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      How Beauty Loved the Beast

      By Jax Garren


      Book three of Tales of the Underlight


      It’s all been leading to this.


      Jolie Benoit has become a skilled agent of the Underlight, relying on her savvy to complete assignments while Sergeant Wesley Haukon was out of commission. But an unexpected clue to the Order of Ananke’s diabolical scheme rattles Jolie, and she turns to Hauk for comfort.


      It’s been years since Hauk took comfort from the touch of another person, though his love for Jolie is deep and powerful. Uncomfortable in his skin, scarred by a terrible fire, he is unable to give in to the pleasures that Jolie so desperately wants to grant him.


      Meanwhile, the Order is lurking in the shadows—and when they strike, the blow is swift and terrible. Hauk and Jolie scramble to fight for their community, but with the future of the Underlight threatened, no one is safe. And Hauk will never be the same...


      Discover how it all began in How Beauty Met the Beast and How Beauty Saved the Beast.


      73,000 words

    

  


  
    
      Dear Reader,


      The month of May always brings, for me, the promise of new beginnings. I realize that it’s actually nearly the end of spring, but for some reason, I love the idea of May and that it means summer is coming and the fun is really about to begin!


      This month, very fitting for my excitement about new beginnings, we have three debut authors with stories releasing. Brighton Walsh joins Carina Press with her charming contemporary romance Plus One, where lifelong friends find deep-seated feelings growing into something more than friendship. Meanwhile, debut author Shawna Reppert has crafted a unique and captivating fantasy romance world in her male/male romance The Stolen Luck. Joining these two authors with a debut is S.G. Wong with the first Lola Starke novel, Die on Your Feet. Not only is this an unusual mix of mystery, paranormal and noir, but this book also has a striking cover that captured my imagination from the first look.


      Although not a debut author, Tamara Morgan joins Carina Press with the first in a new contemporary romance series. In The Rebound Girl, an outgoing plastic surgeon gets more than she bargained for when she offers to be the rebound girl for a sexy kindergarten teacher getting over his recent breakup.


      Along with new beginnings also come bittersweet goodbyes, and this month we wrap up Jax Garren’s fantastic science-fiction trilogy Tales of the Underlight. This series has kept us all on the edges of our seats with both the sexual tension between Hauk and Jolie and the fight to take out the Order of Ananke. Don’t miss the final installment, How Beauty Loved the Beast.


      Following up on her award-winning erotic novella, The Theory of Attraction, Delphine Dryden brings back sexy geeks and sizzling sexual tension in The Seduction Hypothesis.


      As well, we have exciting offerings from a variety of other veteran Carina Press authors this month. Jeffe Kennedy’s Ruby takes us to a contemporary world of BDSM and a sexy Cajun chef during the sensuality of New Orleans’s Mardi Gras. And last month saw the release of Volume 1 of our Love Letters anthologies. This month, discover four hot stories with a military twist in Love Letters Volume 2: Duty to Please.


      Sandy James, Shawna Thomas, Cathy Pegau and Stacy Gail all return to previously established worlds in their respective books. In Sandy James’s The Brazen Amazon, the Air Amazon is sent to protect computer wizard Zach from a rogue goddess who wants to use him to destroy the world. Journey of Dominion, book two of The Triune Stones series from Shawna Thomas, continues the story of Sara, trained from birth for one purpose: to reunite three ancient stones to restore balance to the lands.


      Female/female romance Deep Deception by Cathy Pegau follows the harrowing story of a beautiful agent and the woman she has no choice but to trust...until the secrets they’re each keeping threaten to get them both killed. And the plan for a demonic apocalypse is at last uncovered by a maimed member of the Nephilim and a scarred young woman who’s been to hell and back in Stacy Gail’s Wounded Angel, book three of The Earth Angels.


      Last but certainly not least, Dee J. Adams brings us the next installment in her high-octane Adrenaline Highs series with romantic suspense Living Dangerously. If you’re new to Dee’s books, you can easily start here, or go back to the beginning with Dangerous Race.


      This month, start a new series, revisit a favorite world or discover a new-to-you author with our May releases. And don’t forget to check out our catalog for backlist from these and other authors in all your preferred genres.


      We love to hear from readers, and you can email us your thoughts, comments and questions to generalinquiries@carinapress.com. You can also interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter stream and Facebook fan page.


      Happy reading!


      ~Angela James

      Executive Editor, Carina Press


      www.carinapress.com

      www.twitter.com/carinapress

      www.facebook.com/carinapress

    

  


  
    
      Dedication


      To LP and AP: No matter where you are, should you one day read this (sometime far, far in the future), know that you will always have a piece of my heart.
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      Chapter One


      Grant Barrett wrinkled his nose as he shoved the pretty little redhead down the hallway toward his office. She’d had the nerve to try sneaking into the chemical plant he supervised, probably to do some destructive mischief or thieving. Somehow she’d made it past the fence before attempting to tiptoe by the bench where he took his smoke break every day at five. He’d recognized her immediately and seized her. Petty crime was clearly not her forte.


      The question remained whether apprehending Jolie Benoit, daughter of media baron Reginald Benoit, one of the world’s most powerful men, would be an annoyance...or a coup.


      Jolie trembled, eyes darting fearfully about. Grant kept a firm hold on her elbow as he marched her down cement walkways deep into the inner reaches of the plant. She was a beautiful thing, just a few years into her twenties with a figure that was more than easy on the eyes.


      He cleared his throat and pulled his gaze back up where it belonged. “A soft girl like you doesn’t belong in a harsh place like this. I recommend you leave the larceny to the more seasoned criminals in that rabble you’ve aligned with.” Though born into the good life, Jolie had deserted her family to dance in a burlesque company and hang out with anarchists. If Reginald was less of a pompous ass, Grant might feel sorry for him. But as Reginald was not merely an ass but a power-mongering bull, he didn’t feel the least twinge.


      Jolie’s voice quivered as she asked, “Where are you taking me?”


      He couldn’t help another glance at the red lace and lush curves revealed by the deep V of her blouse. Of all the things to wear for breaking and entering. “To my office, dear.” Where he would be alone with Reginald Benoit’s daughter.


      Come to think of it, having her here was definitely a coup.


      He unlocked and opened the door to his private sanctum in the heart of the plant and escorted her inside. “Sit.”


      She rubbed nervous hands on her jeans and sat in one of the plush chairs by his desk, head bowed as she peered about the room like a trapped rabbit. But there were no exits, other than the one he stood in front of.


      “Don’t think about trying something. We’ve passed enough locks even that scarred brute hiding from the law with you people couldn’t get in here.”


      Her head jerked up with more force than he expected from her demeanor. “A couple of locks wouldn’t stop Hauk from finding me.”


      Was that pride in her voice? Grant crossed his arms and frowned. “A beast who murdered seven of his fellow soldiers before going AWOL and joining up with anarchists? I don’t think loyalty is his strong suit.” Although rumor had it the felon had taken a particular interest in the redhead. Not that Grant could blame him. As far as Jolie had fallen, though, it still surprised him that she might reciprocate the feeling. Burned from head to foot in a fire of his own causing, ex-Staff Sergeant Wesley Haukon was not only vicious but frighteningly hideous.


      Her gaze sank to the floor, and she shifted uncomfortably. Ah. Her words were nothing but bluster. He should’ve known.


      She meekly submitted to a pat-down, a not altogether unpleasant experience on his part. Her pockets held a phone, a tube of lipstick and a set of car keys. The girl had tried to break into his plant without a single weapon. He set her belongings on his desk and turned back to her.


      “What are you going to do with me?” Big green eyes peered up at him, pleading, and he couldn’t quite tamp the surge of lust her utter helplessness inspired.


      He leaned his hip against the arm of his chair and shoved his hands into his pockets, determined to think, not feel. She posed a reasonable question. He couldn’t hang on to her indefinitely; he needed a plan.


      Jolie clenched her fists, ice-blue chipped nails digging into the soft flesh of her palms. She visibly gathered her courage, trying to appear oh-so-brave as her eyes ventured to his then hastened away. Her voice nearly choked as she said, “My father—”


      He raised an eyebrow, and she stopped, clearly understanding who was in control here. “Your father doesn’t know you’re here. Yet. He and I have differences of opinion on how a few things in The Order should be run. And then you showed up on my turf. All alone.”


      The Order of Ananke, a philanthropy both he and Reginald belonged to, had a two-fold mission. They served humanity by secretly bringing her industries and government under a central control. Most people were too lazy or too stupid to make democracy effective, so Ananke gave them a semblance of one and pulled the strings behind the scenes. Fossil fuels, pharmaceuticals, military might, the news, even the food chain had men from Ananke at the helm, working to serve a human race that was falling apart from failed experiments in public education, social equality and “free will”—whatever that meant.


      Misplaced faith in free will, that was the crux of the world’s most pressing problems. Ananke was the Goddess of Destiny, Goddess of hard choices and Fate. Free will was an illusion men believed in to make them sleep better at night.


      This was the second and most important mission of The Order, to recognize the true will of Her, of Ananke, and to bring it about. Life on earth would improve for everyone as more people accepted the will of Fate and followed Destiny without a fight. The Order of Ananke was here to show humanity the way of truth.


      But Reginald Benoit wasn’t a real believer. He believed in the power The Order wielded but sought to use Her like a tool. Grant could picture in his memory Reginald and other men like him attending rituals with empty disdain for the meaning beneath them. They went through the motions out of habit or social pressure, all while thinking more of their cigars and the beds of their mistresses than cowering in awe and gratitude before their Goddess.


      Reginald had the audacity to believe their success rested on the work of men and not the grace of Her. But didn’t this frail little girl cowering in Grant’s office just prove his faith was right? Fate had blessed him because of his devotion to Her.


      As if on cue, the girl licked her glossed lips. “Surely...we can work something out.” She eyed him under thick lashes and leaned forward, further revealing the soft and plentiful beauty beneath her shirt.


      Grant wasn’t in the habit of pressuring women into bed with him, but this one was a burlesque dancer. She stripped for men all the time. Why not for him? If she was a present from his Goddess, it couldn’t be wrong.


      He stood straighter, enjoying the view of looking down at a beautiful, helpless, quivering woman. A woman who could have had power over him if she’d stayed with her father and followed the right path instead of philandering with anarchists. He smiled. “I think we can work something out.”


      Slowly she stood. Her hands went to her hair and pulled out the combs securing it into a tight pile at the nape of her neck. She shook her head, and red curls tumbled around her shoulders, bringing with them the scent of citrus.


      Reginald’s daughter was truly and exceptionally gorgeous.


      She gulped, as if steadying herself, then reached for him, slipping a hand around his neck.


      So easy, he didn’t even have to make a demand. As if it was Fated to be. His smile grew. Oh, it would be so nice to use Reginald Benoit’s lovely daughter however he liked.


      A sting at his neck took him by surprise. “Wha...” His knees went weak, trembling and then unable to support him. They gave out. He reached for his desk. It was too far away, and he fell.


      The girl caught him and lowered him to the floor.


      “What did—what did—”


      “It’s okay, Grant,” she said in a businesslike voice. Where was her fear? “It’s a sedative. I haven’t poisoned you, although I’m starting to think you deserve it.”


      His vision blurred as her hands raced across his body, not to pleasure him, but to...rifle through his pockets?


      She retrieved her lipstick. “Brayden? I’m in.”


      She was talking to her lipstick? No, it had come apart. She’d hidden a communication device inside the tube.


      “Yup, his office. He did exactly what I said he’d do.”


      She snatched his badge and his keys, and the world faded to black.


      * * *


      Jolie shook her head as she retracted the needle hidden in her hair comb and plugged her iPhone into Grant’s computer. Because men were predictable idiots, the first mission she’d planned herself was going like a charm. She wasn’t sure if that made her more stoked by her success or depressed on principle. She executed a script on her phone that would crack any passcodes and download Grant’s emails and document folders. As the cracker script started, she dragged him behind his desk, just in case anybody peeked inside, and moved to the file cabinet behind her.


      Before long it became obvious the paper file she was seeking, the one that proved ChemCorps had been lying to the FDA regarding their toxin reports, was not going to be so easy to locate. It was dangerous work breaking into a plant for a file folder, but this chipping away at Ananke’s control was what the Underlight did. Instead of a violent, Guy Fawkes style insurgency, the Underlight exposed unethical practices of Ananke’s corporate empire and garnered popular support to take down those giants, one news article, one court case, one internet campaign at a time.


