief period of time when he had thought he was in love with Tori. They’d been lovers. For the past ten years, she had been one of his dearest friends. She had married his best friend.
He loved her. He wasn’t in love with her—not even a little. That part of his heart belonged to Sarel, completely and fully. But he did love Tori. And she wanted him to kill her. He spun away from her and covered his face with his hands.
Was this tragedy ever going to end?
“I know you’re hurting.” Sarel’s voice was soft and steady but Eli heard the fury in it nonetheless. Eli tried to block her voice out. “I can’t imagine how much you must be hurting. But Eli’s hurting too. Declan was his best friend. He lost him too. He loved him too. Just like he loves you. How can you possibly ask this?”
Eli. There was an urgency in Mal’s mental voice.
Bugger, now what?
You need to come to town. To the Valley Pub and Grille. Now. And bring Tori with you.
None of us are in the mood, Mal. I know there’s a bloody mess there, but not now. Can’t you handle it?
There was a strained laugh. Almost hysterical. And completely unlike Malachi. No. This is not something I wish to handle. Only Tori can handle this. Finally, something in Mal’s voice broke through to him.
For some strange reason, Eli remembered the way Leandra had smiled at them two weeks ago. That mysterious, knowing smile, as if she knew something. Something started to pulse inside him, kicking up his heart rate, warming his normally cool blood. He didn’t want to give a name to the emotions flaring to life inside him.
Hope could be such a wonderful thing. Could get a man through almost anything. But it could also send him straight into hell when hope died. Slowly, he turned and looked at Tori. “We need to go into town.”
Hurry, Eli. They won’t be here too long.
* * * * *
“So you work back there?”
Lee leaned forward over the bar and peered back behind him. He wrinkled his nose and said, “It smells funny and it’s loud.”
Brian shrugged. “Told you it wasn’t the funnest place for kids, pal. We could have gone to Burger King.”
The boy smiled, revealing a missing tooth. The tooth had been lying on Lee’s pillow when he woke up two days ago. Last night, the tooth fairy had left five dollars and today Lee had spent it. Brian wasn’t sure what the going rate for a tooth was. But he figured Lee had been deprived enough over the past year. He would have put a grand under the pillow if he’d had it. It would have been worth it just to see the smile on his son’s face.
Lee had enjoyed spending every last cent. It had only taken going to every kid-friendly store on the strip. They’d ended up at a department store in Seveirville where Lee bought himself a couple of Hot Wheels.
“I wanted to see where you work,” Lee said. He drove the tiny car up and down the counter in front of him and then he grinned. “Can I see if I can drive it the whole way down?”
“Noooo.” He reached over and covered Lee’s hand with his before the boy gave in to the temptation anyway. From the corner of his eye, he saw somebody wave at him and he slid off the stool and picked Lee up.
“Where we going? I wanna eat here!” Lee’s face puckered in a pout, his voice rising in that tired whine that made a parent cringe.
“Easy, buddy. We’re going to eat here. We just can’t sit here to do it. I don’t want you around all that smoke. And kids really don’t need to be in this part of the restaurant anyway. Look—we’re going to eat over there. See? They have a tree in there and everything.”
Lee’s face lit up. He joined the hostess and they headed toward the enclosed deck. Halfway up the deck, he bumped into a guy. Big guy. Cold, dark eyes. Gave off those mean-ass, don’t-fuck-with-me vibes. Brian quirked a brow and sidestepped as the guy stared at him like he was trying to see what Brian looked like under his skin. “’Scuse me.”
The man said nothing and Brian shifted Lee on his hip, cradling him a little closer. His eyes locked with the big guy for a long, drawn-out moment and then he turned away.
“He looks mean,” Lee whispered, looking over Brian’s shoulder.
“Some people, if they smiled, their faces would crack.” He changed the subject but as he turned the corner onto the deck, he looked back to the stairs.
The big guy was still standing there. Staring at him.
 
Malachi still couldn’t believe it.
Declan had just walked right by. As if he didn’t even know Mal. As if he were a stranger. He’d changed stances, pulling the boy on his hip closer, protectively cradling him against his chest.
Protecting him. Against Mal.
The minutes seemed to crawl by but he knew it had been more than an hour since he had called out to Eli. He didn’t know where the hell they were but they had better hurry. Declan and the boy were done eating and it looked like they were heading out.
Malachi almost started to pace. Would have too. But that would almost be like admitting to himself that he was nervous. Anxious. And Malachi didn’t get anxious.
“Bloody hell.”
