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      Bravery isn’t the absence of fear and hurt. Bravery is the ability to look fear and hurt in the face and say, “Move aside, you are in the way.”
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      Bhric sipped his bourbon, wondering how the fuck he got to this point. Nothing in his life was going as planned. Then again, he knew better than most that it rarely did.

      His parents were brutally murdered when he was a toddler, and he was raised by an unprepared older brother. Zander had no idea how to parent a child, much less three, or assume the role of king, yet he was forced to do both on the same night.

      Bhric’s latest behavior wasn’t a big deal, considering what he put his brother through when he was a stripling. He’d done far worse things than imbibing alcohol then driving a vehicle.

      When Bhric was thirteen, he recalled going off on his own and sneaking into a human camp full of soldiers. He pretended to be one of them. The sword fit like a glove to his hand, and he relished the fights he participated in before Zander came in and yanked him away by the hair of his head.

      Lectures from his brother followed about being vulnerable because he hadn’t transitioned, and the dangers of exposing their existence to humans. Now, over seven hundred years later, Zander was pissed because Bhric enjoyed drinking more than the rest of them? What a joke. It was the only way he knew to calm down, and forget some of the shit rattling around in his skull.

      He was a grown-ass vampire, possessing the ability to heal from nearly anything, for fucks sake. He didn’t need a babysitter.

      Agitation built as Bhric sat there, contemplating the unfairness of the situation. He should be at Zeum, spending time with his family, or, gearing up for nightly patrols around Seattle. He’d been a Dark Warrior most of his life, and the vows he made to the Goddess, to protect humans and the citizens of the Tehrex Realm from Lucifer’s minions, were all he knew.

      If he couldn’t be out on the streets killing skirm, he’d settle for playing a stupid game with Pepper and Dipple, Bhric thought and chuckled when he envisioned the pesky gnomes. They’d grown on the staff since arriving at the compound and had become part of their motley crew.

      Unfortunately, none of that was an option. Zander and Breslin were furious with him for his excessive drinking, and Zander had banned him from patrols, so the last place he wanted to go was home. If they didn’t want him around, fuck ‘em.

      Okay, that was a complete lie. His siblings were all he had, and their dismissal cut through his heart and left him bleeding inside. The sad truth was that was the least of his worries.

      Seemed Fate had a grudge against him. Not only had She denied him any real parental figure as a stripling, his adult life was fucked, as well. He glanced at the screen of his cell phone, and was reminded why. Ten missed calls and a dozen unanswered text messages from Pasha. The bitch needed to leave it the fuck alone. He had nothing to say to her, yet, she was hell-bent on making his life a living nightmare.

      Luckily, it wouldn’t be much longer before the whole mess resolved. Bhric sent a silent prayer to the Goddess that the results of the paternity test went in his favor. He couldn’t be the child’s father. If he was, his life would forever be ruined.

      Bhric took another swig. His family and friends had no idea what Pasha’s incessant threats were doing to his sanity. The female was pregnant, swearing it was his, and demanded they get mated. Unfortunately, paternity tests for supernaturals were highly invasive and put the baby’s life at risk, which Bhric wasn’t willing to do. There was a small chance it was his, and if that were the case, he would do right by the child.

      The thought of defaming his family name by refusing to mate the stripling’s mother had his stomach churning, and his heart racing. Integrity demanded that he take Pasha and the child as his, despite that he had no desire to mate someone that wasn’t his Fated Mate. There was also the fact that Bhric didn’t love Pasha. Bhric enjoyed female companionship, but not once had it been more than casual sex between them.

      The bartender walked over and laid a bill by his empty drink. “I’ll take that when you’re ready,” the tall, lanky male offered.

      “I wasna finished. I’ll have another. In fact, make it a double,” Bhric countered and picked up his glass, shaking it.

      The clinking of ice was music to his soul, and his palms itched to shoot shards of ice at the bartender’s face for not offering him another round.

      “No can do, bro. We have a maximum here, and you’ve met yours. Sorry. House rules,” the male spouted as he poured a beer for a nearby patron.

      “Are you fucking kidding me? Do you know who I am?” Bhric retorted as he leaned forward and stared at the human.

      The human had no fucking clue whom he was talking to, and Bhric was feeling salty enough to show him.

      The bartender placed both palms on the bar and lowered his head until he was eye level with Bhric. “Do I look like I’m joking? And, guess what? I don’t know, and I don’t care.”

      Bhric sneered at the male. “As much as I appreciate a cocky bastard, I’m no’ in the mood. Now, pour me a drink before you find oot what I am,” Bhric growled, and his fangs slowly descended.

      The bartender’s blue eyes bulged as he stared at the pointy canines, making Bhric’s smile grow wider. Say hello to my little friends, motherfucker.

      The human slowly reached over and grabbed the bottle of liquor. His hand trembled as he poured the liquid to the rim, almost spilling it. Yeah, he was shitting his pants. Maybe next time, he’d show some respect when a vampire graced his establishment.

      Bhric felt something brush against his leg and looked over to see a vampire sitting on the barstool next to him. The male made eye contact with the bartender, and his eyes flashed for a brief second.

      “Hey, buddy. Can I get another beer?” the vampire asked.

      Bhric retracted his fangs and gritted his teeth when the vampire’s eyes flashed again. Bhric didn’t have his older brother’s ability to speak telepathically with other supernaturals, but he was positive the male was erasing the past few minutes from the bartender’s mind.

      Bhric’s suspicions were confirmed seconds later when the bartender’s expression relaxed. Without comment, the bartender reached into the cooler and pulled out a bottle of Dos Equis, handing it to the vampire before walking to the opposite end of the bar.

      “You want to explain to me what the fuck you’re doing? You do know the penalty for exposure, don’t you?” the male asked as he tipped the bottle to his lips.

      Of course, Bhric knew. His brother was the fucking Vampire King, and he was a goddess-damned prince. Exposure was a cardinal rule, and carried with it a death sentence.

      Supernaturals lived among humankind, and humans had no idea of their existence. They also didn’t know of the darkness that roamed their streets. Demons preyed upon them, and the Dark Warriors of the Tehrex Realm were all that stood between them and annihilation.

      The Goddess Morrigan created the members of the Tehrex Realm, and she set the rules. Zander was a stickler for them. In fact, with how pissed off Zander was at Bhric, he’d probably put him to death for the stunt he just pulled.

      Bhric pushed up his sleeve, exposing his left forearm. The vampire’s eyes snagged on his Dark Warrior tattoo.

      “Seriously? You know better than anyone. Is this some entitlement bullshit? You don’t have to play by the rules you set?” he asked belligerently.

      Bhric took a large gulp of his drink, ignoring the male. Why the fuck did everyone feel the need to stick their nosy asses in his business? Bhric had planned on erasing the memory from the human’s mind. The entire incident was not a big fucking deal, yet this jackass wanted to play hero for the day.

      “Yo,” the male blurted, and put his hand on Bhric’s shoulder, forcing him to look his direction.

      Bhric’s gaze slid to where the vampire’s hand rested then back up to meet his gaze.

      “You better get your fucking hand off me before I shove it up your arse,” Bhric snarled. He could use a good fight to ease some of his tension.

      “You know what, fucker? I’ve heard the rumors about the Dark Warriors. You are far from the perfect martyrs you claim to be. Rumor is that it’s a big fucking orgy at Zeum, and you pass around your females like they’re appetizers,” the male taunted and moved closer, invading Bhric’s space.

      Big fucking mistake.

      In the next blink, Bhric’s blade was out, and against the vampire’s throat.

      “How aboot I carve you into my next appetizer, you fucking douchebag! Doona ever disrespect the females at Zeum. I will gut you like a fucking pig,” Bhric growled, and pressed the blade deeper into his flesh as he shoved the vampire onto the top of the bar.

      Bhric heard gasps from onlookers, but he didn’t give a shit. He’d burn the whole fucking place down if he had to. Or, better yet, freeze it into a morbid ice sculpture.

      The vampire swallowed against the pressure to his throat. Hazel eyes widened and sweat beaded the vampire’s forehead. Fucker knew he was no match for Bhric. Not because he had a blade to his throat, or the fact that Bhric was a Dark Warrior, but because Bhric outweighed the male by about sixty pounds and had the balls to take him down, regardless of the humans gawking at the scene.

      “Duly noted. Please accept my apology, and I’ll be on my way,” he gulped.

      Bhric released his hold and placed his blade back into his boot. The few humans that watched the altercation quickly lost interest when the knife was put away, and returned to their talking and drinking.

      The vampire sat up, rubbing at his throat. Blood trickled down his neck, but thanks to his vampiric nature, the wound was healing. The male grabbed a napkin from the bar and wiped the mess before straightening his shirt and stalking off, his eyes never leaving Bhric’s.

      That’s right, asshat. Don’t come looking for a fight if you’re not prepared to back that shit up.

      Bhric scanned the bar to see if anyone was still staring. Nope. They probably saw this kind of shit regularly in this place. It wasn’t the safest area of Seattle, and the patrons looked like they walked on the shady side of life.

      The bartender was flirting with a female at the other end of the bar, oblivious to everything except the large breasts trying to escape the low-cut t-shirt that was two sizes too small. Bhric smelled their mutual arousal from his perch at the other end of the bar. Hundred bucks said they’d be fucking in the back room on the bartender’s next break.

      Bhric grabbed the vampire’s abandoned beer and drained it in one swig. He hated cheap-ass beer, but it was cold and washed away the foul taste in his mouth. It was time to go. He didn’t belong here.

      His cell phone lit up again, and Bhric glanced to the screen. Pasha. Fuck, could she not leave him alone for one hour?

      His temple throbbed, and his jaw clenched, cracking a tooth. His brain was fried and his patience gone. As he sent healing cells to his tooth, he realized he couldn’t take this shit much longer.

      He needed to talk to someone. This situation was eating him alive. Breslin would know what to do. He cursed himself for not telling his twin sister sooner, but he’d hoped Pasha would go away. No such fucking luck, and now his twin wasn’t speaking to him.

      It was time to face the music. Bhric needed to come clean with his family about Pasha.

      He grabbed his wallet and signaled for the bartender. Bhric tossed some cash on the wooden countertop and stood up, swaying when his buzz threatened to send him to his ass. After a few deep breaths, the spinning ceased and he managed to locate the neon exit sign. Several chairs, and patrons, got in his way, and Bhric bumped into them as he made his way towards the door. Or, maybe that was the spinning that was back in full force.

      He stumbled out of the rear door of the establishment, and the smell of smoke and sweat from the bar was replaced with the smell of urine and trash, making his stomach lurch. The parking lot was deserted, except for the dozen or so trucks and motorcycles in nearby parking spots.

      Suddenly, his eyes zeroed in on a tall figure standing beside Roxy. His freshly-painted motorcycle sparkled in the moonlight. No evidence remained of the accident he’d been in a couple weeks earlier. Roxy had lost a fight with the highway after Bhric lost control of the powerful machine.

      Breslin and Zander threatened Bhric against drinking and riding Roxy again, but there was no way he was taking his SUV when he’d been without his motorcycle for ten days. She was the only female he rode lately, so yeah, he was driving her. Besides, he could handle his liquor.

      At first Bhric thought the stranger was checking out his impressive ride, but then he realized it was the vampire from inside the bar. This dumbass must have a death wish.

      Bhric puffed his chest and stalked toward the male. “I doona know what your fucking problem is, but you’re aboot to feel my freeze,” he gritted through clenched teeth as he balled his fists, and continued towards the vampire.

      The male was standing in an awkward position with his hands behind his back, and Bhric wondered why he wasn’t taking a more defensive stance. As soon as the vampire was in striking distance, Bhric pulled his arm back to take a shot. The vampire’s arm swung out from behind his back, and that’s when Bhric saw the large knife.

      “Fuck you, you self-righteous prick,” the vampire spat.

      Bhric eyed the blade as the male slashed forward, Bhric’s head its target.

      Ducking, Bhric barely escaped the attack. This fucker meant business, he thought, as adrenaline dumped into his system. The male wasn’t looking to fight Bhric. He wanted to kill him, and beheading a supernatural was a guaranteed death sentence.

      Bhric responded by throwing an upper cut to the vampire’s chin, and the male’s head jerked backward. The vampire staggered a few steps but didn’t lose his footing. Bhric quickly punched him in the side, preventing the male’s retaliation.

      Grabbing the vampire around the waist, Bhric continued to pummel the male. He felt the vampire’s feet leave the ground as Bhric served blow after blow. The crunch of ribs cracking was a gratifying sound. This asshat picked the wrong male to fuck with tonight because Bhric was itching to beat the ever-loving shit out of something.

      “You assed out, motherfucker,” Bhric snarled before he tackled the male, and both tumbled to the pavement.

      Pain immediately ripped through Bhric’s stomach, and he rolled to the side. Glancing down, Bhric saw the knife lodged deep into his abdomen. Groaning, he wrapped both hands around the handle and pulled.

      “Oh, no, you don’t, asshole. I’m sending you to your maker tonight,” the vampire snarled, and pounced on top of Bhric, wrapping his hands around Bhric’s.

      They struggled for ownership of the blade, but when the vampire shoved his knee into Bhric’s stomach, Bhric released his hold on the leather handle, shouting out in agony.

      Another jolt of pain assailed when Bhric felt the blade slide from his flesh. Screaming out, Bhric bucked his hips, throwing the male from his body. Rolling over, Bhric tried to stand, but the combination of alcohol and his injury caused him to fall back to the ground.

      The vampire lunged forward, and this time, Bhric couldn’t block the attack. Pain exploded in his head, clouding his vision, and bile churned in his throat. Bhric grabbed his face protectively and the world blurred. It was impossible to differentiate between sound and sight.

      A muffled shout came from somewhere nearby, and Bhric tried to focus, but his vision wavered. Gurgling intruded, and he couldn’t breathe. In a panic, Bhric’s hands went to his throat and felt a hard, wet object under his chin. Was that the knife? His mind spiraled out of control. What the fuck was happening?

      A shadow moved in front of him, and he squinted, trying to determine what, or who, it was. He felt a tug on his hand and reached out, but felt nothing.

      A loud roar invaded the chaos clamoring in his mind. Roxy.

      Bhric tried moving, but his body refused.

      He tried shouting, but his voice was trapped.

      Warm liquid ran down his neck and soaked the front of his shirt. The rumble of his motorcycle faded away, along with his heartbeat.

      Was this what death felt like, Bhric thought, as darkness invaded his world?
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      Alex jerked awake when a loud siren blared through the break room. Half asleep, she landed with a thump on the hard tile floor and cursed the sore wrist trapped beneath her leg. There was nothing worse than being caught between a heavy sleep and trying to wake. She blinked several times, trying to focus.

      Her body surged to its feet, and her heart raced when the charge nurse’s voice boomed through the speakers, announcing Alex was needed at the ambulance bay. Being on duty as an ER doctor was not conducive when wanting a full night’s sleep.

      She smoothed her wrinkled scrubs as best she could and adjusted her long ponytail then snatched her stethoscope from the sofa cushion, wrapping it around her neck. It wasn’t often that Alex could nap during a night shift, given it was the busiest time in the ER. The evening began like any other Friday night, but after the initial rush slowed to a crawl, she snuck away for a power nap.

      Checking her phone, she groaned. It was only two a.m. Hopefully, this new case was an easy one because she was leaving at four sharp, come hell or high water. Nothing would break her recent vow.

      No more staying at the hospital until mid-morning, or later, to take on one more patient. Alex’s reasoning that the hospital couldn’t survive without her was nothing but an excuse to avoid going home. The empty house was a stark reminder of her lonely life.

      After Vincent (AKA the ex, or, more poignantly, evil spawn) ended their marriage, Alex contemplated adopting a dog to keep her company, but nixed that idea, given her long hours at the hospital. Still, she made countless trips to the local shelter, and dog parks, to see if the lifestyle suited her.

      Her brother, Brad, teased her endlessly about replacing her husband with a dog, which surprisingly drained the tension and awkwardness out of their daily conversations. Her mother, however, was a different story, and Alex avoided her unless Brad was there to buffer the conversation from turning ugly.

      Her mom felt like having a husband would make Alex’s life more secure, and constantly pressured her to start dating again. Alex loved her mom, and didn’t want to disappoint her, but she was not ready to put herself out there.

      Alex didn’t understand why her mother was pushing the issue so heavily when she had managed just fine without a man in her life. Hell, Kate was a beacon of strength for Alex. As a single mother with no formal education, Kate raised Alex and her brother while shuffling three waitress jobs. Not once did she hear her mother complain about her grueling schedule or their tight budget. In fact, it was her mother’s example that set the stage for Alex’s outlook when Alex received her diagnosis of breast cancer.

      Unbeknownst to Kate, her mother set the bar high for resilience, and Alex followed in her footsteps. Medical school and then residency was grueling for Alex, but every time she contemplated giving up, she stopped and remembered how hard her mother worked and what she sacrificed to get Alex there. Ultimately, quitting wasn’t an option.

      Exiting the break room, Alex was surprised she wasn’t called sooner. It seemed at least ten patients had checked in over the past forty minutes, and every staff member was busy rushing around to meet the demands.

      As she made her way to the nurse’s station, her obsessive mind inevitably wandered back to her current predicament. Going home. She loved being a doctor, and taking care of sick and injured people, but her job had become a crutch.

      Enough was enough and she needed to get over the fact Vincent didn’t love her anymore. Their divorce happened three years ago, and she needed to move on with her life. Vincent didn’t deserve any more of her energy. She’d faced breast cancer head-on, and beat it, and would do the same where Vincent was concerned.

      “What do we have, Linda?” Alex asked the nurse when she reached the desk.

      “Caucasian male, mid-twenties. Victim of a bar fight, ETA five minutes. He suffered a stab wound to the sub mandibular region. There’s been heavy blood loss, and he hasn’t regained consciousness,” Linda replied as her fingers tap-danced across the keyboard of her computer. The heavyset nurse was the most efficient woman Alex had ever met, and an invaluable asset to the team.

      “This could get messy. Send Mary to Trauma One for a surgical consult,” Alex replied as she checked the board before she quickened her pace to the sliding doors and exited the building.

      Her heart raced, and adrenalin dumped into her system. The familiar rush was better than a shot of espresso, and sweat beaded her upper lip. Alex’s fatigue immediately evaporated and was replaced with focus and clarity.

      Late summer was her favorite season in Seattle, and the cool breeze felt great against her overheated skin. The commercial lights in the parking lot illuminated the area. The lack of cars was surprising, given the number of patients currently being treated inside the hospital.

      “Hey, Doc,” Peter called out as he followed her into the night air.

      “You with me on this one?” she asked the male nurse, and he responded with a wide grin.

      No matter the situation, Peter always had a smile to offer, and Alex felt happier in his presence. He reminded her of a scarecrow with his long, lanky arms and legs. He walked to her side, towering over her. Then again, everyone did. It was one of many problems of the vertically challenged.

      “Yep. You call for a consult?” Peter asked as ambulance headlights came into view.

      Harborview Hospital was a massive medical center connected to the University. Alex had worked there for a decade and knew the layout like the back of her hand. After medical school, she started her residency at Harborview, and hadn’t worked anywhere else. She considered a few other offers, but in the end, couldn’t leave. She belonged there, despite the bittersweet memories of her failed marriage.

      Vincent was a doctor, as well, and worked at Harborview until they divorced. Alex was grateful he left the hospital. She couldn’t imagine seeing him daily after what he put her through.

      “Hey, you okay?” Peter asked, and Alex snapped to attention.

      “Huh? Yeah, I’m fine. Mary should be in Trauma One by the time we get back inside,” Alex replied as the emergency vehicle cut its siren and stopped a few feet from them, back doors flying wide.

      “Status?” she asked the medic as she and Peter took hold of the gurney.

      “Patient is tachycardic, and his BP is dropping. Severe blood loss. Right pupil is fixed and dilated. He regained consciousness and was combative, so we secured his ankles and wrists. No ID was found, and he hasn’t responded to any of our questions. However, his flair for the F-bomb is quite impressive,” the paramedic joked as they pulled the handles on the bed.

      The weight of the patient registered as they lowered the wheels. He was solid as a brick wall and barely fit on the gurney.

      “Get two units of O negative. That bleeder shows no sign of stopping anytime soon,” Alex ordered as they rushed through the sliding doors and towards the trauma room.

      Her gaze snagged on the patient’s face. There was a deep puncture wound to the lower part of his chin and blood was soaking through the pressure bandages applied by EMT.

      Wheeling him into the trauma room, Alex snatched her stethoscope and stuffed the tips in her ears as she placed the diaphragm over his heart. It was barely audible.

      A moment of panic threatened, and she froze in place. This guy couldn’t die. She would never forgive herself if she failed him. Unsure of where the ludicrous thought came from, Alex shook her head at the notion. She always did everything within her power to save every patient, and this guy was no different.

      Static electricity sparked where her pinky rested on his bare chest. Alex automatically pulled away as she continued to bark orders. When they lifted him from the gurney to the hospital bed, the man was jarred, and his eyes flew open.

      “Fuck you, arseholes,” his deep voice shouted.

      The medic was right about the F-bombs, but he hadn’t mentioned his accent. It was Scottish and made her wonder if he was visiting from another country. If so, was he traveling alone, or did he have family searching for him?

      Alex placed her palm on his arm and flashed a pen-light in his right eye to assess the damage. “Sir, you need to stop fighting and let me do my job. We’re here to help,” she stated in a calm tone. “Can you tell me your name?”

      He immediately stilled, and glanced her way before black eyes slipped closed. The color was eerie, and unlike anything she’d ever seen. Dark eyes weren’t usually black, but closer to a deep brown. With him, there was no distinction between pupil and iris.

      Large hands went lax at his sides, and he settled before consciousness slipped away. A tattoo on his right forearm caught Alex’s eye. Feel The Freeze was written inside what looked like an icicle. The tip pointed towards his palm, and Alex wondered at the meaning behind the ink.

      Her eyes roamed to her wrist where the word hope was inked into her flesh. She recalled the day she walked into the tattoo parlor. It was her first tattoo, and she was scared to death. She almost chickened out until Toby walked from his room, and calmed her frayed nerves. She told him she was starting chemotherapy in a few days and wanted a symbol she could look to for inspiration.

      Toby grabbed a large binder, showing her his collection of tattoos he’d done on other women battling breast cancer. Alex couldn’t believe how many there were. All the images were beautiful, but when she saw the word hope, it spoke to her. Toby quickly grabbed a pad of paper and sketched a drawing, creating a pink ribbon out of the letter h.

      Thirty minutes later, she walked out of the tattoo shop, a different woman. Not because she was the proud owner of a beautiful piece of artwork, but because she faced her fear head on, and survived. It was the first of many victories, she amended, as her attention snapped back to the patient.

      “Okay, let’s see what we’ve got here, Ice-Man,” Alex muttered, and cautiously lifted the bandage from his throat.

      Her mouth dropped at what she saw. She expected blood to gush from the wound, given the amount of discarded gauze in the ambulance and on the gurney. Now, the blood continued to flow, but no longer seemed life-threatening.

      “Seems like the bleeding has slowed,” Peter observed.

      “It has, but it could be because he’s lost too much blood. Where is my O negative? And, get me an x-ray, stat,” Alex called out.

      “Right here,” Mary replied as she stepped into the room, followed by a nurse carrying two plastic IV bags filled with the crimson fluid.

      Alex took a bag and connected it to the IV stand while an x-ray tech rushed in with a portable machine. She captured three images and sent them to the computer before leaving the room. Alex and Mary walked over to look at the films.

      “Do you see the depth of that wound?” Mary blurted in disbelief.

      “That blade went deep into the temporal lobe,” Alex postulated as she evaluated the severity.

      “From his earlier outburst, we know he doesn’t have a problem with his speech, but this wound could impact his hearing. Maybe even memory. Thankfully, it doesn’t look like he needs surgery. The bleeding has slowed, so no major arteries were damaged,” Alex surmised.

      “I concur,” Mary agreed before pulling her gloves off and tossing them in biohazard. “Call me if anything changes.”

      Alex waved to the surgeon and connected the blood bag to the patient’s IV. As soon as fluid reached his vein, some of his color returned. Tension left Alex’s shoulders when she realized he was going to live. Things could go south in a heartbeat, but his recovery rate was astonishing. She’d never seen anything like it.

      “Grab a suture kit,” she ordered Peter and heard his boots echo down the hallway as he left the room.

      He was the only staff member that wore cowboy boots every day to work, and everyone teased him about it, but Alex found it charming.

      As the direness of the situation diminished, Alex took a deep breath. She could finally look beyond the patient’s wounds now that the worst was behind them. Her gaze trailed to his face. He was drop-dead gorgeous, with short brown hair and full lips. She recalled his sexy accent, which added to his appeal. Guilt quickly surfaced over the fact that she was checking out a patient, but she couldn’t help it.

      Everything about the guy was impressive. Her hand ran over his bare chest and across a nasty scar on his left shoulder. She lifted his arm and saw that it circled all but an inch of the skin. It didn’t look like a replacement surgery, and Alex wondered what happened to him. From the raised, thick edge, she surmised that he nearly lost the limb.

      His chest was hot under her palm, but he didn’t have a fever. The muscles pulsed beneath her gloved hand. His massive build took up the entire bed, and Alex bet her next paycheck he was a body builder. No one had that much muscle without hitting the gym for hours every day. And, he was tall. Well over six feet which was her weakness when it came to men.

      She’d always been drawn to big guys, preferring linebackers to the quarterback any day. She had no idea why. Given her stature, one would think she’d be attracted to someone shorter.

      More than once she’d been called a shrimp. The nickname didn’t make her sound very attractive, and wasn’t a compliment, in her opinion. Regardless, her heart skipped a beat whenever a tall man walked into the room.

      Her eyes moved south, and she gasped when she saw a bandage soaked in blood on his lower abdomen. The EMT hadn’t mentioned it, no doubt because he felt the head injury was the urgent issue. However, the location of this wound was close to the liver and could be serious.

      Alex peeled back the bandage and was relieved to see a wound that was shallow and non-threatening. She needed to stitch it, but it wasn’t cause for concern.

      As she grabbed more gauze and wiped his side clean, she noticed for the first time what he was wearing, and couldn’t help but snicker. Leather pants? Who wore those anymore? Sure, she saw celebrities in them, or the occasional costume-wearer, but really?

      She had seen her fair share of oddities in the ER, but not once had a guy come in wearing leather pants. Even stranger was the fact he didn’t look ridiculous in them. He was sexy as hell, and she couldn’t resist feeling the material. Smooth as butter.

      If she ignored the horrific wound to his neck, the man qualified as model material. Maybe that’s what he did, she amended. There was a huge market for guys that looked like him.

      She didn’t know why she was leering at the man. He was out of her plain Jane league. Men that looked like him weren’t interested in her. She wasn’t woman enough for a guy like him. She wasn’t woman enough for any man.

      Alex’s fingers went to her chest and touched the scar that peaked out from her v-neck top. Vincent made it painfully clear that the surgeons took what little appeal she once possessed when they removed her breast tissue. The scar was a reminder of why she was less than most women.

      She quickly shoved her painful memory aside and focused on the matter at hand. “You got lucky, Ice-Man. You might have some cognitive issues, but you’re going to live. I wish you’d wake up and tell me your real name. Admin isn’t going to approve of my little nickname,” Alex murmured as she turned her exploration into an actual exam, so she felt less like a perv.

      “Nothing seems broken, and there is no sign of internal…ahh!” she cried out when he opened his eyes and met her gaze.

      Warm amber orbs greeted Alex, and her mouth dropped. His eyes were black before. She specifically recalled thinking there was no difference between the iris and pupil, but now they were a beautiful golden hue.

      “Angel,” he whispered while she was busy contemplating his eye color.

      “Is that your name?” Alex asked, slightly uncomfortable with the way he watched her. “I think we can take off these restraints,” she continued, when he didn’t answer.

      She unbuckled the ankle straps first and waited to see his reaction before moving to his wrists. Head injuries often made people hostile and unpredictable, and this guy had one severe injury to his brain.

      And yet, he was a medical anomaly. He wasn’t affected like a typical patient in his condition. Speech should be slurred and difficult to decipher.

      “You’re as beautiful as an angel,” he declared in his thick Scottish accent, clear as day.

      Feeling like a teenager, complimented for the first time, Alex blushed to her roots and instinctively ran a palm over his pectoral muscle. His eyes slid closed, and a sigh escaped him.

      “Aren’t you the sweet talker, Ice-Man? I need you to stay awake and tell me your name. C’mon,” she prodded his firm flesh, concerned about a possible concussion.

      Alex bent closer and checked both eyelids. Still responsive which was a good sign. He smelled of alcohol, which might explain some of his disorientation.

      “Can you tell me your name?” she asked.

      He grabbed her wrist and held it to the side of his face. A spark zinged again. She had no idea what was causing it, but she felt enlivened from the contact. Ignoring the sensation, she pulled her arm free and checked his wound.

      The bleeding had stopped, and the edges of the wound weren’t as red as before. Peter returned to the room with the suture tray in hand.

      “Wow, he really did lose a lot of blood. At least he’s out of the woods,” Peter stated as he stood beside the bed.

      “He’s responding very well,” Alex replied as she changed her gloves and Peter set out the supplies she needed. “Okay, Ice-Man, I’m going to inject a pain killer around the wound before I stitch it closed.”

      There was no response from her patient, so she proceeded with caution, injecting first and cleaning the blood from his skin while she waited for the area to go numb. By the time she completed the ten stitches, she had a layer inside the wound and one closing the skin. Then she moved on and added several more stitches to the smaller wound on his abdomen.

      “Do you need anything else?” Peter asked. “Dr. Farrah needs me in Trauma 4.”

      “No, I can handle this for now. Thanks,” Alex replied and hung the second bag of blood.

      A groan caught her attention, and she turned back to her patient as she picked up the scope from the wall. A trickle of blood slid from the corner of his mouth, and Alex realized she overlooked checking it for injuries.

      She wanted to kick herself for the oversight. Not checking his airway was a rookie mistake. One she hadn’t made since her first year of residency. Alex was so busy staring at the gorgeous man she became distracted. She thought the blade’s trajectory missed the oral cavity, but she needed to be sure. With gentle fingers, she pried his mouth open and shined the light inside.

      There was blood near the back of his throat, and Alex stuck her finger in his mouth to gently rub it away. Beneath the blood, there was a small hole, and she reached to the supply tray for a tongue depressor. She wanted a better view so she could be certain there weren’t additional injuries.

      Her movements froze in the next breath. Right before her eyes, sharp fangs slid down, replacing blunt canines. What in the hell was this guy?
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      Holy shit! Alex panicked as she jumped away from the bed, staring at the unconscious man, or…vampire? She couldn’t believe she was questioning if this guy was a mythical creature. They didn’t exist in the real world. Then again, she witnessed it with her own two eyes, so what was the truth?

      For the past few years, the media reported on mysterious deaths involving puncture wounds and marked blood loss. They’d even coined a term for these attacks. TwiKills. The media hype made treating patients difficult. Inevitably, news crews and cameras showed up at the ER when a victim arrived, and she was forced to deal with their chaos, as well.

      Alex assumed, like most of the city, that the perpetrators were misguided adolescents that joined some cult. She gave up trying to understand why someone would bond fangs onto their teeth, and then engage in blood sports.

      The sad truth was people did crazy stuff to themselves all the time. She recalled treating a guy with horns imbedded under his scalp and his skin tattooed to resemble a demon. Or the female who came to the ER with an eye infection after she went to a low-grade surgeon to alter her eyes so they looked like a cat.

      The guy on her table wasn’t one of those people, though. Right before her eyes, she watched pointy canines slide down from his gums. No surgeon could do that. Was he a living, breathing vampire? She pinched herself to make sure she wasn’t still asleep in the breakroom.

      Every instinct told her he was a vampire and the myths were true. An injury so severe it should’ve killed him, yet he was alive and able to communicate. Then there was the super-fast rate at which he healed. And, she couldn’t forget the way his eyes turned from black to vibrant amber. The way he responded so quickly to the transfusion fit vampire, as well. Whatever he was, he wasn’t human. Question was. What was she going to do now?

      Protocol stated Alex should call the attending physician and report problems. If she did that, chaos would break out in the hospital. And, it wouldn’t be confined to Harborview. There was no way Randy would keep this under wrap. As the attending, it was his job to tell the Chief. The Chief would then tell others, and inevitably the FBI, CIA, or some other government organization, would get involved.

      Talk about a circus. News of this magnitude would have the vultures descend en masse. If Alex thought working with them was hard before, it would become impossible after this leaked.

      Her Ice-Man sighed, and she glanced at him. His fangs were gone, and he was resting peacefully for the first time since he arrived. Slight movement around the stitched area caught her attention, and Alex peered closer. The flesh was mending in plain sight. This man’s healing ability was unbelievable. She would need to remove the stitches in the next day, or two, rather than the usual week it took to heal.

      Again, she questioned what would happen to him if she called Randy?

      For starters, every test available would be administered. No way Randy would pass up the opportunity to explore his biology to learn about his kind. Some of the tests would be painful to endure, she thought, as she considered the situation.

      Alex knew his fate if she called in her superiors. Inevitably, the government would take custody of him and do whatever they wanted. Their testing would make the hospital’s look like child’s play. Her mind immediately went to the Department of Defense and using him as a weapon.

      She’d gotten a brief look at his anger and strength. The military would love to get their hands on this guy and use him to their advantage. Her stomach churned and knotted, and her mind rebelled against the idea.

      She knew nothing about him. Didn’t even know his name, but every instinct screamed that she needed to protect him from such cruelty. That wasn’t surprising, given the Hippocratic oath she’d sworn when she became a doctor. Admittedly, this felt different than simply fulfilling her medical promise.

      This patient meant more to her, even though it made no sense. She paused to remind herself that she wasn’t falling for some hot guy, only keeping him safe. Not that she had to worry. This guy wasn’t going to want anything more from her than the treatment she provided.

      Peter poked his head into the room. “How’s the patient?”

      She stopped pacing and tossed the soiled gauze and other implements in the biohazard bin. She hesitated and considered telling Peter about the guy’s fangs. Would he share her opinion on how to handle the situation?

      “He’s stable and doing well. Thanks for your assistance on this one,” Alex replied as she decided it best to keep her mouth shut. The last thing she wanted was to put Peter in an unethical position.

      “Call if you need anything,” Peter said and continued his rounds.

      Alex swallowed against her dry throat, solidifying her decision. She wasn’t leaving this man to become the hospital’s prized guinea pig. No one was getting their hands on him.

      You are insane, her wiser half taunted, but she ignored it. She was taking him home to make sure he healed and returned to his life, whatever that was. It wasn’t until that moment that she concluded she was taking him back to her place.

      The man couldn’t take care of himself, and she refused to leave him at the mercy of the doctors coming in after her shift ended. Checking her phone, she noted her shift ended fifteen minutes ago.

      “Ice-Man,” she murmured and shook his shoulder. “I need you to wake up. You’re in trouble if you stay here. I need to get you to safety.” There was no response.

      Okay, he wasn’t going to be of much help. First things first. The IV needed to come out and the monitors removed. The ripping of Velcro echoed as she unfastened the blood pressure cuff and his eyes fluttered with the sound. With a little luck, he would be awake by the time she had him disconnected.

      “I’m going to put you in a wheelchair and push you out the front door as soon as the coast is clear. Once I have you outside, we’re going straight to my car,” she explained, hoping he heard her. It sounded insane when she spoke her plan out loud.

      Holding a gauze pad to the site where she’d removed his IV, she paused and wondered when her mind left the building. Hell, she had a higher risk of brain damage than her patient did. She would lose her job if caught. Never had she risked so much for anyone, and yet, here she was, doing it for a total stranger.

      Pasting a smile on her face, she exited the trauma room and went to a nearby computer. She quickly scanned until she found her John Doe and erased his name from the treatment record. No turning back now. Perusing the scene, she acknowledged this was the perfect moment. Every doctor and nurse was busy with a patient, and no one was paying her any attention.

      It was now or never.

      Alex grabbed a wheelchair on her way back, and was relieved to see his eyes open when she walked into the room.

      “Are you ready?” she asked.

      “Aye,” he said as he attempted to sit then fell back onto the bed.

      His motor control was impaired, and she wasn’t sure if it was from the brain injury, the pain medication, or the alcohol she’d smelled on him. Regardless, he was helpless to do anything by himself.

      “Here, let me help you up,” she replied and rushed to his side.

      With an arm around his waist, she guided him to the edge of the bed and swung his legs over the side. By the time he was to a sitting position, Alex was sweating, and her arms were shaking. The guy easily weighed two-fifty and was all muscle. No way could she do this if he lost consciousness again.

      She walked to the far side of the room and grabbed a blanket. “Keep this around your shoulders and hunch down,” she instructed as she wrapped the soft material around him.

      The small blanket didn’t completely hide his large frame, but at least his upper body was covered. The last thing she needed was the nurses ogling the man and drawing unwanted attention.

      She opened the door and checked to make sure none of the staff was around. Mary exited Trauma Room Two, and Alex waited until the coast was clear before she pushed him through the crowded hall. She said a silent prayer that Mary or Peter didn’t see them. They knew the situation and were likely to question her.

      Her palms sweated, and her limbs tingled as she hurried toward the double doors, and safety. It seemed to take forever before the cold night air blew across her face, and Alex exhaled the breath she was holding. She quickly continued around the side of the building and practically ran to her car, pushing the wheelchair as fast as she could.

      When the wheels hit a rock, she nearly dumped him on the pavement. Her Ice-Man groaned as he was jostled to and fro.

      “Sorry, sorry,” she chanted as she righted the chair and managed to keep him seated.

      Slowing her pace, Alex continued her trek and cursed the number of lights the hospital had in the multi-level parking structure. She remembered voting for additional lighting, for safety reasons, but now wished the area was blanketed in darkness. If security drove by, they would have several questions about why she was wheeling an injured man to her car.

      Her pulse calmed when they made it to her Cruze, but then it dawned on her that she didn’t have her keys. Thank God her brother insisted she buy a vehicle with keyless entry. Not once had she needed to use it, but at that moment, she could’ve kissed Brad.

      It took several attempts to unlock the door, given Alex couldn’t remember the code. When the lock popped up and she opened the car door, she burst into laughter. Getting the giant of a man in her compact car without causing him discomfort was going to be a challenge.

      “Suck it in big guy. I’ve got to stuff an extra-large sausage into a small casing, and you aren’t going to like it,” she teased.

      He gazed at her sleepily. “Och, I might be big, but I’ll fit.” The comment held a sexual undertone and had her blushing like a virgin.

      “C’mon, Ice-Man,” she urged as she wrapped an arm around his waist and helped him stand before she pushed him into the car seat.

      Alex shook her head as she looked down at him. Poor guy was bent in half, his face at his knees. She reached between his legs and grabbed the lever to push the seat back to its farthest position.

      It took some maneuvering, but she finally got him situated. It wasn’t ideal, but she didn’t live far. She laid the blanket over him and put her hand on the door to shut it.

      “I have to do a shift exchange before we leave. Stay here and do not move. If you spot security, try to hide. I will be back in twenty minutes,” Alex explained.

      He nodded, and she shut the door then turned to head back into the hospital. Her insides squirmed as reality hit home.

      She just kidnapped a patient from the hospital. What in the hell was she thinking?
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* * *

      Breslin rushed into the kitchen. Her heels clacked on the wood floor, echoing the beat of her heart. Something was seriously wrong with Bhric. The asshole had made idiotic choices lately, and she was pissed that she continued to worry about his safety.

      Writing him off was easier said than done. They shared a bond that went soul deep. It wasn’t the same as that shared by Fated Mates, but it was close. For long as she could remember, they could sense each other’s presence, as well as, emotions. It was what had gotten them through tough times as children.

      She was aware that over the past few months something had him on edge, and she had given him space, hoping Bhric would come and talk to her. He hadn’t opened up. Not that she could blame him because she hadn’t exactly been sharing her problems, either.

      What had her sweating was the fact that she briefly lost her connection to him. It was the longest ten minutes of her life, and she was ready to kill someone. Their connection hadn’t completely returned, but she felt a faint trace of him.

      Without bothering to knock or announce her presence, Breslin barged through the kitchen doors. If Zander and his mate were going at it again, they’d have to stop. This matter took precedence. She spotted Elsie first, and thankfully, she was cooking instead of canoodling with Zander. Cailyn and Izzy were seated at the nearby island, making cookies.

      “Has anyone heard from Bhric?” Breslin blurted as she stopped at the granite countertop.

      “Not that I know of, why?” Elsie murmured as she tossed celery and onions into a deep pot.

      “I can’t feel him,” Breslin admitted and was surprised when tears threatened to spill.