      Occasionally acquiring proof of misdeeds required a little...reconnaissance. Like breaking into the center of a highly guarded chemical plant.


      Jolie studied the room for a likely hiding place for those papers. The opulence Grant Barnett had managed to squeeze into an underground compound was ridiculous. Real oil paintings hung on windowless walls, the floor was large enough for two Persian rugs, and his desk was a Lexington. Jolie had grown up around luxuries like this and could tell the difference between good taste and a show-off.


      Grant was definitely the latter.


      She toed him with her leather boots. “Where do you keep your secrets, Grant?” Not that he could answer her. That sedative was designed for somebody a lot harder to take down than doughy-cheeked Grant. She glanced around the room. “You’re probably too proud of your cleverness to store them behind a painting.” She frowned at the carpet. “Cellars under the carpet only come in shacks...at least in the movies.” She looked up. “Bingo.”


      A Franklin bench, an antique piece that folded from a chair to a stepladder, was stored at an odd angle. “Right beneath the ceiling tile you replaced in a different direction than the rest of them. Nice job.” She flipped the bench to a ladder, climbed up and, as she suspected, found that the ceiling tile removed with ease to reveal a crawlspace.


      Inside was an accordion folder. Jolie decided male predictability did have its perks and smiled. Yup, her first mission to take point on was going exactly as planned.


      Noise outside. Voices approaching.


      She ducked her head for cursing her luck. She glanced over to the desk. Grant was well tucked away and the screensaver had kicked on, hiding the file transfer. In all likelihood, nobody would notice the wrong phone was plugged in.


      A knock at the door. “Mr. Barnett? Anderson dropped by and wants to see you. Mr. Barnett?”


      The doorknob rattled. Jolie grabbed the edges of the ceiling and pulled. Reinforced. The tile was going to be a tight squeeze, but she thought she could make it. She pulled herself up enough to kick the Franklin stool closed then did a muscle-up into the tiny space, thanking her lucky stars her latest dancing troupe was happy to let her perform as an aerialist. That work gave her good reason to maintain the arm strength it took to climb a rope or dance on a hoop...or pull herself into the ceiling rafters.


      She curled into a ball, cramming herself into the hidey-hole, and slid the tile back into place, this time going the correct direction.


      A moment later the door opened. “Mr. Barnett?” Quiet. Then the woman muttered, “I could’ve sworn I saw you come in here.” More silence.


      Jolie sighed. She had a show tonight and was going to be late if this woman didn’t get her ass out of the office so she could climb down with her prize. Although things were about to get a lot tougher if the woman checked behind the desk...


      “Mr. Barnett! Grant! Guards!”


      Shit. “Plan B, Brayden,” she muttered into the microphone.


      “You okay?” her partner in crime asked. “Hauk will kill me if anything happens to—”


      “Hauk’s not going to know, because I’m getting out of here.” Somehow.


      Wesley Haukon was normally the one the Underlight sent on missions of corporate espionage, but right now he was hidden while he recovered from traumatic injury dealt by these assholes. Jolie still burned with rage every time she thought about it. But right now she didn’t have time for anger; she needed to figure out her next move.


      If he were here, Hauk, her...boyfriend? Was that the right word? They hadn’t exactly worked those little details out two weeks ago in the hospital, when they’d agreed to start whatever it was they had agreed to start. And since he was in hiding, she hadn’t been able to visit him since to work it out.


      Two weeks without her workout buddy and his intense blue eyes and contagious laugh had felt surprisingly interminable.


      But if he were here, Hauk, her whatever, would charge down the hall, guns blazing. For all her dancer’s strength, Jolie had nothing on the six-foot-seven, ex-Army Ranger behemoth and his combat skills of doom. So that couldn’t be her plan.


      She waited until the woman’s footsteps clacked down the hallway, surely to seek those guards she’d been yelling for. Jolie dropped back down with the folder, replaced the tile, grabbed the phone (it had whatever it had) and glanced out the door before darting down the empty hallway.


      She’d memorized the layout of the complex and had a good idea which direction she needed to move in. She rounded the corner, heading for the factory floor. Once there, she had options instead of being stuck in a maze of hallways with—


      Guards bearing down on her. Three of them, startled to see her. Unlike the big-wigs of Ananke, they didn’t recognize her, which was good and bad. Good because they didn’t know what she was worth. Bad because (one guard raised a gun) she was dispensable.


      Hands of Atropos. The mercenary soldiers of Ananke were the shoot-first-don’t-even-bother-asking-questions type. They got big promises of women, beauty and luxury, plus a fat-ass paycheck, in exchange for undergoing a magical lobotomy that stripped their will and made them mind-slaves to Ananke.


      Yeah, magic. Jolie hadn’t believed in it until she’d seen it. Ananke was into some seriously dark shit, specializing in various forms of mind control. There would be no negotiating with Atropos.


      Like Hauk had taught her, she dropped to the ground and rolled. Bullets clanged against the wall above her. She kicked off a wall and skidded toward a perpendicular hallway. Out of range, she flipped up to standing and dashed forward. “Map...map...map...” She thought over the map and readjusted her course. She needed a lot of turns to avoid the bullets.


      There was a route that would work.


      Footsteps pounded behind her as she jerked around corners and sprinted down stretches. The factory floor was close. She could hide in the machinery there. Or if she was lucky...


      An oversized door was directly down the hall. She readied Grant’s badge as she ran, slipped it through the reader, and the doors opened before her just as the guards appeared around the corner.


      The doors wouldn’t shut in time to stop them.


      A chain above her head connected a machine to the ceiling. She ducked to the side where her pursuers couldn’t see, gathered her strength and jumped. The chain was cold under her fingers as she hauled herself up. Loud, too, but the last of the machines were still shutting down, the AC gusted and in general there was enough clanking and whirring and ambient noise that she hoped they wouldn’t notice.


      The guards dashed in beneath her and immediately started a search of the ground. Hand over hand, she pulled herself up the chain to the rafters. From here, a maze of beams could take her to a window and then out the side of the building. Brayden had a distraction waiting at the north entrance—Plan B. She checked her phone’s compass for south and headed that way.


      She was going to make it. She touched her earphone. “I’ll need that distraction in sixty seconds, my friend.”


      “You got it, Red Hots.”


      She smiled at the nickname and checked her phone’s clock. With a little hustle, she’d be in time for her show tonight, too, although Pussy Will-Oh!’s manager, Catrina, was an associate of the Underlight and would forgive her if she missed over a mission.


      But Jolie liked dancing, and she didn’t want to let her troupe down.


      She glided along the beams of the ceiling toward a window. Hauk would be proud; he couldn’t have done better himself. As soon as he was home from the hospital—please let that be soon—she’d tell him all about it.


      And maybe, if she was feeling really brave, they’d discuss that “boyfriend” thing.


      Right now, anything seemed possible.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Two


      A cry of “Churros!” silenced the laughter behind the abandoned electric company where Pussy Will-Oh! performed. They had a few minutes before the ordeal of costuming needed to start, so the eight ladies and two gentlemen of the troupe lounged around the loading dock in the light of an old flood lamp, some smoking, most just chatting.


      With squeals of joy, dancers swarmed the new arrival to collect cinnamon pastries. Jolie stayed on the railing, kicking her high heels against the metal and letting the cool night air slip over her skin. A package was tossed her way, and she caught it.


      “Gluten-free. Didn’t think I’d forget ya, did ya?”


      Jolie grinned and opened the Tupperware to find four sugar- and cinnamon-dusted rolls made just for her. “You kick ass.”


      “I know.” Madam Mercy—real name, Mercedes Salvador—winked. “But now you have to invite me to your birthday party next week. You are having a party, right?”


      Jolie scrunched her forehead as she added up days. “Holy shit. Next week is my birthday. Twenty-five. Does hitting a quarter century make me old?”


      She ducked a churro and laughed as several of the dancers—all of whom were older than her—grumbled in protest.


      She’d known the day was coming up, but the last few months had flown by. She munched thoughtfully on a pastry, and the cinnamon, her favorite spice, had just the right amount of bite. “Okay. Party at my place. All of you are invited.” She waved the Pyrex. “Mercy, bring me churros wrapped in a bow.” Her first birthday in Austin, and she had a party full of people to invite and no pressure to include anyone from her father’s address book. The thought made her happy. Hopefully Hauk would be out of the hospital and well enough to attend, too.


      Hmm...hopefully Hauk would be willing to attend. He didn’t like public events, which she understood, but she liked to think he’d make an exception for her birthday. It wasn’t like anyone she’d invite would call the cops on him, so it was only his self-consciousness that would stop him from attending. Hauk had been in a fire in Afghanistan, which had taken his leg and left burn scars on the rest of him. Jolie liked to think of herself as someone who didn’t judge people based on appearance, but at first she’d had a hard time seeing past the way the scarring drew a never-ending labyrinth on his skin, or the way dozens of skin grafts had made a patchwork of flesh tones that didn’t match up, or how the cartilage in his face had melted, leaving the impression that a kid had taken a blow torch to a wax sculpture.


      Plus, Hauk had covered himself in tattoos and piercings. She was pretty sure it had been his way of reclaiming his skin. Many of the tats were beautiful—she particularly loved the phoenix spreading its wings across the back of his bald skull—but all the metal and ink did give his scarring a more menacing aspect.


      Honestly, she’d been scared shitless the first time she saw him.


      But then they’d worked together, and his sense of humor and generosity had helped her notice what pretty eyes he had. Working out with him had helped her realize what a perfectly shaped ass he had. She couldn’t wait to get her fingers on that. Somewhere along the way she’d gone from frightened to fascinated. Hauk was totally unique, and she itched to explore every bit of him.


      Hauk, however, knew he wigged people out when they first saw him. He hated meeting new people and despised crowds—not that she blamed him. So was it fair of her to expect him to go to her birthday party?


      And was she okay dating somebody who wouldn’t go anywhere in public with her?


      Jolie shook her head to clear it. No sense borrowing trouble, right? They’d deal with that when it became a problem.


      The door opened behind her. She turned, expecting to see Catrina wagging a finger at her “girls” and demanding they get their asses inside.


      Instead she found a knife pointing at her.


      Four men in ominous black exited backstage onto the loading dock and spread out amongst the company. Everyone went silent. Mercy, the only other dancer who was also in the Underlight, caught Jolie’s eye and glanced at her wrist.


      Jolie grimaced. Ananke created the Hands of Atropos with a spell that forced them to be obedient and loyal. The spell was sealed by a magically inked tattoo Atropos usually wore on their wrist. These weren’t any old thugs.


      They’d gotten pretty damn bold, coming all this way for her evening’s ill-gotten goods, which were, unfortunately, still in her trunk.


      Jolie quirked an eyebrow, faking calm. “Hey, boys. What can I do for ya?”


      He twisted the knife, slicing the air like a figure eight in front of her throat. “You know what we’re here for, Jolie. Let’s make this easy and hand it over. Nobody’s gotta get hurt.”


      Great, a verbal one. Most guys came out of Ananke’s spell practically mindless, but every now and then someone with a particularly strong will would still be able to cop attitude to anyone not in Ananke. They were smarter than average, usually the ringleader of a gang of Atropos, and real pains in the ass.


      But she didn’t show her dismay. “Ooh, I’m famous. I’m sorry, but I don’t know your name—”


      He grabbed her arm and yanked her forward, painfully twisting her shoulder. With a shove he slammed her against the cement walls. Her face stung from impact, and the uneven grit of the wall dug into her cheek.


      Crap, he was serious. She could hear the other dancers stirring behind her, debating their actions. She waved her free hand backwards. “Stay back, guys, I got this.” Somehow. Really. She had this.


      The guy gave her a shake, pounding her bruised cheek back into the wall. “You got this, all right,” he said, his vodka breath in her face—vodka and something metallic. No, it wasn’t coming just from his breath; his shirt was wet with it. “You ‘got this’ by taking me to wherever you put Grant Barnett’s folder and handing it over real nice. Along with anything you took from the computer, so I’ll be returning with this.” He rifled her pockets, fingers digging aggressively into her until he retrieved her phone.


      “What’s your name?” Jolie asked.


      He leaned closer, pressing her into the sandpaper of the wall as he finished checking her pockets. “Why you wanna know?”


      She shot him the nastiest smile she could. “Call me old-fashioned, but I’m gonna let my boyfriend kick your ass. It’ll be a fun show. For me, anyway.”