He propped his hands on his hips, watching as Declan and the boy descended the stairs. Declan had the kid up on his shoulders and the boy was laughing. He held his arms up, like he was trying to touch the exposed beams of the vaulted ceiling.[bookmark: stopped]
“What in hell is going on?” he muttered. He reached out and searched for Eli. Damn it, where are you? Is Tori with you?
Stuck in traffic on the damn strip. I told Sarel I didn’t fucking want to rent a car. Why in the world would anybody want to live in a place like this? And yes, oh Great One, Tori is with me. But I don’t know for how long.
Hurry. He smiled faintly and added, Tell Tori I have one hell of a Christmas present for her. Malachi waited until Declan and the boy had disappeared through the door before he followed them. The shifter seemed on edge already. Really on edge. Why doesn’t he know me?
He shook it off. Didn’t matter. The man would know his wife. He would know Tori. He just had to keep the guy from disappearing on him. On the sidewalk, Declan was striding off, walking with long, easy steps that were going to carry him away from the pub, out of sight. “Like hell.”
“Declan.”
The blond man stiffened but didn’t turn around. Once more, he just kept walking.
He felt the whisper through the air and turned, watching as Eli, Sarel and Tori came striding up the road from the other direction. They all looked confused.
Tori’s steps faltered. Malachi turned his head and looked at the man and boy walking away. Tori’s gaze followed his. When Malachi looked back in her direction, she was staring at the man with her lips parted, a look of total shock on her face.
 
Brian had tensed as he’d sensed the man leave the restaurant. He hadn’t seen him but he didn’t have to. The big, mean-looking bastard was following him. If it wasn’t for Lee, Brian wouldn’t be too worried. As edgy as he was lately, a good, ugly fight would do him a world of good.
But he couldn’t risk Lee getting hurt.
A deep, oddly accented voice called out to him. Not his name though. “Declan.” The sound of it—it was odd. Made him feel something odd. Something weird. But Brian kept on walking. He didn’t know who in hell Declan was but it wasn’t him. Even if the name was strangely familiar.
He felt something whisper down his spine. A cool whisper of a touch. Felt something. Somebody. His steps slowed and as he turned, he heard a woman’s voice. It was just a bare whisper. She stood yards away. He shouldn’t have heard a word she said.
But he heard it as clear as day.
He lifted his lashes and stared at her. Distantly, he heard Lee say something. “What?” But he couldn’t look at the boy. He couldn’t tear his gaze away from the woman.
“Is she a wolf too?”
The words didn’t make sense. She started toward him and gently Brian bent down, setting Lee on his feet. He wrapped his hand around the boy’s small one. “It will be okay, Lee.”
Lee smiled. “I know. She’s pretty.”
She was. More than pretty. Beautiful. She looked too thin—she’d lost weight. He didn’t know how he knew that but he knew it nonetheless. She stopped in front of him and Brian stared into her blue eyes. The woman from his dreams. But who was she?
She reached for him and automatically he eased back. That wasn’t what he wanted to do. He wanted to reach for her. Wanted to haul her up against him and see if she tasted the way she had in his dreams. But he wasn’t dreaming now and it wasn’t just him and her.
The big bastard was still standing a few feet away and Lee’s small, warm hand tightened around Brian’s. “Who are you?”
The minute he said the words, he wished he could take them back. A look passed over her face. A look of such pain it made his gut clench in reaction. Her mouth trembled. Tears spilled out of her eyes.
“Who am I?” she repeated, her voice trembling. “Who am I? I’m your wife, damn it.” Her voice broke and a sob escaped her. She pressed a hand to her lips as though she were trying to muffle another one.
Gently, Brian said, “My wife is dead. I don’t know you.” He turned to go but then he looked back at her. “I’m sorry.” He glanced down at Lee and said, “Come on, son.”
They started to walk away. He felt something cold on his face. He felt disconnected from his own body as he looked up at the sky. Snow. One fat flake, followed by another and another.
Behind him, the woman whispered, “Son?” He looked back at her and watched her shake her head. “No. No. I’m your wife. Declan, don’t you remember?” She stepped forward and he looked back at her. She reached for him.
Time slowed to a crawl. As she reached for him, he saw the ring on her left hand. Saw snowflakes catch in her hair, land on her face and melt away. Saw the pulse fluttering inside her wrist. He heard a dull, rapid thudding sound—it was coming from her. Lub-dub. Lub-dub. Her heartbeat. How in hell could he hear her heartbeat?
“Don’t you remember me?” she whispered again. She touched him. Just her fingers brushing down his cheek. He reached up and caught her hand in his. He let go of Lee and took one small step toward the woman. “Don’t you remember?” she asked one last time. Then the look of pain on her face faded, replaced by a look of steely resolve. “I’ll make you remember.” Her hands cupped his face and she rose onto her toes. Her lips pressed to his.