      Crying wasn’t something she did. That was for emotional females, not warriors, and she didn’t deal well with those who became weepy.

      When Elsie was pregnant with Izzy, she was prone to bouts of tears and Breslin had been clueless as to how to help. More than once, she sat hugging Elsie, praying Cailyn would walk in and take over because she was the nurturer, not Breslin.

      Elsie dropped her knife and crossed to Breslin, followed by Cailyn and Izzy. Her niece extended her arms, wanting Breslin to pick her up. She reached down and lifted the curly-haired girl to her hip. The power of the Goddess was intense when she was close to Izzy, and it settled Breslin’s racing thoughts.

      Being close to the Goddess’s power always reminded her of the oath she took, but also of family and community. The Goddess Morrigan created the Tehrex Realm and the supernaturals that made up their group. She’d also given them a purpose in protecting humans from the evil creatures Lucifer sent to earth.

      “That doesn’t sound good. Have you talked to Zander?” Elsie asked.

      Breslin shook her head and smiled as Izzy picked up the diamond pendant she always wore. It belonged to her mother and was one of the few possessions she still had. It was also one of Izzy’s favorites, she thought, as she watched her niece play with the shiny object.

      “Nay, I havena called him yet. I came here first,” she admitted, feeling slightly foolish for her worry.

      Bhric was a Vampire Prince, one of the strongest of their kind. It wasn’t like anything could hurt him. Right?

      The vile demoness, Crocell, and her twin sister flashed through Breslin’s mind, intensifying her anxiety. Those evil creatures caused problems left and right and would jump at the opportunity to hurt her brother.

      A loud bang resonated from the front of the house and Izzy broke out into a smile.

      “Uncle O,” the stripling cheered and bounced on Breslin’s hip.

      Izzy’s skills were improving at a rapid pace. An adult supernatural could determine another’s presence, but children didn’t come into those senses until they passed their stripling years, and were relatively powerless until then. The citizens of the Tehrex Realm would be shocked by the level of power their tiny Vampire Princess wielded at such a young age.

      Breslin had been an anomaly when she’d come into her power over fire at an early age. Typically, supernaturals didn’t discover any extra abilities until they reached maturity at age twenty-five. When three-year-old Breslin lit their parents’ funeral pyre, Zander had been shocked and confused.

      Izzy had surpassed even Breslin. Barely a year old, she sensed others within the house and could identify them, as well as, wield a form of premonition. Elsie had the power of foresight, and her daughter inherited that, but everyone suspected Izzy was more advanced, given she was the Goddess’s vessel.

      From the sounds of it, Orlando had barreled into the house, which wasn’t like him. Did he have news about Bhric? Breslin was in motion before she could think further about it.

      “What’s going on?” she blurted the second she saw Orlando and Santiago standing in the entry.

      Elsie and Cailyn came to a stop beside Breslin, and Izzy reached out for her mom.

      “Where’s Zander?” Orlando asked, ignoring Breslin’s question.

      She’d known the Dark Warrior for centuries and saw the tension in the lines around his mouth. Glancing at Santiago, she saw sadness in his dark brown gaze.

      “I doona know. Tell me what’s going on. Is this aboot Bhric?” she demanded. She didn’t miss the shared look between the males at the mention of Bhric.

      “I need to find Zander, and then we will tell everyone,” Orlando said before he hurried into the war room.

      Breslin was tight on his heels with her heart in her throat. She walked in just as Zander turned from his desk along the back wall. His gaze met Orlando’s, and Breslin didn’t need Elsie and Izzy’s ability to know that their world was about to change forever.

      “Can we have a word, Liege?” Orlando inquired and Breslin lost her temper.

      “Stop shutting me oot, arseholes! I know something is wrong. I canna feel Bhric, and I want to know what the fuck is going on!” she snarled.

      Zander stood and crossed to her side then placed a comforting palm on her shoulder. “There is no need to shut oot the others. If this is aboot the family, it affects us all,” her brother informed Orlando and Santiago.

      Both males nodded their heads as their shoulders dropped and their eyes trailed to the ground.

      Mack and Kyran walked into the war room, followed by the rest of the Dark Warriors. “You called, Liege,” Cade murmured.

      Cade’s twin, Caell, took a seat beside Cailyn as all eyes focused on Santi and Orlando.

      “Yes. Orlando and Santiago have requested a family meeting,” Zander explained as he ushered Breslin to a chair.

      Breslin watched as the others took a seat. Orlando raked his hands through his white-blond hair and glanced over at Santiago. As more and more of the strands stood on end, Breslin’s heart beat faster and faster, and her mouth went dry. Orlando looked like he was on the verge of a nervous breakdown and Santi didn’t look much better.

      Orlando cleared his throat then began, “SPD was short-staffed tonight and Santi and I were called to the scene of an accident.”

      The warrior stopped abruptly and closed his eyes. Breslin thought he might break down and cry from the overwhelming emotion splayed across his face.

      Santiago patted Orlando’s back. “It was a motorcycle accident. There were no…no survivors,” Santi said through a cracked voice then lowered his head.

      Breslin couldn’t believe her ears. It didn’t take a genius to figure out the implication.

      “Spit. It. Oot,” she demanded through clenched teeth. Tears brimmed and unshed emotion burned her throat.

      “It was Bhric’s Tomahawk. From the evidence left behind, it looked like he lost control and crashed into a telephone pole. He didn’t survive,” Orlando shared then buried his face in his hands.

      Breslin’s mind refused to accept his words. “Nay. You’re wrong. A simple accident canna kill my brathair. He’s a vampire!” she shouted, giving voice to her denial.

      “Are you absolutely certain?” Zander asked, his eyes wide and glassy. Izzy scrambled down from Elsie and ran to her father and climbed into his lap.

      “There were reports from a local bar that he left intoxicated. His bike hit the pole at high speed. A fire ensued, and that’s what took his…” Orlando trailed off, unable to finish his sentence.

      “Maybe he loaned the bike to someone else and it wasn’t him,” Breslin countered as she jumped to her feet and leaned across the table.

      Of course, that’s what happened. Any minute, Bhric would stumble through the front door, hungover as hell, and make some wise-ass remark.

      “He didn’t loan the bike to anyone,” Santiago declared and reached into his pocket.

      Santi pulled out an object and laid it on the table in front of her. “I’m so sorry, Bre.”

      Breslin tore her eyes from Santi’s to look down at the object. It was the Tarakesh signet ring. Each of her brothers had one, but Bhric never took his off. The ring lay there, charred and covered in soot.

      This couldn’t be happening. Bhric couldn’t be dead, Breslin’s mind shouted as she collapsed to the floor.

      Fire erupted as her trapped emotion broke loose. She screamed and yanked at her hair as tears streamed down her face. Her world fell away as her heart shattered into a million pieces. She didn’t give a shit if the world burned down around her. Breslin’s anchor was gone and she was lost without her twin.
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      Alex rotated her head, working out the tension in her neck. The man, vampire, or whatever he was, was asleep in her guest bedroom, and she had no idea what to do now that she had him home. She crossed to her kitchen island and emptied the contents of her messenger bag onto the stainless-steel countertop.

      Her shift change had been a harrowing ordeal after she’d absconded with the patient. By the time she walked back inside the building, the staff was in a panic. Peter rushed up to her and asked if she’d run after the man. Alex played along and said that she saw him walking out, gave chase but was too slow, and watched him get in the passenger side of a dark truck, and drive off.

      Her brother always said she was a terrible liar and called her on it every chance he could. Tonight, she must’ve put on the performance a lifetime, because Peter didn’t question her. After updating the physician in charge, Alex went to the storage closet and grabbed some medical supplies. She kept basic first-aid on hand at her house, but needed a few additional items.

      Alex lowered her head as guilt assailed. Not only did she sneak a patient out of the hospital, she’d stolen from her employer. All for a complete stranger. Shaking her head in disbelief, Alex put the bottles of pain medication, syringes, and other supplies in the cabinet beside the fridge then decided to check on her Ice-Man.

      What she’d done was irrational, illegal, and out of character, but there was something about him driving her. It went beyond physical attraction. There was no way in hell she could leave him victim to what would happen when the others discovered he was a vampire. Bile rose in her throat, and her heart stopped when she considered the potential outcome.

      As she walked towards the guest bedroom, she noted the unmistakable change in her house. One extra person created a different atmosphere. She didn’t have a large home, but it was big enough to make her feel lonely when it was just her. Now, the presence of another was comforting.

      She bypassed the living area with its black leather sofas and made her way down the narrow hallway. The low rumble of his snore echoed, getting louder as she approached his room.

      Recalling the timber of his voice made her blood hum. Alex never knew she was a sucker for an accent, but every time he spoke, her mind turned to mush. She had fifteen years of higher education under her belt, but couldn’t form a complete sentence after the vampire remarked that she was beautiful in his irresistible brogue.

      A shiver ran up her spine as the cold, tile floor seeped into her bare feet, reminding Alex she needed to get a runner for the hall. Hell, she needed a lot of items. Vincent took every rug from the house when he left, and she didn’t fight him on it. Rugs were the last of her concern when her marriage crumbled. Unfortunately, she hadn’t spent any time replacing things.

      Now, with a man in her house, she glanced around and winced at her oversight. The flat-screen television, along with the electronic components, also walked out the door when her ex left. Alex never watched TV, preferring a good book to the awful selection of cable channels. The only thing she’d been pissed about him taking was the stereo.

      The day after Vincent left, her brother came over with a bottle of wine. When Brad asked her to turn on some music, she told him Vincent took the sound system. He insisted they go to the local electronics store and replace that shit, pronto. She loved her new voice-controlled speakers. Sadly, Alexa was the only date she’d had lately. Geez, her life was boring.

      She worked at the hospital four days a week and volunteered to pick up shifts on her days off. Mountain biking was her favorite pastime in her earlier years, but medical school and residency had consumed every minute, leaving no time for leisure.

      Then Vincent came along, and Alex was with him in her spare time. He loathed biking, so she passed up many opportunities to get out and ride. When she was diagnosed with breast cancer, her exercise regimen took a downturn.

      Treatment limited her physical capabilities and the recumbent bike she purchased was no real substitute to the challenging trails. Alex hated that her passion fell by the wayside. Admittedly, she was nothing but a pathetic workaholic.

      Sighing, she glanced in the bedroom and chuckled. Her guest was lying sideways on the queen-sized bed, his feet hanging over the edge. He filled the bed like his presence filled her house. He was magnetic and all-encompassing.

      She watched him sleep. His full lips were slightly parted and his eyes darted beneath closed lids. His broad chest slowly lifted with each breath, and a deep snort followed. She imagined it would be impossible to sleep in the same room with this man, given how loud he snored. In this calm and peaceful state, it was easy for Alex to forget about his fangs. He seemed like an ordinary man.

      Suddenly, he rolled over, and spouted something in a foreign language, startling her.

      Okay, enough of the staring at the hot stranger, Alex chided and turned to leave the room.

      “Thank you, lass,” he croaked.

      Alex spun around. “Oh, hey there. How are you feeling?” she asked as she took a few steps closer.

      A groan escaped as he maneuvered to a sitting position. He pushed his body backward until he leaned against the headboard. She wanted to help, but fear kept her rooted to the spot. Now that he was awake, Alex didn’t know what to say or do. She brought an unknown man into her house, and now she was alone with him. She was an idiot.

      The guy could be a rapist, for all she knew. He may be injured, but she was half his size, and wouldn’t stand a chance against him if he attacked. Alex fingered the cell phone in her pocket and realized she should’ve let her brother know about her houseguest.

      Then again, the man had done nothing to make her fear him. Still, she decided it best to keep her distance for now. She’d made enough mistakes where her Ice-Man was concerned.

      “Shite, my head is killing me. I swear there’s a fucking ice pick in my skull,” he responded as he rubbed his chin. He winced when he hit the bandage and his brows furrowed in confusion.

      “You aren’t that far off the mark. Although, the knife is no longer there. I take it you don’t remember what happened?” Alex questioned.

      “Nay, I doona remember last night at all. I canna think with the burning in my brain. And, my throat is on fire,” he said and looked around. “Where am I?”

      “You’re at my house. I’m Dr. Alexandra Layne, but you can call me Alex. Can I get you some water? Then I’d like to examine you, and we can talk about what happened to you. I’ll be right back,” she instructed.

      Alex was halfway down the hall when she heard a loud thump followed by cursing. She dashed back to the room to see Ice-Man struggling to get to his feet.

      “You aren’t strong enough to walk yet. Get back in bed,” Alex ordered and tossed aside her cautionary plan as she rushed to his side, helping him stand.

      He shook his head and wrapped his arm around her shoulder, but continued to the doorway. “I’m no’ going back to bed.”

      “You’re a stubborn one, aren’t you?” she asked as she slowly walked with him to the living room. Alex wasn’t sure she was much help, given she was a good foot shorter than him, but at least she kept the guy from falling back to the floor.

      He stopped and met her gaze. The furrow between his eyebrows deepened and his lips pursed. “I doona know.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If I’m stubborn. I doona know if I am stubborn,” he clarified in a scratchy voice, reminding her she needed to get him some water.

      It was her turn to gape at him. She was about to ask how that was possible when she recalled his injury.

      “We need to have that talk now,” Alex said and deposited him on the sofa and went into the kitchen.

      She grabbed a glass of water and a few supplies then returned to the living room.

      “Here, drink this,” she urged and handed him the cup as she took a seat beside him. “What do you remember?”

      “Nothing of importance. I can tell you this is a sofa and this is a glass of water. I can tell you the days of the week, and the months of the year, but I canna recall my name or where I live. And, I doona know you. Are we lovers?” he asked as he lifted the cup with trembling hands. He licked his lips and gulped down the water as she contemplated his situation.

      This guy wasn’t a threat to her. If anything, he was more frightened than she was. Alex couldn’t imagine waking up in a foreign place with no memory of your past or identity. She encountered all manner of people in her work, and had developed a sixth sense about others. This man didn’t have malicious intent, and that realization eased some of her trepidation.

      However, the injury to his head was more severe than she’d anticipated. If his fangs hadn’t scared the crap out of her and sidetracked everything, she would’ve requested an MRI, and known more about the damage to his brain. Now, what was she going to do? She couldn’t take him back to the hospital for additional tests. Then again, if there was bleeding on his brain, it could kill him.

      “No, we aren’t in a relationship,” Alex replied, trying to hide the blush that stained her cheeks. She was surprised he assumed they were lovers. She was nothing special. A fashion model, with nine feet of legs, seemed more his speed.

      He tilted his head in confusion but Alex continued, “I’m an ER physician. You came into my hospital last night with a stab wound,” she added, and noticed his eyes travel to her neck. Out of habit, her hand went to the mark over her left breast, wondering if he was staring at her scar.

      “The knife cut through a portion of your brain,” she explained then hesitated. She didn’t know if she should mention his fangs, or that they scared the crap out of her, causing her to panic and rush him from the hospital.

      “Are you telling me I have brain damage?”

      “It’s too soon to tell the long-term effects from this. Do you have a family? Siblings?” Alex asked, hoping to spark a memory, while avoiding the bigger question…Do you know you’re a vampire?

      He laid his head back on the sofa, and she noticed some blood on the dressing over his wound. “Nay. Well, I’m no’ certain. I canna picture any family, although, I know I must have a mamai and da.”

      Alex reached over and laid the back of her hand against his forehead, and he closed his eyes at her touch. It was easy to ignore the spark that zapped her skin, given how hot he felt. It immediately made her wonder about infection. Luckily, she grabbed antibiotics from the hospital, just in case.

      “I need to check the sutures and make sure you didn’t reopen things with your trip down the hall,” she said softly.

      “I’m no’ so easy to hurt. It will be healed in no time,” he responded automatically, his eyes still closed.

      Recalling how quickly his bleeding stopped, she had to agree with him. “At least you remember that about yourself. I would ask what you do for a living, but you probably can’t answer that,” Alex teased as she removed the tape and gauze from his chin.

      “Apparently, I fight,” he said with a grin and opened his eyes. His amber gaze met hers and butterflies fluttered in her stomach.

      “I would have to agree with that theory. As your doctor, I recommend you stop. It’s bad for your health,” she said and smiled.

      He reached over and placed his large warm palm over hers. The contact turned her butterflies into a swarm of bees.

      “I’ll try and remember that,” he replied with a wink and her heart thumped so hard, she was positive he heard it.

      Alex jerked her hand away, needing space. Her nerves were frayed, and the man had done nothing but touch her hand. She needed a distraction. Reaching to the coffee table, she grabbed a towel and dabbed the area that had started to bleed again.

      Several thoughts popped into her head. Was his vampirism contagious? Could she become a vampire by touching his blood? Or did she need to ingest it?

      “So what happens now?” he asked, interrupting her musings.

      The waver in his voice made her heart go out to him. He was helpless and relying on her to make his situation better. This man had a home and a family out there, but he didn’t know their names or where they lived. She wanted to help him, but they were in a city of millions, and she didn’t have a clue as to where to begin.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Breslin’s chest constricted, stealing her breath. She opened wet eyelids and swallowed thickly as her world spun out of control. She looked to the night sky, searching for answers, but nothing came.

      She glanced to the orchid in her hands. The continuous wringing had caused it to wilt. Breslin insisted on having her and Bhric’s favorite flower for his ceremony, but at the last second, she refused to be a part of her twin’s burial.

      Her mind rebelled against the idea that Bhric was dead. There was no denying it was Bhric’s ring that Santiago retrieved from the corpse, but she felt sure that her brother was out there, hurt and possibly fighting for his life, and no one was searching for him.

      Breslin wanted nothing to do with the charred remains brought to the compound. Her family could go through whatever burial ritual they wanted, she thought, as she looked out over the dark lake, and tossed the flower overboard.

      Was she acting selfish? Yes. But she couldn’t be a part of a ceremony that was a goodbye when she believed in her heart he was still alive. She needed to get her shit together and find Bhric.

      Breslin curled into a ball at the bow of her boat, trying to alleviate the pain in her stomach. In the distance, she could hear Zander and Elsie calling for her, but she ignored them. She needed to be alone.

      Once again, she tested the bond she shared with Bhric. She wanted to scream when all she could feel was a wisp of pale grey smoke. It was no longer the thick titanium band it used to be, and that made standing by her conviction difficult.

      Could it be his lingering spirit she was feeling? Her parents’ deaths were the closest comparison to what she felt now.

      Breslin was three years old when the archdemon murdered them, yet she vividly remembered the tears burning her cheeks and feeling like she was going to explode. Uncertainty and fear had her trembling next to Bhric and Zander, as fire shot from her tiny palm, and onto her parent’s pyre. Guilt replaced fear as she watched them burn. Breslin hadn’t meant to be mad at them for leaving her, but she couldn’t take it back.

      This felt nothing like that day, and yet, very similar. Rage built, threatening to explode, while hot tears scalded her cheeks. She needed to be careful, or her boat would catch fire just like the pyre all those years ago.

      For the second time in Breslin’s life, she was crying and couldn’t stop.

      The sound of a motor caught her attention, and she cursed. It better not be Elsie or Illianna. She dearly loved both females but didn’t need to hear their shit right now. She wouldn’t be coaxed back to Zeum for their stupid funeral. Breslin cracked an eyelid and watched as her nemesis parked a Jet Ski alongside her boat.

      “Hey, Flame. Thought I’d find you out here,” Rhett called out as he climbed off the watercraft and onto her boat.

      Breslin wanted to throat-punch the fire demon. He was the last person she wanted to see, and exactly who she needed, which infuriated her. Rhett grated her last nerve on a good day, and someone decided to send him to try and talk sense into her? The demon didn’t know when to quit.

      “You need to go on another walkaboot. This time, off a cliff,” she snarled.

      “I see you haven’t lost your sense of humor. Want to talk about it? Or, better yet, wanna race me?” he asked with a slight grin. It was a shadow of his sexy smile, but she could tell he was trying to help.

      “Let’s race. I can’t talk aboot this,” Breslin admitted as she dried her eyes.

      The fire demon’s skin glowed in the moonlight as he approached her and bent down in front of her.

      “Do you need a head start?” he teased.

      “In your dreams. Why aren’t you at the funeral?”

      “I’m where I need to be,” he replied and pulled her to her feet.

      His comment reminded her why she loathed him. Why in the hell had she allowed her attraction to progress beyond minor fascination? She hated the fact that she couldn’t think of anyone else but this incorrigible male.

      The only good thing to come from her grief over Bhric was she no longer obsessed about Rhett. He’d shown an interest in her, but that meant nothing. He traveled all over the world, and to different realms, chasing anything with a vagina. And, she was not going to be another in a long line of willing victims. She deserved better.

      Breslin stood up and glared at the bane of her existence. She was done hoping Rhett would see her as more than a brief conquest. The Goddess would eventually bless her with a Fated Mate, and she’d never think of the fire demon again. And right now, the only thing that mattered was finding her brother.

      With that thought, Breslin lunged and pushed Rhett into the lake, shouting, “Ready, set, go, motherfucker.”
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      The hot poker lodged in his brain was excruciating. He couldn’t recall a worse pain. His heart seized each time he realized he couldn’t recall anything. At least, nothing of importance. It was the strangest sensation to lack substance to one’s knowledge.

      He glanced over at Alex, and instinctively knew she was a female. There was information he automatically understood but when he tried to pull up his name, or anything about his past, it was a big fat blank.

      He was vulnerable without this female’s help, and that was frustrating. He’d still be in a hospital, or worse, out on the streets if she hadn’t taken charge of the situation. The idea of being homeless terrified him on a visceral level.

      Survival instinct kicked in and he wanted to grab onto Alex and hold tight. She was his key to living another day. Without her shelter and care, he would be exposed, and at the mercy of the elements. He had no idea why the notion scared him, but it did.

      The thought of having to fight a dozen armed males didn’t faze him, but the image of being trapped in the desert under a blazing sun caused his breaths to turn to pants. Was he hyperventilating? It was such a severe reaction that is made him question if it had happened to him in the past.

      “Well, if you’re worried about me throwing you out on the street, don’t. You can stay here for however long. You need to heal, and hopefully your memories will return, as well,” Alex replied.

      He sighed and focused on how her hands felt on his skin. She had a tenderness about her that soothed the worst of the pain, even though her touch was electric. His gaze traveled for the hundredth time to Alex’s slender neck. Her pulse pounded beneath the skin and he longed to place his lips over the spot.

      His eyes roamed to her face and locked with beautiful blues. A little girl with Sapphire-blue eyes and curly black hair flashed in his mind when he looked at Alex’s large orbs, but again, he couldn’t recall her name. As he struggled to grasp more details, the image evaporated.

      “Do you think I will? Get them back, I mean,” he questioned and forced his eyes away from hers.

      He didn’t need a memory to know Alex was the most gorgeous female he’d ever seen. Her petite frame brought out a deep-seated protectiveness he sensed at his core. He wanted to wrap her in his arms and keep her safe always, even though he had a hunch Alex didn’t need him to protect her. From watching and listening to her, he could tell this female had battled more than most, and come out stronger in the end. And that was very appealing.

      He imagined kissing lips that looked soft as cotton and caressing skin that appeared silky-smooth. Her pert breasts would fill his mouth and he had an urge to squeeze her shapely ass. Her scrubs hugged her apple bottom, and when she walked, her cheeks swayed side to side.

      He craved a taste.

      Suddenly, nausea hit and interrupted his fantasy. He bolted upright. He was going to vomit and his eyes scanned for the nearest toilet.

      “Are you okay?” she asked. “You’re very pale.”

      “I’m going to hurl,” he blurted, and bee-lined to the hall bathroom as fast as he could. He heaved several times, but nothing expelled from his stomach. He groaned as he turned on the faucet, splashing cold water on his face and rinsing the foul taste from his mouth.

      He took several deep breaths until his stomach settled. He picked up a hand towel and wiped his mouth, hoping the worst was behind him. He walked back to the living room, wondering if he became ill because of his desire for the sexy doctor.

      Could it be that he was involved with someone? Did he have a mate? Was the little girl that flashed in his mind his daughter? He was in dangerous territory if he had a female in his life, yet was drawn to another. He couldn’t deny the pull to Alex. So many questions raced through his head, making the pain in his head worsen.

      Her hand landed on his forehead as soon as he sat down. “As fast as you just moved I can’t believe you aren’t bleeding more. And, you’re feverish. You were warm earlier, but your temperature has spiked. You could have an infection, despite the wound showing no signs. I’m going to grab a thermometer,” Alex explained as she stood up and walked to the kitchen.

      He glanced around, trying to focus on anything besides his queasiness.

      Alex’s home had an open floor plan, and the kitchen and dining area could be seen from his perch on the sofa. He watched her flit about the modern kitchen, frantically searching for the thermometer. The ceiling above the kitchen island had several skylights and it filled the space with natural light, which made her long golden hair shine.

      Alex walked over, waving an instrument over his forehead. Looking at the results, she exhaled. “Good. Your fever is low, but I’m going to keep a close eye on it. That could be why you feel sick, though.”

      “What would I do withoot you?” he inquired and stood up a second later, unable to sit still.

      There was an urgency beating at him and he had no idea what it meant or what he was supposed to do. It was as if he needed to warn someone or do something, and yet, each time he tried to grasp the threads, they unraveled.

      “Don’t do too much,” she cautioned as she hovered behind him. “The last thing I want is for you to lose more blood. I don’t keep that in stock at my house.”

      At the mention of blood, his eyes went to her racing pulse again, and his gums ached.

      She possessed the blood his body needed.

      The thought made him stop in his tracks. Why would he even think that? Surprisingly, the idea didn’t repulse him as it should. In fact, it seemed logical. His head injury must’ve been a doozy with all the crazy thoughts he was having.

      “And, don’t worry. We’ll find your family and you’ll get your life back. Then you won’t need me anymore,” she added, answering his previous question.

      “Fuck that, I’ll always need you,” he declared and turned to meet her gaze.

      The vehemence behind his words shocked him, but he meant what he said. It resonated in his soul.

      Her gasp told him he’d overstepped, but he didn’t understand her shock to his declaration. Any male would be lucky to have her by his side. He wanted to tell her that, as well, but hesitated, given the look on her face.

      “That knife did more damage than I thought,” she muttered. “And…what the hell did you just do to your water?” The shrill tone of her voice caused him to glance around in confusion before he felt cold seep into his palm.

      He looked down and saw his cup of water, frozen solid. He didn’t think anything about it, one way or the other, but based on her reaction, he knew it wasn’t normal.

      “I have no idea,” he replied as his gut turned over.

      Instinct screamed it was no big deal, just part of who he was. A force deep down said she would never accept him for what he truly was. But what exactly did that mean?

      Suddenly, he couldn’t breathe. What was wrong with him? His chest heaved as he tried to catch his breath. Her small hand on his arm caught his attention and soothed the bulk of his tension, enabling him to take a full breath.

      “Does this have something to do with your tattoo?” Alex asked as she gently turned his palm, her fingers tracing the image on his flesh.

      Feel The Freeze was inked inside an icicle that spanned the length of his forearm. It brought a smile to his face that he couldn’t explain. “I’m no’ sure,” he replied, honestly.

      “Your hands aren’t even cold,” she said with a shake of her head. “You’re full of medical anomalies. First, you have minimal damage considering the injury you sustained. Second, you should’ve died from the knife wound to your skull. At a minimum, you shouldn’t be able to walk right now. And third, your healing rate is beyond anything I’ve ever seen. Why do you think that is?” she asked with a lifted eyebrow.

      His gaze met hers. His mouth instantly went dry and he fidgeted from foot to foot. There was something in the tone of her voice. He wanted to give her the answer she needed, but he had no explanations.

      A nudge pushed his aching mind again. It was frustrating that he couldn’t grasp the information he felt lurking beneath the surface.

      “I’m Superman, Doc,” he said with a wink, hoping to lighten the serious mood.

      “Yeah, I don’t see you in a cape. I like Ice-Man much better,” Alex teased with a smile. It was warm and friendly, and distracting. His mind spun when she looked at him that way.

      “Ice-Man, huh? Och, I like it,” he replied and his stomach chose that moment to rumble.

      Releasing his wrist, Alex turned and walked toward the kitchen, her ass swaying to and fro.

      “You must be hungry. How do bacon and eggs sound?” she asked.

      He was starving, but not for food.

      He started to follow her, but suddenly stopped short as he bent over and clutched his stomach. Pain tore through his body, leaving him hungry and thirsty at the same time. It was a hunger that gnawed at his insides.

      “Oh my God! What happened? What’s wrong?” she cried out as she rushed back to his side.

      “Hungry,” he managed between panting breaths.

      “This pain is from hunger?” Doubt echoed in her tone and when he gazed up, his suspicion was confirmed. Narrowed eyes and a tilted head told him she questioned his reasoning.

      “Aye. How about those eggs?”

      He thought she might demand more explanation, but her expression relaxed. “Let me help you to a seat,” she said with a huff and wrapped her arm around his back. She wasn’t buying it but wasn’t pushing for answers, either.

      The feel of her against his side enflamed and eased him in turn. He had little patience for being injured and not feeling well, but he would suffer daily to have her hands on him.

      The sun bathed them in morning light as she pulled a metal stool out for him and he sat down. As soon as his arms rested on the steel counter top, he knew something was wrong. His skin heated, getting hotter by the second.

      “Eggs and bacon, coming right up,” Alex muttered as she opened the door to the refrigerator.

      He glanced down and noticed red blisters forming along his flesh. His face was burning, as well. His heart galloped in his chest, and just as he opened his mouth to get Alex’s attention, his hand caught fire. He roared in pain and jumped from the stool.

      Alex swiveled at his shout then dashed towards him. On instinct, he sent a blast of ice towards the area, putting out the flames as he scrambled over the couch, awkwardly landing on his head and shoulders. By the time she hurdled over the sofa, smoke furled from his burnt skin.

      He felt warm wetness trickle down his chin. His skin was blistered and burned, and his stomach cramped with hunger. Could this day get any worse?

      “You skin was literally on fire, for God’s sake. What the hell happened? Ah, dammit, you’re bleeding again,” she chastised and got up to grab a towel from the coffee table.

      “The sun,” he answered as it automatically popped into his head.

      Alex leaned towards him and pressed the cloth to his chin. She smelled incredible, like a flower dipped in vanilla. An image of a white orchid flashed in his mind followed by a female’s face.

      She had long auburn hair and intense amber eyes. She was crying. His heart ached to soothe her pain. Was this his female?  He didn’t feel the same desire for her that he felt with Alex, so he assumed no. His mind reeled, trying to connect the dots, but he was left empty-handed.

      As another blast of Alex’s scent washed over him, his mouth watered and the ache in his gums intensified.

      “I swear I’m right,” she shared as she lifted the towel to check on his wound.

      His gaze fixated on the rapid pulse beating in her neck. Without warning, sharp fangs shot into his mouth, and he lunged. He wrapped his arms around Alex’s shoulders and sank his teeth into her succulent flesh. His maddened mind spiraled out of control.

      He momentarily processed that Alex was rigid in his arms, and frantically screaming for him to stop.

      A split second later, his eyes rolled back in his head as the rich, sweet taste of her blood filled his mouth.
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      Breslin glared at Rhett from across the kitchen as he shamelessly flirted with a staff maid. Her hands curled into fists. It was this behavior that made lava flow through her veins. If he didn’t stop batting those gorgeous fire-opal eyes at Trisha, Breslin was going to sucker punch him. The male didn’t have a loyal bone in his body.

      His blatant disrespect was insulting. What made it even worse was that Breslin wanted to smack the gooey-eyed expression from Trisha’s face. The female loved every ounce of his attention, and it was pathetic. No, she wasn’t jealous, Breslin denied.

      An image of flames shooting from her hands and engulfing his treacherous body made her smile until she remembered he was a fire demon, and her flames would do nothing more than provide him an energy boost.

      “Shite. We’re on it. Be there in twenty,” Zander growled into his cell phone as he barreled through the double doors. “Time to lock and load. Those blue bitches attacked a cruise ship in the Sound. Bre, call Nikko and tell him to have the boat ready. Let’s go. We need to get to Bell Harbor Marina ASAP.”

      Breslin snapped into gear at the mention of the newest archdemons in Seattle, Cresil and Crocell. The fallen angels joined Lucifer’s army millennia ago but weren’t a problem for the Dark Warriors until recently. Breslin wished they’d stayed in the Underworld. They followed no rules and were on a mission to expose the Tehrex Realm to humans, all the while, trying to capture Zander and Elsie’s daughter, Isobel.

      Everything the twins had done since crossing the portal to Earth was aimed at exposing supernaturals. The warriors spent more time playing cover-up for the demons’ antics than they did fighting them, and Breslin was tired of it.

      Breslin typed a quick text to Nikko, the vampire in charge of training the Dark Warriors, then ran out the front door and jumped into Bhric’s SUV. Glancing over her shoulder, she automatically looked for Bhric. She was about to call his cell and yell at him to shake a leg when she realized he wasn’t going to answer, and it hit her all over again that her twin wasn’t there.

      She wanted to jump from the car and race back to the house. Her heart pounded frantically against her chest and she couldn’t breathe. Before she could pull the door handle and escape, Kyran was in the driver’s seat and starting the engine. Mack and Rhett jumped in next and Kyran was backing out of the garage before Breslin could stop him.

      She tried to focus on the matter at hand, but couldn’t. She missed her twin brother. This was her first battle without Bhric by her side and Breslin wasn’t sure if she could do this.  It felt wrong heading into combat without him. He was ice to her fire. She needed him.

      Instinctively, her soul reached out for his. The faint connection was still there, and she sensed he was lost and confused. The image of him walking down an endless tunnel flashed through her mind. She tried to mentally communicate with him, but couldn’t.

      “You coming?” Rhett asked, intruding into her efforts.

      Snapping to attention, Breslin perused her surroundings and realized they were near the marina.

      “Nay, jackarse. I figured I go for a coffee,” she snapped and climbed from the car the second it stopped.

      The moon glistened off the dark water. The night was calm and quiet, belying the chaos occurring a few miles out at sea. Apparently, Zander had called in the cavalry on his ride over because the entire Dark Alliance Council was there, including the Rowan sisters and their mates.

      “You’re sexy when you’re mad,” Rhett countered as he walked behind her.

      “Sex this,” Breslin replied, and flipped him off. She quickened her steps to join Zander and the others as they hopped out of Gerrick’s vehicle.

      “What do we know?” Breslin asked her brother before the fire demon could say another word to her. She wasn’t in the mood for his shit.

      “A witch called me from the cruise ship and said demons had taken over the boat,” Pema offered loud enough for everyone to hear. “She told me there are at least fifty skirm along with both archdemons. I have my doubts about her accuracy, given the female was screaming and frantic. She’s with her mate and two striplings, so you can understand her concern,” Pema added.

      Breslin did get it. Striplings were vulnerable until they reached maturity, and their full power, at the age of twenty-five. She recalled Zander’s overprotectiveness after their parents were murdered. He wouldn’t let her go anywhere without him or Kyran by her side. Bhric slipped the leash all the time and took ludicrous risks, but her brothers seemed more concerned with her behavior than Bhric’s. Luckily, she obeyed the rules and caused minimal problems.

      “I know the female. She’s the sweet owner of a bakery, and I imagine even a handful of enemies on a killing spree would seem like far more. Regardless, we need to assume it’s bad,” Pema continued.

      Breslin expected the others to jump right in and offer strategy, but the group remained silent. Even Mack, who typically taunted Gerrick about surpassing him on the killboard, was quiet. Not a battle went by that Mack wasn’t boasting about her skirm kills, and now, her silence added to the weight around Breslin’s heart. It seemed everyone was feeling Bhric’s absence.

      The warriors were there to fight because that’s what they did, but the mood was somber. Emotion threatened to choke Breslin. She missed her brother and desperately wanted to hear him tell everyone to lighten the fuck up.

      Breslin’s head turned when a speedboat hummed to life. Nikko shouted for Jace to help him release the lines, and by the time everyone boarded the ship, Nikko was ready to go. Breslin joined him in the wheelhouse while everyone milled about the cabin and back deck.

      Minutes later, the large cruise ship came into view. Hundreds of lights sparkled in the night, and from their distance, Breslin couldn’t get a clear picture of what was happening on board. The sensation of needles piercing her skin hit seconds later, and she knew the witch wasn’t wrong in her estimation. There was a massive amount of demon and skirm magic being thrown around on the large vessel.

      “Gerrick, Rhys, get ready with the rope ladder,” Zander barked. “We have one chance for a surprise attack. We doona want to alert the archdemons of our presence before we are on deck. We will approach starboard and enter by the lifeboats. ‘Tis the least conspicuous port of entry.”

      Battle mode washed over Breslin. Adrenaline had her stomach tightening as her heart rate increased. Her vision sharpened and she heard screams of terror. She saw countless skirm chasing humans on the portion of the boat that was visible. This was going to be hell.

      With thousands of humans trapped on a boat with demons and skirm hunting them, the warriors would need to act fast. The death toll of this attack could be colossal. There was no way they could save everyone. The passengers were spread out on many levels. Breslin sent a silent prayer to the Goddess to bestow strength and perseverance to the warriors.

      “Zander,” she called out, needing to share her thoughts regarding the magnitude of the situation.

      “I know, Bre. We’ll manage. Evzen, you and the others will need to create several portals as soon as you’re on the lower deck. Hayden, can you call your Lieutenants to assist?” Zander asked.

      Breslin bit her lip, her heart pounding as the shifter Omega battled wills with the Vampire King. She was shocked Hayden showed up at all. There had been tension between the two for months. Hayden believed it was time they broke the Goddess’s command to remain hidden from the humans and Zander firmly opposed him.

      Breslin, and many others agreed with Zander that there was never a time to betray their Goddess’s edicts. Supernaturals wouldn’t exist without Morrigan, and Breslin knew her demands were designed to keep them safe.

      In her seven hundred twenty years, she had learned how reactive humans were. And, how cruel. The Salem witch trials were a perfect example of what the humans would do if they discovered her kind. Supernaturals possessed better skills and strength, but humans were far greater in number and weapons.

      Finally, Hayden nodded and pulled his phone out. As he called Zeke, Zander contacted warriors from San Francisco, New Orleans, and New York. Creating four portals would tax Gerrick and Jace, but they could tap into their mates’ energy if needed.

      “Pema, you and your sisters make your way to the open arena at the back of the ship and create a shield. That’s where we’ll send the humans for safety,” Zander directed, his Scottish accent stern and direct. “As soon as more warriors arrive, I’ll make sure a few head your way to give additional support.”

      Pema nodded and turned to her sisters and their mates. The six formed a small circle, and a chant ensued. It was impressive to watch and Breslin felt the power blast between the triplets.

      “Hell yes, power of three,” Isis shouted when they finished, and the group took off towards the rear of the ship.

      The Rowan sisters’ ability increased tenfold when all six were together. For most magic wielders, they tapped into their mate’s energy through their mating bond, but the three females were unique. They not only shared power among each other, but also with each other’s mates. It was one massive orgy of magical force when they were together.

      “You guys ready?” Nikko called out to Gerrick and Rhys.

      A sharp turn of the speedboat sent water spraying the side of the ship. The sight made Breslin think of Bhric, and how he would’ve turned it to ice, just to piss off everybody. Tears burned and she swallowed against the choking emotion.

      Chaos reigned above as the ladder hooked to the rail and they ascended. The sound above them was deafening even though they were several floors away from the action. Breslin discovered why as soon as she was through the doors and entering the hull of the ship. Humans were running for the lifeboats, trying to escape the melee.

      Zander was in front of her and had his titanium claymore in hand. A quick thrust and the nearest skirm burst into flames then ash in the blink of an eye. Breslin prayed they didn’t face lower demons. Their smelly carcasses were a bitch to clean up compared to skirm that instantly turned to ash when killed.

      Breslin threw fire at the crazed minion rushing up behind a human. As flames leaped from the writhing skirm to the male nearby, she cursed and tried to pull them back. “Bhr—,” she started then stopped. Bhric wasn’t there to distinguish her fire.

      Momentarily distracted by thoughts of her brother, Breslin was caught off guard. She was struck hard and went sailing down a flight of stairs. Cursing, she climbed to her feet, ignoring the pain spreading down her side. She rushed through a nearby door so that whatever hit her couldn’t trap her in the stairwell.

      The hall she exited onto was nearly empty, save for a few humans fending off skirm. Forgoing her fire, she withdrew her titanium sais and quickly slashed her way through the enemies.

      “Get to the arena,” she instructed before she continued down the hall. “There are others there that will keep you safe.”

      She raced ahead on surprisingly sure feet. The speedboats she was used to were rough, exhilarating rides, nothing like the smooth sail of the cruise ship. The plush carpet would’ve reminded her of a fancy hotel if it wasn’t littered with half a dozen bodies and blood.