      The guy chuckled. “I heard that freak of a giant was following you around all puppy-dog-eyed. Decided to unlock those knees, eh? You must be desperate for a bodyguard to face that in the night.”


      Jolie stiffened as the protectiveness she’d always felt for Hauk rebelled against the remark. Unfortunately, kicking this asshole in the nuts was a bad idea when he already had her arm wrenched tight. She hated the assumption that a girl like her couldn’t be interested in an awesome guy like Hauk just because of his looks. It was an insult to both of them. “I’m not dating him to—”


      “I’m sure he’ll take real good care of a pretty thing like you. If he’s not dead or disabled, anyway. Last I heard, he got himself a few new scars to add to that mess he calls a face. Now, come on. We’ve got paperwork to return.” He hoisted her away from the wall. “You know you can hire a lot of muscle with that bank account of yours, right?”


      “You underestimate the importance of strong fingers and a dexterous tongue.”


      That got a laugh. “I got those, sweetheart.”


      “And a moral compass.” Jolie shuffled toward the parking lot, surveying the crowd of dancers versus well-trained, overly aggressive fighters as she tried to plan her next move. She could fight a little, but staying out of trouble was her usual M.O. Right now that wasn’t an option.


      “Ooh, morality lessons from a stripper, her drag queen boss, her felon boyfriend and their anarchist club. I’m sure I’ll learn a lot. Please, dazzle me...as you take me to the files.”


      She would have to give him the file back. Dammit. Her first mission had gone so well, too.


      “Party I’m not invited to?” a new voice rumbled across the gathering. A man stepped from the shadows. His face was hidden by a hoodie, but Jolie knew that towering profile, the raw power in those broad shoulders and the perfectly sculpted arms his baggy shirt couldn’t hide.


      She breathed a sigh of relief and called across the lot, “Be my guest.”


      Hauk strolled to the edge of the dancers and dropped his hoodie. Blue eyes, bright as a summer sky, held hers for a breathless moment, and Jolie knew everything was going to be okay. The rest of the crowd, however, took a collective gasping hiss. Hauk’s jaw clenched, but otherwise he ignored it. “I dunno, Red Hots. Three on one seems unfair. To them.”


      Jolie’s attacker tightened his hold. “Can you not count? There are four of us. Four on one.”


      Hauk waved a hand dismissively. “Nah, I got these three.” He pointed to the crowd. “You’re about to get your ass handed to you by a woman.”


      Any lingering nerves dissipated. Jolie didn’t have to worry about her troupe. Hauk would take care of them. Plus, his words were meant to remind her she knew how to break the hold her attacker had her in. Hauk winked, calm as he always was, and she smiled. With a twisting push, she had her wrists free and stepped into position for an arm lock.


      * * *


      Hauk was having a shitty day. Started in the hospital, a crap way to start any day, where he’d been attacked by a gang of these damn Atropos. Then he arrived here to check on Jolie and found her in their hands. Shitty fuckin’ day.


      Jolie knew the escape from that hold; they’d drilled it until it should be second nature. But if that ass so much as nicked her, Hauk was going to lose it in a murderous way. He kept Jolie in his sights as he turned to the other three goons. With the authority gained from his years as a drill sergeant he yelled, “Down!”


      Most of the dancers dropped, clearing a path to a goon. Two strides forward, and Hauk grabbed him. Threw him over his hip.


      Goon Number Two threw a punch.


      Hauk dodged under and threw an elbow to his solar plexus. Rotated his fist up for a backhand to the face, and the guy’s nose popped with a spray blood.


      A back kick to One, already writhing on the ground, knocked the wind out of him. Knee up, and Hauk jammed it into the gut of Two. Two crumpled, and Hauk tossed him to the ground.


      Jolie had her attacker on the ground. Good girl.


      Hauk faced Number Three, threw his hands out and stepped forward, threatening. “You wanna pick up your friends and get out of here, or join ’em groveling in pain? Same difference to me.”


      Three stepped back, hands raised in a pacifying gesture.


      “Then get the fuck out of here while I’m feeling generous.” Hauk threw a glance at Mercy, and she started pulling dancers away from the sprawled goons, just in case they decided to do something fancy.


      Hauk jogged up to Jolie.


      “I asked you what your name was,” she was saying.


      The guy yelped, “Ric Suarez!”


      “Nice thumb lock,” Hauk commented with far more cool than he felt. He loved sparring with Jolie. He despised seeing her in a real fight.


      “Thanks!” Jolie said brightly. Damn though, he did like to see that smile of success. “Hauk, this is Ric Suarez. He threw me into a wall.”


      “You okay?”


      “I’m fine. Thanks for the assist.” She retrieved her phone from the guy’s pocket then released the thumb hold.


      Suarez stood up, eyes blazing like he was about to do something stupid.


      So Hauk punched him.


      Suarez stumbled back into the railing. His buddies had already scattered and, seeing that, Suarez turned tail and fled.


      A scan to ensure they were really gone, and Hauk faced Jolie. “What happened?” A bruise had started to color across her cheekbone. He gently touched her jaw, tipping her head to give him a better view. “Did he give you that? I’m going to kill his ass.” He turned to go do that.


      Jolie tugged him back around. “You’re out of the hospital.”


      “Yeah.” Even with that bruise spreading down her jaw—Jesus, how hard did he throw her? Ric Suarez had better run in fucking terror next time Hauk saw him—Jolie was magnetic, grinning up at him with those gleeful green eyes. Every time she shot him that smile, he wanted to kiss every freckle on her nose and anywhere else she had them, too. He couldn’t remember ever wanting a woman so much.


      The anxiety he’d felt during the time they’d been apart started to close up his throat. For two weeks he’d lain in that damned hospital bed, fearing she’d change her mind, that once she had the space to think about it, she’d realize he was undereducated and over-ugly. A brilliant, talented, gloriously sexy woman like her could do so much better.


      But her voice was a low purr as she said, “Yay.” A hop, and her legs wrapped around his hips. He caught her, twining his arms around her waist as her wrists slid over his shoulders.


      Jolie had jumped into his arms.


      No hesitation, no consideration, she’d reached for him freely, as if wrapped around him was exactly where she wanted to be. Happiness lit him from the inside, relieving the tension that had increased with every beep of his heart monitor. She bit her lip and studied his wrecked face with no hint of anything but joy, and he didn’t know how she did it. Hell, he could barely look at himself in the mirror some days.


      But in the end, it didn’t matter how or why, just that she was here and she was happy. So he did what he’d been dying to do for two weeks. He kissed her.


      Jolie squeezed him tighter as she kissed him back fiercely.


      He didn’t know what he’d been thinking earlier. Today was a kick-ass day.


      * * *


      God dang, Hauk could kiss. Jolie wasn’t sure about soul mates or true love or any fairy tales like that, but she believed in chemistry, and nobody had ever made her insides sizzle and combust like Wesley Haukon. The pain in her cheek was gone. The fear was erased. Two weeks of worry for Hauk’s health and safety and two weeks of loneliness without her favorite person to talk to, all of that pain vanished. Now the only thing she wanted was to curl up in Hauk’s arms and feel the heat he inspired.


      But she could hear the mix of “awwwws” and jeers from her troupe-mates, and she had a show to get ready for. The door to the backstage opened. Hauk pulled away to see who it was, that wariness he carried with him suddenly back. She loved the way he pulled her tighter to him and instinctively moved to place his body between her and the door.


      This time, Catrina turned out to be the deep threat he protected her from. Her boss—the drag queen Ric Suarez had referred to—posed in the doorway, violet nails tapping on the frame. “Ladies and gentleman, do we have a show toni—” Her voice cut off as she flicked her gaze up and down their public display of affection. “About damn time. Everybody else inside. Jolie...” Satisfaction gleamed in Catrina’s eyes and brought a smile to her shimmering lips. “Don’t take too long. We need to prep your entrance. Something tells me our darling Hauk might get hard to handle should we wrap you up wrong and drop you on your head.”


      The crowd filtered inside, ribbing the couple as they passed until Catrina shut the door. Hauk focused back on her, and the raw need that filled his expression gave her a happy shiver. But he asked, “Do you need to get inside?”


      “Pretty soon. I have a lot of makeup to apply.”


      “You’re beautiful without it.”


      She grinned. “I knew I kept you around for a reason.”


      He loosened his hold, and she slid down his body. Not only was Hauk tall, but he was built. Every bit of him—at the moment, every single bit of him—was hard. Her feet touched the ground and she ran her hands up his stomach to his shoulders. He tensed as her fingers roved across him, almost as if he would step back. Again she was reminded that while he liked it, he wasn’t used to being touched. After they’d started working out together, it had taken him a month before he would take his jacket off and let her see and interact with his bare arms.


      They may have to take things a little slower than she’d been imagining.


      Of course, in her imagination, she’d disobeyed orders last week and showed up at the hospital in her own version of a nurse’s outfit. Jolie didn’t sleep with everyone she found attractive, but once she’d decided to go for it, she saw no sense in waiting around. She’d never dated a guy who wasn’t happy to hop to it the moment she made half a suggestion. If slow was what Hauk needed, though, she could do that. He’d be worth the wait.


      He touched her cheek just above where it throbbed. “I’m sorry I didn’t get here sooner.”


      She shrugged. “I’m glad you got here at all. I thought you were still in the hospital.” She pulled out her keys. “They were after a folder I have in my trunk, if you wouldn’t mind collecting it. I’ll feel better with it in your hands.”


      He took the keys with a nod. “No problem. I’ll get these back to you after the show.”


      “Thanks. I really should get ready. I don’t want to delay curtain.”


      Hauk nodded, squeezed her shoulder and let her go. His feet shuffled back and forth nervously, as if he didn’t know what to do with himself.


      It was strange. He was always so at ease in a fight or training her to fight, places where she’d been completely out of her element until Hauk had taught her to be sure of herself.


      Well then, she had a job to do. He was teaching her to be a fighter. She’d teach him to be a lover again. He’d been one before the fire had scarred him. Back then, from what she could tell, he’d been sure of himself and maybe even a ladies’ man. Jolie hadn’t thought much about their future; she wasn’t really a future-thinking kind of girl where guys were concerned. But regardless of what that future held, Hauk deserved to have his confidence back. She could help him find it.


      “I’ll be thinking of you while I’m dancing,” she said with a coquettish smile. “And when a burlesque dancer says that...” She winked and opened the door to the backstage.


      Hauk sucked in a breath. “What are you doing after the show?”


      “I had plans.” She crooked her finger at him, and just as she’d hoped, he came to her. Carefully this time, she put a hand on his chest.


      He watched the movement, stared at the connection. His breath heaved in and out once before his eyes found hers, a mixture of hope and hunger in them.


      She curled her nails into him lightly. The tension in his muscles ratcheted up, and not from discomfort this time.


      “But I could be convinced to change them.” She lowered her voice to a hum. “Wesley.”


      * * *


      The door shut behind Jolie, and Hauk couldn’t breathe. Two and a half months ago they’d met on either side of the sheet she used to make a changing station here at the theater. Before she’d seen his face, she’d let him touch her through that sheet. His hands had wandered her body and his mouth had tasted her. She’d come against his tongue.


      It had been the first time he’d heard a live woman yelling in ecstasy in over five years. Against his better judgment (he was a felon, after all) he’d told his first name. She’d nicknamed him “Wesley of the Divine Tongue.”


      Best nickname ever.


      Then they’d met face to face. After that, she’d called him Hauk, like everyone else did, and he’d kept his hands and his tongue to himself.


      But if she was calling him Wesley again...


      He headed out to her car with a big grin, a big hope and an even bigger hard-on.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Three


      “Good gods, woman, when you rolled down from the ceiling I about had a fucking heart attack.” Hauk managed a teasing laugh, but his blood pressure still raced every time he thought of Jolie performing her first drop.


      She’d danced with silks this time, stretches of fabric that hung from the ceiling while she climbed, swung, tangled herself and unrolled dramatically. The show had started with her unraveling from the ceiling, hurtling twenty feet down before one silk caught her foot and the other she caught in her hand in an elegant but reckless feat of physical prowess.


      Hauk’s heart had plummeted right along with her. The impulse to launch onto the stage arms out to catch her had been near impossible to quell. Girl had no fucking fear, and her antics were going to be the death of him.


      “Did you like it?” she asked, oblivious to his concern as she dropped flip-flops onto the floor and slid into them. The crowds were gone, and she’d just exited the backstage into the bowels of the old electric company. Bright makeup and stuck-on jewels emphasized her green eyes and perfectly lush mouth. It also hid her freckles, which was a bummer, but the effect was enticingly exotic. Plus, Jolie loved dancing. She was damn good at it, and the joy it gave her made him happy. Even when it terrified him.