It was like something exploded inside him.
The taste of her. He knew that taste. Like he was watching a movie, he could see them. See himself sitting on a chair, drinking himself into a stupor. Dead. Tori was dead—because he hadn’t been there to save her. Like he was living it all over again, he felt his desolation, his anger over losing her before he really had her. Then she was there. He was holding her. Loving her.
Holding her as she fed from him—at his neck. Holding her as she lay caught between life and death, struggling to live. Her holding him as she fought to keep him from bleeding to death.
Then there was the fire. He held a small boy to his chest and tried to comfort him. The boy’s mama was dead. He had gone to them, tried to save them both. But the father had already killed the mother. A weaker shapeshifter, she hadn’t had the strength to fight the poison that had been pumped into her system. The silver had killed her but not before she’d whispered, “Take Lee. Take care of him. Don’t let him forget me…”
She’d told him about the secret cellar. An underground tunnel.
The father had followed them. Had shot at the boy. He’s an animal—he should die like an animal. Declan had lunged between them—taken the bullet, felt the poison rushing through his system. He had killed the father but it was too late. The poison was spreading through his system.
He’d failed. God, Tori…I’m sorry, baby.
Then there was nothing else until he woke up in the hospital. A social worker standing over him. And at her side was a young boy. “Is this your son? He won’t talk to us. He won’t tell us anything, Mr. Kelly.”
Kelly. Brian D. Kelly. The name on the fake driver’s license he carried in his wallet. He had no memory of who he was. How he had ended up in the hospital or who the boy was. All he knew was that the boy had been in trouble and it was his job to protect him.
He lifted his head and stared down at her. It was like they were alone in the world for the briefest moment, just the two of them standing under a street light, their gazes locked as snow fell down around them.
Tori’s mouth moved under his. He groaned and slid his hands up her back, fisting them in her hair. He muttered against her lips, “Tori.” There was a sweet, sharp pain slicing his lip and then she sucked on him, sending erotic little jolts of pleasure crashing through his system.
Shaken, he lifted his head and stared down at her. His hands shook as he reached up and cupped her face, staring down in to her eyes.
A soft, beloved voice piped up from behind him. “Is she going to be my new mommy?”
Slowly, Declan turned his head and looked at Lee. He was curled up in the big guy’s arms, cuddled against the wide chest as though he had every right in the world to be there. He smiled at Declan, dimples flashing in his cheeks. “He looks mean. But he’s not so bad.”
Declan swallowed against the knot in his throat and lifted his eyes, staring into Malachi’s dark, unreadable gaze. Then he looked at the man and woman standing beside the vampire. Eli, his arm wrapped around his wife. Sarel stood there, staring at them with tears glittering in her eyes and her hand pressed against her mouth.
He wanted to ask what was going on. He wanted to know how they’d found him. He wanted to thank them. He wanted to apologize. Hell, he wanted to cry.
“Declan…” The soft whisper came from Tori and he turned his head and looked at her familiar face, into her beautiful, soft blue eyes. Whatever had happened to him, how in the hell he’d lost so much of his life, he didn’t know. He didn’t really care either. All he cared about was right here.
Distantly, he heard a bell ringing. From the corner of his eye, he saw a man in a Santa suit standing on the corner, ringing a bell. Merry Christmas…Meeerrryyy Christmas…Blessings to you all…
Blessings. Declan gave into the urge he’d had when he had first glimpsed her walking down the street. He reached out, hauled her against him and buried his face in her neck. He closed his eyes and breathed in her scent. It flooded his system. Merry Christmas.


Chapter Six
 
“I can’t believe no missing persons report was filed on the boy.”
Declan grimaced and looked up from the whiskey he held in front of him. “Shit, I hadn’t even thought about that part.”
Eli cocked a golden-blond brow and said, “Well, as cynical as this sounds, it would have made our lives much easier this past year if somebody had seen you with him and called the cops. We have enough people in the system that if you had been arrested, we could have found you. All of our prints are tagged and entered into our system so that if one of our own gets arrested, we know.”
Tori cuddled into him and he lowered his head, nuzzling her thick curls. “Dear God, how did I ever forget about you?”
She made a sound that was halfway between a hiccup and a sob. “One of these days, you just might make that up to me. But for now…” Her eyes strayed off to the side. Sarel was sitting on the floor, playing cars with the boy who Declan had thought was his son. “What’s happened with the boy?”