      She reached another set of stairs, but it was empty. The amount of noise coming from above told Breslin there was more action on that floor. Taking the steps two at a time, she shouldered through the door and was immediately forced to choose a direction.

      She spotted the vampire twins, Cade and Caell, fighting to her left. The sight of them working as a unit intensified the pain in her heart and highlighted her loss. Rather than a coordinated attack, she was racing from floor to floor and swinging her blades. She missed her twin more than anything and wished he were there.

      “Shite!” she shouted when fire exploded in her right arm.

      Her preoccupation with Bhric was a costly mistake. A skirm latched onto her arm. Her slender blade found purpose and slid between its ribs. Breslin was in motion before the creature turned to dust.

      Cade and Caell appeared in control of this section. “Damn, you guys are good. You okay withoot my help?” she called out.

      “Dandy,” Cade replied, making his brother chuckle then Caell added, “Be careful, Princess. There are rage demons all over the place.”

      Yay, exactly what she needed. Between Bhric’s disappearance, and Rhett’s incessant pursuit, her rage was liable to feed these demons for decades. The thought forced her to clear her emotions and focus on the humans in need.

      Silent as the night, she stepped past a human male bleeding from the temple as he tried to protect his young daughter from three skirm. He was putting his life on the line, hoping to save her, but was outmatched.

      “Get oot of here and go to the arena. There’s protection there,” Breslin screamed as she stabbed and slashed, leaving a thick pile of ash behind her.

      She made it to another hallway and ducked when she saw a long blade heading towards her head. Crouching, Breslin’s eyes followed the sword’s path. It landed in Rhys’s palm just in time for him to behead two demons. Black blood spurted across the walls and all over Rhys. Breslin envied the cambion’s telekinetic power.

      “Your stanky ass isn’t riding back with me,” Gerrick shouted to Rhys as he severed the head of another demon.

      Breslin shook her head at the two and turned back to the stairway. If there was one warrior she didn’t need to help, it was Gerrick. Twenty demons could surround him and he’d still come out the victor. He was one ruthless motherfucker.

      Breslin made her way back to the metal staircase. As she turned the corner, three rage demons came into view. They were attacking a human couple, and the male had pushed the female behind his back, trying to protect her from the ugly beasts.

      “Hey, fuckface! Over here,” Breslin shouted, grabbing the demons’ attention.

      One smiled her way, exposing brown teeth. Not only did they wreak, but they were also ugly as hell. The creature quickly jumped over the railing and landed in front of her. Fire left her hands as she felt the magic of a portal activate. Help was on its way.

      Flames engulfed the rage demon, and she kicked out, knocking it on its ass. The other two demons charged forward, cornering her. One threw out an arm and sent her flying down half a flight of stairs.

      Before she got to her feet, Aison, a New Orleans Dark Warrior, slashed through one of the demons while a shifter tackled the other.

      “Good to see you again, Breslin,” Aison said with a wink as he beheaded the snarling demon.

      “Thanks for the save, Aison. I’m going up,” she replied and took off before he responded.

      One the next level, she entered a large open room and gasped at the sight. The two archdemons were standing between Zander and several families being held captive. Their leathery blue wings were fully extended, keeping Zander from reaching the innocents. Her brother was cut and bleeding from numerous injuries as he tried to talk some sense into the villainous demons.

      “Give up, Vampire King. You can’t beat us,” Crocell snarled as she laughed. It was a high-pitched sound that slithered down Breslin’s spine.

      “Surrender, and we will spare these humans,” Cresil added with a wicked grin filled with malevolence.

      Those vile creatures were lying through their teeth, and would never release anyone. Breslin stepped further into the hallway to get a better view, and saw Mack and Kyran locked in battle. Breslin didn’t hesitate, and rushed forward, brandishing her blade at the closest skirm.

      The area was large enough that she could wield her fire safely. Extending her palm, Breslin released a stream of orange and red flames that flew toward a group of pus demons and skirm. Mack turned her way as the enemy fell to the ground in a heap of burning fire.

      “Hey, no fair. Now you get the credit for killing them. Or, maybe we split it,” Mack joked before she beheaded the demons.

      Breslin smiled at the feisty female. Her brother, Kyran, had his hands full with that one. In typical Mack style, she was wearing one of her snarky shirts. The spiky-haired female had a way with words, and recently launched a t-shirt collection, appropriately titled ‘Made With Sass’. Today’s black garment read Underestimate Me, That’ll Be Fun in sparkly red letters.

      It felt like old times as Mack briefly did a victory dance. Breslin imagined Bhric calling out, “Feel the freeze, motherfuckers” as he turned burning corpses into popsicles, putting out her raging flames. Now, her flames burned unchecked and could eventually destroy the ship. Fitting, she thought, given the pain she felt over missing her brother.

      “I willna surrender,” Zander informed the archdemons with a haughty lift of his chin. Only Zander could battle enemies and look like royalty at the same time.

      “We’ll see about that,” Cresil shouted and took flight towards a family huddled in a corner.

      “No!” Zander roared and Breslin started toward the group.

      She stopped short when a young male threw his palm into the air and the demon’s blue wing exploded in a shower of black blood and bone. The force of the young male’s power was so intense it threw Breslin against the wall.

      Cresil’s shriek broke light fixtures, and the humans screamed in terror. Breslin jumped to her feet when she saw Crocell rush to Cresil, grabbing her sister. In a flash of light, they disappeared before Breslin could reach them.

      Their group didn’t have time to evaluate what had happened as they turned back to the enemies still attacking. Breslin didn’t miss the gleam in Zander’s eyes. It was a look she hadn’t seen in decades, but it was unmistakable.

      The family in the corner was supernatural, likely the witches that called in the attack to Pema. The mother, father, and a younger female clung to one another while the older boy stood guard in front of them, protecting his family. His shoulder-length blond hair fanned around his face, reminding her of a lion guarding his pride.

      Their son was immensely powerful, and if Breslin was correct, the male was nearing his transition from stripling to adulthood. The fear in his gaze didn’t deter him from putting himself between the demons and his family. Breslin would bet her new Louboutin heels that Zander would recruit the stripling.

      You could teach an individual to fight, but you couldn’t teach them courage. That was innate, and one of the traits Zander looked for in a Dark Warrior.

      Breslin turned, blade in hand, and pierced a skirm’s chest. She spotted Rhett off to the side making his way towards her. He was calling her flames to him and absorbing them before they raged out of control. No wonder the smoke alarms weren’t going off from the numerous fires she’d started.

      Before Rhett reached her side, a rage demon slammed into him and took him to the ground. Its claws imbedded deep in Rhett’s side and blood poured from the wound, lighting the carpet on fire. Rhett pushed and kicked, but was too weak to get free. The rage demon was going to kill him.

      Something froze in her chest, and Breslin screamed as she charged for the demon, slicing him into tiny pieces. Black blood covered her arms as she glanced down at Rhett, panting.

      “If anyone has the pleasure of killing your sorry ass, it’s going to be me. No’ some fucking demon,” Breslin spouted and walked off.
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      The tangy taste of blood filled his mouth and reality came crashing down. He had fangs, and they were imbedded in the sexy doctor’s throat, urging him to drink deeply. His thirst was matched by the desire to sink his hard shaft into Alex’s welcoming heat.

      His heart thundered in his chest, and he opened his jaw, careful not to tear her flesh. It felt natural to drink her blood, even though instinct screamed for him to stop.

      Sweat suddenly beaded his brow and his mouth watered at the same time his stomach soured. Perhaps it wasn’t natural to drink blood, he thought, as severe pain twisted his gut into a knot. Not wanting to alarm her even more, he gritted his teeth, willing himself to keep the blood down and wondered why she wasn’t screaming and fighting him.

      The last thing he wanted was to vomit on her pristine tile floor. It was difficult to concentrate, but he forced his mind to the more important matter at hand.

      “I doona know what possessed me to do that,” he hedged as he backed away from her, meeting her gaze.

      Bright blue eyes met his, but rather than fear and revulsion, he saw curiosity and… arousal?

      “My guess is you did it because you needed to replenish the blood you lost,” she panted.

      “What do you mean? And, why are you no’ upset by what just happened?” he asked, cocking his head to the side and considering her comment. The idea resonated with him.

      “You biting me doesn’t entirely surprise me. I had my suspicions that you’re a vampire. That’s the real reason I took you from the hospital.”

      “I see.” His stomach churned again, and his right side burned.

      “Your fangs came out when I was treating you in the ER. I knew I couldn’t let anyone see them. The doctors at the hospital would’ve had a field day with you, performing countless tests. And then the government would get involved, and I have no doubt they would do even worse. Probably turn you into their weapon of war. So, I snuck you out of the hospital, and brought you here.”

      “Why would you do that for me? You doona even know me.”

      Alex turned her head away, and he froze when he saw an iridescent yin-yang symbol of fire and ice. He hadn’t noticed it before, which was strange because it glowed softly behind her left ear. The sight made his chest constrict, and emotion clog his throat. Another pang shot through his side as he stared at the design. There was significant meaning behind the mark and its appearance, but he couldn’t place it. He was convinced it was connected to him, given ice made up half of the marking.

      “Honestly, I’m not sure. I couldn’t allow anyone to use you as a test subject and torture you. Trust me, medical tests aren’t fun, and the government would be ruthless in their pursuit to clone you, if possible,” Alex admitted and turned back to him.

      “Och, you’re probably right aboot that. I owe you more than I can ever repay. You’re a verra special female,” he murmured as he reached out and ran his hand over her cheek.

      He scooted closer to Alex, needing more contact. There was an inescapable draw toward her, and it took a great deal of effort to keep from ravishing her body.

      “Aren’t you the ladies man?” she teased. “Is that how you entice women to give you their blood?”

      “Nay,” he chuckled. “Seems I take that when I want, withoot permission,” he said, shaking his head. He still couldn’t believe he attacked her. “I’m a vampire,” he said, testing the term and nodded.

      It felt right. And he was grateful that this doctor took it so well. He may not remember his past, or what it meant to be a vampire, but he guessed it wasn’t common.

      “What is the significance of your tattoo?” he asked as he sat back on the couch and crossed his ankle over his knee.

      She looked down at her arm then held it out toward him. He saw a simple line tattoo that said hope with the h representing a pink ribbon. “This is my inspiration. When I have a tough day, I look at this and remember what I’ve been through and survived.”

      He wrapped his arm around her shoulder, guessing she’d been through far more than he could imagine, and not only survived, but thrived. She wasn’t an average female, and he saw her as more than just a doctor nursing him back to health. He wanted to know more. Everything about her fascinated him.

      “Not that one,” he corrected, putting his desire aside. “This one.”

      She shuddered, and her floral scent intensified when he touched the glowing symbol. “I don’t,” she choked out then cleared her throat, “I don’t have any other tattoos,” she denied.

      “Umm, yes you do. ‘Tis right here,” he insisted.

      She got up, and he followed her to a nearby mirror that hung on the wall near her front door. “What are you talking about? I don’t see anything,” Alex muttered as she twisted her head, looking at her reflection.

      A memory niggled at the back of his mind, but no matter how hard he tried to grasp the details, they slipped through his fingers. “There is a yin-yang symbol of fire and ice right here,” he replied as he laid a finger on the mark.

      Goosebumps rose on her neck and arms, and she shivered. Her pupils dilated and he heard her racing heart. Touching the mark aroused her, and had him hard as stone in his leather pants. He leaned toward her ear and placed a kiss on the area.

      His hands gripped her waist when she tried to step away. He didn’t want distance between them, and he couldn’t keep his lips off her. He kissed a path down her neck to her collarbone. As his cock hardened further, the pain in his right side reared its ugly head and became worse.

      “There is no mark, Ice-Man,” Alex whispered. “And, you shouldn’t do that.”

      The pain was so intense he finally lifted his shirt, thinking she had missed an injury. His jaw dropped. How was this possible? And, more importantly, what did it mean?

      “What the hell? Where did that come from?” she shrieked. “It wasn’t there before...”

      “Before what?” he asked, knowing her reply before she said it.

      “Before you bit me. I would know because I stitched the other side where you were stabbed. And you see the same mark on me? Why can’t I see it, and why don’t I feel any pain?” Alex asked incredulously.

      “Your mark isna a brand like mine. ‘Tis the same design, but yours is iridescent,” he corrected and struggled to locate the memories to explain the situation.

      He reached out and grabbed her hands and brought them to his lips, kissing the back of them. The contact both soothed and inflamed his mark. Regardless of the discomfort, his arousal was off the charts.

      “Is this like a vampire mark or something? Because you fed from me?” Alex replied, chest heaving. She was equally aroused, and he fought the urge to take advantage.

      “I doona know. I wish I had all the answers. I can hear the beat of your heart and smell your desire for me, and that’s because I’m a vampire. But these marks? I canna explain them. The memory is oot of my reach,” he explained and looked back to the brand on his lower abdomen.

      “That looks painful. Let me grab some antibacterial gel for it and I will get a lidocaine cream from the hospital when I go in tonight,” she offered.

      He didn’t miss that Alex ignored his comments about her desire for him. There was too much he didn’t understand and wouldn’t push her for more. If he demanded more, she could shut him out completely.

      His eyes were glued to the sway of her hips as she walked away from him. It seemed the brand had super-charged his libido.

      “You’re going to the hospital?” he asked.

      That was probably best. If she didn’t get out of his sight, he might pounce on her sexy ass and take more than her blood.

      “Yes,” she said as she turned from the cabinet after grabbing a yellow tube. “I am on shift from five to five, but after tonight, I have four days off.”

      She returned to his side and twisted the cap off the tube. After squeezing a generous amount of gel on her fingers, she lifted his shirt and rubbed it over the angry red brand. The simple caress had him close to climax.

      He grabbed ahold of her hand and placed it over his straining erection. Alex gasped, and her eyes lowered to where her hand rested. Her chest heaved, and she met his gaze. Hooded eyes spoke of unfilled passion. Their desire was mutual. She wanted him as much as he wanted her.

      “How about breakfast,” she said and slowly removed her hand, holding his gaze. “Bacon and eggs are all I can give you right now.”

      Nodding, he understood her hesitance. They didn’t know each other very well, and yet things were evolving rapidly between them. He had to respect that it was unsettling and unnerving for her, and shove his needs aside.

      “I would help, but the sun. Plus, I doona know the first thing about cooking,” he murmured as a vision of a dark-haired male with pale green eyes hit him.

      The male was handing him a platter of sandwiches. He tried to recall more, but the image vanished as fast as it appeared.

      “Yes, you need to stay out of the kitchen, and the sun. In fact, I’ll call and have someone come by and cover the skylights with a tarp,” Alex offered.

      He took that as a good sign. If she was willing to go to that kind of trouble, she wanted him there, and he was more than okay with that.

      He went to the sofa as Alex pulled items from the fridge. “Alexa, play Bob Segar’s Old Time Rock-n-Roll,” she chimed.

      Playing Bob Segar’s Old Time Rock-n-Roll repeated a soft female voice then music blared through a nearby speaker. Alex sang along, and her body moved sensually as she grabbed pans from the cabinets.

      “Yes, I’ll stay right here. I have the best seat in the house. Perfect view,” he purred, eyes locked on her ass again.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Alex tightened the ponytail at the back of her head and looked at her neck in the mirror. Her scrubs had a low collar and she felt like the Band-Aid on her neck was a bright neon sign shouting that she’d been bitten by a vampire. It was absurd to think that way. No one would know what happened, but she couldn’t help but be worried.

      When her Ice-Man sank his fangs in her flesh, the only thought that crossed her mind was that his bite was orgasmic. The second thought was that she’d been right about him being a vampire. Every risk she had taken in sneaking him out of the hospital had been justified.

      Since meeting the man, it was one shock followed by another. First, the stab wound and his healing, then the fangs, and sun sensitivity. And, she couldn’t forget his speed and how gracefully he moved. He’d been a blur when he rushed to the bathroom. If the guy wanted to hurt her, she’d never see it coming.

      Danger was the last thing she felt in his presence. In fact, the desire she felt toward him was something she hadn’t felt for years. After her double mastectomy, Vincent wouldn’t touch her. At first, he used the excuse that he didn’t want to hurt her after her surgeries, but even after the incisions healed, he remained distant.

      Alex recalled buying sexy lingerie, trying to rekindle the fire, but he rolled over and went to sleep. That was a bucket of ice water to any remaining passion between them, as well as, her self-confidence. Afterwards, she wore flannel pajamas, even if it wasn’t the season for them.

      She wasn’t a promiscuous woman, but around the vampire, all Alex thought about was stripping him bare and tying him to her bed. She wanted him in the worst way.

      That was the last thought she should have given his current condition. He was healing from a stab wound that left his memory impaired, and he was ill. Initially, she thought it was an infection, but now she believed it was something else altogether.

      The way he ran a low-grade fever, was agitated, and nauseous made her suspect it was withdrawal. As a doctor, she’d witnessed just about everything imaginable, but seeing him as he threw up the breakfast she cooked was difficult. Pride had him shutting her out of the bathroom, trying to hide his symptoms.

      Concerned that vampires couldn’t eat food, she asked if that was the problem. He immediately answered he loved lasagna, even though he couldn’t recall eating it. She amended that couldn’t be the issue because he’d been having bouts of nausea since he regained consciousness.

      Surprisingly, it wasn’t who or what he was that concerned Alex, but whether there was addiction involved. That was far more complicated than being a vampire, in her opinion. A drug addict or alcoholic did any number of heinous acts to get their next fix. That drink or smoke was more important than anything else, and it was incredibly difficult to overcome. She suspected he was having alcohol withdrawal, given that he smelled like a tavern when he was admitted to the ER.

      Regardless, she wouldn’t kick him out onto the streets. It might prove to be the biggest mistake of her life, but she couldn’t abandon him. For better or worse, she was going to help him until he could go home.

      Thoughts swirled through her mind as she pushed out of the doctor’s lounge, and ran into a wall of muscle.

      “Oh, sorry, Dr. Miakoda,” Alex murmured as she glanced up and met somber amethyst eyes.

      “It’s my fault. I’m distracted this evening,” Jace admitted as he twisted a silver cuff on his wrist. She noticed that he worried it when he seemed stressed or agitated. Alex had always been wildly attracted to Dr. Miakoda, but never knew what to say in his presence. Her tongue invariably tied in knots around hot guys.

      “What’s going on? Is it about a patient? Maybe I can help,” she offered and started walking with him. Intimidated, or not, when it came to hospital matters, she was an endless source of information.

      A half smile played on his lips as he looked down at her before his mouth went slack and he stopped walking. Wide-eyed, he opened his mouth as if to say something, but then quickly closed it. Her hand immediately went to the left side of her neck. The Band-Aid was still in place, so she wasn’t sure why he was gawking.

      Could he tell what had happened to her? He wouldn’t stop staring at the side of her neck. She shuffled from foot to foot and crossed her arms over her chest before biting her lip.

      There was no way Alex could question why he was ogling her Band-Aid without sounding like a lunatic. Jace was a brilliant doctor and didn’t miss a thing.

      “It’s not a work issue,” he replied. “A very dear friend died recently, and it’s been hard on the family.”

      “Oh, no,” she gasped, and her hand flew to her mouth, “What happened?”

      He eyed her bandage again and nervously rubbed the back of his neck. “Bhric was killed in a motorcycle accident.”

      “That’s horrible,” she shared. “Is there anything I can do?”

      “No, but thank you…” he said and looked down at her nameplate, “Dr. Layne.”

      A blush stained Alex’s cheeks. It didn’t surprise her that Jace didn’t know her name. She wasn’t the type of woman he would notice.

      “How are you doing?” he asked curiously and looked to her neck again. What the hell was his problem?

      “Busy with work and an unexpected house guest,” Alex replied before clamping her mouth shut.

      Why had she said that? Oddly, she felt compelled to unload her story on the man, and had to bite her tongue to keep from spilling about her vampire.

      “A house guest? Sounds intriguing. Hopefully, you’ve had some excitement,” Jace offered as he continued to stare at her neck.

      They had never exchanged more than professional conversations until now. Jace hadn’t even remembered her name and here he was probing her personal life like they were besties. Was she stuck in the twilight zone?

      “Yeah, you have no idea,” she chuckled. “Beats wine and a bubble bath.”

      “Well, that depends on who’s in the tub with you. I love it when Cailyn has a bath waiting for me after a long shift,” he shared.

      Alex recalled meeting his wife at the hospital. She was beautiful and had a perfect body, with curves that men drooled over.

      “I don’t see me being so lucky. I’m afraid it will be along the lines of fever and vomiting,” she confessed.

      His eyebrows drew together and his lips pursed. “That doesn’t seem fun at all,” he stated with a forced chuckle.

      “Let’s hope for the best. Anyway, I better get to my patient in Two. An impacted bowel won’t correct itself,” she added with a scrunched face.

      “Hey, Dr. Layne. If there’s ever anything I can do to help, don’t hesitate to ask. Us physicians need to stick together,” Jace offered.

      “Thanks. I appreciate that.”

      “Seriously. Anything,” he continued as he held her gaze. “No matter how outrageous it may seem, I am here for you and will believe you,” he promised and grabbed her hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze.

      She watched him walk away, thinking his statement odd. The man had no idea how shocking her story would be if she confided in him. He seemed sincere, but there wasn’t a soul alive she could trust with information about her vampire.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Alex parked her car in the driveway and sighed. It was pouring, which meant it was going to be a race to the front door with arms loaded down. Work was long and exhausting, and the last thing she wanted was an aerobic workout after a twelve-hour shift, but she hated wet groceries. A glass of wine followed by eight hours of sleep sounded much better.

      When she glanced up, she saw her vampire standing under the covered porch, and it brought a smile to her face. She glanced at the overcast sky and hoped it was safe for him to stand outside. Fatigue was forgotten and replaced by excitement racing through her veins. The man had a way of igniting her desire like no other.

      He rushed out with a golf umbrella over his head, and Alex gasped and jumped from the car.

      “What are you doing? Get back in the house. You’ll burn,” she chided as she waved her arms in the direction of her house.

      “Och, ‘tis nothing to worry aboot. The umbrella protects me. Besides, it’s cloudy. I heard you thinking aboot the groceries, and I’m here to help,” he replied as he opened the back door to her Cruze.

      Her jaw dropped open. “You can read my thoughts?” she asked, incredulously. “What exactly did you hear?”

      The idea that he was aware of how much she wanted him was disturbing. That made her vulnerable to him. It gave him power over her, and he could easily manipulate her. And, nobody wanted to get caught lusting after someone. It was embarrassing.

      “Aye,” he said as he cocked his head and grabbed several bags of groceries.

      Having someone offer to help was refreshing. Vincent never lifted a finger around the house. He sat on the couch with a beer in hand, watching a game, while she would struggle through the doorway with an armload of whatever. Half the time, he wouldn’t even look her way. Here, this vampire was not only helping, but putting himself at risk in the process.

      “I can hear your thoughts. Shite, I had no idea I could before now. The pain in my head was all I could focus on, but that got better overnight. Doona worry. I willna pry. I have to concentrate on it, and I respect your privacy, so unless there is an emergency, your secrets are yours,” he said with a wink as he headed in the door.

      “That’s very gentlemanly of you. I appreciate that. Trust me. There isn’t anything interesting going on in my head. So how was your day?”

      As she entered the kitchen, she noticed a second surprise. Her Ice-Man had found one of the blue tarps in her garage and secured it over the skylight. For a brief second, she missed the sunlight brightening her kitchen, but it was a small price to pay to keep him sheltered. She was beyond grateful that the sexy vampire had taken the initiative, and done this for her.

      The task escaped her mind while at work and Alex would’ve been forced to deal with the situation before she went to bed. It had been difficult for him to maneuver about her kitchen with the sunlight filtering in, so she was happy to accommodate.

      “I missed you. All I did was sit around thinking about your sexy smile. I still doona feel well, although the pain in my head is much better,” he shared as he pulled groceries from the bags and set them on her stainless-steel island.

      Her cheeks burned with heat. That was the sweetest thing for him to say. His tone and mannerisms told her he was being honest. He wasn’t saying it to impress her or gain brownie points, but she had to admit that he earned them anyway. They’d gotten to know each other a little bit, but they were far from couple status. She imagined it would be incredible to be in a relationship with him. She bet he was the type of man to dote on his women.

      “Seems you kept busy enough,” she sputtered, her voice shaking. “I see you found a tarp and covered the skylight. Thank you for doing that. I would’ve taken care of it,” she said and met his gaze with a smile.

      His heated look had her lowering her eyes. As her gaze landed on his chest, she gasped when she saw what he was wearing. Vincent had left behind some of his t-shirts and jeans and the vampire had helped himself.

      “I hope you doona mind. I found them shoved inside a box in your closet,” he admitted. “After I showered, I couldna put those filthy pants back on, and I had no shirt.”

      “Oh, no. Definitely not a problem,” Alex confessed as she shook her head.

      The raggedy shirt never looked so good. Vincent, although attractive, had a pot-belly and his shoulders weren’t as broad. The cotton fabric strained to cover the vampire’s muscular chest and arms, and it was impressive, to say the least.

      As she eyed his bulging muscles, Alex wondered how it would feel in his arms. Safe came to mind. A tattoo caught her eye, and she realized it wasn’t his Feel the freeze. This inked design was a tribal Druid symbol on his right forearm. She’d seen the symbol somewhere before, but for the life of her, couldn’t remember where.

      “My ex-husband left them here after the divorce. I haven’t had time to donate them. Guess it was meant to be,” she quipped.

      “Meeting you was meant to be,” he muttered. “It was serendipitous. I wasna looking for a miracle, but then you came along.”

      “You believe in fate?”

      Hearing this big, strong man get philosophical was possibly the best surprise of the evening. She’d seen his sense of humor and caught a glimpse of his personality, but after everything she’d been through and battled, she appreciated the ability to relate on a deeper level.

      “Aye, I do. Everything happens for a reason. There are no’ accidents,” he shared as he took a seat at the counter.

      “I agree to a point. As an ER physician, I see a lot of meaningless death, and I always wonder the reason for such loss. I’m responsible for delivering bad news, and then I deal with grieving families. It’s the worst part of my job and challenges my belief in a higher power. Speaking of work, I looked in our database for reports of missing men. Unless you’re a five-year-old girl or an eighty-year-old man, there’s nothing on you.”

      Deciding on quesadillas for lunch, she put the veggies away and grabbed the grated cheese and leftover fajita chicken. She wondered how much she should make. Her Ice-Man wasn’t average-sized and looked like he had a healthy appetite, despite his bout of nausea.

      “Maybe I doona have a family then,” he mused from his perch at her island.

      The way his eyebrows crinkled together and his lips pursed made him vulnerable and lost. The doctor in her wanted to fix the situation for him and find his family.

      “You have a family, Ice-Man. And, I would bet a sister, or two, as well. No guy is as thoughtful as you without having a woman in his life. Men are mostly selfish creatures who rarely think of others. Not many would have gotten up off the couch to come out and help me,” she told him.

      She chuckled at his raised eyebrow. “What? It’s true,” she huffed.

      “Damn, Doc, you havena been around many good males then. I know how to treat a female. One must treasure and love females. And, I may no’ remember much, but I know they are the backbone of every family, which is why I question if I have one. If I did, they would be searching everywhere for me,” he replied and crossed tanned arms over his chest.

      He was pale the night he arrived at the hospital, but as he healed, his coloring returned. His bronze skin didn’t fit with Seattle weather, and she wondered about his heritage.

      “Is your kind a big part of society? I never knew vampires existed and I assume that’s because you’ve kept it a secret from humans.”

      He sat up straighter at her comment and his amber eyes brightened. She hadn’t said that to give him hope but was glad she’d mentioned something.

      “Shite, you’re right. Hearing you say it, I know we keep our existence secret. My family wouldna call and report me missing. I doona know what they would do. Those memories are beyond my reach, but I might have a family looking for me,” he said, excitement building in his voice.

      Her chest clenched and she nodded at him with a smile before she turned to make lunch. He needed to be back with his family, and Alex hoped he reunited with them soon, but she enjoyed his company. Her house was going to seem empty again when he left, and her loneliness would return. The thought was depressing.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Do you think I will ever regain my memory?” he wondered.

      The bigger question was if he wanted those memories back. His time with Alex had been fantastic. She was intelligent, brave and had an inner core of steel.

      Her compassion was overwhelming, and he could never repay her for the risks she took on his behalf. Hell, she didn’t even know him when she put her job on the line. Plus, she was easy to talk to, and sexy as hell.

      He’d been unable to stop thinking of her throughout the night. It was difficult to sit around and do nothing, so he roamed around, searching for anything to spark a memory. He could’ve left, but he didn’t. He didn’t fully understand why he stayed, other than the thought of leaving Alex twisted his gut.

      There was so much he wanted to explore with her. The mutual desire threatened to kill him, and he refused to miss out on that experience. She was a rare treasure.

      Did he want to return home if he managed to get his memories back? He wasn’t sure, but, memories, or not, he wanted to be by Alex’s side.

      His memories were closer, but still out of reach. He’d had several more flashes throughout the night. One of a bald male turning into a wolf and another was a big grey demon with black horns and bright red hair. They were only snippets and made no sense. Part of him wanted to share it with Alex but feared he’d lose the easy banter between them.

      “The brain is a tricky thing,” Alex said as she pulled a pan out of a drawer. “We have a finite number of cells in our brain, which aren’t replaced, so injuries can be devastating. That being said, you aren’t a human, either. I don’t know the first thing about vampires and I have no idea what you heal from, or not. Given how fast you recuperated from a stab wound, I’d say the chances of a full recovery are good. Oh, that reminds me. I have some cream for that brand, if you still need it.”

      “Thank the Goddess,” he exclaimed. The mark had been killing him, and unlike his head, seemed to be getting worse by the minute, especially when he was close to Alex. “The stitches healed completely and I took them oot, but this mark seems to be getting worse and hurts like a bitch.”

      “First, don’t ever remove stitches on your own. You could’ve reopened the wound. Second, let me have a look at it because that doesn’t seem right. You had a blade shoved at least six inches into your brain and healed from that, but one small brand is giving you fits? Doesn’t make sense,” Alex murmured, shaking her head.

      He stood up and crossed to her while she pulled a tube from her purse. Uncapping it, she squeezed some gel onto her fingers. He lifted his shirt, anxious for her fingers to rove over the area.

      An electric shock traveled through him the second their skin met. Alex’s touch soothed and incited him, while the gel took away the worst of his pain. She was the one to suck in a breath as she went stiff, and closed her eyes.

      Her floral scent intensified and tortured his hard shaft. He wrapped his arms around Alex’s shoulders and held her while they both tried to cool down. As his heart pounded against his chest, he gave in to his need, lifting her chin with his thumb.

      The moment their eyes locked he saw the battle she waged. He was going to remove her concerns from the equation. He gently cupped her cheeks in his palms and slowly lowered his head, allowing her plenty of time to turn away if she wanted.

      Her tongue slipped out and ran across her lower lip, cementing his decision. He wanted to taste her. He tugged the elastic of her ponytail, and her long hair fanned across her shoulders. His fingers threaded through her silky locks. Closing his eyes, he pressed his mouth to hers.

      Sweet vanilla exploded in his mouth, feeding his hunger. Her posture relaxed and Alex moaned, parting her lips. He was going to settle for a quick kiss, but not after sampling her soft lips. His tongue licked the same path across her lower lip before dipping inside.

      Alex was his first kiss.

      He knew he had tasted another female’s lips, but he couldn’t recall it, and there was nothing that could compare to this first kiss. In their urgency, teeth and tongues clashed. His soul reached out, and hers responded.

      He could give this female a part of him and trust she would keep it safe. She’d proven that ten times over.

      Her pert breasts pressed against his chest as he pulled her into a deeper kiss, exploring her mouth with his tongue.  With one hand, he captured her wrists and held them behind her back, pushing the globes further into his chest.

      He nearly ripped her clothes off when her hand ran up his stomach to his chest. The pleasure of her touch was electric. He wanted to lose himself in this female and never come out. He’d found his home, regardless of his memory.

      He broke the kiss, not wanting to push for too much. Panting, Alex met his gaze.

      “Wow,” they both murmured at the same time. He released her wrists and wrapped his arms around her small waist.

      “Best first kiss ever,” she continued and smiled as her arms went around his neck.

      “I hope it’s my last first kiss,” he whispered and tugged her closer. He couldn’t get enough of Alex, even when she was right next to him.

      “You are a Romeo. Your eyes are glowing. Can you feel it?”

      “Aye, now that you mention it, I can. It doesna hurt, but is more a sensation. It’s because I ache to have you,” he admitted and put some space between them.

      Pink stained her cheeks, and his resolve wavered, but then she turned to the stove, and he went to sit at the island. His nausea disappeared while he kissed her, but was back full force with the distance between them. The pain from the brand had transformed into arousal but was now on fire again.

      “I hope you like quesadillas,” she told him as she took a tortilla and layered it with cheese, chicken, onions and refried beans.

      He watched her movements, training his eyes on her hands and not her ass or breasts. It was nearly impossible. She was the sexiest female alive. The feel of her firm breasts against his chest was interrupted when she lit the gas stove, and he caught sight of the flame.

      An image of a female popped into his mind. It was the same female he’d seen before. Her long auburn hair framed her face, and familiar amber eyes resonated in his soul. Again, he questioned if this female belonged to him. How could he desire Alex if he had a mate?

      It didn’t sit right. When he thought about this other female, there was no guilt plaguing him, only sadness and longing. She meant something to him, but it wasn’t passion-filled. Something tugged, telling him he needed to find her.

      He closed his eyes and tried to grab hold of the memories that were out of reach. It was highly frustrating, and he wanted to punch the wall when he couldn’t get anything more.

      He’d rather his mind be a complete blank than the jumbled images. There was nothing useful that provided him information to who he was or where he belonged.

      Shaking off his turmoil, he opened his eyes and looked around. His lunch was sitting in front of him and Alex was watching him closely.

      “Are you okay?” she asked as she took a seat beside him.

      “Aye,” he replied as he stood up and looked in her wine fridge. He didn’t know why he was looking for alcohol, but his world had been nothing but stress and confusion from the second he opened his eyes, and he was certain it would relax him. Grabbing a bottle of white, he held it out to her. “I know ‘tis early, but would you like a glass?”

      She hesitated for several second before she finally nodded. “Sure, why not. This is dinner for me anyway. Working nights completely screws up my internal clock.”

      He grabbed a nearby opener, uncorked the bottle, and poured them each a glass. He lifted his crystal goblet and muttered, “To Fate for bringing us together.”

      “To Fate,” she repeated and clinked his glass with hers.

      He took a hefty gulp then coughed. “Ugh,” he exclaimed. “Apparently, I doona like wine.”

      Her head cocked as she took a bite of her lunch. She seemed to contemplate something.

      “That’s interesting. Mind if I make you a mixed drink? I want to try something,” Alex offered.

      He shrugged his shoulders. “Sure,” he replied and watched Alex as she got up and grabbed a bottle of rum and some soda.

      She went to the icemaker, and he stopped her. “No ice, remember?”

      “Oh, yeah, right. Instant freeze,” she added with a laugh.

      She poured a cocktail and handed it to him. He took a swig, and the bitterness exploded across his tongue. Shaking his head, he placed the glass on the counter.

      “Nay, canna drink that, either,” he quipped.

      Alex poured it down the sink then joined him at the island. He took a bite and was pleased when the taste of food didn’t sour like the alcohol.

      “Mmmm. This is verra good. I was worried I wouldna be able to eat with my upset stomach.”

      She reached over and felt his forehead. The simple act had lust rushing to the fore and he fought the urge to throw her on top of the counter and have his way with her.

      “You mentioned not feeling well earlier. You’re still warm, but not as hot as before…” her voice trailed away, and Alex cleared her throat as the pink returned to her cheeks.

      “’Tis your fault for being such a great kisser,” he said with a wink and popped the rest of the tortilla in his mouth.

      “So, it seems you don’t care for the taste of alcohol. You drank juice this morning and didn’t complain, so it’s not liquid in general,” Alex quickly countered, and he knew she wanted to change the subject.

      “I guess so, but…och, nevermind,” he murmured.

      There was a part of him that balked at her suggestion. Why was it that when he felt frustrated, his first instinct was to search for liquor?

      “What? You can tell me anything. You should know that by now. Besides, I have my theories on your illness,” she shared.

      He reached over and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. The blonde lock was silk between his fingertips.

      “Tell me your theory,” he husked.

      The last thing on his mind was theories. He wanted to taste her lips again. He was starving for more of Alex.

      “Well, no offense, but when you came into the ER, you smelled like a tavern. Now, a few days without any alcohol, you are running a fever, vomiting, and restless. Those are all signs of withdrawal,” she informed him and another image of the same female flashed through his mind.

      She was furious and screaming about him drinking too much. The memory was painful and brought a plethora of self-hate.

      “Regardless if you had a problem, or not, it’s entirely possible that after your brain injury, you no longer enjoy the taste of alcohol. The area of your brain that was damaged controls taste and speech.” Alex finished.

      “I doona like to think I was an alcoholic but just now when you said that, I remembered being yelled at for drinking too much. I wonder what my family must think of me. They’re probably glad I’m gone.”

      “Don’t ever say that. Alcoholism is a disease and requires support, and sometimes treatment to kick the habit. Hey, look on the bright side. You remember more, and that’s a good sign,” Alex observed with a slight smile, but it didn’t match the sadness he saw in her beautiful blue eyes.

      “Honestly, I’m nervous aboot getting them back,” he said with a heavy sigh. “I want to know my name, where I live, and who my family is, but mostly I want to know more aboot you. It seems unfair I canna return the favor,” he admitted and met her gaze. He could get lost in those eyes and stay there forever.

      “Oh…I see. Well, what do you want to know?” she asked as she took another bite of lunch.

      “I know you’re a doctor. A verra good one, I might add,” he commented with a grin. “You mentioned an ex-husband. What happened between the two of you?”

      “Oh, wow, you go right to the nitty-gritty, don’t you?” she replied and sank into her seat.

      “You doona have to tell me.”

      “No, it’s fine. It’s an ugly story, though. We were only married a few years before he left,” Alex offered and began wringing her hands in her lap.

      “Why did he leave?” he asked and placed a hand on top of hers in comfort.

      He wanted to punch the unknown male for hurting this incredible female. Alex carried significant pain from the breakup, and it pissed him off.

      “Long story short. I was diagnosed with breast cancer four years ago. When they removed my breasts, Vincent no longer found me desirable. I wasn’t woman enough for him, so he left,” she stated and looked away, her eyes filled with tears.

      He grabbed her hands in his and squeezed. She looked his way, and he saw hurt and embarrassment.

      “Now, you listen to me, Alex Layne. You are an inspiration. It takes courage and strength to battle cancer, and survive. The male is a fucking galoot if he couldna see it,” he admitted.

      A nervous chuckle escaped her and one corner of her mouth lifted in a grin. “My scars,” she muttered as she absently lifted her hand above her left breast, “are badges of honor. I’m not ashamed of them. I just couldn’t believe he saw me as less of a person. He was supposed to love me despite them, right?”

      He grabbed her around the waist and pulled her tight. “Aye, he was. And, I wish I was there for you,” he declared and leaned back to search her eyes.

      “You are the most amazing female I’ve ever met. And, so fucking sexy,” he murmured and claimed her lips.

      He kissed her softly, wanting her to feel loved and cherished. He kissed all around her mouth and then along her jaw to her ear. “I want you, Alex. All of you,” he whispered.

      “I’m not what I used to be. It’s very different for me now. My body lost many sensations,” Alex replied and bowed her head.

      “Let me love you. I want to show you how you should be treated, my gorgeous, graceful survivor,” he stated and lifted her chin.

      “I haven’t been with a man since Vincent left. That was three years ago. I don’t know if I can do this,” she murmured, and he heard the racing of her heart.

      He was tempted to read her mind, but didn’t. She was extremely fragile and he didn’t want to betray her trust. All he wanted was to love her.

      “Well, that makes me feel better. See, I’m a virgin, and I’m hoping you can show me the ropes,” he teased with a wink.

      “You’re impossible,” she said with a laugh.

      “Impossibly crazy aboot you. Wanna play doctor, Doc,” he replied and waggled his eyebrows.
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      Alex yelped when her vampire swept her in his arms, and headed towards the stairs leading to her bedroom. Arousal spiked the moment he kissed her and moisture pooled between her legs. She couldn’t remember the last time that happened. And the way he looked at her left her breathless. It was a Hollywood-worthy gaze, and it melted her toes.