      She straightened and tipped her head expectantly, and he realized he hadn’t answered her question. He smiled. “You know I love to watch you dance. The show was great, despite my near heart attack.” Every straight man in the audience wanted to take Jolie home, that was for sure. And he might be the one doing it if their earlier conversation was any indication. But she hadn’t exactly said she’d go home with him, just that she could be convinced to do something with him. He found himself suddenly tongue-tied as to how to do that convincing.


      Five years ago, he’d have grinned, lifted an eyebrow (he didn’t have eyebrows anymore, just metal piercings where they should be) and said something complimentary. Then he’d have crossed his arms to show off the muscles and asked if she wanted to go for a ride on his motorcycle.


      He did still have muscles and a motorcycle.


      Fuck, what was he doing? He wasn’t sexy. There was nothing he could do to fix that. He had a metal leg, for Freyja’s sake. It was easy to forget he was missing a limb when his clothes were on and the replacement Tally and LaRoche, the Underlight’s scientists, had made for him worked so seamlessly. But if he took his pants off to do any of the amazing things he wanted to do with Jolie that required the removal of pants, suddenly it was damn obvious that the patchworked mess of skin on his left side ended in titanium.


      He was crippled. He hated that word so fucking much, but his leg was the definition of it—and he didn’t want anybody looking at it.


      Jolie stretched up then flopped over to hug her knees, folding her own flawless body in half. A wink as she stood and turned her prowling walk toward the back of the electric plant. A double-edged ache of need and doubt carved into him. If she meant to go home or out to meet someone, she’d head for her car. Back this way, though, was a hidden push-plate that opened a door to the maze of tunnels under Austin, where the Underlight was hidden. Where he lived.


      He stopped their progress and cleared his throat. “Paul Gellar was in the audience.” Oh, shit. He did not just say that.


      Jolie wrinkled her nose, confused. “Paul?”


      She and Paul were dating, and before Hauk went into the hospital, the pretty-boy front man for Spork, a popular local band, had been stepping up his game to win Jolie’s affections in a more permanent way. So Paul had been in the audience, Jolie had had original plans for after the show...it didn’t take a genius to do that math.


      “You don’t need to change plans for me just ’cause I got out of the hospital.” Hauk didn’t want to think about Jolie with Paul and what they’d intended to do together tonight. But he also couldn’t stand the idea that she’d be thinking about some other face if he kissed her. He couldn’t blame her, but it ripped him up inside.


      Jolie caught his scarred hand in her own smooth one and dropped all teasing pretense. “I was going for drinks with Mercy to talk about costuming the next show. We’ve already rescheduled. Paul was probably here because Spork’s bass player is dating one of the other girls in our dance troupe. He wasn’t here for me.”


      Hauk blinked. He’d been so sure... But Jolie had nothing but honesty in her eyes. He took a breath, trying to stay calm. “He was going to ask you out, then. They were talking about you.” He couldn’t hear them very well, but Paul’s infatuation had been abundantly clear.


      Jolie stepped closer to him. “Look, I’ve dated guys in the past. Paul is one of them. Now that Ben and Kelly are dating, I’m going to continue to run into him sometimes. You have to be okay with that, because I can’t change it. But I haven’t been on a date with Paul in nearly three months. We are busy people who want different things.”


      Three months? That meant she hadn’t gone out with Paul since...since Hauk had met her. He’d thought the only thing keeping Jolie and Paul from being a serious couple was Paul’s unwillingness to keep his dick in his pants when the band went on tour. Hauk had seen men in uniform stay faithful to their wives for a year in a war zone. He had no patience for Paul’s lack of restraint. That was likely the “different things” the two of them wanted.


      If Paul wised up and offered to behave himself, what would Jolie do?


      “So am I coming home with you or not?” Her voice had the teasing lilt that always brought a smile to his face. She was a shameless flirt—even with him—but she’d never been like this, holding his hands and sidling up next to him like this time she meant it.


      Hauk studied her eyes, all decorated with jewels and purple powder, and knew that behind the makeup was a good person, an honest person. His confusion and fears stemmed from one thing: he’d fallen head over heels for the woman.


      A deep breath helped calm the riot of emotions threatening to wreck his good fortune. Squeezing her hands, he asked the only question that mattered. “Do you want to come home with me?”


      She surprised him with a burst of soft laughter that she quickly got under control. “Yes, you silly boy. What makes you think I’d do this—” she stood on tiptoe and pressed her mouth against his in a simple kiss, “—if I didn’t want to?”


      He licked the taste of her off his lips, savoring the quick softness of her unexpected move. It was the kiss of a woman who knew there would be more kisses. A familiar kiss. The calm that settled over him wasn’t forced this time.


      He was an idiot if he talked himself out of taking her home.


      “I want you,” she said softly. “Get it through that thick skull.”


      Oh, yeah. He was a complete moron if he didn’t scoop her up and get her back to his bedroom as fast as his feet could carry her. He tugged her hands, pulling her against him, and tipped her chin up for one more kiss. He meant for it to be fast, a quick reassurance before they continued down to the Underlight.


      It didn’t turn out that way.


      Her lips touched his and that vanilla spice of her perfume filled his head. He pulled her tighter until her soft curves molded against his body. He parted his lips and she followed his lead, giving his tongue access to stroke hers. She tasted of cinnamon and sugar, sweetness and spice, and he wanted to devour every piece of her. Her first sigh shuddered against him. Her hands stroked down his back to clutch his ass, and she dug fingernails into the muscle.


      They needed to get home. Right. Now.


      He pulled away before the notion of slamming her into a wall to take her here in the hallway got too tempting. She groaned a protest as her eyes fluttered open. She’d completely relaxed into his embrace, and he carried her slight weight in his arms. “Let’s get home,” he said.


      She glanced at a wall longingly, as if thinking along the same lines he was.


      He chuckled. “Come on. I want to see you in my bed.”


      Her smile was half pouty. “You’ve seen me in your bed. If I recall correctly, you carried me there when we first met.” But despite the protest, she rolled her weight back onto her feet.


      “Yeah, but I don’t remember that, and when I woke up you were already gone.”


      “True. All right then, let’s go.” With a wink, she dashed down the hallway, daring him to chase her.


      And chase her he did, around a corner into the hallway with the secret panel. Jolie turned into the alcove, leaving his sight for a moment.


      She screamed.


      Panic gave him speed. He dashed to reach her, careened around the corner and every ounce of desire evaporated.


      Jolie kneeled in a pool of blood—not her own, thank the gods, but of a woman propped up to sit against the wall. Eyes, deep brown and devoid of life, stared at him over a mouth rounded in the woman’s last scream.


      “Cassie! Cassie!” Jolie repeated over and over. Her fingers stabbed at the girl’s neck, searching for a pulse that wasn’t there.


      Cassie was long past help, but Jolie was heading for shock. He’d seen it too many times on the war front. Hauk skirted a pool of congealing blood, trying not to interfere with the crime scene. “Jolie, sweetheart, step away.”


      She didn’t budge. “It’s Cassie. She works backstage. She’s applying for the Underlight.”


      There was no present tense here anymore; Jolie needed to see that. He put a heavy hand on her shoulder and said as firmly and steadily as he could, “Jolie, look at me.”


      “No, Cassie—”


      “Come on, baby, look at me.” Slowly she turned to face him, and her eyes were wild. “We’re going to stand up, Jolie, and we’re going to walk over there.” He kept eye contact as he pointed back the direction they came in.


      “She’s bleeding.”


      He took her hand away from the body and held it. “She’s already bled out. There’s nothing we can do. Come with me.”


      “Oh, God.” The usually courageous voice was barely a whisper as tears filled Jolie’s eyes. It hurt to watch her crumble, but it meant she was feeling again, registering reality.


      “Come on. This way.” She let him pull her up and lead her back around the corner.


      Nobody should have to find a corpse like that.


      And nobody should have to die like that.


      “Jolie.” He used to do this with his men when they saw something no man should have to see. He’d repeat their name to keep them grounded. He’d explain each action as he did it so there were no additional surprises. “I’m going to go back and see if I can figure out what happened.” He’d also give the men something to do, a task to focus on so they weren’t replaying the memory. “I need you to call Catrina and tell her what happened. Have her call the police. Can you do that for me?”


      Jolie gulped. “The police can’t see you. They’ll arrest you.”


      “I know. That’s why you’re calling Catrina first. It’ll give me a chance to take a look around and then get scarce.” He sighed. “You’re going to have to talk to them without me. Are you all right with that?” Damn his fugitive status. He’d have to leave Jolie when she needed him, instead of standing with her like he should.


      She rolled her eyes and pushed tears from her cheek. “Of course I am. I’ll come up with some reason why I was back here alone.”


      “Keep it simple—”


      “I know how to lie, okay?” She sounded angry, but he knew it wasn’t with him.


      “Okay. Tell Catrina to get here fast. I won’t leave you ’til she’s here.”


      Jolie had her phone out and was punching numbers. “You’ll leave when you need to leave, not based on Catrina’s appearance. Watching you get hauled off will not help my day.”


      That was his girl. Strong as a warrior goddess. He squeezed her shoulder as she started the call. Then he touched his image of Mjolnir, the Thor’s hammer he wore on a chain around his neck, as he gathered courage for what he had to do next.


      Hauk approached Cassie’s body carefully. He’d seen the girl once or twice, but they hadn’t been introduced. Still, the scene unnerved him. He’d seen a lot of violence in his life, done some of it, but fighting was different than slashing a girl up and leaving her to bleed out in an abandoned corridor. He’d seen terrible things, but nothing like this.


      He didn’t want to disturb the scene in a way that would hinder the police’s investigation or leave any evidence he’d been here. They’d run his profile and add another body to his felony record, this time one he didn’t have anything to do with. But he had to see what he could learn. There might be something he caught that the police, with their ignorance of Atropos, Ananke and the Underlight, had no shot at noticing. The woman deserved to have her killer brought to justice. He pulled on the leather gloves he kept in his coat pocket.


      Numerous cuts across her torso and the one at her throat that had killed her weren’t done with finesse or grace, as if her attacker hadn’t known how to wield a knife. Hauk checked her fingernails and found traces of skin and blood.


      Or maybe her attacker hadn’t meant to kill her. He’d used the knife to threaten her, and when she’d fought him he’d pressed too hard, cut too deep. But threaten her to do what? On a hunch, Hauk checked the side of her leg. A snapped-off needle was still embedded in her hamstring.


      Shit.


      He hated what he was about to do, but Cassie wasn’t the first citizen of the Underlight to be injected with something. His best friend, Brayden, had been attacked two weeks ago. Brayden was doing fine, thank the gods, but they still hadn’t figured out what had been administered to him. Hauk carefully pulled the needle out, hoping some of whatever she’d been injected with lingered on the end. He’d give it to Tally and LaRoche to compare to Brayden’s sample.


      “Hauk? Oh, God. Hauk!” Jolie called.


      With no better way to store the needle, he slipped it in an unused jacket pocket and hoped for the best as he hustled back to Jolie. She was pale, but her eyes were clear.


      “Everything okay?” he asked.


      “Those guys who attacked us before the show. Ric Suarez. He smelled like metal. Blood smells like metal, right? And he was wet.” She held up her jacket to show a smear of brown. “I thought I’d gotten makeup on my shirt. But it’s blood, isn’t it. He’d just done this. He killed Cassie, and we let him walk away.”


      “Oh, fuck me,” Hauk murmured. “Yeah. Yeah, that’s probably what happened. He didn’t mean to kill her. He injected her with something, probably the same shit they stuck Brayden with.”


      Jolie frowned. “The stuff that doesn’t do anything?”


      “We don’t know that. I talked to Brayden before I came here, and he said his blood still tests positive for the same chemical. It isn’t leaving his system like it should. Maybe its effect is triggered by something. Or maybe they’re still testing it out, and Brayden’s doesn’t work but Cassie’s would have. I don’t know.”


      “What am I going to tell the cops? We saw the murderer. But if I tell them that, they’ll want to talk to everybody who was outside. You’ll be involved.”


      Hauk’s jaw clenched. He hated to ask her to do this, but... “Don’t tell them. We’ll take care of this. Can you be okay with that?”


      She nodded.