“He was the one I felt calling me that night,” Declan said softly. “Him and his mother. They were running from his dad. Had been ever since Grace had Lee five years ago. Last year, the bastard caught up with them. By the time I found them, he had already shot her and she was dying. She’d hidden Lee down in the tunnels. She told me to take care of him. She died less than a minute later.”
“And what happened to you?” Malachi asked. “How have you lived this past year, not knowing what you are?”
Declan reached down and rubbed his side. There was a scar there. By the time he had woken up in the hospital, it had healed enough to look months old. He had no idea how much time he had lost while the poison racked his system, how long he had been sick or where he had been. It was a damn miracle that he had managed to keep Lee with him—that neither of them had died of starvation. Didn’t take long for shifters, even young ones who hadn’t seen their first Change yet. “I was shot. Silver.” Then he lifted one shoulder in a restless shrug. Some of these questions, he knew he’d never have an answer for. “The first few months, I didn’t even feel the need to shift. Past few months, I’ve been edgier. Didn’t know why.” He grinned crookedly. “Well, I thought maybe I was just dying of terminal horniness. Inherents can go months without shifting—just makes us edgy. Explains why I’ve felt so tense the past few months. I’ve got enough control that shifting is a conscious thing for me. I feel better, stronger, if I shift often but I can manage without shifting. I guess, unconsciously, I was controlling it.”
“Does the kid know what he is?”
Declan relayed the question that Lee had asked on the street just an hour ago. “When he saw you, he wanted to know if you were a wolf. I didn’t know what in hell he was talking about. He probably does know that he’s…not human. Whether he understands it, I don’t know.” He lowered his voice and leaned in a little. “The fire…it was his dad. I came up while he was drenching the place and slid inside before he saw me. I thought I could get in, get Grace and get out before he noticed. I didn’t even know Lee was inside until she told me he was hiding in the cellar. He must have seen me through the windows and he came inside. Bastard was fucking insane. I think he was watching to make sure Grace didn’t get out, hoping Lee would come out of his hiding place so he could kill him too. When he saw me, he followed me in. Had this crazy look in his eyes. Told me he wouldn’t let me save the demon woman or the boy. That was when he lit the match. I didn’t have time to get out but I knew if I could get underground and find the boy, we might be okay.”
“The guy followed me. I thought he’d run out but he didn’t. He followed me and when I killed him, Lee saw it. I think he overheard the entire thing. The first few months, he didn’t speak at all.” He sighed and rubbed his temple. “It’s a good thing. If he’d told anybody that I wasn’t his dad, they would have taken him and we might never have found him. We’ve spent the past year wandering around the country, making our way east.”
“East,” Eli repeated. He gave Tori a glance. “Maybe part of you did remember. Maybe you were heading for your home in Virginia—your home with Tori.”
Then he stood up. “Speaking of Tori…you two need some time alone.” He looked toward Lee and asked, “Will the boy come with us?”
Declan mused, “You might have a hard time separating him from Sarel. He seems pretty attached.” Part of him didn’t want to let the boy go. Too much had changed. The boy had been through more hell than he had realized. He had to take care of him.
But he needed his wife. His wife… Focusing on that made it a little easier to let Sarel carry Lee away. It took less than a minute to talk Lee into it. Less than five minutes for his friends to head out the door. Declan followed them onto the porch, holding Lee tight and close for a minute before he kissed him on the cheek and said, “I’ll see you in the morning.”
Lee reached for Sarel but looked back at Declan with a sweet smile. “Okay. Night, Daddy.” Daddy… God, there was so much to figure out.
“He loves you.”
Slowly, he turned and stared across the porch at Tori. She stood in the doorway, her arms wrapped around her middle. She was so thin. He couldn’t even imagine the hell he had put her through. He nodded and looked back, watching as the taillights pulled farther and farther away. “I know. I love him too. He’s…this past year…” He trailed off, unsure of what to say.
“He’s been your son.” She smiled but it looked uncertain and scared. “I think I’d like to try being a mama for a while instead of a Hunter.” She was quiet for a minute before saying, “He’s a shapeshifter—he can’t go live in the mortal world. He’s going to need you.”
“I know.” He moved over to her, hooking his arms over her shoulders and bending down, pressing his brow to hers. “But can’t we talk about this later? Right now…I need you.”
Their lips met, slow and cautious. He couldn’t believe he was touching her again. Couldn’t believe he’d lived this past year without this. “We have a lot of time to make up for,” he whispered. He lifted his head and stared down at her. Their gazes locked and held as he picked her up and carried her inside. He set her down by the bed and reached for the hem of her shirt.