      His declaration of wanting all of her had Alex close to jumping his bones and riding him on her kitchen island. He was the most gorgeous, sexy man she’d ever met and he was hers for the taking. Better than her wildest fantasy and her core ached to have him fill her. The need was unrelenting and painful, yet she hesitated at giving into her desires.

      If she went through with this, he would discover how much the surgeries had taken from her. His interest could die a quick death. Alex didn’t think she could take another man’s rejection. Her self-confidence was shaky, at best.

      As he cradled her in his strong arms and kissed her forehead like she was his most cherished possession, Alex decided that uncertainty and fear weren’t enough to stop her from proceeding. She wanted this vampire more than she wanted to breathe. Seize the moment, she thought. There might not be another chance.

      With arms wrapped around his neck and legs around his waist, Alex lowered her head to his. Their lips met and meshed to a rhythm all their own. The dance was a hint of what was to come.

      “I canna wait to have you bare,” he murmured as he kissed behind her left ear.

      The second his tongue hit her flesh she trembled as a small climax rushed through her body.

      “Oh, shit. I don’t know what you just did, but do it again,” Alex panted as her orgasm waned.

      It had been too long since she’d felt such pleasure. She wanted more. His lips trailed from her mouth, and along her jaw, coming close to the spot behind her ear, but not touching it. He chuckled when she writhed in his arms and twisted her head to try and get his lips where she wanted them.

      “What do you want, a chroí?” he asked in a husky voice, and she noticed his fangs, as well as, glowing amber eyes. It frightened and excited her.

      “Your tongue. Lick that spot. Whatever you did was beyond words,” she urged and swiveled her hips. He lowered her torso so that her core rubbed against his shaft and she gasped.

      The vampire was hard as steel and she was going to have all of him. Suddenly, she couldn’t have him fast enough. She reached between them and tugged at his shirt. He paused on the stairs and lifted one arm then the other. With the fabric gone, her hands roamed over his perfectly sculpted chest and shoulders.

      Alex kissed and nipped his jawline and down his neck. He smelled like musk and masculinity and was better than any cologne Vincent wore. Stopping halfway up the stairs, he pushed her up against the wall.

      “I have to taste you,” he confessed and bit down on her neck.

      The initial prick quickly gave way to ecstasy, and she convulsed in his arms while another orgasm washed through her system.

      “Oh, God!” she shouted and clung to his neck.

      With each pull from his mouth, another mini-explosion rippled through her core. Her eyes fluttered open when he withdrew and lifted his head. His lips were covered with blood, and she found it surprisingly erotic.

      “You drive me over the edge. I can barely control myself. Doona judge me if I cum before we make it to the bed,” he murmured and smiled.

      He licked his lips and it conjured images of him feasting on her body and blood. Again, the idea didn’t frighten her. She encountered blood nightly at work, but never considered it an aphrodisiac before her Ice-Man came along.

      Every inhibition was gone, and she squealed as he carried her into her room and laid her on the bed. The way he dominated their lovemaking excited and aroused her further. She’d had two orgasms, but it wasn’t enough. She wanted more.

      Kneeling above her, Alex got a glimpse of his muscled body. His chest was massive, blocking her view of everything but his bronzed flesh. When his hands went to the waistband of his sweatpants, her eyes bulged, anxiously waiting to see all of him.

      Hung like a horse, she mused when his shaft sprang free. It should have been comical to see such a big man kneeling with his pants shoved to his thighs, but he was mouth-watering.

      “I’m going to taste every inch of your luscious body,” he informed her as he stood up and pushed his pants off.

      Alex paused for a brief second, but then slowly removed her top. If she took off her bra, he would see the extent of her scars. They weren’t bad. In fact, they’d healed remarkably well. To Alex, they were reminders of her journey and the courage it took to get where she was, but Vincent’s disgust tainted her assuredness.

      He ran a finger over the scar above her bra line then placed a tender kiss on her skin. The feel of his lips ignited her ardor to a frenzy. Gently, he pushed one strap and then the other before he reached behind and unclasped her bra.

      As the fabric came loose, he tossed it aside. Alex closely watched his every reaction.

      “You are so verra beautiful,” he whispered and leaned down to kiss her nipple.

      And this was what Alex feared most. Her body didn’t respond. The double mastectomy took every ounce of breast tissue and all surrounding nerves. Breast reconstruction made her appear whole again, but the sensations were gone forever. It was embarrassing as hell when her nipples didn’t pucker with his attention. She wanted to feel what he was doing more than anything, but couldn’t.

      “I’m sorry. It’s not your fault. It’s me. I’m damaged,” Alex muttered and buried her head against his shoulder, mortified.

      He laid his body alongside hers and tilted her chin with his finger. “Tell me more, so I understand what you’re going through.”

      With a sigh, she unloaded her ugly details. “When my breasts were removed, all nerve endings were taken, too. I have no sensation in my nipple area. I’m sure breasts are important to you. They’re important to all men, and mine don’t work,” she confessed.

      He stared at her then leaned to place a tender kiss to her lips. “I hate that you’ve been made to feel like less of a female. You’re the sexiest creature alive and I doona care aboot your breasts. It’s just one area where I can give you pleasure. Let me explore all the other areas,” he murmured as his hand roamed between her breasts and across her abdomen, causing her to shudder.

      All she could manage was a nod. This vampire made her feel like a woman again. A sexy, desirable woman.

      “Can you feel this?” he asked and trailed his finger along the underside of her breast. His touch was gentle, and it sent another shiver down her spine.

      “Yes,” she croaked.

      “Can you feel this?” he asked and squeezed the flesh in his palm.

      “Yes, but it feels no different than if you were to rub my arm. There’s no rush of arousal.”

      “Can you feel this?” he said and rubbed his thumb across her nipple.

      “Nothing,” she answered, and bit back the tears burning behind her lids.

      His eyes continued to glow, and Alex watched his fangs descend again. He lowered his head and took a nipple in his mouth, fangs pricking her flesh.

      Alex’s back arched, and she moaned as arousal shot from her breast straight to her core. Her nipple hardened and elongated as his rough tongue licked across her flesh. She could actually feel that his tongue was wet and rough. It was the most satisfying experience of her life.

      Alex grabbed his head and shoved more flesh into his mouth as another climax exploded through her body. Her vampire sucked deep, and she hiked her leg around his hip as her core flooded with wetness. Her body broke out in a sweat as he continued to feast on her breast.

      “I can’t believe it. You have no idea how good that feels. Please don’t stop. I’m begging you,” Alex panted as he continued to suck on her heated flesh.

      Looking up, he smiled. “I’m just getting started, Doc. I could do this all night.”

      “All night, huh? What if I told you I might strap you to my bed and keep you as my prisoner?” she replied. She wanted to feel his fangs on her other nipple and prayed it wasn’t a one-time fluke.

      “You doona need to tie me anywhere. I’m here to stay. Now, can I get back to what I was doing, or do you want to talk some more?” he said with a sexy grin.

      “Talk is overrated. Please, continue,” she pleaded and arched toward his mouth.

      “Mmm,” was his response as his head moved to her other breast.

      As soon as his fangs pricked the other nipple, another climax tore through her body. It was indescribable to have this man bathe her with attention. She squirmed as he drank from her body and she felt his hard shaft kick against her thigh.

      “My appetite is wet for more, a chroí,” he announced and she felt his hands turn icy-cold against her skin.

      His weight settled over her like a blanket, and she felt warm and safe. Her Ice-Man trailed a cold hand down her side, cooling the sweat as his lips crashed down on hers. Despite her orgasms, her need was at an all-time high. She twisted her lower body and draped one leg over his hip. His shaft twitched and brushed lightly against her core, teasing them both.

      A deep groan escaped, and his kiss became frantic and rough. Alex’s eyes went wide when she felt one of her vampire’s cold fingers press down on her clit. He teased the nub then trailed down and swirled around her opening. His touch went from firm to feather-light, driving her crazy. The guy made her head swim in the best possible way.

      “My Doc is so verra wet for me,” Ice-Man chuckled. “I want to taste.”

      A wall of flesh encompassed her vision before he moved down, leaving kisses on her flesh as he went.

      “Oh, my!” she exclaimed as he dipped his tongue into her belly button. It tickled, but excited her far more.

      “Are you going to use your fangs down there?” she asked, excited by the prospect after what he’d done to her breasts. “I have to warn you. My breasts became numb after surgery, but the other area is highly sensitive. I may die on the spot from your sinful bite.”

      “I appreciate the concern, Doc. But, seeing that I have no control over my fangs with you, chances are, you will feel them everywhere. I canna get enough of you,” he admitted.

      This man didn’t care about vulnerability with her. It was refreshing to have him express his feelings so freely.

      All thoughts were wiped from her mind as he lowered his head and went to work. It seemed he was determined to kill her with pleasure, and she was thrilled to be his victim.

      He licked at her core hungrily. His tongue flicked over her clit before he sucked it into his mouth. His fangs pricked the sensitive flesh then he bit down and sent her soaring. The climax left her shouting to the heavens.

      When her Ice-Man inserted a cold finger into her drenched core, the sensation took her breath as it cooled her hot skin. A second finger added pain, but it quickly transformed to ecstasy with his bite.

      Her climax abated but left her on edge. She needed more which seemed crazy to her.

      “I need you to fuck me,” Alex shouted, the words flying out before she could stop them.

      He shook his head and continued licking, his tongue going in tiny circles around her sensitive clit and bite mark.

      He breathed cold air over her sensitive core and instantly the ache dissipated, soothing some of Alex’s need. Her vampire settled his body over hers and twined their hands together, resting them next to her head.

      “Are you ready for me?” he asked, and the glow in his predatory gaze touched her somewhere deep inside.

      “Now,” she urged.

      He reached between them and grabbed his cock. He ran the spongy head through her slick slit before he guided it to her center. With her eyes locked on his, she felt him enter one thick inch at a time. She gasped as his girth stretched and filled her womb. It took several thrusts before she adjusted to his size, but then the pain turned to satisfaction as her body moved against his.

      “I canna hold back any longer. You are too fucking sexy,” he said, and immediately set a fast and furious rhythm. His fervent need made her feel sexier and more desired.

      Sex had been good with others, but a man had never lost control or been consumed with so much passion for her.

      “More, Ice-Man,” Alex demanded between pants.

      “You want more? I’ll give you everything,” he muttered as he plowed into her.

      Her vampire leaned down and kissed her lips. His kiss was rough like his rhythm, and she was on the edge of climaxing once again. Her fingernails dug into the flesh of his shoulders, and she met him thrust for thrust.

      He broke from her mouth and nudged her head to the right. Alex thought he was going to bite her neck until he kissed behind her left ear. She had no idea what it was about that spot and had never considered it an erogenous zone, yet when he placed his lips there, she flew apart.

      Earth-shattering pleasure coursed through her as he wrung one last orgasm from her body. His pace increased, prolonging her pleasure. Without thinking, she bit down on his shoulder. A second later he stiffened above her then shouted her name and joined her, squeezing her tight as they climaxed together. She felt every pulse of his icy-cold seed as it left his body and filled hers. And, there was a lot of it.

      “Give me a minute, a chroi,” he said through clenched teeth.

      “You’ve said that before. What does it mean?” Alex asked.

      “My heart,” he groaned as he pushed deeper.

      Alex was deeply moved by the sentiment, but more moved by his raging orgasm. It made her feel better about all the climaxes he’d given her. Experimenting, she clenched her inner muscles, and he cried out again.

      “Fuck. That feels so good. More,” he growled.

      She obliged and laughed at the power she had over him. Each time she clamped around him, his orgasm intensified.

      “I didn’t realize vampires were so virile,” she murmured and kissed his lips.

      “I will be ready for round two shortly,” he told her.

      Her eyes went wide. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Aye, verra serious. That was the main course, but I’m ready for dessert,” he husked.

      “Dessert is my favorite,” she replied and kissed him deeply.

      He quickly began pumping his hips before his orgasm ended. Having sex with Ice-Man was undoubtedly her smartest decision ever.
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      Breslin smoothed her skirt as she walked down the main staircase to the war room. A light sheen of sweat still covered her body, and she couldn’t shake the compulsion to race out and search for her twin. The same dream plagued her since the night Bhric disappeared. He was trapped in an endless dark tunnel and she needed to get to him and bring him back.

      Every night she ran after Bhric but was never able to catch up with him. This time, the distance closed and she was at his side. There was a silver dagger protruding from his skull, and he was wandering in circles. The frustration from being surrounded by an invisible barrier and not able to touch or speak to her brother still lingered several hours after waking up.

      No one believed her dream held significant meaning, so it was up to Breslin to find him. She refused to give up on Bhric.

      The bond she shared with him since conception was a faint trace, but it hadn’t disappeared. To say she was out of sorts was an understatement. Her brothers’ insistence that Bhric was dead exacerbated the gaping hole in her chest.

      Bhric was not dead, dammit.

      Voices caught her attention and Breslin poked her head around the doorjamb. The sight of Zander sitting with Tristan brought a smile to her face. She’d been right. Zander saw the potential of the stripling’s power and convinced his parents to let the witch enter the Dark Warrior training program. It had been several years since the last recruit, so Tristan’s presence was welcomed.

      It wasn’t often Zander recruited that young, but when he saw the right supernatural, he didn’t hesitate. Tristan hadn’t transitioned from stripling to adulthood and wouldn’t be initiated formally until after that happened. And then, only if he passed the grueling training sessions required of all warriors.

      She’d seen the young witch in battle, and there was a significant degree of agitation and wild aggression. Part of that was expected from a stripling, but he would have to gain control over that if he wanted to become a Dark Warrior.

      She recalled the aches, pains, and restlessness during her transition. Those emotions were channeled into sex at some point, and thankfully her brothers acquired potions to diminish the symptoms and burning need. She assumed they’d locked her away because the royal family couldn’t have a sex scandal on their hands, but they were trying to protect her emotionally, as well as, physically. No telling what could’ve happened had she been a reckless, sex-fiend on the loose.

      Tristan sat at the large conference table wide-eyed, and glanced around. Every other word out of Zander’s mouth would bring the stripling’s attention back, and Tristan would nod. Zander was going over the rules and expectations of the program and boring the crap out of him.

      “Doona put him to sleep with all the stipulations, brathair,” Breslin chided as she walked in. “Tell him the good parts, like how he will learn to handle weapons and take doon demons and skirm. Not to mention all the females that will line up to please him once he’s a Dark Warrior.”

      “Hello, Bre. ‘Tis good to see you, puithar. He needs to know what is and isna acceptable at Zeum, but you’re right. The last thing I want to do is overwhelm you, Tristan. Why doona you get unpacked before you head doon to the training room. Nikko and Gerrick are waiting for you,” Zander relayed as he twisted in his seat and pressed a button on the desk, next to the phone system.

      “Nate, I need you in the war room,” Zander barked into the intercom before he turned back around.

      “Finally, I get to kick some ass,” Tristan boasted as he stood and puffed his chest.

      Breslin shook her head. “You have no idea, Hot Shot, but you’re aboot to learn the hard way.”

      “All due respect, Princess, but I disagree. You must’ve missed my awe-inspiring skills on the boat,” Tristan countered with a broad smile.

      Breslin looked at Zander and chuckled, “You’ve got your hands full with this one, brathair.”

      “We’ve all been there, Bre. I’d forgotten the exuberance of youth. But, Tristan, doona expect them to go easy on you. You must earn your place around here,” Zander explained.

      “I’m not worried, Liege. I’m more than ready for what they dish out,” Tristan insisted.

      “What’s up, boss? You rang?” Nate interjected as he walked into the room.

      “At least the stripling has enough sense to address you properly,” Breslin said as she rolled her eyes at their majordomo.

      Nate had taken Angus’s place months ago and had yet to treat Zander like the Vampire King. It didn’t seem to bother her brother who understood that he wasn’t Nate’s ruler. Angus was, and the dragon shifter was fiercely loyal to his leader.

      Breslin recalled the night they discovered the dragon that had run their home for two centuries was, in fact, the King of the Cuelebre. Believing he was banished from his home realm of Khoth, Angus kept his heritage a secret from everyone. It was a significant loss to their family when Angus returned to his homeland, but they were happy for him and the love he’d found with his mate, Keira.

      “Take Tristan to his quarters and then show him to the training room,” Zander instructed Nate.

      “You got it. Let’s go, Thor,” Nate called out as Tristan grabbed a duffle bag sitting on the floor.

      “Don’t be a hater. Hey, you think they have a Mjollnir I can train with?” Tristan asked with a laugh as they headed out of the room.

      “That male is going to be a great asset once he is fully trained,” Zander commented as he raked his hand through his shoulder-length black hair. “Now, what brings you here, puithar?”

      Breslin took a page out of Zander’s book and began pacing the length of the room. “I couldna sleep again, and I need to talk to you aboot Bhric,” she admitted and stopped long enough to look back at him.

      Zander sighed and approached her, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Bre, I canna completely understand the loss you are experiencing. I know you and Bhric had a special bond. It hurts like hell, but there will come a time when the pain eases.”

      “Wait a minute. This isna aboot me needing to deal with his death because he isna dead. I swear brathair. I would feel it if he was gone and I doona sense that. He is still alive somewhere. I dream that he is trapped down a long tunnel and none of us are doing anything to find him. I canna sit by when he needs me,” she practically shouted to her brother and began pacing again.

      It was impossible to stand still. The need for action was a vibrant hum in Breslin’s veins.

      “Denial is a normal part of loss,” Zander began, but she cut him off before he could proceed.

      “This isna fucking denial, Z. He is alive!” she insisted.

      “I havena told you aboot what it was like for me when mamai and da died.  I was trying to protect you. You came into your power so young, and I thought it was because of the trauma. Losing our parents devastated me. I was still young and relied on them for everything. I was angry and could hardly breathe. I didna know how to live withoot them. I wanted to hunt doon the demons and shred them to pieces,” Zander admitted, and the crack in his voice confirmed the depth of his pain.

      She’d never heard this from her brother and was eager to hear more. He’d raised her and been mother and father to her, Bhric, and Kyran, sheltering them from the pain of losing their parents. Losing them had traumatized her, but Zander had stepped up and filled that role to the best of his ability. He may have been distracted and busy most days, but Breslin always knew he was there if she needed him.

      “I didna want to believe they were gone despite the lightning that hit me square in the chest when the mantel passed from da to me. There was no mistaking the power that flooded me with his death, and that was before the link to the Goddess connected. I would hear their voices and pray to Morrigan to bring them back to me. Holding onto the belief that Bhric is alive is normal, but the evidence proves otherwise. You must accept it, puithar. You are prolonging your grief, and Bhric wouldna want that.”

      “I didna know you went through all of that. I know what you are saying, Z, but that isna what I am experiencing. I feel him here,” she said and thumped her chest. “Our bond didna die. It feels like a blanket is smothering it, but it hasna been extinguished. He is oot there. Surely, that would be gone if he were dead.”

      “Och, Bre. I canna say for sure. How would his ring be on that body if it wasna him? There is no way Bhric would give his ring to someone else. And, if he is alive, where is he and why hasna he called? He might no’ want to talk to me after our argument, but he wouldna leave you like that,” Zander pointed out as he raised an eyebrow at her. “I want my brathair back more than anything. I miss him with every day that passes, but he is gone.”

      Zander’s words hit her in the gut. She knew he loved Bhric and missed him and had not considered how difficult this was for him. She wouldn’t typically force the issue, but she was positive Bhric was alive.

      “I know you love him and miss him, which is why I’m telling you, he is oot there. If I knew where he was, I wouldna be talking to you. I doona know where to search for him and need help. Do you think the Rowan sisters will scry for him?” she asked.

      “Because I canna stand to see you suffer, I will ask them for their help. But, I want you to prepare for the ootcome. I love you, puithar,” Zander murmured and pulled her into his arms. She laid her head on his shoulder like she had done a thousand times and his scent soothed the worst of her ache.

      A throat clearing from the doorway grabbed their attention. Breslin lifted her head and saw Nate standing there with a female vampire. “Sorry to interrupt, but there is someone here to see you, Zander. She insists this has to do with Bhric, so I brought her right away.”

      Breslin’s heart raced in her chest as her breath caught in her throat. This was the news she’d been waiting for. Surely, this female was there to tell them she’d located Bhric or knew something about what happened to him.

      Zander kept Breslin close and nodded to Nate. She could feel the tension in her brother’s body. The female vampire stood there with her perfectly coifed wavy brown hair and placid green eyes. How was she so calm and collected if she knew something about her brother?

      “Thank you. Please come in and tell me how I can help,” Zander instructed.

      “Thank you for seeing me, Liege. I apologize for ignoring protocol, but this couldn’t wait for a formal petition,” the female replied and took a step forward. It was at that point that Breslin saw she carried a bundle wrapped in a blanket.

      “Of course. Nate mentioned this is aboot my brathair Bhric. Do you have information regarding his death?”

      “I don’t know anything about how he died, but I did know him. We were in a relationship, and I didn’t know where else to turn,” the vampire admitted.

      “Have a seat. I’m Bhric’s sister, Breslin,” she offered as she guided the female to the table.

      They sat, and the vampire held the bundle closer to her chest and Breslin peered down and saw it was a baby. Suspicion rose about the female’s visit, and Breslin fought back her accusations.

      “I’m Pasha, and this is our daughter, Kaylee. Bhric and I were to be mated as soon as the baby was born and now I don’t know what to do.”

      Breslin was stunned, to say the least. As far as she knew, Bhric wasn’t seeing any female, much less impregnating one. What she found more disturbing was the female’s lack of emotion. If this Pasha loved her brother, why wasn’t she upset? Not one single tear as she talked about their love for one another. Breslin was calling bullshit.

      Zander’s eyes went wide and flew to meet Breslin’s gaze. She shook her head vehemently. There was no way what this female was claiming was true.

      “Where is your mate mark?” Breslin demanded.

      At the same time, Zander barked, “I knew nothing of this. Why didna you come forward sooner?”

      Pasha looked from her to Zander, but remained calm. “We weren’t fated, but he loved me, and we were blessed with a beautiful daughter. That was enough for him,” Pasha insisted.

      “So you’re telling me that my brathair was in love with you, and fathered your child?” Breslin asked, disdain dripping from every word. “And yet, none of us have met you or even heard your name before?”

      Pasha paled and recoiled before composing herself. “I don’t know why Bhric didn’t tell you. Maybe you weren’t as close as you thought,” Pasha countered.

      Breslin took a step forward, ready to throat-punch the bitch. She had no idea what she was saying. This female didn’t know Bhric at all if she could make a comment like that.

      “You will have to excuse us if we have concerns aboot your story,” Zander began. “We will need to establish paternity, but if this bairn is my brathair’s, then the entire Tarakesh family and Dark Warriors will be here to support and love her.”

      “There is no way to administer tests now that Bhric is gone,” Pasha began.

      Breslin swore there was a gleam in her eyes when Zander mentioned their family would support the child. She had no doubt this was a ploy for money.

      “Ah, but that is where you’re wrong,” Breslin informed the female with a sneer. “We will have Jace perform the tests using my blood. You see, you’re wrong aboot us not being close. We are as close as siblings can get. I’m his twin,” Breslin spouted to a suddenly pale Pasha.
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      Breslin tossed a rock into the calm lake. She loved the crisp summer nights in Seattle, and the lake was her favorite spot. It was why she invested in a boat rather than cars, or bikes, like her brothers. Oh, she loved a fast car, but zooming across the dark water was more her speed.

      She’d decided against the small patch of beach at the end of their property and sat in the lush grass that butted up to the sand. Anyone that knew her would know something was seriously wrong given her current perch. She’d desperately wanted a stretch of beach at Zeum, and insisted her brothers import sand to create it. They worked like dogs creating the area at the water’s edge.

      Beaches weren’t common for the residents of Lake Washington, but that didn’t stop the determined, or the demanding, in her case.

      It was a peaceful evening, but it didn’t diffuse the million thoughts racing through her mind. Chirping insects raked her nerves like fingernails down a chalkboard and waves lapped at the shore, adding to the commotion in her head.

      How long did it take to run DNA testing on some blood, she wondered, as she looked across the water. It had been a couple of days since Pasha darkened their doorstep, and Breslin was impatiently waiting on the paternity results. Jace felt confident that her blood samples would suffice in proving whether Bhric was Kaylee’s father, or not.

      It took every ounce of self-control not to pummel Pasha as she made her claim. The female hadn’t fooled Breslin or Zander, and Breslin couldn’t wait to prove that the female was trying to infiltrate the royal family.

      As much as Breslin wished the punishment for such an offense was death, she knew that wasn’t feasible. Even in their strict realm, death was too severe for slander. But, she would do her damnedest to convince Zander to exile Pasha and her baby to a world far away.

      It disgusted Breslin that the female used her innocent child as a tool for manipulation. Pregnancy was a rare occurrence in the Tehrex Realm, and was meant to be celebrated. This female had taken her blessing and used it to her benefit. She was the lowest of the low and thinking about it pissed Breslin off all over again. Suddenly, the brush under her palms caught fire as her rage flared out of control.

      Ignoring the flames, she acknowledged the one blessing to come out of the whole mess. The archdemons had been silent since the battle on the cruise ship. Tristan had blown up one of Cresil’s wings while protecting his family, and if the Dark Warriors were lucky, it would take months for the nefarious female to regenerate the appendage.

      “You built us a fire. How romantic,” murmured a male voice.

      Breslin didn’t have to turn her head to know who it was. That deep, raspy timber was unmistakable and soothed her frayed nerves. She ignored the carnal impact of Rhett’s voice and kept her eyes fixed on the lake.

      Taking several deep breaths, Breslin called her flames back to her palms and smothered the fire. She should probably thank him for coming along. If she ignored the flames much longer, they could’ve spread like wildfire and damaged their property. But, her appreciation stuck to her tongue as her attraction took front and center. Wanting this male was utterly absurd, and yet, she couldn’t manage to squash her desires.

      “When are you going to get the hint, demon? I’m not interested in you. Should I paint it on a billboard?” Breslin snapped and crossed her arms over her knees.

      “You, Princess, need to be careful how you treat people that care about you. They don’t come into one’s life all that often,” Rhett stated firmly.

      Her head snapped up, and she glared at the fire demon. He’d never taken that tone with her. It was always flirtatious banter, not this brutal honesty. It shed new light on the male, and she wasn’t sure what to make of it.

      “Sorry,” she muttered. “‘Tis been a shitty week and I doona see it getting any better.”

      Rhett crossed to her side and sat down next to her. They were close enough that their legs touched. His heat warmed her side and his earthy musk teased her nostrils.

      “Is this about Bhric, or the baby?” he asked.

      She considered his question and heaved a sigh. “Both. Shite. I need to find my brathair. I know he’s oot there, but instead of searching for him, I’m sitting here pissed about the stunt Pasha pulled. I canna leave the compound until my fire is under control. I doona want more problems for Zander and the council,” she stated.

      “Maybe I can help,” Rhett offered.

      The fact that he didn’t tell her she was crazy for thinking Bhric was alive meant more to her than she could express. Her brothers didn’t even believe her and continued to tell her she needed to accept he was gone.

      Begrudgingly, some of her irritation against Rhett softened. Her eyes traveled over him, appreciating the way his skin lightly glowed under the moonlight. His orange eyes blazed with the fire running through his veins. He was astounding, and it was the biggest reason he couldn’t help her. He stood out like a sore thumb among the humans, and she had a hunch that’s where she would find Bhric.

      “No offense, but I work better alone,” she countered.

      “Pfft,” he replied and waved her comment away. “That’s an excuse. Tell me about your plans.”

      “The Rowan sisters will be scrying for Bhric’s location once they get back to town, but that willna be for a couple of days. I feel this sense of urgency that I canna explain. ‘Tis killing me to sit here and do nothing. I doona know, maybe my brathairs are right, and I need to let this go,” she admitted with a shake of her head.

      “If your gut is telling you Bhric is out there, then he is. Don’t ever give up. Your instincts have been right in the past.  How many times did it lead you to Bhric when he was dangerously close to the edge? Follow your heart, Flame,” Rhett encouraged.

      The fire demon brushed some loose strands from her face then clasped her hand. The heat between them was combustible. Their gazes locked and held for several tense moments. Her body swayed toward his and she leaned against his strength.

      “I will never give up on him. Thank you for reminding me,” she murmured and lowered her head on his shoulder, battling the desire to press her lips to his.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “You have to try my Rocky Road. It’s so good,” Alex urged as she held her large cone out to him. Another flash of the little girl with curly black hair popped into his head. This time she was holding a pink ice cream cone and laughing with another little boy.

      He shook his head and took a deep breath, inhaling the brisk night air. The sky was clear and the evening perfect, mainly due to the beautiful female by his side. Alex suggested they go out for dinner and he begrudgingly agreed. They’d spent four days and nights between the sheets, and he was ready for more, but his sexy human needed to recuperate from their sexcapades. He felt he could go for weeks, if not months, and never tire, but her body was fragile.

      His eyes scanned the shadows, instinctively looking for danger, but he didn’t know why. Having Alex exposed while he was unarmed made him uneasy. While he perused the area, his mind determined nearby items he could use as a weapon. It made him think of Alex’s questions regarding his life.

      Maybe her theory was right, and he was an officer, or a detective. Protecting the innocent resonated deep within.

      He met her gaze and couldn’t help but smile back. “I doona know aboot that. Is this going to be like the Larb at dinner?” he teased.

      She punched him in the arm and his cock hardened with the contact. The damned appendage had a mind of its own and was in a constant state of arousal around the sexy doctor. Their nights of making love changed his life.

      He had no memory of previous encounters, but he didn’t need them. His life started the moment their bodies connected. Nothing before Alex mattered. And, he couldn’t imagine anything better than pounding into her welcoming body.

      The way she came to life in his arms was far greater than any blessing. She opened up to him, sharing her insecurities about her breasts and lack of sensation. Enough had been taken from Alex and he wanted to give her the world. When his bite kindled Alex’s arousal, he felt a million feet tall. He was privileged to give this exquisite female a gift no one else could.

      His desire for her was insatiable. After hours of exploring each other’s bodies, he knew hers better than she did. He loved how she shivered when he ran a finger over the mysterious mark on her neck.

      “Stop being a baby, and try my ice cream,” Alex demanded and practically shoved it into his mouth.

      He chuckled. “There are other things I prefer to lick,” he whispered in her ear and ran his tongue across the skin below her mark. A slight shift of his tongue and she would be shuddering a release right there on the sidewalk.

      “Why do you think I suggested we go out? I can hardly walk, Ice-Man. There’s only so much of your ice my intimates can take,” Alex muttered as she leaned into his side.

      “I recall you screaming with pleasure from my frozen tongue,” he husked and sent a burst of cold to his tongue then snaked it along her ear.

      “Mmmm. That was definitely in my top five” she replied and stepped away from his side. Her dilated pupils told him she was aroused.

      Alex’s tongue swiped across her sweet treat. The way it caressed the cream brought images of her sucking him down her throat.

      “What are the other four?” he asked as he adjusted his erection.

      Light danced in her blue eyes, challenging him. If Alex continued this game of foreplay, she would win, hands down. She had power over his body, and he was close to exploding in his pants.

      “A girl’s got to have some secrets,” she countered and started walking again.

      He watched her hips sway in front of him, and the quaint street with its restaurants and shops faded away. Her miniskirt bordered on obscene. His initial reaction was to grab the drab green pants she wore to work so other males couldn’t admire her toned legs and shapely bottom. Her shirt wasn’t tight like many females he’d seen, but it accentuated her pert breasts and made his mouth water.

      He caught up to her and wrapped his arm around her waist. “Do fries come with that shake?” he asked and slapped her ass.

      Pink stained her cheeks, and she looked away shyly. This female had no idea how attractive she was or the effect she had on him. She was holding back again, and he hoped they were past that after she shared the details of her divorce and cancer.

      His heart clenched, and he immediately wondered if she was thinking of her ex. He wanted to believe she was over the male, but when she held back, it caused concern. Alex was all he had in the world, and he didn’t want to lose her.

      Surely she wouldn’t go back to that asshole. The male left his wife at a time when she needed his strength and support the most. And, his reason was shallow and unacceptable. What kind of a male left his mate because she had to give up her breasts to save her life?

      She was so worried about her scars, but he could hardly tell when he looked at her. All he saw was an irresistible female he wanted to ravage.

      “Oooo, look at that dress,” Alex blurted a second later and interrupted his thoughts. He followed her gaze and looked in the nearby window.

      “If you buy that dress, you need those Jimmy Choo’s to go with it,” he stated as he looked at the black stilettos paired with the red outfit.

      “How do you know the designer of those shoes?” she asked with an arched eyebrow and cocked her hip. It was cute as hell to see her jealous.

      He noticed her ice cream was melting and leaned down, running his tongue over the chocolate treat before he shrugged. “I doona know. Maybe cross-dressing is my thing,” he teased with a wink.

      “Well damn. I wish I had known. We could’ve had dinner in Capitol Hill. Maybe run into someone that knows you,” she countered with a laugh.

      “‘Cmon, I want to see you in that slinky number,” he coaxed as he grabbed her dessert and tossed it in the trashcan before he opened the shop door.

      “It’s the perfect dress for a night out dancing,” she admitted as she followed him inside.

      Fifteen minutes later, they exited the shop, loaded down with bags. He would never allow Alex to leave the house in the dress, or heels, without him by her side. When she stepped out of the dressing room, his mouth dropped. The dress molded to her body and the shoes paid homage to her shapely calves. In fact, he couldn’t resist joining her in the changing room for a quickie.

      “Will you wear nothing but those shoes for me when we get home?” he asked as he placed a light kiss to her mark.

      She briefly shuddered in his arms then lifted one corner of her mouth. “If you promise to use your fangs again,” she agreed.

      That was no hardship for him, and his response was immediate. “Doc, I’ll bite you anywhere you want,” he purred.

      “Bhric?” a female voice called out.

      His skin prickled at hearing the name and the voice. They were both familiar to him. He clenched and unclenched his fists as he turned his head and looked at a female standing ten feet away from him and Alex. She was holding a baby in her arms, and some innate instinct told him she was a vampire.

      Her presence caused his protectiveness to take control, and he pushed Alex behind his back. Hackles immediately raised, despite that she was a beautiful female with designer clothes. She narrowed green eyes at him, and he realized she was speaking to him.

      “Are you talking to me?” he asked as Alex pushed her way around him and nudged his side.

      “Of course I’m talking to you. Where the hell have you been?” the vampire asked.

      “I’m sorry. Who are you?” he asked and said a silent prayer that she wasn’t his mate.

      She wasn’t one of the images that flashed through his mind over the past week, and his gut told him she meant nothing to him.

      “Who am I? I’m to be your mate,” she announced as a calculating gleam entered her gaze. “And, this is our daughter, Kaylee. You missed her birth. And, your family is beside themselves with grief.”

      “Is Bhric his name?” Alex questioned as she joined the conversation.

      “Yes, that’s his name. What kind of game are you playing, Bhric?” the female demanded.

      “He’s not playing anything,” Alex interjected. “He was stabbed and suffered trauma to his brain. He hasn’t regained his memory.”

      “Bhric,” he murmured, testing the name. It linked with every fiber of his being. That was his name. “What aboot my family?”

      “They buried a corpse thinking it was you. And, they are trying to deny your daughter,” the vampire snarled.

      “What? I have no daughter, and you are no’ my mate,” he declared. Bits and pieces were falling into place, but there were still numerous holes. One thing he knew for certain. He didn’t love this female.

      “You and your family are all the same. You cannot deny Kaylee’s existence or her birthright. She will be accepted into the royal Tarakesh family. I will make sure of it,” she spouted.

      When the name Tarakesh slipped past her lips, more memories came flooding back. He stumbled under the onslaught as images rushed through his now aching cranium. Details fell into place, and names came back to him. What stood out most was that he had a family and a home. Zander. Kyran. And, the female he continued to see was his twin, Breslin. He wasn’t homeless. Zeum was where he lived. And, he possessed great wealth and could provide for Alex rather than being a burden to her. He knew everything about his life.

      And this female was nothing but bad news.

      “Still up to the same shite, Pasha,” Bhric observed as he grabbed Alex’s hand.

      Alex quickly pulled away and shifted her bag, placing a barrier between them. The action didn’t go unnoticed by Pasha.

      Bhric looked down at Alex and his gaze snagged on the mark softly glowing behind her ear. The vampire’s gasp told him she’d seen it too.

      “I’ll deal with you later, Pasha. I need to talk to my mate,” he declared as he ushered Alex away from the irate female.

      Bhric’s memories from his past had returned, but none of that mattered now that he was face to face with his future.
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      Alex stomped down the street in silence, contemplating the conflict in her raging mind. Her ideal fantasy was that her vampire was unattached, and once his memories returned, he would still want her beyond reason. She knew their fairytale would eventually come to an end, but hoped it would last longer than a week.

      She reminded herself that was nothing but a delusion. The truth was her Ice-Man had been injured, she’d saved his life, and he was recovering in her home. He was grateful that she snuck him out of the hospital and protected him. That was the only reason he’d been into her at all.

      It was time to face reality and get back to her mundane life of working nights and going to a lonely, empty home. Alex was elated Bhric’s memories had returned. And, even happier to know his name, but she was terrified of losing him.

      Alex wanted a few more hours of the bliss she’d found in his arms. At least one more night of multiple orgasms and sensations that she thought were dead due to a scalpel. Logic told her to be grateful for the time and memories she was given, but she selfishly wanted more.

      More wasn’t going to happen. Why did his girlfriend have to be drop-dead gorgeous? Alex couldn’t compete with her curvaceous body, perfect skin and long, silky hair. The woman belonged on the cover of a magazine. Alex’s scrubs and ponytail were as far from runway-material as possible. Not that she was surprised. Bhric was sculpted to perfection, and belonged with a woman like Pasha.

      “Och, would you slow doon?” Bhric barked.

      Alex didn’t bother turning her head to respond because she feared he’d see the hurt in her eyes. “Why are you following me? Shouldn’t you be with your girlfriend and daughter?”

      “Fuck,” he snarled, and she felt his palm land on her shoulder. He spun her around so that she faced him, but Alex diverted her gaze from his. “That bitch is no’ my anything, and as for the bairn, I doona know. I will tell you I doona feel anything towards her. Surely, if I were her da, there would be some connection.”

      “You’re reaching there, Bhric. It doesn’t work that way. Well, not with humans, anyway. And, you never answered my question. Why are you following me?” she asked again, her voice cracking as tears threatened to spill.

      Bhric cupped her cheeks and forced her to look at him. His eyes were filled with too many emotions to decipher. The high color on his cheek, and the smile that wouldn’t be contained had her more confused than ever. If she wasn’t mistaken, there was a sheen to his eyes, as well.

      “I’m following you because you’re my everything, and I’m never letting you go.”

      Her eyes slid closed, and a tear escaped. Surely, she was hearing what she wanted. He hadn’t declared undying love for her, but it was close, and it sent her heart racing out of control. She was his everything? Or, was she reading too much into his words?

      “Don’t make promises you can’t keep. I’ve heard those words before, and he left. You have feelings for me right now because I saved your life. It’s flattering, but they will pass. You need to go home and be with your family. In time, you’ll forget all about me,” she instructed.

      The growl that rumbled from his throat was frightening. “Mate, get in the fucking car. We have to talk,” he ordered.

      She’d caught glimpses of this side to him, and should’ve been scared, but she found it flattering that he was so possessive. It meant he still wanted her.

      “Mate? Pasha used that term, too. What are you talking about?” she inquired as she began walking toward her car.

      Two steps in and a firm hand gripped her arm. Bhric led her to the passenger door and opened it. Even angry, he was a gentleman to the core. Based on her ex, and the few guys she’d dated, she concluded chivalry was dead, but Bhric was proving her wrong.

      “In my world, we doona have marriage,” he placed a finger over the spot behind her left ear. Alex couldn’t see the mark Bhric insisted glowed there. All she knew was when he touched her there, her body soared to the heavens. “I know why this spot brings you such pleasure when I touch it. ‘Tis my mark. It matches the brand on my stomach and signifies that you belong to me. You are my Fated Mate, a chroí.”

      Her heart galloped in her chest, and her knees went weak. She collapsed into the passenger seat, and Bhric shut the door and walked to the driver side, climbing behind the wheel.

      “I don’t even know where to begin with all the questions racing around in my head. I told you before. I’m not a believer of fate. I’ve seen too much bad happen to good people,” she reiterated.

      “I know that all too well. I learned that lesson seven hundred years ago when my parents were brutally killed and left me orphaned at the age of three,” he shared with her.

      Alex’s heart broke for the young boy, but more importantly, her eyes widened at hearing his age.

      “You’re seven hundred?”