      “Thanks. Gimme your jacket. Do you have any blood anywhere else?”


      Jolie unzipped her running jacket, leaving her in a thin tank top. She shivered.


      Dammit. “I’d give you my jacket, but—”


      “You can’t. I know. Chilly is the least of my problems. Do I have any stains on the back of me?” She pivoted, and Hauk inspected her for blood.


      “You’re clean.”


      Catrina’s voice came calling down the hallway, “Hauk? Jolie?”


      “Here!” Jolie answered. Hauk needed to leave. He didn’t want to.


      Jolie’s boss came timidly around the corner, her shoulders tight with tension. “Cassie?”


      Jolie pointed. “There. You don’t want to see.”


      “Goodness. No. I don’t.” Catrina’s oversized eyelashes batted furiously as she fought tears. After a moment she sniffed and leveled a businesslike expression at Hauk. “The police are on their way. You need to move.”


      Hauk sighed. “You two stay here. The murderer is long gone, so you’ll be safe. But I’ll have my phone just in case. I’ll stay nearby.” It was times like this he was glad Jolie had disobeyed the Underlight’s no-tech policy and given him a cell phone before she left the hospital. Like Jolie or anyone else entering the underground with phones, he’d have to power it down whenever he went home. The headquarters’ location was a secret that GPS would pinpoint in an electronic second, so he’d stay topside and be ready, just in case.


      He felt so fucking useless, leaving like this. But when he turned to go, Jolie stopped him with a hand on his arm. Falling against him, she burrowed her face against his chest and clutched his jacket with stiff fingers. He wrapped his arms around her and held her close, giving her what strength he could.


      “Be careful, babe,” he said as he ran his fingers through her hair. “They’re coming for us. I’ll keep you safe as best I can, but be so careful.”


      She nodded, rubbing her nose against his chest and squeezing him. Once her rigid muscles unclenched, she leaned back on her heels. “Can I still come over later?”


      He huffed a highly inappropriate laugh before he caught himself. “Yes. Please do.” Every night. It was the only way he wouldn’t worry about her when he should be sleeping.


      “You be careful, too. As you said, they’re out to get us. And they’re gunning for you, dead or alive. You’ve escaped them twice now, and they hate you for it.”


      “I escaped them once.” He tapped her nose. “The second time, somebody rescued me.”


      That brought on a tiny smile, the first glimmer of anything positive he’d seen since they’d found the girl. “I know you gotta go,” she said. But she tugged him down as she stood up on her toes. He leaned the rest of the way to give her a kiss goodbye, not a hungry one like they’d shared earlier, or a tentative one like he’d given her on the dock. A caring kiss. A kiss that forgave him for leaving.


      Hauk stroked her cheek, the one that wasn’t bruised from the force of Ric’s attack, and cursed himself for letting the murderer go. Ananke was stepping up their game, bringing the fight to the Underlight with a violence they’d never displayed before. Hauk wanted nothing more than to get Jolie out of the blast zone before whatever bomb they were planting went off.


      But he had a terrible feeling it was already too late.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Four


      The old-fashioned charm of the Underlight soothed Jolie, relieving some of the emotional armor she’d surrounded herself with during the police’s endless questioning. Here in the great room four fireplaces crackled, spreading light and warmth from the tiled floor to the cathedral ceilings. Above her head, a message hissed as it zipped through the maze of clear pipes in the strange communication system of the Underlight.


      Even at this late hour, night owls sat at the community tables, playing board games or working on projects. A couple took down faux icicles and other wintry décor to replace them with spring greenery. Soon the Underlight would be blooming with flowers grown underground through some light invention of Tally’s. Jolie hadn’t been here to see it last year, but she looked forward to the impossible new life. Miracles like that seemed a regular occurrence around here.


      The Underlight was cheer and warmth in a way she’d never felt before. It made her feel jaded and yet so grateful that a place like this could exist.


      Hauk returned with two mugs of coffee and slid an arm around her. She leaned in. His touch was exactly what she needed right now.


      Behind them, the voices of the knitting crew rose in excitement. As the daughter of one of Ananke’s officers, Jolie had had a hard time gaining the confidence of the Citizens of the Underlight. But the knitting crew had been enamored of her relationship with Hauk even before it existed. After she’d rescued him two weeks ago, they’d become her biggest cheering squad.


      The tide was definitely turning in her favor, something that had mattered deeply to her a month ago. At this moment, though, she had Hauk, and that was what mattered most.


      “How are you holding up?” he asked.


      “Much better now,” she said, practically into his chest.


      His heartbeat picked up and his body tensed. She’d bet their public contact made him nervous. He’d been solicitous but shy as he escorted her down to the Underlight, tripping over his words and hesitant in his touches. Now he stood, feet pointed toward his room and heels rooted to the ground, as if he knew where he wanted to go but was unsure of his right to proceed.


      It made her heart a little softer for him. Few guys had ever been able to turn her insides mushy, but the biggest, toughest badass she’d ever met had that effect on her.


      She decided to help him out. “I’d really like a shower. Cake makeup plus extended creepiness equals a desire for soap. Do you mind?”


      He chuckled and took a step forward, pulling her with him out of the great room and into the shadowy hallways toward his quarters. “You naked in my shower? Let’s put that on the list of things I don’t mind at all. Anytime you want to, just show up.”


      She squeezed his hand. “I like that policy. Just show up. My place, too. No invitation necessary.”


      He shot her a startled look. They arrived at his door, and with that same wide-eyed expression he pushed it open, no key necessary. Thievery wasn’t a problem in a small community where everyone knew each other.


      She wrinkled her nose. The key thing did pose a problem to her invitation. It surprised her to realize she didn’t mind Hauk having a key-card to her place, but handing one over so early in the relationship was a little forward, even for her. To stall out any awkward conversations, she winked and marched into his room with an extra swish in her step. She could feel his eyes riveted to her as she sauntered past his bookshelves toward the wood-cut screen blocking off a tiny bathroom.


      Like the rest of the Underlight, Hauk’s room was lit with candlelight and lamps, a romantic consequence of living off the city grid. Flickering light touched wood-carved and wrought-metal furniture. The room was a palette of burnished fall colors: browns, deep greens and sunset orange. Though definitely masculine, it was a comfortable room.


      At the screen, Jolie turned back and caught Hauk watching her derriere. She smirked.


      He smiled, chagrinned at being caught with his eyes down. “I like it when you do that walk.” His laugh was self-deprecating. “Or when you do other walks. Or stand still. Or sit. You’re nice to look at in general.” His eyes were always handsome and warm, but there was something truly special about their deep blue glow when he smiled.


      “Spin,” she demanded.


      He wrinkled his forehead in confusion but did as she asked.


      “Hot damn, Hauk, your ass and leather are a combination made in my dreams.”


      He rotated back to her with a smile that was less embarrassed and more hungry. She crooked a finger at him, and he crossed the room with a grace that belied his size.


      “Give me ten minutes.” She tugged on the belt loops of his leather pants.


      His glance shifted to his dresser drawers, and she knew he was debating what he should cover his skin with. The ten minutes would give him time to change without her in the room. He didn’t yet trust her enough to be naked. That was okay. They’d get there.


      Standing on tiptoe, she kissed Hauk’s cheek. His chin jerked, as if he was startled by the touch, but he exhaled and recovered his calm.


      Commenting might embarrass him further, so she ignored it and smiled seductively. “You’re welcome to come into the bathroom whenever you want.”


      With a light slap to his ass, she headed for the shower. She could feel his covetous eyes on her the whole way around the corner. He didn’t follow immediately, but she’d be surprised if he didn’t show up after he’d changed. Tonight was going to be interesting, balancing the need they both felt with Hauk’s sensitivity to touch.


      Interesting, and a whole lot of fun.


      His bathroom was tiny, with just enough room for a sink, toilet and shower stall, but the appointments were all exquisite—a hammered copper sink, thick green towels and a handmade glass shower door with a smoky texture.


      She turned the water to hot and dropped her clothes on the floor as she thought over the research on burn scars that she’d done since meeting Hauk. At first she’d hit the internet out of curiosity, but over the last two weeks she’d had a more intimate purpose.


      The recovery process for burn scars was so painful and took so long that many patients came to associate all physical contact with pain, sort of like a touch-induced PTSD. Add to that, the scarring could deaden sensation, creating patches of feeling and no feeling across the area. She could touch Hauk somewhere and he wouldn’t feel it; then when she shifted slightly, he’d be startled to realize her hand was on his thigh or whatever. It was also likely Hauk was protective of his new skin, both appreciative for it in ways other people couldn’t be and hating it for the way it changed his life and his self-image.


      She stepped into the shower and let the hot water soak her hair and skin. A physical relationship with Hauk was a little intimidating, and patience wasn’t normally one of her virtues. But Hauk was the kind of man who didn’t come along every day. Hell, she’d never encountered anyone like him and doubted she ever would again. He would risk himself, body and soul, for the people he cared about.


      Now she had to convince him to take risks for himself.


      They would take things as slow as he needed, moving one step at a time. But she could make sure every step rocked his world and left him panting for more.


      As far as plans went, she thought it was a pretty good one.


      * * *


      Hauk pulled a short-sleeved shirt on and shut his dresser. The sound of pelting water changed from the steady staccato on the floor to the uneven rhythm of a body blocking the flow.


      It was amazing to have her here. He shuffled toward the screen like a man hypnotized, imagining her red hair and soft skin naked and soaked.


      He wouldn’t have to imagine it anymore.


      At the screen he heard her voice, low but clear, singing some pop song he barely recognized. She was a shower singer, huh? He liked knowing that about her.


      As he stepped around the corner, her voice came through clearer, singing raunchy lyrics without a whit of self-consciousness. He almost made a joke but stopped cold at the sight of her naked back through the textured glass. It wasn’t a clear image. The shadowy swirls distorted her just enough that his imagination still had to engage. But she was naked. In his shower. And her hourglass shape was worthy of a painting.


      Her hands lifted her hair, massaging shampoo into the thick mass. Water trailed down her back, tracking paths he’d give anything to follow with his tongue. Her ass swayed to the rhythm of her song. Long, muscular legs led to her bare feet, something he rarely saw. She stood in his shower like an opened gift, so defenseless and yet content. And she’d invited him to see it.


      He should probably say something, tell her he was there.


      As he opened his mouth to speak, she twisted around to rinse her hair. The words died before he could form them.


      She was still blurred. But even so he could make out the pink of her nipples and the smooth skin, absolutely smooth, all the way down to the cleft of her sex. Based on the costumes she wore for the burlesque, he’d guess she was waxed bare, but seeing it live blanked his brain.


      She continued to sway as she sang, moving sensually to the rhythm of her words as lather washed down her body. She smoothed back her hair, and her eyes opened. Seeing him, she smiled and finished the last line of her song, singing it to him.


      He briefly considered walking into the shower and pressing her up against the wall. But after the scare she’d received, he didn’t know what she wanted tonight.


      Whatever it was, he was going to try to give it to her.


      “I neglected to get a towel,” she said. “Would you mind handing me one?”


      Not the sort of thing he most wanted to give her, but he could start there.


      He pulled a clean towel from beneath the sink, and she continued talking. “I see I still have a toothbrush.”


      He’d given her one the first time she’d stayed here, after she’d been attacked and knocked unconscious. In a berserker frenzy—literal berserker; the Norse god Odin occasionally liked to play soldier with his body, a relationship they were still working out—he’d rescued her then carried her down without permission from the Underlight’s governing body. It was the only reason the daughter of Reginald Benoit had been considered for membership, and the best decision his volatile alter ego had ever made.


      She opened the shower door a crack and reached through. He handed over the towel, and a moment later she stepped out, wrapped in green. Water droplets dotted her skin, occasionally slipping down the slope of her shoulders or swell of her thighs. She squeezed her hair out over the shower floor then popped back up, a friendly grin lighting her face.


      Friendly. Okay. He could tamp down his hormones. If she wanted a friend after tonight’s trials, he needed to be her friend. Her friend that she slept next to. Hopefully.


      He wanted much more but even that meant a great deal to him. He’d been alone for so long it was a comfort to have somebody to share a bed with, to wake up next to, hell, to engage in simple rituals like brushing his teeth with. And they would have more on another day.


      Toned, flexible legs circled behind him, that towel skimming her upper thighs. He tried to keep his mouth closed and eyes from showing exactly how voracious she made him feel. Please, gods, may they have more. Soon.