He stripped it away and then hunkered down so he could tug off her jeans, socks and shoes. A plain pair of black cotton panties clung to her hips. He leaned in and pressed his face to the juncture between her thighs. Gently, he slid his hands under the fabric at her hips and drew the panties away. He looked up and held her gaze as he pressed his lips to the curls that covered her mound. Kissing his way down, he circled his tongue around her clit and then lower. Lower, until he could trace her entrance with his tongue, push inside her. She moaned and arched into him. He held her hips as he started to thrust his tongue in and out. He could feel her tightening around him. Felt her muscles tensing as she moved close to climax. Declan pulled away and stood. She moaned and reached for him. “Not so fast,” he muttered, bending back over her.
“After this long, I deserve fast,” she sulked. Tori poked her lip out in a pout and he caught it between his teeth, biting gently.
“After this long, we both deserve something that will last for longer than two seconds. And once you come, it’s all over for me. I’ll be inside you in a heartbeat and I won’t last much longer than that.” He stroked her back with one hand and used his other to brush her hair out of the way, baring her neck. He licked her then bit her gently in the sensitive spot where her neck joined her shoulder.
Tori cried out, her body jerking in his arms. He kissed the area, laving the faint red marks with his tongue. Then he straightened. He caught her hands in his and lifted them to his shirt. Her hands trembled as she unbuttoned it, slowly moving from one button to the next.
Her eyes were so dark, they were nearly black. She finished the last button and reached up, pushing his shirt back from his shoulders. He saw her eyes go to the scar just below his heart. She made a soft humming sound in her throat and leaned forward, kissing the silvery scar tissue. “I almost lost you,” she whispered. “I thought I had.”
Declan murmured quietly, “I’m always with you. No matter what. I dreamed of you. Kept hearing your voice. You were calling me. Calling me back to you.”
She slid her hand down his chest. As she slid the buckle free, she murmured, “I dreamed of you. You were looking for me. I just didn’t understand it. I was too lost. I didn’t know how to cope with living each day. I just couldn’t handle anything more than that.” Her hands tightened on his waistband. Her head lowered.
Declan watched as her entire body tensed. He felt the change inside. She lifted her head and when she opened her mouth, her fangs flashed at him. She jerked him against her, sliding her hands up and fisting them in his hair. “Damn you, Declan. Don’t you ever do that to me again.”
Her mouth slanted over his. The urgency inside her called to him. Unable to resist the lure of her, he tore his jeans away, tumbling her to the bed. He pushed her thighs apart, took his cock in his hand and held it steady as he pressed against her. Tight flesh resisted then yielded under his. He forged his way through her slick pussy, clenching his teeth as she convulsed around him. “Fuck, you’re tight.”
“No talking,” she rasped. She lifted her torso up and licked his chest. Her hand cupped the back of his neck, pulling him down. He closed his eyes as she struck, her fangs piercing his skin, sinking deep. She fed from him—the gentle drawing sensation affected every last inch of him. He felt it in his neck, in his cock, in his heart, clear down to his toes and right back up.
“I love you,” he muttered. She bucked under him and reared up, wrapping her long legs around his hips. He pumped inside her, shafting her with hard, deep digs. Each stroke made him hungrier and hungrier. Harder and harder. He slammed into her and she pulled away from his neck. She threw her head back and wailed out his name. She climaxed and he felt her orgasm like it was his own. It set fire to a fuse inside him and he exploded inside her, his cock jerking viciously. She writhed under him, clenched around him, and each convulsive caress drew it out longer. She emptied him. She drained him.
And as he collapsed on top of her, she filled him. For the first time in months, he felt complete again.
Her arms looped around his shoulders. A shuddering breath escaped her. Then they were silent. Outside, they could hear the wind and the whisper of snowflakes falling down. “It’s going to be a white Christmas if the snow keeps up,” Tori whispered. Then she giggled. It had a nervous, almost hysterical edge to it. “I haven’t bought you a present.”
“I have the only present I need,” he murmured against her breast. He flopped over onto his back and craned his head so he could stare out the huge Palladium window over the bed. “How long do you have the cabin for?”
She lifted a shoulder. “Long as I want it. Eli owns the rental company.”
“Think Santa can find us here?” He pushed up on his elbow and stared down at her. “We need a tree. I have one at the apartment I’ve been staying in but it’s a bit of a dump.”
“We can just head home. I miss home. I miss our bed.”
Declan shook his head. “Lee’s worried Santa won’t find him. I…he needs some security, some time before I uproot him again. Even if it’s just to go home.” He grinned wryly. “Hell, I need a few days myself.”
She smiled at him. Her eyes glowed. “You take as many days as you need. So long as I take them with you.”
Declan laughed. “That’s not a problem. I don’t think I’m ever going to let you out of my sight again. Not even for a heartbeat.”
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