      “Aye, seven hundred twenty, to be exact. But, back to my point…I was angry for a long time and it wasna until I met you that I realized Gods and Goddesses canna control everything. No’ with some having free will. But, the Goddess Morrigan has done what she can to make our life good. I didna fully appreciate the blessing of Fated Mates until now. Until you.”

      “I don’t understand,” Alex murmured as she tried to make sense of his words.

      She assumed mates were similar of husband and wife, but she wasn’t convinced there were any Gods, or Goddesses, looking out for anyone.

      “Shite, there is so much that you doona know. Elsie has said that humans brought into the Tehrex Realm need a guide, and now I see why,” Bhric said with a chuckle.

      He brushed a hand over her hair and down her arm. The massive vampire was crammed into her compact car, and his body heat filled the entire space.

      “Before I was born, the Goddess Morrigan placed a part of your soul in my body to guard and keep safe. And, she placed part of my soul in your body before you were born. There are many aspects to a mating. From the compulsion that draws us to one another, the ceremony and mating stone, the blood exchange, and changes to DNA. Och, I know this is verra overwhelming, and I doona want to scare you. What you need to know right now is that we were made for each other.”

      It was a damn good thing Alex was sitting, or she’d have fallen over. “Oh my God. I thought I had questions before. I can’t even fathom what you just told me,” she admitted.

      “Alex, love, doona worry aboot all that. There is plenty of time for you to absorb what I have told you. I will answer anything, but the only fact that matters is we belong together. I meant it when I said you are my last first kiss,” he murmured and placed his lips over hers.

      She tried to hold back, but the feel of his full lips devouring her mouth was irresistible. He fisted his hand in her hair and deepened the kiss. When his tongue traced over her lower lip, she parted her mouth and he took advantage.

      Passion flared, and Bhric pulled her over the console and into his lap. The discomfort of being cramped between his massive chest and the steering wheel was easily ignored as desire ignited. His hand cupped her breast and squeezed. There was no sensation, but she recalled the feel of his fangs in her flesh. She desperately wanted to feel that again.

      He broke the kiss too soon, earning her groan of dissatisfaction. He chuckled then swiped his tongue across her mark, causing a small tremor to rock her body.

      “As much as I want to finish what we’ve started, I need to go home. My family needs to know I’m alive. My twin, Breslin, is beside herself. I couldna feel her before, but I can now, and she is anxious, likely chewing the ass of a fire demon.”

      Shaking her head, she shut down her unspent desire and shoved aside her sadness. Bhric said they were meant for one another, but those were nothing but flowery words. Once he went home, nothing would be the same between them.

      “I imagine she is. Especially, if what Pasha said is true about them burying you. They need to know you’re alive. You can drive us there, and I’ll head home,” she offered as she scooted back to her seat.

      “Nay. You’re coming with me, Doc. I want you to meet my family,” he informed her and held out his hand for the car keys. Fishing them from her purse, she smiled at his insistence. She loved his take-charge attitude and found it impossible to say no to the vampire.

      “Are you sure? This is major. They’ve been mourning you for a week. You need time alone with them. You can call me later,” she offered, not wanting him to feel obligated to take her.

      “We do this together. Trust me. My family will want to meet the female that saved my life. Not to mention, she happens to be my mate,” he replied with a broad grin as he started the engine.

      “Is there a possibility you are wrong about me being your mate?” she asked as they drove.

      He scoffed. “I’m never wrong. Best you learn that now, Doc. That mark is mine,” he declared and reached over, running his finger over the spot.

      Immediately, her body clenched. She gripped the door handle and desire spun into a mini-orgasm before she could blink. Her head went back, and she panted as she caught her breath.

      “Definitely mine,” he chuckled.

      “Please don’t do that when we get to your house. It’s obscene what you do to me with a mere touch,” she confessed.

      “Your pleasure is for me alone,” he automatically countered. “No one will ever see the way your face lights up as you orgasm. I would rip them to shreds,” he growled. His eyes narrowed, and his hands clenched the steering wheel.

      “Are you always this possessive?” she asked. She hadn’t seen this side of Bhric, but that didn’t mean this wasn’t part of who he was.

      “Nay, not until you. I’ve never had a mate before and never cared what females did, or who they did it with. Sex isna taboo in my realm like it is with humans,” he explained.

      “That’s twice now that you mentioned the realm. Where is this realm and how do we get there?” Somehow she didn’t imagine they were hopping on an airplane.

      “I live in the Dark Warrior compound called Zeum, and we’re driving there. ‘Tis along Lake Washington, near Wolf Bay.”

      She gaped at the vampire when he mentioned the location. “The realm is here in Seattle?”

      “Aye. Supernaturals live among the humans on earth, but we keep separate from your kind as much as possible. We doona want humans to know of our existence. Our society is called the Tehrex Realm. And, there are other worlds, as well, like the dragon realm of Khoth,” he shared with her.

      “This is too much. I was joking about going to another planet, and now you’re telling me it’s possible,” Alex said, rubbing her temples against the building pressure behind her right eye.

      “Doona worry aboot a thing. Well, I take that back. My sister might be pissed off when she sees me, so doona stand too close. I doona want you hurt on accident,” Bhric muttered.

      “Why? What’s going to happen?” she asked.

      Alex was suddenly having second thoughts. There was no telling what she was about to encounter. Bhric was the first vampire she’d met, and she couldn’t assume they were all friendly like him.

      “Let’s just say Bre has a temper. Whatever you do, doona panic and run if she starts tossing fireballs. I will make sure they never reach you,” he promised as he formed an icicle in his palm.

      That didn’t ease her worry in the slightest. What she had experienced with Bhric’s ice was sensual and erotic, but the idea of someone tossing flames around didn’t seem like anything she wanted to be a part of. Taking several deep breaths, Alex told herself that Bhric would protect her from harm. He had to, right? She’d saved him from dying, so surely he wouldn’t let anything happen to her.

      Several minutes later, the car turned down a driveway, and Alex admired the lush landscaping. The paved path was lined with dozens of lights on both sides and had countless trees, shrubs and flowers dotting the area.

      They stopped at enormous iron gates, and Bhric reached out the window to punch in a code on the keypad attached to a metal post. The gate opened, and Alex craned her neck this way and that, taking in the twenty-foot stone walls.

      As they continued down the long driveway, the enormous home came into view. Impressive, Alex thought. It was grey stone and stucco, with massive columns flanking the entrance and numerous windows. The other buildings on the property were large, as well. She noted that until they drove through the iron gates, she hadn’t seen anything but a wooded forest.

      “Why didn’t I see this when we were outside the property?”

      “We doona want anyone to know our location, so the sorcerers that live here put cloaking and protection spells around Zeum.  To humans, and other supernaturals, it’s nothing but trees along Wolf Bay,” he informed her.

      Alex nodded. Made sense to her. Pasha mentioned them being royalty. They’d need protection. Before she could think more about that, she got a better view of the house. It was the size of a large hotel. The entrance to the home was a pair of beautiful, black, double-doors.  Intricate symbols were carved into the surface, but before she could determine what they were, the doors flew open, and a dozen people rushed outside.

      “Bhric! Is that really you?” shouted a female with curly brown hair.

      A forbidding-looking man hurried behind her. His piercing Sapphire-blue eyes frightened Alex until she noticed tears filled them when he caught sight of Bhric.

      Everyone called out to the vampire beside her, each talking over the other about how they thought he was dead. Bhric sat behind the wheel of her tiny Cruz and stared at them as he shut off the engine.

      “Och, I doona know if I can face them,” he whispered so low she almost didn’t hear him.

      When he met her gaze, Alex saw the plea hidden in his depths. He needed her now more than when he was dying on her table.
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* * *

      Bhric wasn’t sure if he could face his family. He felt the outpouring of emotion. The grief surrounding the compound was tangible, but he could feel their relief at seeing him. Not only had they believed he was dead for the past week, but Bhric recalled how angry they were about his drinking.

      Elsie openly cried while Orlando clung to his mate as the collective emotions of the group bombarded the empath.

      “It’s going to be okay. I’ll be right beside you,” Alex assured him and squeezed his hand.

      He nodded and took several deep breaths before climbing out of the car. Two females rushed to his side and threw their arms around him. Elsie fiercely clung to him, and Illianna wrapped her arms around his waist. Bhric immediately calmed from the angel’s presence and returned her embrace. Izzy was standing by Elsie, hugging his leg. He spotted Mack nearby, holding Kyran’s hand.  Her tear-stained cheeks had Bhric swallowing against the raw emotion clogging his throat.

      “Fuck, brathair,” Kyran rasped before he reached his side and tugged him out of the female’s grasp. Izzy refused to let go of his leg. “I thought we lost you, arsehole. Doona ever do that again.”

      “I know, and I’m sorry,” Bhric mumbled.

      He felt Alex step up beside him and sensed her discomfort. He released his brother then reached for her hand as Zander approached. Bhric bent down and lifted Izzy into his arms where she kissed his cheek then laid her head on his shoulder.

      He couldn’t believe how big she was. He’d only been gone a week, but it seemed she’d matured several years.

      Bhric was home, and it was incredible, but his feelings were all over the fucking place.

      It felt like a decade since he’d seen everyone. He wasn’t the same male as before. He wanted to drown in the love he felt from his family, while at the same time, he wanted to go back to Alex’s home and be alone with her.

      “Goddess. Bre was right. I didn’t believe her and didn’t look for you. Fuck, I’m so verra sorry,” Zander confessed with a shake of his head.

      Bhric saw the recrimination written on his brother’s face and knew he was beating himself up for failing him.

      “‘Tis no’ your fault, brathair. I’m just glad to be home. Where is Bre?” he asked.

      Zander rubbed the back of his neck and glanced at the open doors. Bhric could feel his sister’s anger, relief, and confusion seeping from the house. It wasn’t a good sign that she wasn’t out there with everyone else. Surely, she couldn’t stay mad at him forever, he reasoned.

      “Let’s go inside,” Zander encouraged, ignoring Bhric’s question.

      Bracing himself for Breslin’s wrath, Bhric led Alex inside and watched her head swivel around as she took in her surroundings. He tried to see his home from her perspective. She preferred modern décor, and he wondered what she thought of the traditional furniture in Zeum.

      Bhric hadn’t paid much attention to the luxury of their home. The brown, marble flooring in the entryway, and rich wood covering the walls was exquisite. The chandelier was a bit extravagant, he thought. He’d become accustomed to Alex’s smaller, but comfortable setup.

      Bhric’s gaze stopped on the female from his visions. His twin. She was standing on the main staircase, hands on her hips, as she glared at him with amber eyes that matched his. He set Izzy on her feet, and she went running to Zander’s arms.

      “I never forgot you, puithar,” Bhric called out as he lifted his hand. “You were the only thing I remembered. You and Izzy, that is.”

      “I’m glad I could bring you comfort since you couldna be bothered to call me and let me know you were alive, arsehole,” she snarled and threw a fireball at him.

      “I thought you said you could stop those,” Alex whispered with wide eyes as the shirt she had bought for him went up in flames.

      He quickly sent a burst of ice through his veins, and the flames quickly turned to smoke and disappeared.

      “I can, but she needed that,” Bhric replied before he rushed to Breslin and pulled her into his arms.

      Breslin buried her head against his chest, and Bhric held her tight as she broke down and cried.
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      A bridge reformed in Bhric’s mind, reconnecting him to Breslin and her emotions. He was touched to realize she didn’t give up on him, and never would.

      He imagined she gave Zander hell daily about searching for him. When Breslin set her mind to something, she was relentless. She was the reason Dark Warriors lived as a family in compounds throughout the world. Many had balked at her idea of residing together, but Breslin was insistent, convinced it would unite them into an epic force. She was right.

      “My absence wasna intentional, puithar. I would’ve called if I knew the number,” Bhric murmured in Breslin’s ear.

      She wiped her face and pulled away, glaring at him. “What do you mean if you remembered the number? What, did you suddenly develop amnesia?” his twin scoffed, and her amber eyes blazed with anger.

      “Aye. That is exactly what happened. I didna know my own name, or anything, for that matter. Alex has been calling me Ice-Man,” he shared as he reached out for Alex’s hand.

      Bhric sensed Alex’s trepidation and understood her wariness. In the past hour since discovering his identity, she was thrown into his realm where it was commonplace for his sister to throw fireballs at his chest. She had to fear what could come next.

      “Vampires don’t get amnesia, brathair. We heal too quickly for that. Why didna you call? Were you that mad aboot our fight?” Breslin asked. Bhric hated the quiver in her voice and the uncertainty in her gaze.

      “He’s telling the truth,” Alex added, joining the conversation.

      No one had ever come to Bhric’s defense before. He was one of the Vampire Princes and didn’t need protection, but it was a refreshing change. He was used to his family coming down on him. Admittedly, most times he deserved it.

      “And, who might you be?” Breslin snarled, earning a growl from Bhric.

      “Alex is my mate and the female that saved my life, so watch your tone,” Bhric warned. He ignored the gasps from the group and wrapped his arm around Alex who moved closer to his side.

      Elsie broke the silence when she murmured, “Congratulations. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Alex. I speak for all of us when I say we are grateful the Goddess sent you to save our Bhric.”

      Zander stepped forward with Izzy in his arms. “Aye. Congrats, brathair. I think we all have many questions, so let’s take this to the media room where we can sit and relax,” Zander urged. “The others will join us when they return. Rhys and Gerrick are patrolling, as are Cade and Caell.”

      Bhric nodded, and his grip tightened on Alex as they followed Breslin down the hall. Rhett slapped his shoulder as he passed the male. Alex suddenly grabbed Bhric’s bicep and plastered herself to his side. He wasn’t complaining about the closeness, but when he glanced down, he noticed her gaping at Rhett.

      It was easy for Bhric to forget Rhett’s odd appearance. Supernaturals came in many forms, but he rarely gave it a second thought. The fire demon had long brown hair with luminescent skin that emitted a soft glow, but it was his orange eyes that set him apart. The male’s aura screamed danger to a human.

      Rhett mentioned more than once that humans had called him a freak during his walkabout. It was one of the reasons he’d returned to Zeum earlier than expected. It was an annoyance for Rhett to wear contacts and makeup to try and hide his differences.

      “It’s damn good to have you back. Your sister was a wreck without you. That bond you share is a magical thing. She insisted she felt you. That you were trapped somewhere and alive,” Rhett told him.

      “She was the only thing I remembered at first,” Bhric acknowledged. “I hope you didn’t add to her torment, bro.”

      “How could you even say that? You know my presence brings the females utter satisfaction,” Rhett teased.

      “You are a sadist, demon. Bre is going to skin you alive if you keep it up,” Bhric informed his friend. “This is my mate Alex. Alex, this is my good friend, Rhett.”

      “Nice to meet you,” she murmured with a dip of her head.

      “The pleasure is all mine,” Rhett replied as he kissed the back of Alex’s hand.

      Bhric didn’t miss the glare Breslin sent Rhett’s way. He could see things hadn’t changed between the two of them. His twin still loathed the fire demon.

      “Get your paws off my mate,” Bhric growled.

      “Untwist your panties, bro. I know how the mating compulsion works for your kind. I mean nothing by it,” Rhett said.

      Bhric nodded, knowing he was right. The compulsion made him jealous and possessive. They hadn’t completed the mating, and it would only worsen. His brand was a painful and constant reminder of his need to claim his mate.

      They entered the media room and Bhric introduced the rest of the group to Alex. Once that was out of the way, Bhric crossed to a love seat and tried to pull Alex into his lap, but she squirmed out of his hold, and settled next to him. He didn’t like their distance, but it was comforting to be surrounded by his friends and family. Returning home had never been so sweet. It surprised him to realize how much he took for granted. The foremost being those he loved.

      “It is good to have you home, Bhric,” Orlando stated as he and his mate, Ember, played with their son, Brantley, on the floor.

      Again, when Bhric looked to the stripling, he was shocked at his growth. It dawned on him that the reason for Izzy’s and Brantley’s growth wasn’t his short time away. It was because of his drunken stupor. He was drowning and hadn’t realized it. Bhric sent a silent thank you to the Goddess for taking his memories. He’d been missing out on life and didn’t know it.

      “What exactly happened? We found your signet ring on a burned vampire corpse at a crash scene involving your motorcycle,” Orlando asked and grabbed Bhric’s attention.

      Bhric stopped and thought about what had happened that night. He glanced at Alex and met her gaze. She squeezed his knee in support as he concentrated on that evening.

      “I was at a human bar, and a douchebag vampire approached me and started shit. He attacked me as I was leaving. Motherfucker shoved a blade under my chin, and it was lights out for me.”

      “An ambulance brought him to the hospital where I work,” Alex added. “He had lost a lot of blood and had a wound that went deep into his brain. I didn’t think he was going to survive. And then, I saw his fangs.”

      Bhric put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her to his side. “And because of fate, Alex put her life and career on the line, and took me to her home,” Bhric added.

      “Well, I wouldn’t say it was fate. I just didn’t want you to become an experiment and tortured,” Alex objected.

      Mack scoffed and waved her hand in the air. “Sounds exactly like fate to me.”

      “Why do you say that?” Alex asked.

      Bhric wanted to laugh. His mate continued to deny that Fate brought them together, but it was shoved in her face at every turn.

      “Isn’t it obvious? You, Ms. Doctor who took an oath to do no harm, snuck what you believed was a dying man out of a medical facility and took him home. And, I’m going to assume you erased all record of him, as well. You went to an awful lot of lengths to hide him when he meant absolutely nothing to you. What else do you call that? Or, is this something you do for all your patients?” Mack challenged.

      Bhric couldn’t stop the smile when he read Mack’s charcoal gray t-shirt that said, Shhh…No One Cares. Kyran’s spiky-haired mate was a feisty female that took no shit and was known for her snarky t-shirts.

      “Only the ones that look like him,” Alex said and winked at him. “I don’t know what drove me to act. Bhric keeps saying it’s fate, as well, and maybe it is. All that matters is that he is safe, healthy, and back with his family.”

      “That calls for a celebration. Who wants a drink?” Rhett called out as he headed to the bar in the corner.

      “Sounds good to me,” Rhys answered as he, Gerrick, Cade, and Caell entered the room. “Damn, bro. You’re a sight for sore eyes. Glad you’re back from the dead. I was prepared to go and grab you from my father’s domain,” Rhys said as he pulled him into a fierce embrace.

      “Fucking Rhys,” the room erupted simultaneously, and Bhric laughed. It wouldn’t be a typical evening if he didn’t hear the comment at least once.

      Rhys shrugged off the response, and headed to his mate. The shameless cambion pulled his angel into his arms and kissed her passionately.
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* * *

      “She has wings,” Alex gasped, unable to believe what she was seeing. First, the group of unbelievably hot guys joined them, and then they’d all cursed the man who’d welcomed Bhric home, and now, that same man was unabashedly kissing a beautiful woman who sprouted massive golden wings. Alex thought she was shocked to learn Bhric was a vampire, but his world was beyond anything she imaged.

      “Aye. That’s Illianna. She’s an angel and mated to Rhys, a fellow Dark Warrior,” Bhric replied and proceeded with more introductions.

      Alex would never keep all the names straight, and she found it incomprehensible that the large group lived together under one roof. Alex lived alone and had for several years. Her home was always quiet, sometimes even deafeningly, but would she like living with so many strangers? She didn’t think she would.

      “Sorry,” Illianna interjected. The melodic tone of the angel’s voice instantly lightened Alex’s heart, and she wanted the woman to talk more. A smile spread across Alex’s lips, and joy spread through her heart. “I always lose control when Rhys touches me.”

      “Your usual, Bhric?” Rhett asked as he held up a bottle of scotch. Alex stiffened at the sight of the alcohol.

      She suspected Bhric had an addiction and had been going through withdrawals all week as he recovered. The nausea, fever, and sweating were all classic signs. The way everyone in the room stopped chatting and focused on Bhric confirmed her diagnosis. She wondered what he would do under temptation.

      They’d been alone in her home and hadn’t been drinking. The one time she had offered him a mixed drink, he disliked the taste, but it hadn’t been scotch, which was apparently his drink of choice. He was still detoxing, so it was likely he’d fall back on old habits.

      “Aye. I havena had any scotch all week,” Bhric told his friend.

      “I’m impressed, brathair. That has to be a record for you. Maybe now that you have a mate, you willna drink so heavily and put yourself at risk,” Breslin replied. “You wouldna have been stabbed if you hadna been wasted. I could kick your arse for being so reckless.”

      Alex heard the fury and concern laced in Breslin’s words. The dark circles under her eyes and her haggard appearance told Alex she’d been through hell the past week. The bond between siblings was powerful. She had a very close relationship with Brad, and they weren’t twins, so she could only imagine the depth of Bhric’s connection to Breslin.

      Bhric accepted his drink and crossed to his sister’s side and wrapped his arms around her.

      “I was drunk and irresponsible. I promise to take better care, but no’ only for my mate. I put you through too much and am sorrier than you will ever know,” Bhric admitted.

      “Aboot that. What the fuck were you thinking not telling me aboot Pasha?” Breslin said as she hit his shoulder.

      Bhric winced and gulped his drink. That woman with the baby was, no doubt, one reason Bhric had been drinking so much. Alex knew it hadn’t been the only one though. She heard the voice of a lost little boy when Bhric told her about his parent’s death. The mark left on his soul was indelible.

      “Och, this tastes like shite,” Bhric said with a grimace then put the drink on a side table. “And, to answer your question, I was dealing with Pasha on my own. She’s trying to gain a position within the royal family and will do anything to get there. Please tell me you didna sign an agreement with her,” Bhric pleaded. “I doona even know if the bairn is mine.”

      “Nay. I didna give that female a damn thing, and neither did Zander. I had her number the moment I laid eyes on her. But that bitch loved pointing oot that we were no’ as close as I thought if I didna know aboot her, or your plans to mate with her,” Breslin said, confirming what Bhric had told Alex.

      Alex reminded herself not to get too excited. Pasha was determined on getting Bhric, and all it would take was a wag of her ass and Bhric would go running. All that crap he spouted about being Fated Mates wasn’t going to mean shit then. No man was going to settle for skirt steak when he could have a juicy filet mignon.

      “That’s where you’d be wrong, Alex,” Cailyn said as she entered followed by a familiar face. Alex was so shocked to see the physician from Harborview that she almost overlooked the tiny men that scurried into the room chasing two furry critters.

      Shaking her head, Alex looked to her co-worker and his lovely wife. “Cailyn, Jace? You are the last people I expected to see here. Are you guys…vampires, too? Is that how you read my mind just now?”

      “No, we aren’t vampires,” Jace explained. “I’m a sorcerer and my mate was human like you. She was born telepathic, which is how she read your thoughts.”

      “Was human? What is she now? And, what the hell are those?” Alex blurted as she watched the tiny dwarves tidying the room while playing with the small animals that resembled koala bears.

      “I’m still human,” Cailyn replied with a chuckle, “but I’m immortal now, like Jace. When we exchanged blood during our mating ceremony, my DNA altered. And, those puff-balls are Mack’s kippies, and these little guys are our resident gnomes.” Cailyn bent down and picked up one of the gnomes. “Don’t worry though. They’re harmless, right Pepper?”

      “Stop picking me up. I’m not a child. I’m a grown ass man,” Pepper complained, and Alex saw his razor-sharp teeth, making her question their friendliness.

      “You tell her, Pep,” Mack called out and high-fived the gnome.

      “Of course, they’re gnomes because that’s normal,” Alex observed, overwhelmed by Bhric’s reality. “Next thing you know a dragon is going to walk through the door.”

      “Someone call for a dragon?” Nate asked with a sparkle in his red eyes.

      Alex met him when she entered the home, but he’d left the room soon after, and she’d forgotten about him. Now, she couldn’t stop gawking at his ruby-red eyes. They were as eerie as Rhett’s orange eyes, but at least Nate looked normal otherwise. Rhett’s glowing skin was the strangest thing she’d ever seen.

      “You’re a dragon?” Alex quipped, wondering what he meant by that. Was he a small dragon, like a horse, or was he a fire-breathing monster like she’d seen in the movies?

      “Yes. I am a mighty Cuelebre Maáhes. How may I be of service, gorgeous?” Nate replied with a bow.

      Bhric growled low in his throat, and she put her hand on his arm to stop him. “Nothing, thank you,” she replied to Nate before turning to Jace. “I can’t believe this world has been right under my nose all this time. And, I could’ve called you when I found Bhric in the ER last week. You could’ve avoided all the hurt and confusion thinking he was dead.”

      A part of Alex was glad it turned out the way it did. Days of Bhric making love to her and the multiple orgasms she’d experienced were memories she’d always cherish. Nothing felt as good when he pricked her flesh and brought her numb body to life. Hell, her breasts looked like she had the measles with all the bite marks he left behind. It was worth it, she thought and shuddered as she recalled the sensation. Maybe she was a fan of fate, after all.

      “He was in the ER?” Jace asked as he rubbed his silver cuff. “How the fuck did I miss that? When was he admitted? What were his injuries? Do you need to be healed?”

      Bhric chuckled and gave Jace a brief rundown of the past week. “I’m good, Jace. My mate took excellent care of me. I do have this lingering nausea, but what I really need is a paternity test. I need to lay Pasha’s claims to rest so my mate and I can move on.”

      Jace glanced at Alex with a raised eyebrow. “Congratulations. This will make for interesting conversation in the break room. Can you imagine what Peter would say if he knew?” he said with a laugh before turning to Bhric. “The testing has already been done. I took Breslin’s blood and was on my way home to deliver the good news when Zander blasted into my head. I nearly swerved off the road given the excitement in his voice.”

      Alex looked to Bhric curiously. Jace said Zander blasted into his head. This day was getting more outlandish by the minute.

      “As Vampire King, my brathair has the ability to mentally communicate with the Dark Warriors,” Bhric explained.

      The king part wasn’t a surprise because Pasha had mentioned royalty. Not such a big deal, but all this mind reading and control over thoughts made her uncomfortable. Alex’s heart raced and her chest constricted from the overload of information. She glanced around the room nervously, wondering if anyone in the room was probing her brain. She locked eyes with Cailyn and remembered her previous comment.

      “Sorry. I know it’s a lot to take in, but you’ll get it eventually,” Jace reassured her.

      Yeah, she didn’t have faith in his assessment. Vampires, sorcerers, dragons, and gnomes. This kind of stuff belonged in the fantasy novels she enjoyed reading.

      “Anyway. The baby is not yours,” Jace added.

      “Och. Thank fuck. That female assed out when she picked this family to manipulate,” Bhric growled.

      “Damn straight, and she’s going to pay,” Breslin snarled, and Alex saw the rage behind her threat.

      “Umm, not to change the subject,” Alex interjected, hoping that Breslin didn’t mean she was going to kill the female. Any woman who would use her child to try and maneuver her way into a position of power was the lowest of low, but no one deserved to die. “I want Cailyn to explain what she meant earlier when she said I was wrong.”

      Alex knew Cailyn was telepathic and was curious what part of her thoughts was she receiving. How could she ever let her guard down in their presence? Bhric had promised he wouldn’t invade her privacy, but could she expect the same from the rest of them?

      “Mating is for life, Alex. You and Bhric belong to each other. He’ll never look at another woman sexually again. You’re it for him,” Cailyn explained with a shrug.

      “I need some fresh air,” spouted one of the men abruptly as he stood to leave. Alex thought his name was Caell but wasn’t certain. “Welcome back, Bhric,” he added and exited the room.

      Alex watched him go and tried to assimilate everything she’d been told. Suddenly, fresh air sounded good to her, too. It was difficult to breathe, and she felt dizzy. There was too much noise in the room, and she had to get away.

      “I think it’s time for me to go. You need some time alone with your family. I need the keys to my car,” Alex muttered to Bhric as she stood.

      “Nay. You canna leave,” he replied wild-eyed as he jumped to his feet. “I need you with me. Please, doona go.”

      “Bhric, I think it’s important for you to be with them, without me here. Plus, I have to get home and change before I go to work,” she said as she held out her hand, waiting for her keys.

      Bhric shook his head, but before he opened his mouth, Elsie was standing beside him, holding her head as if she had a migraine. “You must stay with us. It’s not safe for you to leave.”

      “What did you see?” Bhric demanded.

      “I haven’t seen anything yet, but I know with certainty she won’t be safe from the demons if she leaves,” Elsie replied emphatically.

      “You need to listen to her. Elsie has premonitions, and she’s never wrong. Her visions have saved many lives,” Bhric explained.

      “This is ridiculous. I can’t stay here forever. I have to go, but I’ll be careful,” Alex countered and reached into his pocket to fish for her keys since he wasn’t handing them over willingly.

      She saw genuine fear in Bhric’s eyes and hated it, but she needed space to think. Regardless, Alex wasn’t part of their world, and the dangers they faced weren’t hers. She would be fine.

      “Doona leave,” Bhric repeated.

      “We’ll talk soon. I promise,” she asserted and turned to leave.

      An attractive man with shoulder-length blonde hair approached before she made it out of the room. Again, she’d been introduced to him but couldn’t remember his name.

      “I’ve seen what the demons do to humans. It’s why I’m here training to be a Dark Warrior. If you insist on leaving, take this potion with you. It will protect you in an emergency.”

      She took the small black vial and fingered the wax seal around the top. It tingled in her palm and emitted a soft glow as if it was battery operated. She didn’t see a switch anywhere, so she knew it wasn’t that. It was very pretty, but how in the hell was this glass container supposed to protect her? These people and this world made no sense to her, and she didn’t know what she could trust. The sooner she left, the better.

      As Alex walked out the front door, she acknowledged her deep attraction and feelings for Bhric, but she couldn’t accept the baggage that came with him.
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      Alex leaned against the nurse’s station and looked down at the small vial, rolling the glass bottle between her fingers. She tried to wrap her mind around the events of the past week. She’d fallen down the rabbit hole, except she wasn’t in another world. She was at Harborview but didn’t recognize it anymore. The white walls and tile floors of the hospital were familiar but she felt out of place.

      When she left Bhric’s house, she drove home fast as possible. She wanted to escape him and everything he represented. The paranormal. Unfortunately, as soon as she walked into her home, all she could see was her Ice-Man.

      Their pile of dirty dishes lay in the sink. She was usually such a neat freak, but they had spent more time between the sheets than tidying up their mess. In fact, the bed was still unmade, and memories of her and Bhric made her heart ache.

      Their lovemaking was earth-shattering.

      She walked to the bed and picked up a pillow. Inhaling deeply, his masculine musk filled her nostrils. She recalled the feel of his hands on her body and the bite of his fangs.

      An outfit she’d purchased for him was in a heap at the foot of her bed. She smiled at the image of him slowly undressing before prowling up the bed to her naked body. Heat flushed her cheeks when she remembered how it felt as he ravished her sex greedily. God, what that vampire did with his icy tongue.

      She quickly shoved those thoughts aside. She needed to put them, and Bhric, out of her mind. The coup de grâce was she questioned everything. For all she knew, the overweight patient with chest pains in Trauma One was a dragon shifter.

      A week ago, she would’ve called for a psych consult to assess her sanity. She couldn’t believe that Dr. Miakoda was a sorcerer, that she’d taken a vampire lover, or that she met tiny gnomes and an actual freaking dragon.

      “That’s cool,” Peter said looking over her shoulder. “What is it?”

      She quickly shoved the vial in her pocket and gave him a smile, hoping it masked the panic she felt.

      “Nothing important. Have we gotten the lab work back for Forbes? There wasn’t anything concerning in his EKG, but I need those results before I can release him,” she quipped, changing the subject.

      “Not yet. The lab said another five minutes. Also, we have a pregnant teen with premature labor at 25 weeks in Room Five. She’s preeclamptic and her parents are in the room with her.”

      Shelving the supernatural drama, she went into doctor mode. “Get L&D down here. I need an ultrasound and terbutaline,” she instructed.

      “I’m on it,” Peter replied and Alex turned and walked away before he could ask her anymore questions about the vial.

      Entering the room, she noted the blood-stained sheet beneath the teen. The situation was far worse than she’d expected and they needed to act immediately. Grabbing her stethoscope, Alex introduced herself as Peter walked in the room. Alex began her assessment while Peter administered the drug.

      “Where is radiology with that ultrasound machine?” she snapped.

      “On their way,” the nurse responded.

      The sound of glass shattering in the hallway caught her attention. It didn’t sound good. She hoped it wasn’t another patient high on drugs. They always wreaked havoc before staff managed to get control of them.

      “I’ll be right back,” she told Peter and the family, grabbing a scalpel from the trauma kit on her way out of the room.

      Weapons were never her first instinct before meeting Bhric. Now, she was paranoid, but the past week taught her that the unimaginable was possible, and protection was necessary.

      “What’s going on? Why did you grab a scalpel?” Peter whispered in her ear.

      “I have no idea. Stay here,” she hissed at the nurse.

      The moment Alex stepped into the hall, she wished she’d called in sick and stayed home. It was a scene from a horror movie.

      Were those angels? She’d met Illianna but these creatures looked nothing like the beautiful angel with golden wings.

      These women were the walking dead. Or, what Alex thought of as the dead, given their grey skin and mummy-like wrappings. If vampires and dragons existed, why not zombies, as well. The color of their flesh made her think of death and decay, and their negative energy made her skin crawl.

      Alex recalled what Tristan told her regarding demons, and her heart pounded against her chest as she considered if these were actual demons from Hell.

      When she envisioned a demon, she thought of a man with red skin, horns, and a pitched fork. These women had massive blue wings and long, black hair. But, when she saw their empty black eyes, she knew they were pure evil.

      Alex had seen unusual eyes on Rhett and Nate, so it wasn’t the color that caused a chill to run up her spine. There was nothing there when she looked at these women. They were soulless.

      And, the women were practically naked. At first, Alex thought they were but realized there were strips of gray cloth wrapped around their limbs and across their torsos. It was difficult to determine their skin from the fabric because there was only a slight color differentiation.

      “What the fuck?” Peter blurted from beside her.

      “Go back inside the room,” she ordered.

      The nurse ignored her as he gaped at the two women. Their wings spanned the width of the hallway. Suddenly, an orderly rushed towards one of them and the demon swept out a wing, and the claws on the end of the wing shredded the man’s face and throat. Blood sprayed the walls, creating a gruesome painting.

      Patients and staff snapped out of their shocked stupor and screamed. Chaos erupted and Peter rushed to help the downed orderly.

      “Peter, no!” she shouted and reached for the hem of his shirt, trying to stop him, but it slipped out of her grasp.

      Her scream caused the demons to turn her way, and Alex realized she had made a mistake. It was scary enough to watch the destruction, but now she was terrified to be their sole focus.

      Suddenly, one of them flapped her wings and tried to take flight, only to do an awkward hop toward Alex while the other creature grabbed hold of Peter. It was then that Alex saw the disproportioned wings of the one headed for her. One of the demon’s wings was half the size of the other. If she wasn’t mistaken, it looked like the appendage had been cut off and was growing back.

      Flight or fight kicked in and Alex took off in the opposite direction. She was a healer, not a fighter, and didn’t stand a chance against these demons. Why stick around and try to fight them off when she could run and get help? She wished she knew Bhric’s phone number. Surely, he could defeat these beasts. Jace came to mind, but she didn’t have his number, either, and there wasn’t time to head to HR and find it.

      A hard shove from behind sent Alex sailing down the hall. She lifted her arms over her head and tucked as she hit the hard floor. Her body ached, but she didn’t move as one of the demons towered over her, consuming all the space in the corridor. The enormous size of the wings worked to Alex’s benefit as it hampered the creature’s mobility.

      Alex managed to crawl to her feet and realized her hand still gripped the scalpel. She brandished the metal instrument towards the demon as she took a fighting stance. A brittle cackle sent shivers down her spine.

      “You humans amuse me, fighting the inevitable. By all means, fight me. I like the challenge. It’s arousing,” the demon taunted as she stalked Alex down the hall.

      When the demon’s wing shifted, Alex chanced a glance down the hall. Peter was struggling in the grasp of the other demon. Alex’s stomach turned as Peter clawed furrows down the demon’s arms, and black blood oozed from the wound. The smile the demon gave him was bone-chilling. The creature’s jaw widened and expanded, and Alex saw multiple rows of teeth gleam in the overhead lights.

      “No!” Alex screamed as the demon sank its teeth into Peter’s throat. Her friend gurgled and blood spilled from the corner of his mouth as he twitched in the demon’s hold. When the creature lifted her head, the crimson fluid was bright on her grey skin and her long black hair flew around her head as she cried out in triumph.

      “Stop playing, Crocell,” the demon in front of Alex chided. “We need to find the mate and get out of here before the Dark Warriors arrive.”

      Alex’s gaze went back to the demon in front of her as ice inched down her spine. She said mate. Were they looking for her? Bhric insisted she was his mate. Instinct told Alex she needed to get the hell away from them or this wasn’t going to end well for her. She turned to run, but didn’t make it two steps.

      Strong hands clamped around her shoulders and lifted her into the air. It was her turn to kick and scrape against the steel grip holding her hostage.

      “What do we have here?” the demon hissed, and the fetid breath made Alex choke. Up close she saw tiny black veins running beneath the creature’s smooth skin.

      Long, sharp talons tipped the demon’s fingers. They glowed bright orange and Alex felt the heat emanating from them. Her flesh sizzled when the claws pierced Alex’s cheek as the demon grabbed hold of Alex’s face, forcing her head to the left. Alex’s heartbeat roared in her ears, and she feared her chest would explode.

      The demon muttered words in a foreign language, and the air thickened around them. A shroud settled over Alex and then she couldn’t breathe. She gasped and reached for her throat. An invisible barrier was cutting off her air supply. Right as Alex thought she was going to pass out, the pressure on her lungs opened and she sucked in air. The shield remained around her, but she could breathe again.

      Alex lifted a shaking arm, relieved she could still move, and, without thinking, jabbed the scalpel into the demon’s neck. The demon screeched and reached for the weapon. Alex panicked and jerked her hand, praying to get hold of the blade first.

      An unfamiliar pulse left Alex’s hand, and a second later, the metal softened and curved to the demon’s neck. Alex had no idea how she’d done it, but she felt a connection to the metal the second before it morphed.

      Alex’s distraction was costly. The demon quickly ripped the bent metal from its neck. Black blood spurted from the injury and landed on Alex’s arm. The drops burned like acid, but she didn’t have time to react because silver flashed in her vision. The demon was going to stab her.

      Alex flinched and closed her eyes, waiting for the blow. Instead, she felt the metal soften when it hit her skin. That was the second time she altered the scalpel. The ability made her wonder if her transformation had begun. Cailyn mentioned her DNA would undergo changes. Perhaps, that was what caused this power to develop.

      The demon’s eyes widened when she saw the metal bend against Alex’s flesh.

      “Oh, you’re even better than we’d hoped,” the demon sneered. “I have the mate, Crocell.”

      A glowing talon sliced through the skin behind Alex’s left ear, and she clenched her teeth. She was no stranger to pain, but this was excruciating, and she gritted against the agony. It felt as if her soul had been sliced in half.

      Alex gasped when one set of claws retracted from her shoulder only to be replaced by another. She was jostled between the two demons, and tried to break free as Crocell wrapped her arms around Alex’s torso, pinning her arms at her side.

      “She smells sweet, Cresil. And, powerful,” Crocell purred as she ran her tongue over Alex’s cheek.

      Crocell swiveled and headed down the hall, with Alex in tow, and that was when she saw the destruction. Furniture was tossed and broken. Bits and pieces from trauma kits littered the ground. Alex’s stethoscope was in pieces a few feet away and the sight brought tears to her eyes. Her brother had given it to her when she graduated from medical school, and now it was destroyed.

      When Alex caught sight of Peter, the tears fell in waves. He lay in a pool of blood and most of his throat was missing. Lifeless eyes stared at the ceiling. Her friend was dead and there was nothing she could do.

      Doors to hospital rooms were open, but patients were nowhere to be seen. The only other body in sight was that of the murdered orderly. The sound of beeping medical equipment was all Alex could hear as the demon carried her down the hall.

      The exit doors slid open then closed when they left the building. The place she’d worked at for the past ten years looked like a war zone. Crocell and Cresil had destroyed the entire wing of the hospital in a matter of minutes.

      The fresh air made breathing easier and the wind took away some of the stench that surrounded her. When Alex caught sight of a couple hurrying toward the ER, she screamed as loud as she could, warning them. The woman struggled to assist the limping man, but that didn’t stop them from running as fast as they could in the opposite direction when they saw the demons.

      Sirens sounded in the distance but Alex knew they wouldn’t reach her in time. She didn’t see a way out of her predicament, and feared she would die.

      There was no room to deny her destiny any longer, nor the fact that she was Bhric’s Fated Mate. As much as she wanted to escape his world, that wasn’t a choice for her. It would’ve been nice to know about the danger sooner.