      His toothbrush waved in front of his view. With a smug grin she handed it over. His fingers trembled as he took it. If she noticed she didn’t comment, but that grin said she knew exactly what he wanted. As she reached for the toothpaste, she bumped hips with him and hummed a little more until her own toothbrush was in her mouth.


      He tried not to stare as he started his own nightly sink rituals, but every little movement she made fascinated him. The way her eyes studied the room and seemed to approve of whatever she saw. The way her free hand, with its short nails and chipped polish, rested lightly against the copper sink. The way her shoulders bounced to the same rhythm as the brush moving in and out of her mouth, like she was still singing in her head.


      She caught him watching, and the motion of the brush slowed suggestively in and out. His mouth went dry. He faced the mirror. Turned back to find a devilish light in her eyes. The brush slid slowly in and out of her lips one more time before she finished in an arrhythmic rush.


      She was flirting again. He didn’t know why it surprised him so much. It wasn’t the first time she’d flirted with him. She’d just never been so blatantly sexual about it before.


      Why the change? Because now she might do that for him if he asked?


      His stomach dropped in anticipation, and once again he tried to wrap his brain around the idea that Jolie was his. Well, not his as in exclusively his—though hopefully that would one day be the case. But she was his to touch if he wanted to. His to hold. Maybe even his to throw on his bed and make love to.


      They took turns rinsing. She slid her palm across his hips as she passed on her way to the bed, still wearing nothing but a towel.


      He followed. Be civil. Be concerned about her feelings. Don’t jump on her like a lust-drunk teenager. “How are you doing?” he asked lamely.


      She reached his bed. “I could use a distraction,” she answered, her seductive smile almost eclipsing the lingering traces of tenseness. Her gaze dipped up and down his body, and he tried not to think about what she saw. The darkness in her expression deepened, as if somehow she was pleased, and she straightened her spine, bringing the round firmness of her breasts beneath the towel up on even better display. Staring back into his eyes, she said, “A look like that could give a girl the wrong impression.”


      She was quoting him from the morning they first met face-to-face when he’d stepped into the room wearing only a towel. He knew how this conversation started, but he’d be happy to change the way it ended. “You’re standing between me and my bed.”


      She arched an eyebrow. “I guess you’ve got a decision to make. You can walk around me, or grab the towel and—”


      He didn’t wait for her to finish. With a flick of his wrist, the fabric dropped between them. She stood proudly, every bit of her clear skin and luscious curves exposed.


      “Now what’re you gonna do?” she asked.


      He picked her up and tossed her on his bed. She laughed. He gave himself a moment to enjoy the sight of her red hair and pale skin against the brown coffee of his sheets. Then he joined her.


      She pulled him to her, twining her arms around him.


      “I’m going to distract you,” he answered and kissed her. She was still damp and wicked hot as he pulled himself on top of her, pressing her body between his own and the bed.


      Her hands moved suddenly, leaving his back to cradle his jaw.


      He jerked back in surprise then suppressed a curse.


      She wrinkled her cute little nose. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to—”


      “Don’t apologize. You didn’t do anything wrong.”


      She put her hands tentatively back on his face. He closed his eyes and felt the solid pressure of her fingers.


      The touch was so simple, so wonderful, and yet even such a small thing as her palms against the naked skin of his cheeks made him feel raw and exposed. It wasn’t vanity; it came from far deeper than that. It was a gut level drive to protect himself, coupled with years of reaffirmation. Pulling away had become instinct.


      But he didn’t want to pull away from her.


      “You’ve told me before,” she said in a soft voice, “that I can ask you anything I want. That it’s better to speak up than to stay silent. Is that still true?”


      He didn’t open his eyes as he nodded.


      “Then what did I do that startled you? Is it where I touched you? How? What happened?”


      Gods, it humiliated him that she had to ask such things, and it took him back to an awful place and time to try to answer.


      Don’t shut down. Don’t shut down...


      If he wanted her, he had to find the strength to give her these most damaged pieces of himself.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Five


      Jolie silently pleaded with Hauk to answer her. They needed to be able to talk if they were going to make a relationship work, and she desperately wanted them to work.


      Hauk held himself above her, muscles clenched.


      She didn’t know what else she could say or how she could reassure him without touching his pride. That was too fragile right now to risk. Leaning up until her mouth was a hairsbreadth from his, she said a word that rarely crossed her lips as more than a polite custom: “Please.” She kissed him gently. “Please, Hauk, for me. I want you to talk to me.”


      His eyes opened, their confused shine taking her in with so much pain, so much need.


      “Please,” she whispered again.


      He swallowed and shook his head dismissively, but still he said, “Sudden movement. It just startled me. That shouldn’t—”


      She showed him her hands then cupped his jaw firmly, getting those eyes back on hers. “There is no should or shouldn’t. There’s just what is. Things may be different in the future, but I’m here with you in the now. I want you as you are right now. Not as you think you should be. Not as you want to be. As you are.”


      With a shuddering breath, his muscles began to unclench.


      She smoothed her thumb across his cheek and decided to push, just a little. “Can you give me one other piece of advice? I’ll take more if you’re willing to share, but please, at least one more thing.” She grinned softly. “I want to make you feel good, but I’d like some help.”


      A tiny smile and a blush turned his expression almost boyish. A sense of victory warmed her. He was going to keep talking.


      His fingers trailed, feather-soft, up her arm. “This?” he said, indicating the heavenly brush of his gentle touch. “I can’t feel it in a lot of places.” He ducked his head. “I don’t like it when sensation goes in and out. Reminds me that...well, you know.” He cleared his throat and straightened his spine. “It reminds me what a mess you have to face. I want better for you than that.”


      Jolie opened her mouth to protest but he cut her off with a hand to her lips.


      “Don’t. Don’t say anything, please.” He shifted uncomfortably, and she quieted. She didn’t really know what she’d say, anyway. His looks didn’t bother her, but if their positions were reversed she wouldn’t want to discuss it, either.


      “As I was saying.” His hand stroked her arm, more firmly this time, with a smooth pressure that glided up her skin. “That I can feel almost everywhere. I think I would like that better.”


      His “I think” struck her. In many ways, he was going to have to relearn what he liked, what turned him on the most, what drove him to the edge the quickest and how to kindle a slow burn that lasted.


      And she would get to help him. The prospect made her insides quiver.


      She bit her lip and assessed him. “I can work with that.” Slowly she dragged one leg up his side, keeping the contact tight and firm. “I’m pretty flexible, you know.” She kept going until she had one ankle beside his head.


      He gawked at her foot, and she could practically see all the blood required for heavy thinking exit his brain to move south.


      Good. “One of the nice things about dating a dancer,” she added.


      He reached for her foot. “Can we be done talking now?” His hands encircled her foot and caressed down to her ankle, starting fires of anticipation all through her.


      “I like that idea.”


      He kissed her heel. “I want to touch you everywhere.” His fingers stroked around and down her leg in a sensual examination as his lips and tongue made a slow journey up her calf. Each touch told her she was cherished.


      She relaxed back into the pillows. “I want to touch you, too.”


      A pause. “Yeah,” he finally answered, voice gruff. His eyes, dark as stormy waters, met hers briefly before he returned to his exploration, tickling the back of her knee with his tongue.


      She pressed her hand against the slant of his waist on the right side. He hesitated again, and she waited for him to continue touching her before she smoothed her hand up his back, touching him with the firm pressure he’d said he wanted.


      A cotton shirt separated her from his skin, but she could still feel the way it rippled and dimpled and then smoothed as she reached a rare place the fire hadn’t touched.


      She’d held Hauk in a brief hug before. She’d touched him clinically as they worked out. She’d never really felt his body. Touched it and concentrated on the pattern of it. It was a strange sensation, the way the surface changed at random, like the rolling waves of a solid lake instead of the smooth contours of most men’s skin. But she didn’t mind. It was fascinating. Unpredictable.


      But most importantly, it was Hauk.


      He kissed the crease of her hip, scraped his teeth along the bone. His teasing sent pleasure radiating through her, and she moaned and arched her back.


      Again careful not to startle him, she placed her hand on his head and stroked his scalp across the phoenix tattoo.


      His gaze caught and held hers, his features tense with both fear and lust. She’d make sure the latter prevailed.


      “Other leg,” he ordered.


      Grinning, she slowly switched legs, scraping her feet across his body. His breath grew shallow as his eyes glazed.


      His shaking fingers latched onto her thigh. He closed his eyes. “My left is worse...”


      She squeezed his waist, and he shut up. No warning was necessary. She knew his left side had received the most damage but didn’t care. As his hot mouth went to work on her other leg, she pressed against him, harder this time, as he would have even less sensation on this side.


      She needed him to feel her.


      His breathing picked up. He groaned then nuzzled his face against her inner thigh. “I can’t...I can’t...”


      “What is it?”


      He answered by pushing her leg down and flipping her over.


      * * *


      Too much. Gods, she was so perfect and too much.


      Hauk lay on top of her, face buried against her neck as he tried to get the wild reactions of his body back under control.


      His body was a weapon. He revealed his face to intimidate an opponent. He used his hands, his hips, his feet—all of it—to break and harm. It was all he’d physically done since the fire, each move carefully calculated for maximum control. Each maneuver designed to keep as much of him from touching his opponent as possible.


      He didn’t know what to do with the near uncontrollable desires rushing through him, urging him to fall on her like an animal when he’d worked so damn hard to prove he was still a man. She overwhelmed him completely, and he still had his fucking clothes on.


      “Jolie—”


      “If you apologize, I will scream at you.”


      Her response elicited a started laugh from him. He had been about to do just that.


      “There will be no apologies for the hottest thing that’s happened to me since the sheet game.” She lifted her head, twisting around so she could smile back at him. “No, this is better.” Her hand reached back to smack him on the hip. “Three hundred and sixty degrees of fun instead of such a limiting two-D experience.”


      “You are crazy, you know that?”


      Her grin simmered. “Crazy turned on. Crazy hot for you. Hoping like crazy you’ll keep going and get me off.”


      There was no turning that down. He just had to find ways to keep under control. He could do that. She was worth doing that. He moved to kiss her shoulder but stopped when he saw the mostly healed burn where she’d taken a torching for him. “How’s your neck?”


      “Fine.” She shrugged. “Although don’t press too hard. It’s still a little sensitive. But you can touch it.”


      He examined the healing spot where, for just a few inches, her skin matched his, and his ardor got the cool-off it needed. He’d wrestled with guilt as he lay in the hospital. Mostly because she’d burned for him, placing herself between him and a flamethrower. But also because some insane part of him liked that she knew him this way, that they shared this, even just a little bit. It was terrible because he didn’t wish her any harm. If he could go back, he’d find a way to take the fire for her.


      But right here with this little patch of damaged skin, she knew him in a way that only somebody with a real burn could. He’d do his damnedest to make sure she never felt that again.


      After planting a soft kiss on the center of the burn, he moved his attention to her back. This was easier, kissing her without her hands roving over him. She couldn’t look at him, but he could explore her skin without a barrier between them, watch each shiver as it hit her and hear the sweet sounds coming from low in her throat that told him she liked the way he touched her.


      Plus, he had a perfect view of her ass.


      He kissed down the ridges of her spine as he stroked her curves with his palms. She smelled like the citrus of his soap, tasted of oranges and the faint salt of sweat. He wanted to know every part of her, how she felt, how she tasted, how she moved.


      She sighed his name, and his body began to ramp back up. He nipped her ass. She groaned. Added a “Please...”


      He flipped her back over.


      She reached for him. He caught her wrists in one hand to press them over her head. He would let her touch him, but not yet. He had to rein himself in too tightly. Her hands would push him over the edge too fast.


      He straddled one of her thighs. She stretched provocatively beneath him. Once again he marveled that she was here, in his bed, naked and wanting.


      She tugged against his hand with an impatient pout.


      “Not okay?” he asked, loosening his hold.


      She quit struggling. “You can pin me down anytime you want.” Her pout bent up into an evil smile. “Just remember, turnabout’s fair play.”


      He laughed. “If you can pin my hands in one of yours, I’ll submit.”


      She leaned as far up as his hold would let her. “What makes you think I’ll use my hands?”


      His breath caught. The bed at her condo was a sturdy metal four-poster, and his first thought on seeing it had been how well a pair of handcuffs would fit around them. Handcuffs for her. The image turned him on so much he felt a hint of his old confidence sliding through him. He could get back to the man he was, if she could stick by him long enough.


      He’d have to make sure she was happy enough to stay.


      “You still gotta catch me first,” he said. He palmed her hip with his free hand and dipped down to kiss her neck.


      “I have my ways,” she gasped, arching into him.


      He kissed down her sternum then up the curve of one breast. Her moans escalated as he tasted her again and again. When her sighs grew into pleading, he kissed her mouth and slid his hand down. “What do you want, sweetheart? Tell me.”


      “I want your hands on me.”


      “Like this?” He slid his fingers against her sex, warm and wet from his efforts. The feel of her made him groan. Again he buried his face against her neck, trying to stop the sensation of her from drowning him.


      “Please, Hauk. Please. I need you.”


      Him. She needed him. He released her hands to cup her face.


      One of her hands slid to his back and the other tangled in the sheet, gripping as tight as the tension in her body.


      He caressed her sex, learning her intimately as he kissed her mouth. Her hips found the rhythm of his fingers and moved in time, driving her closer. He wanted to watch her as she came, but that meant she could watch him too. He didn’t want anything to interfere with her fantasy.


      He moved his hand from her cheek to cover her eyes. “Is this okay?”


      She laughed a gasping sound. “I trust you.”


      Another kiss. Still teasing her with his thumb, he pushed two fingers deep inside her. Her sweat-slicked skin quivered in the candlelight as her orgasm took her. Crying out, she clenched and pulsed around his fingers.


      One day it would be more than his fingers. One day it would be him, calling her name when they tipped over the edge together.


      He gasped at the glorious thought, gathered her close and cradled her trembling body. Mine. He wanted her all to himself every night, forever.


      Her arms wound around his neck. Her lips pushed soft kisses across his jaw. She was so sure of herself, so perfect in every way that mattered, and she let him touch her.


      “Thank you,” he murmured into her hair. “Thank you, thank you.”


      She pushed against his shoulder, pressing him onto his back with a joyful laugh. “Don’t thank me yet, babe.” She resettled against him then undulated her body against his. Her thigh slid between his legs, and she rubbed it against an erection he’d had five years of practice ignoring. She winked at him. “My Army man’s got a cannon in his pocket. I want to see it go off.” She dragged her hand firmly down his chest. “You gonna let me?”


      Oh, hell yes. She kissed his neck then licked down the curve to where his T-shirt began. Her hand continued its trek toward his cock.


      The first caress across the fabric of his pants made him jerk. “I’m afraid this isn’t going to—” he gulped, “—to last long.”


      She pressed harder, cupping him. “That’s okay. Just give me a little time.” She leaned in and whispered, “I have plans for you.”


      She slid her hand beneath the waistband of his pants. Her skin dragged against his in a shocking trail of sensation. He dug his fingers into the mattress and breathed, trying to block the whirl of emotions beating at him. The only thing he wanted to feel was the exquisite pleasure of her touch.


      She stroked him once then stilled. “You’re smooth! There’s no, uh...” She stopped suddenly, as if her brain had taken a moment to catch up with her mouth.


      Yup. Perfect function. No chance to use it. The great irony of his burning—until now. “Doctors said I must’ve lain down and curled up around my hands. Protected them and everything else inside. It’s why my back’s worse than my front.” He had other theories too, revolving around the priorities of a randy god with healing powers. But those theories didn’t matter right now, because Jolie’s hand had encircled his crown.


      “I didn’t know that. About the burning pattern, I mean.” She stroked him with a smooth, even pressure that had him craving more. “I hope you’ll show me, though.”


      “Uh-huh.” In the back of his mind he realized he’d just agreed to take his shirt off. But that also didn’t matter because her nails were scraping gently up the front of his shaft.


      “So a light touch works here?” She cradled his balls and fondled the space right behind them.


      “Yes. Yes. Good.”


      She shifted her weight back and kneeled between his thighs. “I’m pushing this out of my way.” Slowly, giving him plenty of time to protest, she loosened the drawstring of his pants and freed him from those confines. Her eyes glowed as she sucked in a breath. “Damn, boy, you are impressive.”


      Male ego swelled in ways he’d almost forgotten. Very little of him was impressive anymore, but if she wanted to admire his dick, he wasn’t going to protest.


      Her hands worked him again, sending warm pleasure through him. She smiled, focused happily on her task. Her wet hair fell over her shoulders and her breasts bounced lightly as she moved. The sight took his breath away.


      “You like that?” She shimmied her shoulders, making her chest wiggle.


      He reached for her and caught one breast. “Gods, sweetheart, you are something else.”


      She leaned down, brushing her body against his. “Oh, honey, you haven’t seen ‘something else’ yet.” Her chest dragged down his, pulling from his grasp. She caught his cock between her tits and squeezed.


      Reflexively his hips jerked up into the soft, enveloping pressure. She rubbed her body over him, overloading his senses, and he didn’t care anymore.


      “And this Friday, if you’re free, you’re going to come over to my place.”


      “Uh-huh.” He would go wherever she wanted to feel like this again.


      “And I’m going to put my mouth on that beautiful cock and suck until you scream for mercy.”


      “Oh, gods.” He was going to come. With a woman. Better, with Jolie. Right now.


      “And then I’m going to strip, and you can make me come however you want.”


      He scrabbled his fingers at her, trying to push her away. He was going to lose it all over her. “I’m going to—babe, I’m going to—”


      She arched an eyebrow and squeezed him harder. “That is the plan.” She leaned down. “I want you dripping all over me.”


      His body clenched as pleasure ignited through him. He called her name, the only woman he ever wanted again, and found his release against her body.


      For a moment, he was whole again. He clutched Jolie, the one who brought him back to himself, and pulled her to him. She made soft, satisfied noises as she wiggled against him, dropping kisses on his cheeks.


      The limitations were gone. He could do anything. He could be anything. He brushed her hair back from her face, and she grinned up at him, so proud of herself.


      Utterly content, he stroked a thumb across her lips and up her temple. “Aw, Jolie. I love you.”


      She blinked. Stiffened. The ease left her face, replaced by the pleasant mask she wore to hide her thoughts.


      He’d made a mistake.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Six


      “Dammit.” He ducked his head. The moment was perfect, so of course he had to go and fuck it up. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have...”


      Fake smile firmly in place, she waved a hand. “Don’t worry about it. Guys say things they don’t mean during sex. I don’t take it seriously.”


      She was giving him an out, and maybe he should roll with it. But her dismissal pissed him off, so he shot his mouth instead. “No, I meant it. I’m not going to tell a woman I love her just because she got me off. Even if it has been...way too long. I’m well aware that’s not love.” He searched her expression, desperate to see something real beyond the mask. “Have you not noticed that I’m crazy about you?”


      Her teeth worried her lower lip. Though she didn’t try to pull away from him, she shifted uncomfortably in his arms and wouldn’t face him. “I don’t know what to say.”


      Oh. That was it. She didn’t feel the same but didn’t want to hurt his feelings. He’d been well aware she didn’t return his affection, but to face it hollowed him inside. Hollowed and crushed him small.


      Still, to have her here was better than the alternative. He had to fix it, make her comfortable again so she’d stay. “I’m not going to break, sweetheart. You don’t have to say anything.” He wanted to catch her chin and make her meet his eyes, but he wasn’t in the habit of making people he cared about look at him. So he let her focus remain on the pillow. “I didn’t say that to pressure you. I don’t know why I said it. I...” He took a breath and stroked her hair, fighting to ease the vise on his heart. “I just want you to know, I guess. But I don’t expect you to repeat it back to me. I wouldn’t believe you if you did.”


      Her eyes shot to his. “Why not?”


      “Timing?” That wasn’t true. He ran a finger across the locked-in, faux-perfection of her impersonal smile. “It’s that shuttering in your eyes and the stiffness in your jaw. You’re putting on a show right now. You started the moment I told you I loved you.”


      She stiffened further and worry crept into her eyes.


      He huffed in resignation. “Yes, I can tell when you’re faking. I have no idea what’s actually going on in your head, but I have paid enough attention that I can tell when you’re not really smiling. And I hate it. I don’t want you to feel like you have to fake a smile for me. And I definitely don’t want you to tell me you love me unless you know you mean it. I can wait.”


      In a brittle voice she said, “You’ll be waiting a long time.”


      He felt her words like a slap. Winced. Nodded. Forced himself to say, “Okay. That’s fine.” Not fine at all. Dammit, he loved her. And she didn’t think she could feel the same.


      Squeezing her eyes tightly shut, she shook her head. “That came out wrong. That’s not what I...” She shifted away, and the drying remains of their lovemaking cracked. A high, false laugh escaped her as she attempted a teasing tone. “I need to wash this off or I’ll be permanently stuck to you.” The warmth of her body skipped from the bed, leaving him cold. “You might want to change your shirt.”


      Like an escaping rabbit, she darted to the bathroom. He lay back on the bed, cursing his stupidity.


      Her voice surprised him when she halted at the screen. “I’m sorry, Hauk. I’m awful at this. Forgive me.”


      He leaned up on his elbows. Distress crunched her expression and, despite his pain, he felt for her. “Are you coming back?” he asked.


      “Coming back where?”


      “To bed. After you clean up, are you coming back here and staying the night?”


      The lines on her face deepened with confusion. “Well, yeah, of course. Why wouldn’t...” Her eyes widened. “Do you not want me to?”


      He relaxed somewhat. “Of course I want you to.” He hauled himself out of bed to grab a new shirt. “And there’s nothing to forgive.”


      * * *


      Jolie stared at herself in the bathroom mirror, trying to remember the last time she’d fucked up quite that royally. Her breath rushed in and out like she’d run a race, and her shoulders were almost fearfully tense. But Hauk didn’t want her to leave. He’d taken her craptastic reaction to his earnest pronouncement and was going to let her stay anyway.


      Her reaction was out of bounds. It wasn’t like it was the first time anyone had said those words to her; she’d heard proclamations of love over and over her whole life. “I love you” was the phrase a man used to get into a girl’s bed and into her bank account. They were the words her family said before, “So I can’t allow you to...” and their justification for every condemnation uttered since she quit living her life under their terms.


      Speaking those words was also the required ritual before a man handed over a ring, the symbol of a contractual merger between two power families in the world’s oldest business deal. She knew how jaded that sounded, but she’d also turned down two of those at Princeton. It was where the chasm had started between her and her family. She was “beautiful enough” that one polite turn-down was acceptable, but two? And to a Crawford, no less. What more did she expect?


      She pushed aside the painful memories of her mother’s anger and her father’s disapproval. Of her sister’s confusion and everyone’s disappointment. Of Aaron’s beautiful smile and black heart.


      With a click, the shower door shut behind her and the water came back on, washing away the amazing experience she’d shared with Hauk.


      When Hauk said he loved her, he didn’t mean any of those things that had caused her grief. But she’d long ago had any other definition disillusioned out of her. She felt something for him, something important, and maybe that was what he meant by love. But defining her feelings through words was not something she felt she could do, at least not yet, and she’d known Hauk wouldn’t want her to tell a comforting lie.


      It was one of the things she liked best about him. And one of the things that terrified her, that rigid demand for honesty when she’d been so well-trained that to care for someone was to fake a smile and pretend everything was fine. She agreed with Hauk. But she didn’t know how to do it his way.


      Clean but feeling bereft, she slunk out of the bathroom. Hauk lay back on his bed and stared at the ceiling with one arm propped behind his head. He looked so lovely there, despite his scars, so strong and full of purpose. She’d never known anybody like him. Had never respected anybody half so much.


      She felt like she should say something but couldn’t for the life of her come up with anything guaranteed to salve the damage she’d done. So she crawled into bed beside him and stroked a hand across his chest. He’d changed shirts. She’d been so sure she could use the mess as a way to get him out of the fabric and a little more naked beside her.


      Not gonna happen now.


      Still, he tugged her hand across him and wrapped his arms around her. She snuggled closer to him, pressing her face against his neck to breathe in the lemony smell of his laundry and the smoky scent that seemed a part of his skin, or did in her imagination anyway.


      She may have disappointed him, but he didn’t ask her to change, just took her the way she was. She held him a little tighter, trying to speak her gratitude with a touch.


      He brushed her hair with his fingers, and she hoped he understood.


      “Goodnight, sweetheart.”


      Her greedy little heart gave a thump, and she was surprised how much she longed to hear, “Goodnight, my love.” Not that she’d done anything to deserve that. She pressed her lips against his collarbone. “Good night, babe. I’m looking forward to Friday.”


      He chuckled low as his hand passed across her brow. “Me, too.”