      That wasn’t entirely true, a small voice chastised. Elsie warned her not to leave their house. In fact, she insisted Alex was in grave danger. Hindsight was bitch, she surmised.

      “Let’s go,” Crocell instructed and Alex watched as the other demon lifted into the air. It was difficult for the demon to fly with a smaller wing on one side.

      Crocell’s grip tightened around Alex’s waist and she quickly launched them into the air. The demon quickly flew to Cresil’s side and grabbed her hand, helping her along.

      The ground rapidly receded, and Alex struggled in the demon’s grip, hoping to loosen the demon’s hold on her. She’d rather fall to her death than go wherever these women were taking her.

      Crocell cursed and dug her talons deeper into Alex’s side. Throwing her head back, Alex was satisfied when she heard a crunch. The back of her neck burned and she knew she injured the demon.

      “Don’t stop,” Crocell murmured into her ear. “This is foreplay for me.”

      Disgusting, Alex thought, but she continued to thrash. She lifted her arms and bucked with all her might. She managed to free one of her arms and reached for Crocell’s eyes.

      The demon let go of her sister to yank Alex’s arm. There was a loud pop followed by severe pain, telling Alex her shoulder was dislocated. She screamed in pain as Crocell flew low to grab her sister’s arm.

      Alex prayed the vile bitch plummeted into the lake below them. When they leveled out, Cresil flew closer and placed her arm around Crocell’s shoulder. Crocell laughed as she wrapped her arms tighter around her waist and arms.

      Alex abhorred the glee she heard in their laughter. Her hope of escaping evaporated the higher they flew. Up ahead, she saw a glowing orb in the sky.

      Cresil spoke in the same foreign language again, and the orb pulsed and expanded as they neared it. Alex fought harder. She knew there was nothing good on the other side of that light. She felt the malevolence reach out and wash over her as they neared the object.

      “Time to go night-night,” Cresil said in a sing-song voice before her fist smacked into the side of Alex’s head, and the world went black.
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      Bhric sat on the edge of his bed, staring at the bottle of scotch in his hand. He should be the happiest male alive, but he wasn’t.  His memories had returned, he was back with his loving family and could sleep in his bed again, yet he was more lost and confused than ever.

      He wanted his mate. Alex should be by his side. He yearned to lay her bare on his sheets and pleasure her until she begged him to stop, then repeat it all over again. Bhric needed to hold her in his arms and feel her flesh against his. Instead, he held a bottle of scotch.

      Thanks to the head injury, Bhric no longer craved alcohol, but he recalled the comforting numbness it offered. It was his go-to when stressed, and liquor never disappointed.

      When he was a stripling, and the agony of losing his parents ravaged him, Bhric turned to ale. Then, it took a mere glass, or two, to forget that his parents had abandoned him. After he transitioned, and grew bigger, he needed to consume more to get the same effect. He hadn’t forgotten the hatred he felt toward his mamai and da, but he understood their actions now that he had a Fated Mate.

      After shoving him and Breslin in the safe room, there was no way his father could have remained with them when his Fated Mate was in danger. For centuries, Bhric hated his father for abandoning helpless children, but now that he had Alex, Bhric knew there was nothing he wouldn’t do to protect her. With this understanding, some of the burden he carried for over seven hundred years eased.

      The stress of his current predicament, and not knowing if Alex would come back was driving him to chug the bottle in his hand.

      The shock in Alex’s eyes replayed in his mind. He felt her fear when he introduced her to his family and friends. Thinking she would embrace his world like she did him, Bhric was surprised when she turned and fled.

      What frightened Bhric most about Alex’s reaction was that she’d only seen the positive aspects of his life. How would she react to the demons that prowled her world? Inevitably, she’d be face to face with them, and how would she feel about the ugliness of that reality?

      Bhric knew he should let her go so that she could resume her normal life, but he couldn’t. She was his mate, and he couldn’t live without her. Literally. He was unable to feed from another source now that he’d found her. Fuck, he never caught a break.

      He lifted the bottle to his lips and took a deep swig, wanting to ease the ache in his chest. As soon as the liquor hit his taste buds, Bhric gagged then spit it out. How the hell did he drink this stuff before? It was nasty shit, and he couldn’t force the crap down his throat. He wished to reach that comforting state of euphoria. Apparently, he was going to have to learn better coping mechanisms, and fast.

      The ache along the mating bond throbbed and he rubbed his chest. Not even scotch could numb that pain.

      He sent a burst of power to the bottle and watched the contents freeze solid. All he craved was another taste of Alex, but she was gone. Bhric’s emotions spiraled out of control when he thought of never seeing her again.

      His life would be over, and he would perish in an agonizing way. He would slowly starve to death. Having fed from his Fated Mate, he could no longer ingest blood from anyone else, and if she never returned, he would slowly wither away and die.

      Not that it mattered if he could feed. Bhric didn’t want anyone but Alex. After awaking and realizing he had no memory, she became his entire world. That didn’t change when his memories returned. He needed her now more than ever.

      He hurled the bottle at his bedroom wall, and it embedded in the sheetrock with a loud thud. Several pictures along the wall fell to the ground and shattered on the wood floor. Tiny shards scattered like ants fleeing a disturbed anthill.

      Without liquor, or Alex, to soothe his frayed nerves, Bhric’s rage escalated. He fisted his short hair and yanked, hoping to rein in his temper. It didn’t help and his body shook uncontrollably. He was losing it.

      Standing, Bhric snatched the bedside table. The contents on its surface tumbled to the floor. He held the table with both hands and brought it down against his knee. It snapped in two from the force. Bhric took one of the broken legs and tossed it towards the wall. Like a dart, it punctured the plaster.

      “That’s right, motherfucker. You done assed out!” Bhric yelled as his fury spun like a tornado, demolishing everything in sight.

      He grabbed a lamp from the floor and hurled it across the room. It smashed against the doorway and Breslin screamed as it exploded against the wooden doorframe.

      “Bhric, what the hell are you doing?” Breslin shouted.

      He hadn’t heard her enter his suite and her voice startled him. His twin’s presence usually brought him out of any funk. It was one reason she’d been so upset about his drinking. They shared a strong bond, but when her presence couldn’t overshadow the shitstorm of his life, he turned to scotch.

      “Get oot, puithar!  I doona need your lectures right now,” he growled and picked up his king-sized mattress.

      With little effort, Bhric ripped the mattress in half, as if it were a sheet of paper. Stuffing filled the room as he destroyed the object. He tossed the mattress aside and picked up his favorite recliner, hurling it towards the wall. The loud boom echoed as a large chunk of sheetrock crumpled, exposing the lath and plaster behind it.

      “Brathair!”  barked a familiar voice. Bhric glanced over and met Zander’s piercing blue gaze.

      “Get oot. I doona need your shite, either,” Bhric snapped.

      “Training room. Now,” his brother ordered, glaring at him.

      Bhric knew what Zander was doing. Providing an alternative outlet for his rage. Fine. Bhric needed to fight.

      “You better bring your fucking A-game, Z. I willna go easy on you,” Bhric growled.

      “Ha! You couldna handle my A-game, arsehole, but let’s see what you’ve got,” Zander scoffed.

      Bhric looked to Breslin, and noted her arms crossed over her chest. He didn’t sense anger, but felt her concern and worry. Bhric glanced back to Zander who was still standing in the doorway of his bedroom. Apparently, he wasn’t budging until Bhric did.

      Bhric stomped past his brother and sister, and bee-lined for the training room. As he walked into the large area in the basement of Zeum, he didn’t bother grabbing a helmet, or even gloves. He wanted hand-to-hand combat. Bhric jumped onto the pad of the boxing ring and hefted one leg then the other over the ropes.

      Zander entered the room moments later and hurdled the ropes, landing softly on his feet. His brother was agile as hell. He’d give him that. Zander bounced from toe to toe as he shook his arms and leaned his head from side to side.

      The Dark Warrior training room had everything from weights, weapons, punching bags, treadmills, several elliptical machines, and a sparring ring. Every piece was state of the art equipment. Nothing less than the best would do for their program. Countless lives depended on them being the best.

      This was where Nikko trained new Dark Warriors, and where many of the warriors went to let off steam. Bhric noticed Gerrick and Rhys working out with the free weights, but ignored them when they greeted him.

      “Aye, you better loosen up, ole man,” Bhric taunted as he looked back to his brother.

      Zander threw a couple of air jabs, and scoffed, “It seems my baby brathair has forgotten all the times I kicked his arse. I’d say it’s time for a reminder. But first, you want to tell me why you were destroying your room? Do you not care for that hideous décor you picked oot so many years ago?”

      “Fuck you,” Bhric spat and charged Zander, taking a swing at his face.

      Zander ducked and swerved, then pushed Bhric to the ground.

      “Damn, bro, thought you were faster than that,” Zander taunted.

      Bhric quickly jumped to his feet and swung again, this time connecting. Zander’s head jerked and blood spurt from his nose.

      “Is that bett—?” Bhric began, but Zander swung out, punching him in the ribs. A crack followed by pain told Bhric it garnered him a few broken bones.

      Damn, his brother hit harder than he remembered. Under normal circumstances, Bhric would have appreciated the hit and asked how he managed to increase his strength. After so many centuries of training, Bhric was at the top of his game, but continually searched for ways to improve.

      “Let’s dance,” Zander said, curling and extending his fingers in challenge.

      Bhric recalled the times Zander took him to the ring when he was a stripling, transitioning into adulthood. He wasn’t the most obedient of his siblings, and received more punishments than Kyran and Breslin combined. A lot of his bad choices ended with him and Zander duking it out in the ring.

      When Zander assumed the mantle as Vampire King, he was often overwhelmed with his tasks, and not always available to help Bhric cope with his excess energy, but the male was the only father Bhric had ever known.

      Bhric charged forward and wrestled his brother to the ground. A brawl ensued. They tangled and fought as punches were thrown. Bhric released all his hurt, pain, confusion, and fear with every blow and Zander took it without complaint. This was what a good father did for his children.

      Bhric could hear commotion in the room, and knew others had walked in to see what was going on, but he paid no attention to it. All he focused on was taking his frustrations out on Zander. He couldn’t stop the hurt of Alex walking out on him.

      Bhric loved her beyond reason. Every scar, every doubt, every imperfect inch of her.

      A sudden jolt to his system had Bhric tossing Zander aside. Bhric grabbed his right side. His mate mark flamed hot, but it wasn’t the same sensation he’d felt before. It was different this time. Something was wrong, and it was connected to Alex.

      Zander crawled on all fours to his side, panting. “What is it?” his brother asked.

      “I’m no’ sure,” Bhric breathed, his chest heaving.

      Alex’s panic was a living entity in his chest and made it difficult to breathe. Fuck, he couldn’t even think straight.

      Off to the side, Bhric heard clapping. “Damn, that was some good shit, there. I can’t wait to spar with you two,” Tristan shouted as he continued to clap his hands.

      Bhric didn’t know the newcomer very well, but he had a feeling the young male was going to meet his fists a time, or two, before he became an adult. The stripling was a hothead and had a big mouth that needed shutting. It reminded Bhric of what he’d been like at that age.

      “Show’s over. Get oot, everybody,” Zander ordered as he propped his back against the ropes of the ring.

      Bhric looked over to see Tristan, Gerrick, Rhys, and Nate leave the training room. He couldn’t blame them for watching. He would’ve been on the front row with popcorn if Zander and Kyran were going at it.

      Bhric crawled his way over to Zander and sat beside him. They were a bloody mess. Zander’s nose had stopped bleeding, but his hands were covered in Bhric’s blood.  Bhric rubbed his jaw and checked to see if any teeth were loose, all the while his chest tightened further.

      “Great fucking shot,” Bhric murmured as he stretched his mouth, making sure it wasn’t broken.

      “Aye, it was,” Zander laughed. “I think you punctured my lung, arsehole.” His brother’s complaint was laced with affection as he cradled his side.

      “Remind me never to fight you again,” Bhric replied as he took a deep breath, and coughed from the pain that followed. He wished it was solely from the beating he’d taken, but that was only half of it.

      “Duly noted. Now, you ready to talk aboot what’s going on?” Zander asked sincerely.

      With a heavy sigh, Bhric looked to the ceiling. “‘Tis Alex. I doona know what I will do if she doesna want this mating. I’ve never felt like this before aboot a female. I canna survive withoot her, and it scares the fuck oot of me,” Bhric admitted.

      “Aye, tis verra scary. I remember feeling the same way aboot my Elsie. She wasna sure if she wanted to mate me, either. I was oot of mind for a while, remember?” Zander asked.

      Bhric recalled when Zander destroyed the war room when Elsie was in danger. It seemed destructive behavior ran in the family.

      “Aye, I do. You were an impossible jackoff,” Bhric teased as he rubbed the ache in his chest.

      “I doona have all the answers, brathair, but what I do know is we have all faced challenges with our mates. Not one of the warriors at Zeum has had a smooth ride where mating is concerned. Have faith in the Goddess’s choice for you. I believe in my heart that it will work oot between you and Alex. She may need time, but ‘tis worth it in the end. She’s your Fated Mate. There isna a greater blessing,” Zander explained and his words of wisdom reverberated in Bhric’s mind.

      As much as Bhric wanted Alex to rejoice along with him, this was an enormous change to her life. Of course, she would need time to adjust. And yes, she might reject him for a bit, but she couldn’t deny the connection they shared. All it took was one touch, and they were both ravenous for each other.

      Again, his mate mark pulsed. It wasn’t so much an urging to complete the mating as it was a foreboding. Bhric rubbed his side, trying to soothe the burning pain.

      “Your mate mark bothering you?” Zander asked.

      “Aye, the fucker is relentless,” Bhric responded. “But, there is this strain along the mating bond and I think it’s making the pain worse.”

      “Can I see it?” his brother questioned. Bhric nodded and lifted his t-shirt.

      Zander gasped. “Holy, shite. That isna the Tarakesh cross,” he stated and looked to Bhric, shock written across his face.

      His brother was right. It hadn’t dawned on Bhric until Zander mentioned it. Zander and Kyran’s mate marks were a cross that represented their family lineage. Bhric’s was completely different, a combination of fire and water.

      “It would seem your mark is more aboot Breslin than our family. Makes sense, given you’re twins. Still, I wonder the meaning behind it,” his brother observed.

      “I doona know. I didna think aboot it until you said something,” Bhric answered, looking at the brand that signified he found his Fated Mate.

      Before he could think more about the anomaly, Orlando rushed into the training room.

      “Hey, sorry to break up your lovemaking, but I just got a call. There’s been an attack at Harborview. Several deaths and multiple injured,” Orlando said in a rush, his emerald eyes connecting with Bhric as his hand raked through his white-blond hair.

      Bhric’s mate mark pulsed again, and he knew Alex was involved. The sensations bombarding his body were Alex reaching out to him. The bond they shared was warning him. Was she hurt? Or worse?

      Leaping to his feet, he barked, “What the fuck are we doing standing around? Let’s get there, now!”

      Alex was in trouble and time was of the essence. Bhric dashed out of the room, not waiting on the others.

      His mate needed him and he refused to fail her.
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      Alex came to, feeling smothered. It wasn’t that she couldn’t breathe, but an invisible force surrounded her. She sat up, trying to push through the barrier, but couldn’t. She stretched her legs, and her feet hit an iron wall with a loud clang. Startled, she strained against the darkness and saw she was in a cage.

      Of course, she was locked in a cell. Wasn’t that what all bad guys did to their prisoners? Cursing the demons that kidnapped her, Alex rattled the bars to test its durability. Solid as a rock.

      Groping around in pitched blackness, Alex found the door to the cage and discovered it was padlocked. She grabbed the bars and pulled to a standing position, relieved she had the room to stretch vertically. The movement caused an exploding pain in her head, and Alex cradled her face.

      It felt like her skull was cracked, and an image of Crocell’s fist hurtling towards her face flashed through Alex’s mind. The side of her neck was on fire, as well, and she recalled the sharp claw burning and slicing the flesh behind her left ear.

      Touching the area, Alex nearly vomited as pain assailed. The flesh wound was deep, and blood trickled down her neck in a steady stream. That was surprising. She would’ve expected the heat from the demon’s glowing claw to cauterize the injury, but it didn’t. Alex needed to stop the bleeding and lifted the hem of her top to absorb the fluid as she applied pressure over the area. She told herself this pain was nothing compared to what she had survived with the surgeries, reconstruction, and cancer treatment.

      Alex wanted to swallow a bottle ibuprofen and go to sleep, but there was no way to lie down without curling into a ball. It wasn’t an ideal situation, but she wasn’t cuffed, so she had some freedom of movement.

      There was a small amount of light coming from underneath a door on the other side of the room, and it took a few minutes for her eyes to adjust to the darkness. Once that happened, Alex could make out several more cages in the room. The floor beneath the cages was hardwood and in dire need of sweeping. Dirt and debris were everywhere, and she prayed her allergies didn’t kick in and make her even more miserable.

      She was in a house, and given the smell, an abandoned one. The sickly-sweet scent of death and decay told her something, or someone, had died in the home. She prayed it was an animal, and not a person.

      She squinted to see if there was anyone in the other cages, but it was too dark to tell. When she leaned down, she thought she saw a silhouette.

      “Hello,” she whispered as her shaking hands clutched the bars. “Is anyone there?”

      “Shhh. Keep…quiet,” a female croaked out a whisper. “They’ll come back if they hear you.”

      “Who are you? Are you hurt?” Alex asked.

      Alex was relieved that she wasn’t alone, but she’d dealt with enough injured people to know a few things by the sound of their voice. This woman was in bad shape and Alex couldn’t do a damn thing to help her.

      “My name is…Rebecca. I’m bleeding,” the woman panted. “Don’t think I will make it. Please tell my mom I love her.”

      “Rebecca, listen to me. My name is Alex Layne, and I’m a doctor. Where are you bleeding?” she asked, initiating triage.

      “Everywhere. My head is the worst,” Rebecca whispered. “And, I’m so cold.”

      “Yes, it is freezing in here. Stay with me, Rebecca. I’m going to try and get out of here and help you,” Alex told her and started to shake the bars.

      The rattling of metal filled the room, drowning out the other noises. It suddenly occurred to Alex that there was traffic outside, which meant they were in a city somewhere. She wondered how long she’d been unconscious. There were no windows that she could see, so it was difficult to tell if it was day or nighttime.

      “Stop,” Rebecca cried out. “Please don’t bring them back. I…can’t take anymore.”

      The desperation in Rebecca’s voice stopped Alex. Sliding her hands down the bars, she searched for a way to escape her cell. Suddenly, she felt a slight bend in the bars where she gripped them.

      Before she could explore that further, a door opened and light from the hallway flooded the room. Seconds later, a shadow filled the entry, blocking the light. One of the demons strolled into the room followed by the other.

      Alex chanced a glance and saw five other cells in the room, four of them occupied by women. All but Rebecca lay in a ball surrounded by filth. The fact that the scent of death overpowered the pile of feces stopped her heart. She looked closer, but couldn’t determine if the others were alive, or dead.

      These demons were going to kill her if she didn’t get out of there.

      The strips of cloth the demons wore were clean and free of blood, and if Alex wasn’t mistaken, Cresil’s wing seemed to be in better shape. It was still smaller than the other, but it didn’t look mangled like the last time she’d seen it. Again, she wondered how long she was unconscious.

      “Look who’s awake,” Crocell murmured as she approached the cage. The malevolent smile on her face was chilling. This being had no heart behind those black eyes. “Isn’t she pretty, sister? She reminds me of a doll.”

      “Yes, she’s quite the specimen. I need her essence now, to heal my wing. Can I have this one? I promise to make it quick,” Cresil whined.

      The demon sounded like a petulant child and talked about killing as if she were shopping for a new outfit.

      “We will have the power linked to her mate soon enough, but I want to play with this one. She’s so tiny and frail. I can’t wait to see how quickly she breaks, given humans are such pathetic creatures,” Crocell replied.

      “What do you want from me?” Alex asked.

      She’d rather be prepared for her outcome. The element of surprise did nothing for her. Plus, Alex wanted to keep the evil bitches talking long enough to find an escape, if possible.

      “We want your Goddess-blessed power. As a Fated Mate, the soul you carry is an irresistible drug for our kind. The high is better than feeding from all the spirits in the Underworld,” Crocell boasted.

      “And, it heals grievous wounds. Your blood will make me whole,” Cresil purred as she approached Alex’s cell.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Fated Mate? What is that? I’ve never heard of such a thing,” Alex lied, hoping to convince them they were wrong about her.

      “Ha. Nice try, pet. Kadir’s spell is infallible. There’s not much you can hide from our Dark Magic. Kadir was brilliant when he devised the locator spell, but he didn’t have time to explore the full scope of what he created before that vampire’s seedling destroyed him,” Crocell explained.

      Alex had no idea what they were saying. They might as well be speaking in a foreign language.

      “I can’t wait to see how she responds to our exciting game of torture,” Cresil said and laughed. “We haven’t had the pleasure of a marked one yet.”

      “I should remove my spell and find out if the mate experiences her death,” Crocell snarled.

      “But, exposing her could lead him to us,” Cresil suggested.

      “I’m not afraid of a citizen, even if they bring the Dark Warriors. We can take any that come our way,” Crocell reassured her sister.

      These women were insane. The two combined may stand a chance against Bhric if he was alone, but he’d never come without his cavalry.

      The roomful of hulking men was overwhelming, but Alex was ecstatic Bhric’s fellow warriors were so domineering. They would wipe the floor with the demons’ wings.

      “Release your spell, I dare you,” Alex encouraged. “You will meet Bhric’s wrath.”

      Cresil’s eyes widened while Crocell’s narrowed with satisfaction. Alex surmised she’d made a mistake, but wasn’t sure what it was. She expected the torture to follow, and was surprised by Crocell’s words.

      “Ah, so you’re the Vampire Prince’s Fated Mate. Seems luck is on our side, sister. Absorbing her connection to the warrior will be a huge advantage,” Crocell said as she began to pace back and forth.

      “Exactly. We can finally locate their compound and find that fucking brat,” Cresil added as she grabbed the bars to Alex’s cage and shook. The force tilted the cage and Alex scrambled to the corner, unsure of what the demon would do next.

      “Leave her be for now. We must prepare new spells. Lucifer will be pleased when we are the ones to free him,” Crocell murmured as she headed out of the room, her sister hot on her heels.

      Alex meant to unbalance the demons, but instead, she’d placed Bhric, and his family, at risk. Tears built in her eyes as she prayed for a way to get out. She wanted to escape and warn Bhric of the danger coming his way, but more than that, she wanted to live.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Bhric barreled past the human police officers and hurried into the hospital. Zander and Jace were a step behind while he heard Orlando and Santiago stop to deal with the cops. From the sight of the emergency room, the humans would need their memories wiped. Thanks to Orlando and Santiago, their positions as detectives for the Seattle Police Department granted the warriors access to crime scenes, so they could cover up the existence of supernaturals.

      Bhric didn’t give a shit about the chaos or the humans. All that mattered to him was finding Alex. His mind whirled and his heart raced while his body demanded action. His link to Alex was the one thing he clung to when he remembered nothing else of his life, and it was that bond that had kept him sane and grounded when his memories returned. And now it was gone.

      Pulling the short strands of his hair, he tried to breathe past the devastation that threatened to bury him alive.

      The unmistakable smell of brimstone filled the air and nearly choked him. The slightly sulfuric scent represented death and dismemberment, and he panicked as he considered Alex’s fate.

      Surely, he hadn’t pissed off the Goddess to the extent that she would give him a mate and then allow her to be taken away.

      “Alex!” he roared as he thundered through the hall.

      He kicked a table aside and stepped over several bloodied bodies wearing green scrubs. He hated that so many innocents were murdered and felt responsible. He had no doubt the demons specifically picked Harborview because of his mate.

      He recalled when the demons planted a locator device in Cailyn’s best friend, Jessie, and tried to manipulate her into doing their bidding. Luckily, their plan failed, but it wouldn’t surprise Bhric if the blue twins had targeted Alex to get to him.

      It was impossible to pick up Alex’s scent, and Bhric punched the wall. If he didn’t find her, he was going postal on the entire fucking city.

      The first staff member he came across turned out to be a male. His throat was ripped to shreds. His nameplate said Peter Hendrickson, and Bhric recalled him from the night he’d been in the ER.

      Moving on, he raced into a room and saw a male huddling against the back wall with a young pregnant female. The terror in their eyes mirrored the heinous scene around them. A firm grip landed on Bhric’s shoulder, stopping him as he headed to the next room.

      “Brathair,” Zander murmured. “You need to calm doon. You’re scaring the humans and causing a bigger scene.”

      “I doona give a fuck. I need to find Alex. I canna feel her, Z,” he admitted, unable to mask the despair threatening to choke him.

      “Och, I am the last person to chastise you for losing your composure, but going off half-cocked is going to make the search harder for you. You need to try and connect with your mate. Let us search the rooms,” Zander ordered.

      Bhric knew what his brother was doing, and refused to be patronized. If Zander thought he could lessen the blow if he found Alex’s body before Bhric, he was sadly mistaken. Zander had spent his life protecting him and his siblings and was acting out of love, but Bhric didn’t need it right now.

      Bhric balled up his fist, ready to punch his brother’s face, but stopped when he remembered how Zander found Elsie after she was kidnapped. It was Zander’s telepathic connection to Elsie that led the team to her. They wouldn’t have reached Elsie in time if it hadn’t been for Zander locating her.

      Bhric prayed his connection to Alex resurfaced enough to do the same thing.

      “Shite. You’re right, brathair. I canna think in here. I will be ootside. Come get me if you find even one drop of her blood,” Bhric demanded.

      Zander squeezed his shoulder, and Bhric saw the determination in his brother’s Sapphire-blue eyes.

      “We will find her then kill those blue bitches,” Zander promised.

      Bhric nodded his head and forced his feet to carry him in the opposite direction of Alex’s search. Once outside, he inhaled deeply and caught the same myriad of scents.

      Closing his eyes, Bhric reached toward the portion of Alex’s soul he carried within. Slowly, the tendrils wrapped around Bhric, holding him together.

      He exhaled his relief. Alex was alive and out there waiting for him to rescue her.

      Her presence was comforting in a way he hadn’t acknowledged before. His frayed nerves calmed, and his restlessness eased. He wanted to kick his own ass for his stupidity all those years. He’d always chosen to drown his issues in alcohol and had never thought of the security his Fated Mate’s soul could provide.

      When their mating bond snapped into place, Bhric had seen it when he closed his eyes. It was a thin gold thread linking them together. Now, when he closed his eyes, he saw the thread was frayed and to the point of breaking.

      Malevolence radiated from the bond like a dark shadow. Those fucking bitches had cast a spell on his mate. The thought of what she might be experiencing at their hands made him shout his rage to the heavens.

      Time was running out. A clock ticked in his mind like a death knell, counting down each precious second. Part of the urgency was that dawn was near, and the other was Alex’s slim chance of surviving the longer she was gone.

      His eyes snapped open the moment he caught Alex’s scent. Like a bloodhound, he followed her smell to the sidewalk, ignoring the humans that were watching him. He was grateful he and his siblings could erase memories and that the humans wouldn’t remember what happened here.

      The Goddess was right to keep supernatural’s presence a secret. The events of the night would leave countless humans terrified and afraid to leave their houses, while others might suit up and seek revenge.

      He followed the trail for several feet before it disappeared. He widened his area and kept trying to locate Alex’s sugary-floral scent. He reached the outer edge of the parking lot but never caught another whiff of her sweet orchid fragrance again.

      Returning to the front of the hospital, Bhric turned in circles and searched the ground for anything. There was nothing there, not even a scrap of paper.

      “What did you find?” Nate asked.

      The dragon shifter tagged along per Zander’s request because his brother wasn’t sure what they might encounter at the hospital. Their last foray on the cruise ship taught them their latest foe would stop at nothing to get to Isobel. They didn’t care how many innocents they killed or what attention they brought to the media from their actions. There was no greater asset to the Dark Warriors than a fire-breathing dragon.

      “No’ a fucking thing. Dammit!” Bhric cursed. “Her scent just disappears, and I canna find it again.”

      “You won’t be able to follow it on the ground. The demons took to the air,” Nate murmured. His nostrils flared as he lifted his head and sniffed around him.

      “Fuck. Of course!” Bhric exclaimed. “Shift and follow them.”

      Nate raised an eyebrow at Bhric. “Your brother will shove his royal crown up my ass if I shift in front of these humans,” Nate pointed out.

      “I doona give a fuck,” Bhric snarled. “Shift and find her, now. I will erase their memories.”

      “Do as he says,” Zander barked as he approached Bhric and Nate. “We will handle things on this end.”

      “You got it, boss,” Nate replied and then quickly removed his clothing. Handing them to Bhric, the male quipped, “I’d like them cleaned and pressed. Extra starch in the collar.” The majordomo winked at a human female as she openly gawked at his nudity.

      “Jackarse,” Bhric muttered as colored lights enveloped the naked male. In the blink of an eye, Nate shifted into a massive dragon and bellowed to the sky.

      With a flap of his enormous gray wings, Nate took to the sky. The farther away the dragon got, the faster Bhric’s heart pounded. When he lost sight altogether, he took off in the direction the dragon went. Zander’s implacable hold stopped him.

      “Get your hand off, brathair,” he snarled, ready to attack Zander.

      “Shite, Bhric. I’m no’ stopping you from searching for your mate. I found her phone and thought you’d want it,” Zander explained.

      Bhric accepted the device and pressed the button. A smile spread across his face when he saw her lock screen was a selfie they took on their date night before everything went to shit.

      Bhric cringed when he noticed missed calls from her brother, along with a voicemail from her mother. He should contact her family and let them know, but not until Bhric had exhausted every resource in finding her. There was no reason to involve her family yet. They would eventually see the news, so he didn’t have long, but Bhric had to believe Alex would be back with him soon.

      “Look. Nate’s on his way back,” Zander murmured and pointed to the sky.

      “Where is she?” Bhric called out, knowing the dragon’s sensitive hearing would pick up his voice.

      “The scent disappears about five miles from here. It just vanished into thin air,” came Nate’s dragon-speak into Bhric’s mind.

      “Fuck,” he cursed. “We need to search the entire area. She’s in the city.”

      “Nothing is clear at this point. We will resume our search this evening,” Zander informed Bhric. “‘Tis almost dawn and we need to take care of this mess first.”

      Bhric wanted to ignore Zander and continue his search, but his brother was right. Bhric vowed that the moment the sun went down, he would search every inch of the city. He was going to find Alex if it was the last thing he did. And, Goddess help those fucking demons if they laid one finger on his mate.
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      Alex paced the few steps her limited space allowed. Too bad she didn’t possess a superpower for going back in time. She stopped and considered that. Did any of Bhric’s friends have that ability? That would come in handy.

      She recalled the evil gleam in Crocell’s eye when she’d mentioned Bhric’s name, and her stomach turned as it replayed through her mind.

      “Dammit,” she cursed as she wrapped her arms around her middle to stave off the cold. It had to be daytime by now, but it wasn’t any warmer, which made her wonder if she was in the basement, another city, or even a different country, for that matter. Anything was possible, she thought, considering few homes in Seattle had basements.

      Rebecca had gone quiet hours ago, but Alex could hear her heavy breathing, so she knew the woman was still alive. Unfortunately, the possibility was high that the other women were dead, and Alex hated the thought of being next on the list.

      Footsteps sounded in the hall, and light blinded her when the door flew wide. Expecting to see the sisters, she was surprised to see two young men. Alex assumed they were average teenage boys until she spotted their red eyes and sharp fangs.

      “Oh, thank God. Is Bhric here? Did he come to rescue me? Please, tell me he’s okay.” she asked, frantic to know what was happening.

      The young men chuckled and shook their heads. Their gravelly voice sent a chill up her arms.

      “We’re here to take you to our master. She has something special planned for you,” one of the young men said while the other unlocked the door to her cage.

      Upon closer inspection, she realized their eyes were nothing like Rhett or Nate’s. There was pure evil in their gazes. They wore dirty, torn clothing that was in dire need of burning. Their jeans were covered in dirt and bloodstains, and their shirts were tattered rags. And, that was mild compared to their stench, which was downright nauseating.

      Their fangs made her think they were vampires, like Bhric, but instinct told her they were nothing like her Ice-Man or his kind.

      Backing away from the door of her cage, she wished she had a weapon. Maybe she could injure them enough to get away. She quickly scanned the rest of the room, but didn’t see one thing to use as a weapon.

      Alex decided cooperation might play to her advantage until she found a way to escape, so she allowed the boy to grab her arm and lead her out of the room.

      “So, what are you?” she asked as they walked. Why not gather as much information as she could about her captors.

      The hall was long and had several doors scattered throughout. There were no ascending stairs, which told her she wasn’t in a basement. She guessed they were on the main floor, wherever they were.

      “We’re skirm,” snarled the guy holding her arm.

      “And, what exactly are skirm? I see your fangs, so I’m guessing you’re like vampires,” she stated as she tried not to contemplate her awaiting demise.

      Regardless of her attempts at distraction, Alex’s heart was beating so fast she was sure to go into cardiac arrest. Sweat trickled down her back, causing her scrubs to stick to her skin.

      “We’re your worst nightmare,” the other cackled, reminding Alex of a villain from a low-budget movie.

      She rolled her eyes while the other guy smacked his friend upside the head then shoved her along. They’d passed two open doorways, and she peered inside the rooms. Each had a small bed and clothing was strewn all over the floors. The frilly dresses and bright pink shirts with unicorns were items for eight-year-old girls, not the young men escorting Alex.

      When they passed the third room, Alex gasped, and her steps faltered as tears filled her eyes. This home belonged to a family. Probably a loving, happy couple with daughters they adored. And then, their worst nightmare came true when these demons decided to choose their home as a lair.

      From her brief glance, she saw two young girls, along with a man and woman, piled in a lifeless, bloody heap.

      The demons slaughtered them and then carelessly tossed them aside to rot. Trying to bargain with, or begging to be released, would be pointless. None of the malicious beings in the house would show Alex an ounce of mercy.

      As hope diminished, regret sat like a lump in her gut. Bhric brought so many wonderful feelings and experiences to her life, but fear and doubt made Alex hold her tongue. Now, she wished she’d told him how happy he made her. How he made her feel sexy and desirable. Before Bhric, she saw herself as an average woman with nothing special to offer any man, but he changed that.

      Alex was shoved into a room at the end of the hall. Expecting another bedroom, she was surprised to see a different setup. There was a long wooden table that held crucibles, black candles, vials of different colored liquids, and jars that looked like they contained blood.

      The only items that seemed innocuous were the gems. If they were genuine stones, it was a small fortune. There were sapphires, rubies, emeralds, and what looked like diamonds. Alex would’ve thought them ordinary gems until a dark, malignant energy radiated from them.

      The walls in the room had black symbols painted on them. She would’ve thought pentagrams, or evil eyes, but instead, there were odd squiggly lines and shapes, which meant nothing to her. Alex swallowed as she took in the eerie surroundings, and her dry throat clogged. This was bad.

      Across from the large table was an exam table with metal cuffs. Rust-colored stains marred the surface. Next to it was a low coffee table lined with at least twenty different knives, all stained with dried blood. The demons stood off to one side, their large wings folded behind their backs.

      The tip of Cresil’s wing was visible over her shoulder. It looked like the injured wing was close to the size of the other one, and Alex wondered if the demon took the blood of another unwilling victim.

      Alex stumbled into the room when she was pushed again from behind. Her foot stuck to the floor as she walked, making her stomach revolt, but she refused to look down and discover if her suspicions were correct.

      She encountered resistance as she got closer to the demons. It seemed as if another layer settled over Alex. Her limbs weighed a hundred pounds and lifting her leg took a huge amount of energy. She didn’t bother trying to raise her arms. It was too difficult.

      “Remove her clothes and strap her to the table,” Crocell ordered the skirm.

      “Yes, master,” both young men parroted.

      “No!” she shouted in objection. There was no way she would allow them to defile her body.

      She fought and tried to bat their hands away, but she was too weak. The skirm removed her lab coat and tossed it on the floor. She tried to run away from them, but didn’t make it three steps before one of the boys grabbed her in a stranglehold.

      “Stop. Please don’t do this,” Alex begged, but her pleas fell on deaf ears.

      “Scream for us,” Cresil purred as she smiled in glee.

      Alex wanted to clamp her mouth shut, but the scream escaped when a claw-tipped finger sliced down the back of her top. The second skirm stepped in front of her then yanked her torn shirt from her body, and dropped it to the ground before snatching off her bra. The other skirm that stood behind her managed to shove her pants down with one hand before grabbing between her legs and grabbing her panties. The sting against her flesh was nothing compared to the shame she felt.

      Tears streamed down the sides of her face as they forced her onto the table then secured her wrists and ankles.

      While battling cancer, Alex had been looked at, poked, and prodded so many times she didn’t think it was possible to feel uncomfortable when naked. The way she was exposed and vulnerable to these beings was humiliating and degrading. It went so far beyond anything she’d been through, and she knew they were just getting started.

      “Go back to your room,” Crocell ordered the skirm before she and Cresil approached the table.

      Alex tried to shrink away from the orange glow of Cresil’s claws, but she had nowhere to go and the demon traced a path down the middle of Alex’s chest.

      “Why would the Goddess give a Dark Warrior a damaged female? And, others claim we’re cruel in our punishments. It seems we could learn a few things from Morrigan,” Cresil murmured.

      She winced as the demon’s words struck a cord. Alex knew she was damaged goods, but hoped Bhric saw past her imperfections and wanted her anyway. Hearing the demon’s words added to the doubt and insecurity Alex struggled with daily.

      Logic told her Cresil was trying to intimidate, and break her spirit. She shouldn’t allow it, but Alex couldn’t muster enough strength to lift her head, let alone stop the words from infiltrating her thoughts. Alex knew every word was true.

      “Sister, we may earn our place back in heaven for this one. We’re saving Bhric years of feeling unsatisfied with this female. In fact, the way I see it, Bhric owes us,” Crocell shared with a smile. “Now, he won’t be forced to take this as a mate. He can choose someone worthy of his affections.”

      Gritting her teeth, Alex ignored the demons and turned her head away. A shiny object on the floor caught her attention, and she focused on it. The small bottle Tristan gave her was next to her discarded pants. She’d forgotten all about it during the commotion of the evening.

      Cursing her luck, she tugged her wrists, trying to get out of her restraints. She screamed when a hot blade cut through her flesh. She turned her head and saw Cresil laugh as her glowing claw sliced Alex’s skin in a line down the center of her chest. Her nails were hot as hell and it felt like she was on fire. The pain went beyond burns, and Alex wondered if the demon’s claws were laced with poison.

      As Alex watched, tiny black lines radiated out from the open wound. Crocell held up a bowl with a mixture that smelled like herbs and chanted in that same foreign language. Crocell then dipped her fingers in the paste, and when she lifted them, brown goo coated her hand. The demon was ruthless as she smeared the substance over the gash in Alex’s chest.

      Agony shot through Alex as fire invaded her chest. It felt like fingers searching her body for lost treasure. Alex struggled to breathe as her vision wavered. She remembered all the pain she endured during her journey and told herself this was nothing worse.

      Cresil joined the chanting, and Alex’s insides vibrated. Her heart pounded, and sweat broke across her nude body. Images came to mind that was unlike anything she’d ever seen. Not only did it feel like the demon was cutting out her heart, she envisioned a golden thread unraveling in her chest. Another set of commands from Crocell and the thread painfully separated from Alex’s body.

      Alex shouted until she thought she may pass out from the torture. She had no idea what was happening, but these demons were taking something from her and she refused to let it go. Steeling herself for the next round of pain, Alex mentally grabbed hold of the string with both hands and brought it close to her heart.

      “Give it up,” Cresil snarled before she raked her heated claws down Alex’s abdomen.

      Alex was dead wrong to think she endured pain to this degree. This went far beyond anything she’d experienced, and Alex prayed for death. She couldn’t take any more.

      “If you’re going to kill me, just fucking do it!” Alex shouted.

      As the words left her mouth, the gold thread flared to life and soothed her insides. It offered a small measure of comfort and put Bhric at the forefront of her thoughts.

      God, how she wanted to see him again and tell him all the things she hadn’t shared.

      No. She couldn’t give up. Not yet.

      She had to fight. For Bhric. For them.

      “All in good time, my pet,” Crocell murmured. “All in good time.”
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* * *

      Breslin was worried for Bhric when everyone believed he was dead, but now she was terrified for him. This scenario was too close to when Elsie was kidnapped by Kadir years ago. She recalled Zander losing his shit. Elsie was on the brink of death when they finally found her. If Bhric lost Alex, they would lose him, as well.

      It was a miracle he wasn’t drinking again. Bhric came back a changed male, and Breslin would be celebrating that fact, if she didn’t know the temptation he faced to return to his old habits. She’d seen the devastation and hopelessness stamped on his sharp features.

      The entire household felt helpless, and those that could be out during daylight were still searching for Alex. Unfortunately, Breslin experienced Bhric’s emotions through their bond, and she knew how close to the edge he really was.

      Collapsing on the couch in her suite, Breslin laid her head back and closed her eyes while she tried to calm her nerves. The tight band around her chest refused to let up. She’d even poured a shot of tequila, hoping to soothe her nerves, but all it did was give her a headache.

      “We will find her, Flame,” Rhett murmured, intruding on her privacy.

      The annoying male entered her room without knocking and casually waltzed to her side and sat at the end of the sofa. Rhett picked up her feet and placed them in his lap as if she’d invited him to her room.

      “Aye, we have to. There is no other choice. Bhric won’t survive losing her, and I’m no’ losing my brathair,” Breslin declared and sat up, pulling her feet from his lap.

      Breslin couldn’t stand his hands rubbing her feet. She glanced at Rhett and wondered what it was about him that drew her.

      He was the opposite of what she found attractive. She liked tan skin and big, beefy muscles. She wasn’t a petite female, so her males had to be built. Rhett was muscular, but he was leaner and his skin was luminescent.

      And, then there were his clothes. The man was a metro to his fiery core. He wore button-down shirts and loafers. She preferred her males in leather and boots with weapons strapped to their body.

      And yet, she found Rhett irresistible. She wanted him beyond reason, and it made no sense. This male was a hit it and quit it, and Breslin refused to be another notch.

      “You’re the strongest female I’ve ever met. Your sense of family and devotion is inspiring. You’re kind and loving, yet strong and independent. Not to mention…”

      “What?” she asked when he remained quiet for several long moments.

      His words touched her. He was always so busy flirting and finding his next conquest she didn’t think he noticed things like family and loyalty. It changed how she looked at him.

      “You are an exquisite female, Flame. I can’t stay away from you,” Rhett finally murmured.

      His orange eyes met and held hers. Breslin’s heart skipped a beat and she leaned into him as he lowered his head. When his lips touched hers, hot flames ignited on contact.

      His firm mouth moved over hers and increased in intensity. Breslin melted into him and gave into the moment. She couldn’t stay away, either. She wanted to know the feel of his lips, if nothing else.

      He took advantage when she parted her lips, and with expert precision, speared his tongue inside to glide along hers. The slip and slide, coupled with his heat and masculine scent surrounded her, and the rest of the world disappeared for one precious second.

      Rhett grabbed her hair with one hand and deepened the kiss while she grabbed his shoulders. His skill was undeniable and spoke of the practice he’d had. His free hand slipped down her side and cupped her breast, squeezing it. Breslin moaned involuntarily.

      “I want to be inside you, Bre,” he murmured against her mouth as his free hand went to the waistband of her jeans.

      His aggressiveness doused her desire and brought her out of the sensual fog where she was trapped.

      “Are you fucking serious? Do you think I’m that easy? We havena even been on a date, and you think I’m going to spread my legs for you? You doona deserve to be in my bed.”

      He shook his head and licked his lips. She didn’t miss the flames in his eyes when he looked at her. She’d never seen anything like it before and almost forgot about her rejection.

      “You want to go on a date?” he asked. “Okay, where do you want to go?”

      “Ugh!” she shouted. “Get the fuck oot of my room, arsehole. And, doona come back,” she ordered as she stood and practically flung him over the threshold, slamming the door in his face.

      He stood on the other side of the door, pleading her to talk to him, but she ignored him and stomped to her bathroom. She was in desperate need of a cold shower. It was the only thing that was going to douse the inferno that burned within for the fire demon.
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      Alex was in the fucking city somewhere. Bhric knew it. He didn’t have the mating bond to direct him, but he was positive she was nearby. His gut never failed him, and Bhric wasn’t going to ignore it now. Instinct said Pasha was lying about him fathering her child, and now it screamed the demons were in the city with his mate.

      “These fucking bitches are no’ Kadir. They’ve done everything different from the moment they arrived on Earth,” Bhric barked at Zander as his brother continued to coax him to leave.

      The ground beneath Bhric’s feet kept icing with every step he took. He’d lost control of his ability hours ago and left sheets of ice in his wake. His attempt at eating dinner ended with him holding a pizza popsicle. Never had his power been tied to his emotions, but he was going out of his mind, so it wasn’t surprising.

      “Brathair,” Zander replied as he followed Bhric down an empty street in Capitol Hill.

      The sound of Zander’s boots as they cracked his ice sounded like gunshots in the night. “They’d be fools to stay so close. Remember how we found Kadir in Pioneer Square? His failure had to be a cautionary tale to any demon that took his place. Stop and think aboot the situation,” his brother explained.

      “I’ve done nothing but think aboot the fucking situation, Z. My mate is missing, and I know she’s in this city. These bitches are no’ playing with a full fucking deck. You know that, brathair. And, why the fuck is our bond still muted? I should be able to feel her,” Bhric growled and punched a street sign as he passed it. The metal caved inward with a loud bang.

      As his rage threatened to send him on a rampage throughout Seattle, Bhric slid his hand into the pocket of his leathers, and ran his fingers over Alex’s cell phone.

      It settled him to where he could focus, and suppressed his anger. He’d fixated on the pic of them for hours while he waited for the sun to go down. It replaced his scotch and was more effective on his frayed nerves than alcohol was.

      “I can send a team to search the forests,” Zander began, but Bhric cut him off.

      “Doona bother. We need teams here. Send some to Queen Anne, Belltown, Ballard and Fremont. We need to cover our bases. I canna pinpoint the exact spot, but she is somewhere in the area,” Bhric instructed as he grabbed the collar of his black t-shirt.

      Summer nights in Seattle weren’t hot like many places in the country, but Bhric felt like he was suffocating as sweat ran down his back. It felt like he was back in Georgia where the humidity was a stifling blanket around his body.

      “Consider it done,” Zander replied as he pulled out his cell phone. “Hayden has C.L.A.W. searching near Belleview, Redmond, Sammamish and Snohomish. I can have them cross the bridge to this side, as well.”

      Bhric was grateful his brother had called in Hayden and his shifters. Shifters had good noses, and Hayden’s C.L.A.W. (Core Lieutenants Against the Wrathful) were the best of the best.

      Tension was high between the two leaders. Zander and Hayden disagreed on how to handle the new archdemons. Hayden wanted to reveal supernatural’s existence to humans while Zander refused to go against the Goddess’s edict.

      Bhric understood the difficulty Crocell and her sister presented when they openly attacked humans, but exposure wasn’t the answer.

      “The more, the merrier. And, Bhric is right,” Breslin added as she walked up and grabbed Bhric’s hand, offering comfort. “We need to focus in and around the city. They are no’ isolated in the middle of nowhere.”

      “Do you feel her?” Bhric asked, curious about his sister’s comment.

      There was no reason his twin should feel anything regarding his mate. The bond he shared with Breslin was based on them, not their mates, but anything was possible.

      “Nay. Nothing like that, but I have this knowing, and I canna explain it. ‘Tis foreign to me and I doona understand the dynamics, just that Alex is within the city somewhere,” Breslin explained as she let his hand go and palmed her sais. His sister was skilled with the small daggers, but she was lethal with her fire.

      There had been a strain between him and Breslin for years due to his drinking and poor decision-making, but with those simple words, the uncertainty disappeared, and Bhric felt closer to her than ever.

      “Och! She’s fucking here, and we will find her,” Bhric agreed.

      “‘Tis good to have you back, brathair,” Breslin murmured as her amber eyes met his.

      “Aye. I wouldna change things, because it led me to my Alex, but I regret causing you so much pain,” Bhric admitted. “They aren’t here. Let’s move to another area.”

      Urgency rode him like an avalanche waiting to happen. Time was running out for Alex, and he needed to find her.
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* * *

      Alex blinked her eyes open and groaned. It felt as if razors were rubbing across her retina. She hurt. Everywhere. Even her hair felt like needles stabbing her skull. Evil-ass demons.

      She was trapped in a strange house, and her naked body was cuffed to a table. Blood and pus oozed from her open wounds. Her body felt hot, telling Alex she had a fever. She was bleeding to death. It was not only painful but highly degrading.

      Battling cancer was challenging, and Alex thought she understood pain. In fact, she’d become intimate friends with it until the demons kidnapped her. Their treatment gave a whole new meaning to pain and suffering.

      Alex’s stomach was on fire, and her arms and legs weren’t much better. The sisters got their jollies from slicing her open with toxic claws. They had a table full of knives at their disposal, but no, they preferred giving Alex the royal treatment.

      She wanted to curl in a ball against the fire that raced through her system. It wasn’t normal, and Alex wondered again if their claws were poisonous. It made sense given that they were demons sent from Hell.  Alex’s injuries were slowly killing her, but she had a feeling time wasn’t her biggest concern. Crocell and Cresil promised they’d be back.

      There was no way Alex was going to survive their next round of satanic pleasure.

      Reality snapped her foggy mind into focus. She needed to find a way out of her predicament. There was no way she was dying at the hands of this evil scum, and, unfortunately, no one was coming to rescue her.

      Her eyes darted around the room and snagged on the small vial Tristan gave her. It was lying next to her clothing but looked to be intact. She had no idea of the bottle’s content, but it was her only chance. She couldn’t beat Crocell and Cresil on her own.

      She jerked against the cuffs binding her hands and wrists, but couldn’t get free. She gritted her teeth against the pain and yanked again, but the metal wouldn’t budge. Taking several breaths, Alex tried to calm down so she could think clearly about her options.

      Her mind traveled back to her encounter with Cresil in the hospital, and the image of the bent scalpel. Alex felt a connection to the metal right before it had softened and curved. Had she really done that? Yes, she believed she’d altered the instrument. It was the only explanation that made sense. It was farfetched, and the idea was crazy, but she recalled Cailyn telling her that her DNA would change after she mated Bhric.

      He’d bitten her, and she’d had sex several times with the vampire. Perhaps, she was already experiencing changes. Testing her theory, she closed her eyes and concentrated on her restraints, willing them to melt away.

      After several seconds, nothing happened. Alex tried to imagine a connection to the metal, but that was even harder. It had just happened before, and she had no idea how to repeat it.

      The distinct chatter of the demons had Alex panicking and throwing more energy into her efforts. Suddenly, the metal softened enough at her feet to where she could move them.

      Yes! She was going to get free, she thought, and put more effort into getting her feet out of the restraints.

      By the time the sisters walked into the room, Alex’s legs were out of the cuffs, and the ones at her wrist were loose. She hastily laid her legs over the mangled cuffs to hide them and tried to still her frantic movements.

      “Tsk, tsk. This won’t do,” Crocell said as she crossed to Alex’s side and latched onto her feet. I bet you thought you could get away. How sad for you,” the demon said with a pout then sneered, “Secure her, sister.”

      “Gladly. This might hurt just a tad, pet,” Cresil said with a smile as she lifted her claws.

      Alex watched her claws turn from black to orange. The demon carried hellfire in her veins and relished torturing Alex with it. Alex prepared for the agony as the demon sank her fiery claws into Alex’s chest.

      Cresil laughed as poison seeped into Alex’s heart with every frantic beat. It was now or never, Alex thought. She would either escape or die on this table. Jerking upward, Alex head-butted Cresil, while at the same time, she yanked her arms free. Her flesh squeezed through the softened metal, freeing them, but not before the demon’s claws shredded muscle and organs.

      Adrenaline kicked in, and the intense pain went numb. Alex rolled off the bed and scrambled on all fours to the glass bottle. She quickly turned and hurled it toward the demons. The glass shattered and smoke filled the room with a bright flash. Alex didn’t wait to see what happened next. She was in motion before the smoke cleared.

      She grabbed her lab coat on the way out of the room and peered over her shoulder one last time. She caught a glimpse of one of the demons whose leg appeared to be frozen in a block of ice. Alex pivoted and ran for her life, praying for enough time to escape.

      As she tried to find an exit, Alex shoved her arms through the sleeves of the lab coat. The fabric rubbed across her injuries, causing another bout of pain, and she fell to her knees. Panting, she told herself that she could do this. She couldn’t stay in the house. Willing strength to her legs, she stood up and continued.

      Alex passed the room where she was caged, and immediately thought about Rebecca. She darted into the dark room and ran to Rebecca’s cage.

      “Rebecca,” Alex hissed and bent to reach through the bars. “Wake up. We’re getting out of here,” she whispered, and prayed her power could melt the lock to the cage.

      She grabbed Rebecca’s shoulder and shook the woman. A chill ran down Alex’s spine when she felt the cold, frigid body.

      “No!” she declared, and slid her fingers to Rebecca’s neck, checking for a pulse.

      Tears filled Alex’s eyes when there was no thump against her fingers. She held it there for several seconds, hoping against hope. She was too late. She pounded the floor, releasing her hatred for the two despicable women that took a precious life with no regard.

      She heard a noise and snapped to attention. If she didn’t get the hell out of there, her fate would be the same as Rebecca’s.

      Alex ran from the room and quickly realized she had no idea how to get out of the house. Heart hammering in her chest, she dashed about, trying to find an exit. She listened for the demons but couldn’t hear them. Alex remembered the young males that had stripped her clothes from her body, and stayed alert, just in case they were still in the house.

      The adrenaline was enough to keep the worst of her injuries at bay, but Alex was on borrowed time. Her heart skipped a beat and her vision swam. Cresil might have nicked her heart during her last attack.

      Her breaths were labored, and she thought perhaps one lung had been punctured. At least that was her assessment when she heard the whistling sound of each breath.

      Tiptoeing past the other rooms, she heard the voices of several young men. They were playing a video game from the sound of it and she darted past the opening as fast as she could.

      She heard a loud screech echo through the house and knew the demons were breaking free of the spell. She ran into an empty kitchen and saw a sliding door that led outside. It was nighttime, and she couldn’t see much beyond the porch light. She didn’t bother second-guessing her plan and pushed the glass aside.

      Cool night air greeted Alex, and soothed her burning skin. Alex pulled her lab coat closed, trying to staunch the bleeding in her chest. She was in bad shape, but she couldn’t give up now.

      She ran through the backyard and past another house behind it. She contemplated knocking on the door, but decided against it. She wanted to get as far away from the demons as possible. What if the homeowners answered the door and the demons descended? They would all die, and she wasn’t going to be responsible for the slaughter of innocents, so Alex made her way to the street and ran as fast as she could.

      Spots danced in her vision, and she fell to her knees a few seconds later. Sweat beaded her brow and soaked her knotted hair. Grabbing a nearby tree trunk, Alex got to her feet again and continued walking. Again, she considered stopping at a house to ask for help, but her feet refused to stop moving.

      The sound of glass shattering and an unholy shriek told her the demons weren’t far behind her. Alex pushed her aching body to move faster. She made it down a couple of streets before she saw an overpass that she recognized. Aurora Bridge.

      She collapsed mere feet from the famous Fremont Troll statue. She rolled to her back and tried to catch her breath. After everything she’d been through, Alex was going to die on a dirty street beneath a freeway overpass. She blinked against the tears in her eyes and resigned to her fate.

      Her last view would be this two-story, ugly, stone creature. If she was going to die, the last thing she wanted to see was Bhric. She envisioned his beautiful amber eyes, his warm and loving smile, and his insatiable hunger when he made love to her.

      She regretted their time was cut short. There was so much for them to explore, yet she’d freaked out and ran from him, rather than staying and dealing with her fear. She thought she couldn’t handle his paranormal world, but in hindsight, that wasn’t important. Bhric was all that mattered.

      Life didn’t wait for people to get their shit together. Time was precious, and wasn’t guaranteed to anyone. God, how she wished she could turn the clock back and do things differently.

      “Help me, please. Anyone. Can you hear me?” Alex yelled, hoping a passerby would hear her plea.

      She listened, but the only reply was a nearby bullfrog, croaking his love song. If she weren’t in so much pain, she would say the night was tranquil. Alex lay still, her breathing labored. She closed her eyes and imagined Bhric’s warm lips against hers.

      Suddenly, the sound of wings flapping tickled her ears. The demons.

      “No!” she shouted and her eyes popped open. “Please, God. Help me.”

      Seconds later, rocks tumbled down from the concrete statue and Alex thought she saw movement from overhead. She knew she should be frightened, but she didn’t have the energy to act on it. All she could muster was a blink of her weary eyes.

      “I’m not God, but I’m the next best thing,” the enormous troll rumbled.
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      The rabbit hole was getting deeper, Alex surmised, except she wasn’t in Wonderland. She was smack dab in the middle of Seattle, where the infamous concrete troll came to life…and spoke.

      Now, it was moving and causing more pebbles to rain down on her battered body. She didn’t care though. She’d take small rocks over burning claws from Hell any day.

      “Wha—” Alex managed to mutter.

      Did she hear the creature correctly? Was he one of the good guys, like Bhric? She was skeptical until she gazed into his yellow eyes. There was mirth behind those large metal orbs.

      “You’re in bad shape, my lovely little female. And, I see you are touched by the Tarakesh family. Rest assured, Elvis is here to save you,” the troll boomed.

      The sound of his voice made Alex think of rocks slamming together. It was deep and the vibration rumbled through her bones.

      Elvis’s words gave her pause. How did he know she was a mate of the royal family? It must be the mating mark she couldn’t see. If a Goddess was going to bestow her a mystical symbol, she’d at least like to see it.

      Bhric told her it was identical to his brand, except iridescent, which made Alex think of the aurora borealis. The red mark on Bhric’s stomach was raised and puffy, not to mention painful-looking.

      “You might want to cover your eyes,” the troll added with a chuckle as he stood over Alex. The movement shook the freeway above, and dust rained down on them, obscuring her view of the sky. “Once you go troll, you never go back. I doubt your mate will want you to see what I can offer. It’ll make him insecure about his ability to please you.”

      It didn’t take Alex long to decipher Elvis’s meaning as he stepped over her prone body, his massive legs spread wide.

      There were things you could never unsee and what Alex saw would haunt her forever. When the troll came to life, he really came to life. It never occurred to her that a troll would have reproductive anatomy, but damned if he didn’t. She was underneath the world’s largest penis. It had to be five-feet long, and he wasn’t even aroused. Yikes!

      On that frightening note, Elvis tilted his head back and roared to the sky. Everyone within a twenty-mile radius had to feel it and was running for cover. It sounded and felt like an earthquake.

      The cars on the street rocked and rolled under his onslaught. A few car alarms went off, as well. Alex’s heart jumped as the volume of the noise rushed through her veins. She wondered if Bhric heard it, and was coming to her rescue.

      It was a long shot, but she needed to see him one more time. Alex was becoming weaker by the minute and didn’t know if she’d live. The demon definitely nicked her heart when she attacked. At least her demise wasn’t going to be at the hands of the vile sisters, and that was highly satisfying.

      They’d be furious at losing the opportunity to claim Alex’s life and her mating bond. They planned to use her connection to Bhric as leverage against him and his family, but Alex’s efforts would deny them that, and keep Bhric safe.

      “This doesn’t involve you, troll,” Crocell snarled to Elvis as she and her sister came into view. “Step aside and let us have the human.”

      Alex didn’t hear them land or seen them coming. She scrambled away from the demons and took cover behind Elvis’s large foot.

      “You mean Bhric’s Fated Mate?” Elvis asked, telling Alex he was closer to the family than she realized.

      There was so much to Bhric’s world she had yet to learn. Yes, it was frightening and overwhelming, but a part of her wanted to experience all of it. Unfortunately, it was too late. Alex shivered as cold crept through her body. She was close to death.

      “You don’t want to get in the middle of this, troll,” Crocell hissed as she turned her palm over and spread her fingers wide. A ball of black light hovered above her hand. The black smoke surrounding it told Alex this wasn’t for show.

      “Au contraire, my little blue insect. You’re on my turf, and you don’t have permission to perform your unimpressive light show. You didn’t even bother bringing the proper toll, and that offends me,” Elvis boomed.

      “Here’s your fucking toll,” Crocell shrieked and tossed the light at him.

      Alex winced when the black light slammed into Elvis’s shoulder. The fumes from the smoke drifted down to her and made her gag, but the troll didn’t flinch. The energy dissipated without seeping into his stone flesh.

      Cresil’s eyes went wide, and she looked at her sister. “Together,” she muttered. Crocell nodded her agreement, and the pair tossed black balls at Elvis.

      The troll lifted his ginormous hands and played handball with the weapons, sending them back to the demons. The sisters tumbled end over end from the force. They caught themselves and righted their position, while at the same time, several skirm raced around the corner.

      Several things happened at once, and Alex’s head swiveled in every direction. Some of the Dark Warriors she met at Bhric’s house arrived, and the demons upped their game, throwing magic in rapid succession. The warriors immediately attacked the skirm while Elvis remained engaged with the demons.

      Alex scanned through the group of warriors, searching for Bhric, but he wasn’t among them.

      It was difficult to keep track of what was happening, but Elvis took a couple steps to the side, telling Alex the force of the demon’s magic was affecting him. A second later, Alex watched a black ball fly into one of Elvis’s eyes.

      The yellow eye turned dull silver, and the troll howled as he threw a hand over the area. Alex tried getting to her feet. She wanted to help him, but her body slumped back to the ground.

      Cresil cackled, and the sound reminded Alex of dead leaves blowing down the street. “Go for the eyes,” she called out to Crocell as she flew closer to Elvis.

      Alex curled into a ball as the troll stumbled. If he fell on top of her, Alex’s death would be swift.

      “Don’t get too close,” Crocell warned her sister as she loaded up another volley.

      “He can’t do anything now. He’s injured,” Cresil boasted as she flew around his head.

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” Elvis roared as his hand shot out and grabbed the demon from the air.

      Alex had never seen anything like it. It was like trapping a fly midair. The troll had mad skills. Alex had trouble catching a ball.

      “I wonder what sounds you’ll make when I pop you like a grape,” Elvis pondered as he wrapped fingers around the demon.

      His enormous digits engulfed the demon and Alex could barely see Cresil. One finger spanned half the length of the demon’s body. His concrete pylons trapped Cresil like a stone cage. A loud crack echoed then Cresil’s scream filled the air.

      It brought a smile to Alex’s face to hear the demon’s distress. She deserved that, and, so much more. After everything she’d done to Alex, and the others in that house, she hoped Elvis tore her limb from limb.

      Alex wasn’t a vindictive person, but these evil creatures had tortured and tormented her.

      Black blood dripped between the troll’s fingers and fell to the ground with a sizzle. Alex watched the asphalt as the acidic fluid melted the concrete as if it were butter in a hot frying pan. She’d been right. These demons were toxic.

      Alex’s head flopped to the side. She didn’t have the strength to hold it up anymore. The only thing she could do was watch the battle on the ground. Luckily, she wasn’t in the line of fire.

      She saw Gerrick slice through skirm with ease. He was ruthless in his attack, and Alex was impressed with his fighting skills. Rhys was near Gerrick, taunting the enemy as he fought. The man was fearless. They were surrounded by at least a dozen skirm, and Alex swore she saw a smile on the warrior’s face as he swung his blade.

      Tears burned her eyes as she continued her search for Bhric. Where was he? Had something happened to him?

      Blood flowed in a trickle towards Alex’s face causing the burn to intensify. She yelled out in pain, but the sound was drowned out by an overhead scream. Alex forced her head back and glimpsed Crocell trying to get to her sister.

      Cresil struggled in Elvis’s grasp, her wings crumpled and smashed. Between the troll’s thick fingers, Alex saw the orange glow of Cresil’s claws.

      “Elvis, watch out. Her claws!” Alex croaked out in warning.

      She couldn’t stand the thought of him injured. Not when he’d risked so much to defend her.

      “Ah, no worries. Lights out, my little firefly,” the troll teased.

      With his other hand, Elvis pinched the top of Cresil’s head between his fingers and lifted. The demon’s head dangled between the troll’s thumb and forefinger as blood gushed over the top of his hand.

      Crocell’s eyes bulged, and her wail sent chills down Alex’s spine.

      The sight of the demon’s grief was inexplicable. Alex wouldn’t have thought her capable of such devotion, but Crocell was devastated.

      “Alex!” shouted a familiar voice, drawing her attention away from the scene above. She glanced over and saw her vampire running to her side. Bhric had found her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      There was so much blood surrounding Alex. Bhric could see that her flesh was shredded beneath the filthy lab coat.

      “Jace,” Bhric called out before he reached her side. “Get your arse over here.”

      He heard Zander give orders to deal with the skirm and try and capture Crocell while Bhric bent down next to Alex. His hand fell to her cheek. Deep furrows tunneled through the flesh. Her stomach and chest hadn’t faired any better. The sight had his stomach in knots.

      “Shite. Doona move, baby. Jace is coming. I didna think I would make it,” he admitted. “And, damn, Elvis. Put some clothes on.” The comment was ludicrous, given the troll saved Alex’s life, but Bhric couldn’t stand the thought of his mate gazing at another male.

      Elvis chuckled as he tossed Cresil’s skull at Crocell, who caught it with a shriek. “Told you your mate would become insecure,” Elvis chuckled to Alex.

      “That you did. And, you saved me, as promised,” Alex croaked to the troll before turning to Bhric. “I’m so relieved you’re here. You’re the only thing I want to see before…I die,” she whispered and licked her bruised lips as tears streamed down her battered face.

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Jace replied as he crouched down beside them, his black braid falling forward with the movement. Jace quickly scanned Alex’s injuries, and the grim gaze he shot Bhric caused the lump in his throat to double in size.

      “You can heal her, right?” Bhric asked.

      “It’s pretty bad, but I think so,” Jace replied with confidence.

      “No, it’s too late, Jace. She nicked my heart,” Alex muttered and turned to Bhric. “It’s for the best. Now, you won’t be saddled with me for a mate.”

      Bhric narrowed his eyes and leaned into Alex’s line of sight while Jace pulled a syringe from his back pocket. “Listen very carefully to me, Doc. You are perfect in every way. If anyone is saddled, ‘tis you, a chroí,” he said as he grabbed one of her hands and placed a kiss on her palm.

      “This is going to sting a little,” Jace warned before he plunged a needle into Alex’s arm.

      When Alex mentioned the demon nicked her heart, Bhric knew the shot was the only way to save her life. Before the scientists had developed the antidote to demon venom, her injury would’ve been fatal. In the past, there was nothing Jace, or anyone could do to remove the toxic substance.

      Alex screamed, and her back bowed. Bhric pulled her to his chest and prayed for the Goddess to take her pain away. “It’ll be over soon, Doc. Jace is healing you now that the anti-venom is in your system.”

      “She was right,” Jace muttered as he held glowing hands above his mate’s body. “Her heart was injured. This is going to take a few rounds to heal completely, but she is out of the woods.”

      Alex’s head collapsed against Bhric’s shoulder. Her breath was warm against his neck as she slurred, “I’m going to live?”

      “Aye, you are,” Bhric agreed.

      Alex’s head lifted, and she looked at Elvis. “Did you rip her apart?”

      The troll smiled wide and held the body of the archdemon from one paw. “Not quite. I figured you might want the honors.”

      Alex shuddered and curled into Bhric’s side. Automatically, his arms wound tighter around her body. Glancing down, he realized her lab coat was doing a poor job of covering her nude body. Bhric pulled his shirt off and tugged it over Alex’s head. His thin t-shirt looked odd over the bulky fabric, but at least her private areas were hidden now.

      “I’m a doctor,” she replied, as if that meant something to the troll.

      “Even better. You can dissect the bug,” the troll replied. Elvis wouldn’t understand that Alex may want the demon destroyed, but she was human, and not accustomed to such violence.

      “Tempting, but I’m going to pass. I don’t want to give that filth one more second of my time and attention,” Alex countered.

      Breslin approached, and Bhric felt her tension ease when she saw Alex was safe. “I can take care of that for you,” his twin offered.

      Alex cocked her head in question. “She has power over fire, remember? She can burn Cresil to a crisp,” Bhric explained as he lifted Alex in his arms and stood.

      Elvis tossed the demon’s body into the middle of the street. “I should get some marshmallows to roast,” the troll observed.

      “You could always have Priscilla bring you some,” Orlando added as he joined the group. Bhric recalled the female troll and how the Dark Warriors laughed about the couple’s names the first time they met her.

      “Nah. She’s not around. The female’s been nagging me to settle down. I can’t deny all the females this,” Elvis bragged as he gestured down his naked form.

      “You have a girlfriend?” Alex asked, eyes wide with shock.

      She was gaining strength by the second and Bhric sighed his relief. When their mating bond reconnected, he freaked out when intense pain washed over him. Bhric couldn’t get to her fast enough, sweating and cursing the entire ride across town to reach her side.

      “For now, but don’t be disappointed. It never would’ve worked between us,” the troll told Alex with a wink.

      “No, I don’t suppose it would have,” Alex agreed with a smile. “Thank you for being my knight in stone armor.”

      Bhric growled, “No one will be saving you but me. I would’ve been here sooner, but the fucking blue bitches blocked our bond. That wouldn’t have happened if we were mated.”

      Elvis chuckled at his comment, but Bhric ignored everyone but his mate. They had some issues to work out.

      “I really hope that’s not your idea of a proposal,” Alex teased.

      Bhric raised one eyebrow and smiled. He’d never considered he needed to ask his mate to be his. Typically, supernaturals were ecstatic with the blessing of a mate, and couldn’t wait to plan their mating ceremony. But Alex was human, and he acknowledged her species did things differently than his. He would do anything she asked of him.

      Bhric set Alex on her feet before he dropped to one knee. “Alexandra Layne, would you make me the happiest male alive and agree to mate me?”

      Her resounding sigh made his heart twist. “There are so many differences between us that seem insurmountable,” Alex mumbled as she rubbed her hand across Bhric’s face. “I don’t want to say yes and then things not work between us. Been there, done that.”

      Her shaking fingers matched the quiver in her voice. Bhric remembered Alex telling him how her ex-husband left after she was diagnosed with cancer. When she needed the male most, he turned his back on her, and walked away. Bhric wanted to find Vincent and tear him in two for hurting his mate.

      “You didna listen to me before, mate. I said you are perfect, in every way. I’m happy to give you more time, but I need you to know I doona need another second. You are mine, and there willna be another for me. Mating is forever, and quitting is no’ an option. The only promise I can make you is that I will love you until my verra last breath. You are it for me,” Bhric vowed, hoping she could see the truth behind his words.

      Alex threw her arms around his neck and pressed her lips to his. “I’m so sorry for leaving before. That was a huge mistake on my part. When the demons were torturing me, all I could think was my biggest regret in life was not exploring this incredible connection we share,” she said and kissed him again.

      “No more regrets,” she murmured against his mouth.

      “Is that a yes?” Bhric asked, holding his breath as he waited for her answer.

      “That’s a yes,” she said and smiled.

      Bhric swooped Alex up and swung her around as he smothered her face in kisses. His life had been a scotch-soaked hell before he met Alex, but he’d do it a million times over to have her by his side.
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      “I still can’t believe he’s a vampire. He’s so gorgeous,” Alex’s mom whispered as she twisted a lock of Alex’s hair and pinned it in place around the chaplet.

      When Breslin and Elsie presented her with the Tarakesh family heirloom, Alex was unsure about accepting the beautiful piece of jewelry. It was a ton of pressure to keep the tradition alive, and Alex hoped she met the women’s expectations. Elsie was the Vampire Queen and Breslin a princess. Both women were stunning, and Alex paled in comparison.

      “I kept trying to see his fangs, but it never happened,” her mom added.

      “Mom,” Alex groaned and glanced in the mirror to see a smile cross Elsie’s face. It was a good thing the queen used to be human. She wasn’t upset by her mom’s inappropriate comments.

      “Oh, it’s fine. Don’t worry about it. I remember having the same thoughts when I met Zander. Our fangs only come out when we are emotionally charged, Kate,” Elsie responded to her mom.

      “Oh, I see,” her mom murmured. “Sorry if I’m offending you. Curiosity, I suppose. I can’t help it. This is the most exciting thing that’s ever happened to our family. Well, except for Alex becoming a doctor, of course.”

      Alex was happy to see her mom’s excitement. Kate’s initial reaction to Alex marrying a vampire was a far cry from the woman standing before her now. She’d screeched and started hyperventilating. Alex had to grab a paper sack from the pantry so she could catch her breath. And her brother wasn’t much better. Brad dared to get in Bhric’s face, accusing him of controlling Alex’s mind.

      Alex couldn’t be upset with her family. They feared for her safety. Every myth about vampires bubbled to the surface. And, it didn’t help that Alex looked like the poster child for domestic abuse after her ordeal with the demons. It was Bhric’s patience and persistence that eventually won them over. He answered every question, and concern, putting their minds at ease.

      “Just wait until the party. You’ll get a good look at them then,” Mack added as she puckered her lips, applying lipstick.

      The spiky-haired woman had an aura that screamed ‘fuck with me and you die’ yet she was fun and spunky. Alex liked her a lot.

      “Why’s that? Should I be concerned?” Kate asked, brows furrowed.

      “Don’t let Mack scare you. It’s like any other wedding you’ve attended. There will be lots of food, drinks, and dancing,” Elsie shared.

      “Yeah, but don’t forget the sex,” Mack countered, waggling her eyebrows.  “I wouldn’t go into the pantry…or the bathrooms…or closets.”

      Her mom’s eyes went wide. “Okay then. Duly noted. Although, I can see why with all the hunks in the house. I wish I were twenty years younger. I’d love a piece of Nate,” Kate stated and smiled.

      “I guess it’s too late to ask you not to embarrass me,” Alex muttered as she rolled her eyes.

      The truth was, her mom looked fabulous for a sixty-year-old woman, and these men would be lucky to have her.

      Izzy skipped over and patted Alex’s arm. “You look beautiful, Auntie Alex. You just need some sparkles,” the little girl said as she held up a large makeup brush filled with glitter dust.

      Alex glanced down and considered the strapless bodice she was wearing. Her injuries had healed completely, thanks to Jace, and the bustier Breslin stuffed her in did a great job enhancing her cleavage, so she might as well flaunt it.

      “You know what? You’re right,” she told Izzy who laughed as she danced around, touching her skin with the brush.

      After circling Alex’s body, applying sparkle here and there, the little girl stepped back and assessed her work. Her tiny eyebrows drew together and her lips pursed before she placed a couple more strokes across Alex’s shoulders.

      “Perfect!” Izzy exclaimed as she waved her arms in the air. Glitter flew everywhere and rained down to cover her curly black hair.

      Kate made a few last adjustments to Alex’s hair then laid her hands across her daughter’s shoulders. “My beautiful Alexandra. I’ve never seen you more radiant. I couldn’t be happier for you,” Kate confessed, and Alex met her watery eyes.

      “Thank you, Mom. I’m beyond happy to mate Bhric, and thrilled that you’re here to share this day,” Alex said then turned to Kate, embracing her.

      Alex’s first marriage was a quick trip to Vegas, and it had broken her mother’s heart when she didn’t get to see her walk down the aisle.

      “I love you,” Kate whispered.

      “Love you, too,” Alex replied.

      “It’s time to join the others,” Elsie announced. “Alex, you look stunning. That dress fits you perfectly.”

      Alex turned back to the mirror and glanced at her reflection. She felt like a fairytale princess in the pale pink strapless gown. The beaded bodice sparkled more than her glitter-dusted skin, and the tulle skirt flowed softly to the floor. Breslin insisted Alex get the matching satin stilettos, even though Alex warned her she might trip on her way to the altar. It was a magical dress for an enchanting event, and Alex couldn’t contain her excitement any longer.

      “Thank you, Elsie. I hope Bhric agrees,” she replied on an exhale.

      “Are you kidding me?” Mack interjected. “Dude is going to blow a load the moment he sees you,” she added, and their small group burst into laughter.

      “A load of what, mommy?” Izzy asked curiously, which prompted another round of giggles.

      Alex watched the others file out of the room, and she overheard Elsie trying to dance around her daughter’s question. Alex and her mom followed several steps behind the others as they made their way down the stairs and to the patio.

      The energy peppered her skin and dumped adrenaline into her system. She was about to mate her sexy Ice-Man.

      This was so much more than her first marriage. This was forever. Literally.

      Alex loved Bhric, but, more importantly, she trusted him. Every insecurity she’d ever had about him vanished the night Bhric got down on one knee and declared his eternal devotion.

      The ceremony came quicker than she expected. When she agreed to mate Bhric, she had no idea it was going to happen within a week. Apparently, in the Tehrex Realm, matings could only occur on a full moon, and Bhric didn’t want to wait another month.

      Alex considered putting it off until Breslin told her what the mating brand was doing to Bhric. He suffered with every passing moment that their mating wasn’t completed. Bhric had kept that detail to himself, which made Alex love him more. He’d been willing to suffer endless pain while she took her time preparing for the ceremony.

      Nerves froze Alex in the entryway as she approached the enclosed patio. There were at least a hundred supernaturals gathered for their mating ceremony. She hadn’t expected the event to be so grand.

      She’d spent the past week getting to know everyone in the compound, and, so far, she liked them all. The females seemed to get along well with one another. Well, almost all, Ember being the exception. Alex immediately felt the tension between Ember and Elsie. From what Bhric explained, Ember and Elsie had gotten off to a rocky start and they hadn’t put it behind them yet.

      Swallowing hard, Alex hugged her mom and watched Kate join her brother. Breslin’s elegant gown snagged her attention and Alex watched as Breslin waved a hand and lit hundreds of candles. Alex knew the woman wielded fire, but seeing it firsthand was indescribable. By this point, Alex had seen so much that she didn’t think anything could mesmerize her, but the grace and power Breslin displayed did precisely that.

      Bhric turned to face her and Alex’s breath left in a whoosh. Bhric stood in the center of the room with his brothers, all wearing traditional, Scottish attire. A smile spread across his face, and she was in motion before she realized it.

      Alex swore his broad shoulders were going to bust through the material of the crisp white shirt. Bhric was noticeably larger than anyone else in the room, except for a guy with long brown hair standing off to one side. He had a five o’clock shadow, dark brown eyes, and a cigar between his lips. Where her Ice-Man’s presence made her feel warm and fuzzy, this guy made her want to turn and flee from the room.

      Alex ignored the hulking man and focused on Bhric. She appreciated the black and gray kilt, wondering if he wore anything underneath it. The fabric draped over his shoulder matched his kilt and there was a sporran around his waist. The tiny flashes holding up his long, white socks should’ve looked ridiculous on such a big guy, but he owned it. He was sexy in anything he wore, but this outfit made her ache with need.

      Bhric and his brothers were standing next to a tiled image of the Triskele Amulet. Bhric described how he and the other warriors placed each piece by hand and created the large image in honor of the Goddess Morrigan. He also explained how the amulet was stolen and then later returned with the birth of Isobel. The little girl represented the amulet and was their direct connection to the Goddess. Alex couldn’t help but think it was too heavy a burden for such a young child to carry.

      Izzy grabbed Alex’s hand and led her toward Bhric. She smiled down at the princess, who wore a serious expression on her beautiful face. When they reached the men, Izzy placed her hand in Bhric’s and went to stand by her dad, clasping his hand.

      “You look ravishing. I still canna believe you’re mine,” Bhric muttered and placed a tender kiss to her lips.

      Heat rushed to Alex’s cheeks at the desire in her vampire’s eyes. She was the luckiest woman in the world.

      Zander cleared his throat, interrupting their moment. “Friends and family, please form a circle around the couple,” the king instructed.

      Quickly, several circles were formed around them, with her mom, brother, Breslin, and Kyran standing directly in front of them.

      “We have gathered here in this beautiful place, under the eye of the Sun and the glow of the Moon.  Let the circle be blessed and consecrated with Fire and Water,” Zander recited.

      Bhric let go of Alex’s hand and stepped forward with Breslin. With an elegant wave of her hands, fire shot from Breslin’s outstretched palm to flow around the outskirts of the circle. The fire rose from the earth to the heavens, like fireworks lighting up the night. Bhric raised his hands, and Alex saw snow form above the fire before the heat turned it to water that cascaded down in a sheer waterfall, extinguishing the fire.

      Zander looked down to Izzy and smiled then continued in his Scottish brogue, “We call to the Goddess Morrigan, and invoke her to bless this mating.”

      Izzy extended her closed fist, and Bhric put his hand out, palm up. Izzy placed a smooth, round, granite rock into Bhric’s palm.

      This was their mating stone. Bhric told her about the rock, and Alex recalled her confusion regarding the stone’s role. He explained that their souls entered the stone and merged then went back to them and the stone protected their mating. It didn’t make sense at the time, but it was becoming clear to her now as she looked at the rock.

      Electrical pulses crawled up Alex’s arm when Izzy grabbed her right hand.  The power increased to a painful level as her hand was placed on top of Bhric’s hand that clutched the stone.

      “We call upon the spirits of the East, of Air, Spring and new beginnings. We call upon the spirits of the South and the inner Fire of the Sun, Summer and personal will. We call upon the spirits of the West, of Water, Autumn, and healing and dreaming. We call upon the spirits of the North, of Earth, Winter, and the time of cleansing and renewal. Join us to bless this couple with your guidance and inspiration,” Zander recited.

      An effervescence filled Alex as magic enveloped her and Bhric. She was overwhelmed by so many emotions when she met his amber eyes. She’d suffered throughout her life, and this man wanted her, despite her scars and brokenness. He didn’t see her that way at all. To Bhric, Alex was perfect.

      Izzy pressed her lips to their joined hands and joy spread from the little girl’s body to theirs. Then the child stepped away, leaving their hands clasped together, surrounding the stone.  Bhric placed his left hand over her heart, which prompted her to do the same.

      Bhric had given her a quick rundown of the ceremony, and her actions were simple, but she was still nervous. She hoped she didn’t embarrass him by making a mistake.

      “I bless this mating under the Sun and the Moon. This circle of love and honour is open and never broken, so may it be,” Zander’s voice resonated with his blessing.

      Heat built between their hands as the stone became hot. A gasp escaped her as both souls left her body to enter the stone.  Alex was momentarily heartbroken over the loss. She wanted them back. She wasn’t the same without them, and she feared never feeling the same love and comfort that was there before. Urgency had her wanting to lift her hand to see what was happening with the stone.

      Bhric leaned down and kissed her forehead, calming her frayed nerves. He squeezed their hands tighter to keep her hand from moving. No one told her what would happen if she lifted her hand during this stage of the ceremony, but she sensed it would be catastrophic.

      A brilliant light flashed between their fingers and Alex’s skin tingled. She never knew magic existed, until Bhric, but there was no doubt it was behind everything that was happening to cement their bond. The connection they shared became a solid link that she could see shining between them. The golden thread from before became a thick, golden band that wrapped around her heart and ran to his, interlacing them.

      Suddenly, their souls surged back into her body, and she smiled at the love spreading throughout her entirety. Looking up, she saw tears brimming in Bhric’s eyes. Her big, strong warrior would never shed them, but he was overcome with emotion. This was a moment she’d never forget.

      Alex was whole for the first time in her life. Bhric’s soul combined with hers was intertwined from top to bottom and linked at regular intervals. This was beyond any wish she’d ever dreamed. She finally understood Bhric’s insistence that he’d never look at or think of another woman again as she became aware of Bhric’s every thought and emotion.

      Before she could dig deep and explore his seductive thoughts tickling her brain, she heard a strange woman’s voice whisper in her head, and Alex jumped at the intrusion.

      “I am the Goddess Morrigan, little one. Your bravery and courage is a shining example to all, even myself. I admire your grace,” the Goddess murmured, surprising Alex.

      Her mouth dropped open. A Goddess was in her head, telling her she admired Alex. That was a major compliment and made Alex stand taller. “No power, not even death, can sever your bond with Bhric. Mating stones protect and bless different aspects for different couples. Yours blesses and protects your womanhood.”

      The Goddess’s words went from enchanting to disappointing. The truth was, chemo and radiation had left her barren. She didn’t even have breasts anymore. She would never be a whole woman again.

      Alex refused to spoil their ceremony by telling the Goddess she was wrong, and she prayed the woman wasn’t reading her mind. She was grateful to have Bhric and to mate this incredible man, and that was all that mattered.

      “Thank you, Goddess,” Alex mentally replied. “And, thank you for choosing me for Bhric. I will love him until the day I die.”

      “I know, child. Be at ease and enjoy your Eve of Eternal Union,” the Goddess replied before Alex’s ears popped.

      Alex hadn’t been able to tell when the Goddess’s presence joined her mind, and assumed it happened the second Izzy touched her hand, but she definitely felt the moment she took her leave.

      Alex lifted her hand from Bhric’s to cup his face and caught sight of the mating stone. The ordinary granite rock was now the biggest, most incredible piece of amber she’d ever seen. It matched her Ice-Man’s eyes.

      Bhric wrapped his hand around her back and hugged her close. Her five-inch heels didn’t add much height, and she still had to go to her tip-toes to reach his mouth.

      “I believe you mentioned a blood exchange?” she asked with a wicked grin.

      “I want your fangs in my flesh,” she sent him telepathically, testing the connection she sensed snap into place. “And, I want my mouth wrapped around your thick—.”

      “Shite, a chroí, you’re going to make me lose it in my trews. We canna escape until we greet our guests and have our first dance. Then, I’m taking you to our room where I plan to sink my fangs into every delectable inch of your body.”

      “If you’re sure we have to wait. I’m wet and aching for you,” Alex teased.

      “Fuck,” he husked, causing her arousal to double. Alex had a feeling he wouldn’t last long before carrying her away. Well, that was her wish, anyway.

      Zander, Elsie, and Izzy were the first to congratulate them. Alex smiled when she heard Bhric growl in her head every time a man approached and greeted them. The feel of his arm tightening around her waist was protective and comforting. This vampire would die before he allowed anyone to harm her again.

      Congratulations, Bhric,” said a tall, well-built man with pale green eyes. The stunning woman by his side had long, green hair and the little boy between them was no doubt their child. His bright green hair matched the mother’s and his facial features were a mini-replica of the man.

      “Angus,” Bhric boomed. “‘Tis good to see you again. Och, and look at Blaze. I expected him to be a wee bairn since time in Khoth is slower than here. ‘Tis been what, a few months?”

      The boy, Blaze, had to be three or four years old and was another example of how much Alex still had to learn about Bhric’s world.

      “Aye, but things are different now. Khoth healed when I returned and ‘tis back to normal. Time in Khoth passes more quickly than in your realm. I forgot aboot the passage until we arrived. I expected Izzy to be a teenager, not a precocious toddler like my Blaze,” Angus replied.

      “Angus, Keira, this is my mate, Alex,” Bhric introduced, and they exchanged a few more pleasantries before moving on.

      “Good to see you so happy,” said a masculine voice from behind. Alex and Bhric turned to see the hulking man with a cigar between his lips.

      “Thank you, Hayden. I’m verra glad you came tonight. Please meet my beautiful mate, Alex. Alex, this is the Shifter Omega, Hayden Jesaray,” Bhric introduced.

      Alex extended her hand, and Hayden grasped it in his palm before placing a light kiss to her knuckles. His touch was warm and inviting, and Alex felt guilty for thinking him so terrifying. He was nothing but a big, ole teddy bear.

      “Very pleased to meet you, and might I add, you’re way too pretty for this here scoundrel,” he barked in a deep, raspy voice.

      “Hey, now. Don’t go ruining my image. She thinks I’m perfect,” Bhric joked with the man.

      “Don’t let him fool you. I’m not that gullible,” Alex answered and winked towards the shifter. She couldn’t wait to ask Bhric what animal he became when he shifted.

      “Ha! She’s got your number. You, my dear, are going to fit in just fine with this bunch around here. Please accept my invitation and come to pack land for our next hunt. We have a massive bonfire, and there’s music and dancing until dawn,” Hayden explained as Breslin walked up to their small gathering.

      “Hey, handsome. How aboot you take me for a twirl around the dance floor,” Breslin cooed seductively.

      Alex imagined males swooned at the princess’s feet. She was gorgeous, smart, and independent.

      “Oh, hell yeah. That’s the best offer I’ve had in a long time,” Hayden replied and offered his muscular arm to Breslin. She accepted, and Alex watched the two make their way to the dance floor.

      Alex looked to Bhric who had a puzzled look on his face as he stared at his twin.

      “You okay?” Alex asked and wrapped her arms around her mate’s waist.

      “Huh?” he asked as he turned to meet her gaze. “Aye, I’m fine. I doona know what that was all aboot,” Bhric added before placing a kiss behind her left ear, causing her to shudder.

      She wanted to be alone with her vampire in the worst way. Her need was off the charts and she didn’t know how much longer she could go without having him inside her. Hopefully, the party would end soon so they could get to the real celebration. The one between the sheets.
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* * *

      Bhric couldn’t even think straight as the line of well-wishers seemed to grow by the second. His mate’s arousal was thick in the air and affecting every unmated male in the room. When Cade and Caell walked up and caught whiff of her scent, their eyes began glowing.

      “Och, ‘tis time to end this. We thank you for coming to our ceremony, and hope you enjoy the party,” Bhric announced as he led her away from the males and to the dance floor.

      Alex gazed up at him with a smile on her face. He vowed right then and there to put that smile on her face every day. She was radiant and beaming.

      “That was rude, Ice-Man. They only want to pay their respects to the Prince, and congratulation you on your mating,” she said as he wrapped a hand around her tiny waist.

      “They can shake Kyran’s fucking hand. We need to get this dance over with, so I can take you to our room. You’re driving the unmated males wild, a chroí,” he murmured as he kissed a path from her mate mark to her neck.

      “And you’re driving me wild,” she whispered.

      Alex pressed against him until there was no space between them. It took all his strength to keep her from climbing up his body. Out of the corner of his eye, Bhric spotted Rhys talking to Alex’s brother.

      Bhric stopped swaying for a second and turned his head to watch the interaction. Rhys would never hurt Brad, but Bhric didn’t want the cambion scaring the male. Rhys’s stories about his time in Hell would give anyone nightmares.

      Alex raised an eyebrow at him and he gestured to the scene. Alex started swaying with Bhric again, watching the pair as she stroked up and down Bhric’s chest and kissed under his chin. Her attention was distracting, but Bhric’s sensitive ears eavesdropped on the conversation with Brad and the Dark Warrior.

      “What’s up, my man?” Rhys quipped.

      “Not much. Is this safe to eat? You know…for humans?” Brad asked with a lifted eyebrow as he piled food onto a plate.

      Rhys barked out a laugh. “Of course. Elsie made the food. But, what you really need, is a glass of my hey juice,” Rhys informed the human.

      Brad accepted the glass of red liquid and held it up to the light. “This looks like blood. I’m not so sure this is what I need in my life.”

      Illianna walked up and joined Rhys and Brad. Bhric could tell her presence put Brad at ease. The beautiful angel, who was the bearer of joy and happiness, had that effect on everyone.

      Rhys kissed her briefly before addressing Brad again. “No blood, I promise. That’s my special recipe. It’s guaranteed to have the females saying ‘hey baby’ as they drag you to the nearest closet.”

      Brad laughed. “Well, in that case,” he replied and took a deep swig. Alex’s mom insisted Rhys pour her a glass, as well. Bhric loved that they fit in as well as they did.

      Suddenly, blue flashed in the corner of Bhric’s eye, and he glanced over to see Breslin dancing with Hayden. His twin looked stunning in her beaded gown. Every unmated male in the room, including Hayden, was drawn to his sister. She was by far the most sought-after female in the realm, and he wondered what lay in store for her.

      Would the Goddess bless her with a mate soon? She was the last of their group, and he couldn’t imagine any male filling that role for his headstrong, passionate sister.

      Across the dance floor, Bhric spotted Rhett dancing with a female he didn’t recognize. Bhric noted if their bodies were any closer, they’d be Siamese twins. The female wore a dress so short that if she bent over, the entire room would know the color of her panties.

      He also noticed Rhett’s gaze glued to Breslin and Hayden. As Bhric zeroed in on his sister, he swore she was blasting Rhett with darts of hatred with the evil look in her eyes. What the hell was going on with those two?

      Bhric twirled Alex as he watched the parallel between the fire demon and the fire warrior. He would’ve thought their powers would connect them, but they were oil and vinegar. Bhric pulled Alex back to his body and held her close.

      Her sugary-floral scent washed over Bhric, and he hardened against her stomach. She was his every dream come true and sent his desire through the fucking roof. She grinned up at him, and Bhric knew she was reading his thoughts.

      “That’s right, my sexy mate. No’ much longer and you’ll be begging for mercy. I’m going to give you so many orgasms, your body willna recover,” he muttered against her ear. He felt her shudder when he kissed near her mate mark.

      “Stop teasing, and prove it,” she countered. “From where I stand, you’re the one with a bat in your pants.”

      Bhric chuckled and pushed his hips against Alex’s stomach so she could feel his steel rod. As they danced, Bhric tried to will away his erection so that they could make their exit.

      He watched Rhett and his dance partner make their way towards Breslin and Hayden. The two couples stopped dancing for a moment and then Rhett offered his hand to Breslin while Hayden took the unknown female in his arms.

      Rhett wrapped an arm around Breslin, and the two began slowly swaying to the love song the band was playing. Bhric glanced to Hayden who seemed more than happy to have the skimpy-dressed female against his body. When the song ended, Bhric watched Rhett lead Breslin off the dance floor and away from the party.

      Okay, that was interesting. Had Breslin drunk too much of Rhys’s hey juice?

      Alex reclaimed his attention when she kissed his cheek and sent an image of what she wanted through their bond. That fast, his sister was forgotten. It was time for a private dance with his alluring mate.
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      Alex screeched as Bhric’s shoulder hit her mid-section and she was hoisted into the air. Bracing her hands against Bhric’s strong back, Alex balanced to where she could look around the room. She was giddy with happiness, and her cheeks ached from the continuous smile on her face.

      Her heart was full to bursting, and she felt like a teenager again. Like the not-so-popular nerdy girl getting attention from the high-school football star, except this was a million times better. She was prom queen and Bhric her king.

      Brad laughed at her and shook his head while her mom blew kisses their way. The joy on their faces was priceless. For too long, they’d looked at her with either concern, or pity, because of her cancer. It was about time they stopped feeling sorry for her and worrying.

      Alex took in the room one last time as Bhric whisked her away for a night of endless passion. There had to be a million, tiny, white lights illuminating the patio and the area around the pool. The other mates and staff had gone to a lot of work for their big event.

      The enclosed patio was opened after the ceremony. Where there had been walls and windows, now Alex had a perfect view of the trees in the backyard, which were also covered in lights. It was a picture-perfect wonderland.

      The band, aptly named the Night Crawlers, stopped playing and catcalled to them as Bhric walked by, making everyone laugh.

      “Where are you taking me?” she asked as she smacked his firm ass.

      “I’m taking you to our bed, mate. It’s time to end this insufferable pain in my mating brand. But, you keep that up, and we willna make it past the kitchen. Zander and Elsie might have a say aboot us infringing on their territory,” he growled and turned his head to bite her on the butt.

      Before Alex met Bhric, fate was something written about in mushy romance novels, but after surviving the torture from Crocell and Cresil, all doubt about her role in Bhric’s life vanished. She was fated to Bhric and he was created for her.

      The sexual tension in her body ignited into a full-blown inferno the more steps Bhric took. The second they hit the hallway and cleared the main area of the party, Bhric’s hand slid underneath her dress in a blazing path up her leg. His icy hand trailed higher, cooling and heating her at the same time.

      Bhric had a gift. Alex’s body responded to his frozen touch with instant arousal. She became wet and achy the second her skin felt his frost. His ability had come in handy more than once to soothe her sore body after a night of making love.

      Her vampire gave new meaning to the word stamina. He could go for hours on end, stopping only to allow her human body to recuperate.

      The sound of a zipper echoed through the corridor a second before Alex felt her dress open at her back. Her head spun as he set her on the ground. The top portion of her gown slid down, exposing her breasts.

      “Mmm, perfection,” he murmured as his eyes dropped and stared at her bosom.

      The only good thing to come of her breast cancer was having her ‘girls’ reconstructed. She chose her size, a perfect C cup, and loved that she didn’t have to wear a bra if she didn’t want to. They would be firm and perky until the day she died.

      Alex’s world righted as Bhric pulled her into his arms. She laughed as her dress fell to her waist, but was cut off as he claimed her mouth in a searing kiss.

      Her breath caught as it did every time their lips touched. Bhric hungrily sank into the kiss. His arms wound tighter around her waist as he lifted her to his chest. She was lost to the fever pitch of passion and didn’t care that they were in the middle of the entryway for everyone to see. With her dress pooled at her feet.

      His hard muscles pressed against her soft body, and his demanding lips pushed her mouth open. Alex’s body melted to goo when his hot tongue delved inside. She felt the corner of his mouth lift, and knew what was coming next. A blast of cold sent shivers down her spine as his icy tongue swirled against hers.

      The roof of her mouth frosted over and tingled. She gasped and sucked his tongue greedily, melting the ice in her mouth. Bhric repeated his torment, letting her suffer with anticipation. She loved his supremacy at lovemaking, but that didn’t stop her from thrusting her tongue against his in a battle of wills.

      “Fuck, I need you now,” Bhric growled and unclipped the sash of cloth draped over his shoulder.

      “Are you going to tell me now if you wear underwear beneath your kilt?” she asked as she reached down and tried to pull the material up. The hard bulge of his cock pressed against her stomach.

      “I’m going to show you,” he declared and proceeded to rip his shirt off and toss it aside before he picked her up. She managed to kick her dress so she could wrap her legs around his waist.

      She moaned and bit his bottom lip when her core slid against his shaft. “You wore my favorite panties,” he murmured as he palmed her bare cheeks.

      “You had better not let anyone see me,” she ordered him.

      “Och, a chroí, you know better than that. I think you want another spanking,” Bhric teased as he hurried up the stairs. She was completely nude, and he only wore his kilt and possibly something underneath. His socks and Ghillies were kicked off along the way, and when he twisted and moved to get rid of the socks, it nearly had her climaxing on the spot.

      “Promises, promises,” she teased as he elbowed the door to their room open.

      “I always make good on my vows, mate. And, I will give you exactly what you need,” he pledged then kicked the door closed.

      Her thoughts scattered as he nipped and nibbled his way down her neck. He threw her onto their bed and pounced on top of her. Immediately, he sank his fangs into her breast, and she was climaxing. She clawed at the bed and thrashed her head back and forth as ecstasy tore through her like wildfire. There was never going to be a day when she didn’t thank the Goddess for giving back her sense of pleasure. Perhaps, this is what she meant by protecting her womanhood.

      Bhric removed his fangs and lifted his head. He was the picture of a fierce predator with his glowing amber eyes and blood dripping from the corner of his mouth. She wanted more. He reached down to remove his kilt. She was momentarily distracted when his arousal stood up against his stomach. He was a perfect male specimen and Alex knew how lucky she was.

      “It’s a good thing I didn’t know you had nothing beneath that or I would’ve drug you into a nearby closet for a quickie,” she murmured and wrapped her hand around his length.

      She stroked his erection from root to tip and enjoyed the feral sounds he made before he yanked her hand away and fell on her.

      “Time for the blood exchange, a chroí. You ready?”

      Alex nodded eagerly and sucked on his neck. His entire body shuddered and he whispered into her ear, “Thank you for saving me and loving me. You made me whole.” He rested his forehead against hers and held her tight.

      Alex fell in love all over again at hearing those words.

      “It was fate,” she agreed.

      “Aye,” he muttered and plunged to the hilt, in one swift thrust.  His eyes glowed brightly as their gazes locked.

      He didn’t move as he pulled an elaborate dagger from a drawer. The slim silver blade had gems embedded in the hilt. She hadn’t thought about how this would happen and her heart raced.

      “Do I have to cut you with that?” she asked.

      “Nay,” he replied then in slow motion he lifted it and sliced into the nape of his neck where it met his broad shoulder. A thin red line of blood trickled down. Her stomach churned and she grimaced.

      “I don’t think I can drink your blood. I want to finish the bond, but the thought makes me sick.”

      Bhric moved in and out of her slowly while he kissed her lips and caressed her sides, his hands wandering all over her body. He nibbled a path down her neck and bit into one of her breasts while he pinched and tweaked the other one. She detonated and spasmed around his cock, screaming his name.

      While she was at the peak of her orgasm, Bhric set a fast tempo and brought her mouth to his cut and held her head in place as he bit into her shoulder. Their bodies exploded into the most intense orgasm she’d ever experienced.

      Light exploded through her, and Alex’s entire body tingled as magic filled her essence. Bhric shuddered his release and removed his fangs right before his back arched. The gold bond she had seen earlier strengthened with every lap of blood she took, and it made her crave more. The revulsion was forgotten. She wanted to be closer to her mate. She closed her eyes and the golden band transformed into a million, tiny, gold chains. They were linked at every point of their bodies.

      The entire world disappeared as intense emotions filled her to overflowing. Bhric’s love filled every cell of her body, and Alex clung to him as his orgasm raged on. She hoped the changes to her DNA began immediately because she may not survive what the night held in store for them.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Bhric felt the mating solidify, and he was irrevocably altered. Their entwined souls danced in his chest and down to his shaft as his orgasm raged on. He loved the longer orgasms he experienced with his mate, and it intensified with the blood exchange.

      He felt her every emotion, and was humbled by the depth of her love. His siblings had always shown him love and support, but this was a vastly different feeling.

      New powers surged from his Fated Mate into him. He forgot that mates always shared a portion of their abilities, and had no idea that Alex had any. They hadn’t talked about it before. He was surprised to see that she could manipulate metal. He was going to explore that after he sated his lust for his sexy mate.

      Flames erupted on his mating brand then quickly changed to an intense tingle that had his need spiraling out of control. He had to have her again. His orgasm barely waned but he began moving inside her again.

      “Your mark is inked into your skin now. You will be able to see it. I thought it would be amber like my eyes, but it’s orange and blue. ‘Tis beautiful. You are mine in every way,” he panted as he shoved deeper inside her body.

      “Forever, which is going to be hundreds of years,” she groaned as she clawed at his shoulders.

      Magic filled the room and fed the passion between them. Bhric gave into the desire and didn’t hold back. They were two halves of one whole. What they shared went beyond words.

      “I love you, Alex. You are my everything,” he declared.

      “I love you, too. Now move, Ice Man. I need to feel your freeze,” Alex cried out.

      Music to his ears.
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      Excitement thrummed through Rhett as he followed Breslin up the stairs to her suite at Zeum. Her warm hand grabbed his and tugged, encouraging him to move faster. He’d fantasized about her countless times but never thought she’d succumb to him. All he could think, as he watched the seductive sway of her hips, was that she was worth the wait.

      Her sleek blue gown fit like a second skin and he hardened at the sight. She had more curves than a winding road, and he itched to caress every nook and cranny. She turned and gave him that sexy smile he adored, and he almost lost it right there on the stairway. If he didn’t get her naked soon, he was going to combust.

      Breslin wasn’t like the other females he pursued. She was his greatest challenge, and that was sexy as hell. Rhett was used to females fawning all over him. Easy conquests, to be exact. He also attracted the softer, more demure type.

      Breslin was far from demure. Oh, she was definitely all female, but she could kick most male’s asses with her eyes closed, and that was intimidating, while at the same time, very enticing.

      Suddenly, it occurred to Rhett that he was unprepared, and he cursed himself. He wished he’d known ahead of time this would be their night. Breslin deserved to be spoiled and pampered. Typically, he arranged candles, wine, chocolates, and soft music for his lovers. He was romantic, if nothing else, and believed in giving that extra touch to make his females feel special.

      The sexy warrioress caught his eye from the first day they met. He recalled being drawn to her inner glow and later discovered it was a result of her ability to control fire. As a fire demon, that power connected with him, and Rhett was convinced it was that commonality causing him to obsess over the alluring vampire.

      He’d nearly given up pursuing the Vampire Princess. Trying to convince Breslin she wanted him had pummeled his overly-inflated ego.

      Breslin brushed off his advances like someone swatted at an annoying fly. Eventually, Rhett went on one of his walkabouts to escape his attraction to her. He’d made it to New Orleans, Chicago, and New York, enjoying the nightlife, and numerous females, but the princess haunted his dreams. She was there, night and day, giving him no peace. Eventually, his fixation drove him to return to Seattle.

      Her firm, rounded ass snagged his wandering mind. How many fucking stairs were in this house, he wondered as he bit back the urge to bite the firm globe mere inches from his mouth. Although it was Breslin’s idea to go to her room, he knew if he made the wrong move, she’d kick him to the roadside curb of rejection.

      Rhett felt like an obedient dog, knowing if he behaved, he’d receive a treat. But the reward wasn’t some crunchy, bone-shaped snack. This treat was Breslin, naked and writhing beneath him. Or on top, riding him like he was a wild stallion. Hell, if he was real good, maybe she’d suck on his bone.

      “Mmmm, baby. Shake that ass a little more, and I will take you right here,” he murmured as they continued the climb.

      Breslin stopped and turned then claimed his mouth in a searing kiss. Her mouth was hot against his, and the fire in his blood simmered through his veins.

      “Stop talking before I change my mind,” she murmured against his mouth.

      Rhett fisted her long auburn hair and forced their lips apart.

      “Kiss me like that again, and I’ll rip that designer dress from your body,” he growled as his other hand wrapped around her waist and pulled her tight against his raging erection.

      Flames danced behind her amber eyes, and she licked her lower lip.

      “I’m going to do a lot more than kiss you, demon,” she muttered and reached between their bodies to grip his cock. “You have what I need, and I want it now.”

      With that, Breslin turned and dashed up the last few stairs. Rhett stepped over discarded shoes he was sure belonged to Bhric, and smiled. His friend’s mating ceremony was earlier that evening and Rhett imagined the urgency with which the male must’ve chased his new mate, Alex, up the stairs.

      Rhett was happy for his friend but also aware of the closeness between Bhric and Breslin. They were twins, sharing a unique bond, and Rhett wondered if Bhric’s fervor was affecting Breslin. He’d have to thank the male, if that was the case. Regardless, he wasn’t about to pass up the chance of enjoying a night with his Flame.

      When they hit the landing, his control snapped and he pulled her into his arms. “I can’t wait,” he demanded.

      Rhett felt goosebumps rise on her arms and she shivered slightly. Anticipation bubbled through his veins, hardening his shaft further as his fire turned from a simmer to a boil. He palmed her ass and she began moving against him. He picked her up, and the ripping of fabric echoed through the hallway. Breslin claimed his mouth again, hiking her dress before wrapping her legs around his waist. Hell yeah, he thought, as he pushed her against the wall, deepening the kiss.

      Her moan, and the way she wantonly rubbed against him, told Rhett all he needed to know, even though she’s never admit how much she wanted him. More than once, Breslin suggested he was a man-whore, with no thought, or concern, for the females he bedded. Until tonight, Rhett assumed she hated him. As much as he wanted to ask about her change of heart, he didn’t dare. Not when he was so close to experiencing her.

      “My room. Now,” Breslin panted and bit down on his bottom lip. “I refuse to fuck right here, no matter how much you want me to.”

      “As the Princess commands,” he replied and continued up the stairs with her still in his grip.

      Rhett made sure to move his body and thrust his hips in a way that ground his erection against her core. She gripped his long hair and raked claws over his pounding pulse. The way she dominated confounded and challenged him, igniting his inner fire.

      “At least you know your station,” she teased as she continued to rub against his cock.

      “Gods, you are the sexiest female alive. And, you enjoy torturing me. My dick is a steel pipe, ready to burst,” he murmured and pushed harder against her hot core.

      Her heat scalded him in the best possible way. He wondered how any other males could handle her burning flame. He liked to think he was the only one able to satisfy Breslin. She gave new meaning to the phrase ‘too hot to handle.’

      He gripped the plunging neckline of her dress, and shoved it down, exposing her large breasts. The turgid peaks called to him, and he bent his head and licked one cherry red nipple. As he walked, he circled the pebbled area, learning what she liked.

      When he pinched the hardened tip with force, she arched and groaned, shoving more flesh between his teeth. Rhett wasn’t surprised that she liked it rough. But when he gave it gentle licks and light touches, Breslin came unglued, writhing harder and faster against his cock. That surprising development had him rushing to her room to find out what else she enjoyed. She was a mysterious female, and he was determined to bring her pleasure she’d never forget.

      The second the door to her room was shut, Breslin’s lips crashed against his, rough and insistent while she kicked off her heels. Rhett’s mouth parted, and instantly, Breslin’s tongue flicked against his, stroking lightly along the length of his. There was this dichotomy of her taking charge and dominating, while at the same time, she was gentle and reticent. It was baffling, and extremely arousing.

      For a brief second, Rhett realized beneath her gruff exterior and bitchy attitude was a female that craved attention and love. The thought concerned him until Rhett realized he was happy to oblige for the evening. There was no harm in having a little fun while giving this sexy vampire everything he had to offer, which was a night of passion and numerous orgasms.

      Rhett broke the kiss and buried his face where her neck met her shoulder. Her sultry scent of cinnamon and fire was stronger there, and he inhaled deeply. His cock jerked in response. He acknowledged the rich spice immediately got him hard whenever he smelled it.

      Breslin’s long nails clawed his shirt open, and she quickly tore it from his body. His back bowed when he felt her fingers claw their way down his flesh. The fire beneath his skin followed her every touch.

      Arching his neck, Rhett growled, “I like your version of foreplay, love.”

      “And I like that you can handle the heat,” she teased with a wink.

      Seconds later, Breslin’s long dress was over her head and tossed to the floor. She giggled when he waggled his eyebrows at her voluptuous figure. He loved this lighter, flirty side, and wanted to play. In the next blink, her expression went from ludic to seductive, and he went weak at the sight.

      He sent fire to his hands, and cupped her lace-covered ass. Heat exploded between their bodies. Her heavy-lidded eyes closed as he slipped his hand beneath the fabric and squeezed tightly.

      She moaned and writhed as the inferno spread from where he held her hot core against the head of his cock. Rhett let out a string of curses as her wetness seeped through her thin panties and soaked the front of his pants.

      Rhett wanted to pound her into oblivion, but the desire to explore every inch of Breslin forced him to slow down. Needing a distraction, his gaze scanned the room, and he caught sight of a fireplace in the corner of the room.

      He stretched out his hand and threw a thin stream of his demon fire. His flame was deep orange with hints of red, and instantly ignited the wood.

      The pop and crackle of the fire called to the demon inside and he felt his skin ignite in response. Sweat broke across their bodies, and the slip and slide of their flesh had him wanting to slide in and out of the sexy vampire.

      He crossed to the sofa and set Breslin on her feet. She stood there in her frilly panties, eyes glowing a brilliant amber. It was a tell-tale sign of her arousal and Rhett’s aching cock demanded he oblige.

      He reached for the button of his pants and was gratified when Breslin took control and undid them for him.

      “Why am I not surprised that you go commando?” Breslin asked when his slacks fell to his feet.

      He bent his head to her neck. “I typically don’t, but I didn’t have any clean briefs. And, thank fuck I didn’t wear my dirty ones, or I would be dying of embarrassment right now,” he said between kisses.

      She tilted her head and didn’t object when he nibbled the flesh at the base of her neck. “We have staff to take care of laundry, you know,” she clarified.

      “I know, but turns out my laziness has benefited you, Flame.”

      “Mmmm, it has,” she purred and then wrapped her strong fingers around his hard length.

      Taking advantage, he gripped her breast, cupping first one and then the other before massaging them with full circular motions. Her large bosom filled his palm and he pushed them together, enjoying the way she arched into his touch. He lowered his face and bit back a groan as she pumped her hand up and down his shaft while he took one pert nipple into his mouth and sucked. The primal sounds escaping her throat were raw and desperate, and his inner demon roared in pleasure, hungry for more.
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* * *

      Rhett’s sexy, low rumble vibrated through Breslin’s sensitive breasts. She was still shocked she was naked, and in her bedroom with the fire demon. She swore she wouldn’t have sex with him, but a few too many drinks, along with the insistent need she felt from her shared bond with Bhric, and she quickly threw that vow out the window.

      She would have to ask Bhric about this new development. Would she always feel this incessant need for sex now that her twin was blessed with his Fated Mate? That would be a problem given his mating ceremony happened a few hours ago. He and Alex would be holed up in their bedroom for weeks, if not longer, exploring their new connections. She’d never last, she amended, and considered moving to another part of the compound to diffuse her bond to her brother.

      Rhett licked across her breast, drawing her attention back to the demon. She moaned as pleasure rushed through her system. The male ignited her need to a fever pitch. When she was in his arms, she felt invigorated and inflamed like never before.

      Breslin acknowledged Rhett wasn’t a dominant male and the exact opposite of the type she dated. She hated her attraction to him. She was a warrior, through and through, and the idea that she couldn’t stop thinking about this fire demon, with his button-down shirts and loafers, was preposterous. Although, the clothes-diva in her was jumping up and down that she was with a male that recognized there were different types of attire, and appreciated the finer things in life.

      Reason intruded on the moment, forcing Breslin to reconsider her actions. She was allowing this male, who didn’t give his conquests a second thought, to suck on her breasts and touch every part of her body. She should stop this right now, she thought. But fuck, it felt too damn good. He was a skilled lover and she wanted him to please her.

      Throwing her better judgement aside, Breslin gave into the experience as she stroked his long length. There was nothing wrong with enjoying him for one night, she amended. Besides, she was going to rock his world and he would become her next stalker. Keep telling yourself that, she chastised. Yeah, she was in denial, but she didn’t give a rat’s ass.

      Breslin released his cock, and stepped back to appreciate his physique. Rhett wasn’t big and bulky like she preferred, but he was fit and muscular. She loved his lean muscles and sculpted body. He should have looked ridiculous standing there with his pants pooled around his ankles, but he was sexy as ever.

      “You are a work of art, Flame,” Rhett praised as he reached for the waistband of her panties.

      His orange eyes glittered in appreciation as he bent and pushed them down her legs. She quickly stepped out of them, kicking them to the side.

      The nearby fire glowed and crackled behind them. The flames highlighted his translucent skin. Rhett’s blood flowed like hot lava beneath the surface of his flesh, calling to her natural ability. She was curious if she could control his fire, as well. She glanced up and met his hungry gaze and found her need echoed in his fiery depths.

      “I’m going to bend you over the bar and fuck you from behind,” Rhett demanded.

      Moisture leaked from her center, and Breslin found it difficult to breathe past the image his words conjured.

      She didn’t hesitate to prowl over to the bar, placing her palms on the cold granite surface. She arched her back, pushing her breasts out as she spread her legs slightly.

      Turning her head, she gave him a heated stare and murmured, “Show me what you’ve got.”

      Rhett’s shoes went flying and his pants quickly followed. He hopped on one foot as he removed his socks and was behind her in a flash, his sizable cock pointing right at her. The tip shined with arousal and the glow beneath Rhett’s skin brightened. Lava flowed beneath the thin veneer covering his hard muscle, and she wondered if that happened every time he had sex.

      His hands spread across her ass cheeks. He squeezed tightly before his deft fingers delved down. He stroked her sensitive, swollen flesh in the most delicious fashion. Ripples of pleasure rushed through her body and she widened her stance. Her chest heaved, and she felt her breaths came out in pants.

      His shaft was a hot poker against her hip as he stepped closer. Rhett urged her body forward until her upper torso lay flat on the counter. The cold surface felt good against her heated flesh. She turned her head to the side and waited for his next move.

      He was taller than her five-nine frame and easily covered her bare back when he laid across her body. His placed his arms on either side of her head while his legs pushed between hers, widening her stance.

      Her position left her vulnerable and exposed, but when Breslin was surrounded by his strength and power, she felt safe. What would it be like to feel safe and loved forever, she wondered.

      The one time she remembered feeling safe and loved was when she was a young stripling in the loving arms of her mother and father. But then they were brutally murdered by an archdemon, and ripped from her life, and her heart. The void had never been filled, no matter how hard Bhric, and her other brothers had tried.

      Before she could contemplate that loss any further, Rhett’s lips connected with hers, and his kiss took her breath away. Hard and insistent, she met his demand with her own. His fingers caressed her stomach before delving down to the cleft between her legs. His first touch was feather-light, and it drove her mad with desire.

      Intense pleasure caused Breslin’s eyes to slip closed, but when one of Rhett’s fingers slid across her clit, they flew wide and she gasped. He pressed harder and rubbed in a circular motion against the engorged nub. His weight kept her in place, but she bucked against his ministrations.

      He rubbed faster, until she was close to orgasm, but then stopped and trailed his fingers upward, despite her protests. He grasped her throat as he kissed her deeply. His aggression had her need spiraling out of control. His free hand went back to her slit and he pinched her clit, making her shout his name.

      No. Begging was more like it. She wanted him so badly she was willing to beg if that’s what it took.

      “Damn, Flame. You are so fucking wet for me,” Rhett husked as he rubbed his hot, slick body against hers.

      “Yes!” she shouted as he continued to swirl across her bundle of nerves ruthlessly. Lifting her hips, she urged him on. “Harder. More, Rhett!” she panted.

      Rhett’s hands were everywhere as he set upon her with sensual determination. The feel of his hot finger against her flesh was maddening. The heat wasn’t just the sensual need between them. His internal body temperature was far beyond anything she’d ever experienced, and it had her nerve endings going haywire.

      Rhett inserted one thick finger and went directly to a fervid pace. He pressed and thrust his digit in and out, and she clawed at the counter, but there was nothing to grip. Her body tightened, and she flew over the edge. Rhett didn’t stop and was relentless as he plucked, rubbed and pinched her sensitive flesh.

      “I need to make sure you are ready for me, Flame. I’m a big male,” he breathed into her ear.

      All she could manage was a nod as she reached another peak and hurled over. The orgasms rolled one into another. There was no mistaking his skill and mastery over the female body. He knew and understood it better than any other male she’d ever been with, and her body craved more.

      She reached back to grab his cock, urging him to her center. “Och, I’m ready, demon,” she demanded, and looked over her shoulder to meet his fiery-orange orbs.

      Breslin held his gaze as Rhett entered her one delicious inch at a time.

      Expecting him to pound into her once he was seated, she was pleasantly surprised when he gently pushed deeper into her welcoming body. He slowly pulled out until just the tip remained inside her core and then slowly pushed back in as far as he could go. He kept that pace for several pumps, and then his need took control. She enjoyed his slow and deliberate movements, but loved it when he set into a fast and furious rhythm.

      “Harder, Rhett. I want more,” she demanded between pants as she pushed back as much as his weight allowed.

      Heat surrounded them, and Breslin saw the world around them turn orange and red, her fire rising to the surface with her increased pleasure.

      She called on her power and heard growls when she connected to his flame. Yes, she could dominate his fire. Now, she would get what her body demanded.

      His tempo surged into over-drive, and her womb rippled as he slammed into her from behind. It wasn’t long before Breslin exploded. Her chest lifted off the counter, and her back arched then stars exploded behind her eyes, as the most intense orgasm barreled through her body, stealing her breath and incinerating her on the spot.

      “Two can play that game, Flame,” he muttered as he gripped her hips and she felt a tug on her control.

      She heard Rhett’s roar of pleasure the next moment, and felt his burning seed fill her womb. It burned and consumed, yet she craved more.

      A second later, pain exploded above her left breast, and she tried to shout, but her voice was trapped. She was positive he was holding a branding iron to her shoulder, but she couldn’t catch her breath long enough to yell at him to stop.

      The sound of wood cracking hardly registered as she suffered through the intense pain. She clawed at her shoulder, trying to determine what was wrong.

      “What the fuck are you two doing?” Bhric shouted from nearby.

      Breslin’s head snapped to the side to see her twin, naked in the doorway, with Alex standing behind him wrapped in a sheet.

      “I guess we lost control,” Rhett quipped as he tried to conceal their bodies.

      The pain eased enough to where Breslin could look around. Flames engulfed her suite, destroying everything it touched. She immediately called the fire to her palms, suffocating the raging inferno. As she and Rhett disentangled from their compromising position, she noticed Bhric was staring at her shoulder, eyes wide. Confused, Breslin looked down and saw a large red brand above her right breast.

      “Oh…hell…fucking…no!” she denied.

    

  


  
    
      
        Authors’ Note

      

      With new digital download trends, authors rely on readers to spread the word more than ever. Here are some ways to help us.

      Leave a review! Every author asks their readers to take five minutes and let others know how much you enjoyed their work. Here’s the reason why. Reviews help your favorite authors to become visible. It’s simple and easy to do. If you are a Kindle user turn to the last page and leave a review before you close your book. For other retailers, just visit their online site and leave a brief review.

      Don’t forget to visit our website: www.trimandjulka.com and sign up for our newsletter, which is jam-packed with exciting news and monthly giveaways. Also, be sure to visit and like our Facebook page https://www.facebook.com/TrimAndJulka to see our daily themes, including hot guys, drink recipes and book teasers.

      Trust your journey and remember that the future is yours and it’s filled with endless possibilities!

      DREAM BIG!

      XOXO,

      Brenda & Tami
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        Don’t miss out!

        Click the button below and you can sign up to receive emails from Trim and Julka about new releases, fantastic giveaways, and their latest hand made jewelry. There’s no charge and no obligation.
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