      And that was good enough for now.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Seven


      An alarm beeped an unfamiliar tone, and Hauk’s eyes popped open. Jolie groaned and plastered herself against his chest, as if she could avoid the sound by burrowing into him. Despite the way last night had ended, her impression of the world’s cutest groundhog made him smile. Especially as it was his pectorals she wallowed against.


      She was here. It was enough. It had to be enough.


      The alarm came from her phone. Any moment she would lift her head and see him. The familiar fear of rejection dried the back of his throat, but he pushed it away. This was Jolie. She may not share his feelings, but she would see him and smile because that’s what she always did.


      Please. See me and smile.


      With another growl of protest, she reached for her phone. Red hair tumbled around her face in a messy curtain, gracing her freckles and shadowing angry green eyes. She lunged for the button and in the ensuing silence redirected her frown at him.


      He held his breath.


      Her eyes lit up, and a smile blew away all her irritation. Her hands cupped his face, and she kissed him. “Good morning.”


      His breath left in a relieved burst as she snuggled back against him.


      “Don’t wanna go to class.” She squeezed him tighter. “Wanna stay here.”


      He chuckled and wrapped his arms back around her. “I don’t want you to go.”


      “Don’t tempt me.” She didn’t move. “But my first class is run by one of the profs who’ll be on my dissertation committee, and he’s known for having a long memory.” She rolled over to sit, grabbed her phone and started tapping. “Then it’s Dr. E’s class. Then our workout?”


      “Like normal.”


      She frowned at her phone. “And...I can’t check my email because I’m on airplane mode until I leave. Yay, inconveniences of a secret base.”


      “You check your email first thing in the morning?”


      She grinned sheepishly. “Among other social media addictions. But you know what?” Her voice turned husky in a way that garnered his full attention. “I can’t check those. And I’m right under campus, instead of having to come to class from downtown.” She rolled back to him and slid her thigh between his legs to grind against the morning woody that had just gotten a lot more demanding.


      “Uh-huh.”


      “So if you don’t mind making me breakfast while I go find some clothes...” Her hand glided down his chest to cover his erection. “I should have time to take care of something that came up last night.”


      “Chef Haukon at your service.”


      She freed his cock once again, and he gasped.


      He had no idea how he was ever going to give her up.


      * * *


      Jolie followed the directions she’d written on her hand to get to “clothing row,” the line of residences where the seamstresses and knitters had gathered to sell their wares in one spot. The Underlight usually worked on a barter system, and she didn’t really have anything to trade. But she needed something to wear that would keep her warmer than her tank top, fit less tent-like than Hauk’s clothes and have fewer blood stains than her sweatshirt.


      She pushed away a shiver that gory memory brought. Poor Cassie. Jolie hadn’t known her particularly well; somebody else was dealing with the brunt of that anguish. But her death never should’ve happened. Hopefully they could find Ric Suarez and learn what he was doing so they could stop more violence from happening to somebody else.


      The wooden double doors to the only room in the Underlight with a lock were thrown wide open, announcing that someone was manning the room where the ready-made clothes were sold. Jolie breathed a sigh of relief and hiked her purse tighter over her shoulder. The residents also took cash. She had some, but not a ton, on hand. Hauk had assured her they’d also take an IOU from other Underlighters.


      Technically Jolie was one, though sometimes she still felt like an outsider. Maybe she’d start with the knitters. They seemed pretty solidly on her side.


      “Jolie!” She turned to find Mercedes jogging down the hall.


      “Hey!” She waited and gave her troupe-mate a hug. “What’re you doing down here so early?” Like Jolie, Mercy lived in the city proper.


      Mercy smirked. “I’d ask you the same, but I caught Hauk whistling a merry tune on his way to the kitchen. Congratulations!”


      “Oh, don’t congratulate me yet. We’re still a mess.”


      “Hm. I’d love to hear more, but right now I’m on a mission. Still up for costuming tonight so I can interrogate you?” She nudged her playfully. “Or you got other plans again?”


      “Still up for costuming. We’re not going out again ’til Friday.”


      “A whole day apart? Big, messy problems, I can tell. Oh, wait. You’re probably still working out together every day. Never mind.” They entered the shop. “You know, naked sparring in public locations is usually frowned upon.”


      Jolie laughed. “I don’t think public displays of nudity will be a problem with Hauk.” Seeing as private nudity was a no-go.


      The shop was small but not at all cramped. A few select articles of clothing were displayed on wire-molded frames, two of which were made with Hauk’s distinctive swirling style. Jolie headed for one of them, more interested in the graceful, metallic lines than the fabric hanging on them. She loved how so many ordinary, utilitarian pieces in the Underlight had artistry instead of mere functionality.


      “Adopting kids?”


      “Huh?” Jolie glanced down at the outfit. The jumper might fit her twelve-year-old niece. “Oh, uh...”


      “Miss Benoit?” The shopkeeper sounded surprised.


      Jolie frowned at the sound of her last name. One of these days, people would quit thinking of her as her father’s daughter.


      Mercy turned a charming smile at the man, whose name Jolie couldn’t remember. “David! How are you this fine morning?” Under her breath, she whispered to Jolie, “Don’t come down here often, do you.”


      “First time,” Jolie whispered back.


      Mercy’s eyebrows lifted in surprise before she shook her head as if berating a naughty child.


      Jolie didn’t have a chance to ask what that was about because David was in front of them, rigid with hostile formality. Not one of her fans, apparently. Suddenly her empty purse felt a lot emptier. She cleared her throat. “I need a shirt.”


      “She needs pants and shoes, too,” Mercy added.


      Jolie kept her smile stuck on as she shot Mercy a warning with her eyes. Between her teeth she said, “I don’t have that kind of money on me.”


      Mercy shot a pointed smile right back. “They take IOUs, and I think everyone knows you’re good for it, Miss Benoit.”


      David’s expression changed to undisguised irritation. “Dragged her down to check us out, eh?”


      “No,” Mercy assured him. “I followed her here.”


      With a noise of disbelief, David pulled a measuring tape from his pocket but didn’t advance on her with it. “Usually we take measurements. We don’t typically work in sizes around here, although I can approximate if you’d rather.”


      “I already know them. Dance costumes.”


      He pocketed the tape and pulled out a pad. “Should I start you a record, or will this simply be for today?”


      Mercy started to answer for her, but Jolie stopped her with a hand. The shopkeeper’s attitude was starting to piss her off. “A record. I’m an Underlighter. I may come back down here.” She grabbed the notepad, scribbled her information and handed it back.


      “I’ll await your return with bated breath.” The shopkeeper walked away as he studied the sheet, already dismissing her.


      Jolie rolled back her shoulders, affronted. To Mercy she said, “I’m going to end up with the ugliest thing in here, aren’t I?”


      Mercy waved a hand around, looking a bit insulted herself. “Yeah, ’cause there are so many awful things in here.”


      Wait, Mercy was mad at her and not the shopkeeper? Seriously, what the hell? “That’s not what I meant. What’s going on?”


      Mercy shook her head, thick, black hair shifting around her shoulders as her brown eyes brightened. “You’re a dumbass sometimes, you know that?”


      “Okay. Sometimes. But I have no idea what I did this time.”


      “You’ve been with us nearly three months and never bothered to buy Underlight goods? Are you crazy? Everyone knows you’re loaded. I shop Goodwill most of the time so I can spend the other half of my clothing budget here. You have no excuse to not have at least tried. The artisans here make good stuff. Quality. And pretty.”


      “But everyone kinda hates me. Why would they make me clothes?”


      “Did I mention that you’re loaded?”


      “That doesn’t matter to anybody down here. They’re practically a commune.”


      Mercy rolled her eyes. “The artisans down here are still human beings who like having their work appreciated and purchased by people with good taste. And we are practically a commune. Not they. Maybe if you acted more like an Underlighter, they’d start treating you more like one. Ever think of that?”


      Jolie frowned as she took that in. Maybe Mercy had a point.


      “You’ve had doors opened for you your whole life, haven’t you, with people just begging you to come inside.” It was a statement, not a question.


      Jolie narrowed her eyes. She hated having her upbringing thrown in her face, like wealth equaled happiness.


      Mercy threw up a hand with a friendly smile. “Sorry, honey, but I grew up with seven siblings on the east side. Watching rich white girls struggle with basic human interactions fulfills something in my soul. I’m a bad person, I know.” Shaking her head, she headed for a slinky red skirt on the wall. “Hey, David, what do you think Jenny would part with this for?”


      David poked his head out of a back room. “Ah...her son wants to learn how to shoot. I bet she’d swap it, along with alterations, for a gun safety class.”


      “Done. It’s mine!”


      Was it really that easy? Jolie scanned the room, taking in unique clothing on molded forms, shelves of sweaters, a rack of funky jewelry and sturdy shoes lining the far wall. Mercy headed back her way with that same mocking smile.


      “Fine. I’m a dumbass,” Jolie said.


      Mercy nodded. “Apparently sometimes.” She shrugged. “Then again, who isn’t? Unfortunately, I have something else we need to talk about besides fixing your social life.”


      At the sudden seriousness in Mercy’s tone, Jolie straightened up. “It’s about Cassie, isn’t it.” Mercy was a detective with Austin PD.


      “Sorry, chica. You were the one to find her. I’ve got a few questions, in case you want to tell me a different story than you told my brethren in arms last night.”


      * * *


      The kitchen smelled of bacon, and Hauk thought Jolie might like some. He entered to find his best friend Brayden at the stove, looking his usual morning rumpled and rakish self but without the satisfied grin of a night well spent.


      Hauk had gotten some and Brayden hadn’t? He couldn’t help feeling smug. Brayden’s mom was Pilipino and his dad Jamaican. The asshole was not only exotic-looking but had managed to inherit the best features of both races: dark bronzed skin, black eyes, smooth hair. As far as sex was concerned, he tended to get whatever and whenever he wanted.


      Not that Hauk would admit it aloud, but after four years of trying to be stoic next to his best friend, the hook-up king, a morning reversal was salve to his embittered soul.


      Elsewhere in the kitchen, a couple cut up honeydew melons, and Tally and her boyfriend LaRoche, the teen geniuses of the Underlight, made pancakes. Her pixie blond hair and his black braids shook as they laughed over some private joke.


      “Done with the flour?” Hauk asked.


      LaRoche nodded in companionable acknowledgement. “Should we make an extra stack?” He picked up the bag and shook it, sending particles floating around the kitchen.


      Hauk shook his hands at it. “No, no. Thanks.” Flour ripped up Jolie’s insides. He didn’t get how it worked, but he knew it was bad. He put the flour bag back in the cabinet where it belonged then grabbed a rag to clean specks off the counter surfaces so none could fly into whatever he made and cause her pain.


      “Are you whistling?” Brayden asked.


      “Yup.” Hauk’s mom used to sing old Disney songs while cleaning the house. He’d sung along with her as they washed dishes or mopped floors until he’d gotten old enough to decide he was too cool for that. But they still ran through his head whenever he did chores, and sometimes, when he wasn’t remembering not to, he still whistled.


      Brayden’s voice got closer. “Let’s see...whistling a happy tune. Scouring gluten from the counters like a madman. And it’s eight-thirty in the morning.”


      Hauk turned to see his friend smirking. Standing up as straight as he could, he tried to keep a neutral expression as he held the cleaning rag in one hand and cleaner bottle in another. It was nobody’s business what he and Jolie did or didn’t do.


      But the entire kitchen had stopped their culinary efforts to stare at him.


      He shrugged, casually as he could, and dropped the rag in the laundry basket. “Just makin’ breakfast.”


      “For two?”


      He shrugged again like it wasn’t the biggest deal ever. “Yeah.”


      Brayden’s smirk brightened into a smile that was all sunshine, free of his usual cynicism. “Want some bacon to go with it?”


      Hauk couldn’t stop a small grin. Jolie did like bacon. “Sure.”


      Brayden returned to the stove with a, “Yessss.”


      “Omelet or scrambled eggs?” Tally asked as she pulled eggs out of the icebox.


      “Uh...omelet?”


      “Melon?” somebody else asked.


      “Sure?” Hauk answered.


      LaRoche handed him a knife. “Pick your fillings. We’ll get the eggs.”


      He could feel the back of his neck heating in a blush. “You guys...” don’t have to do this. But they were. Because they were his friends, and they wanted him to be happy. “Thanks.”


      Tally cracked an egg, winked at him and sang, “Just whistle while you work...”


      He provided the answering bird whistle, to the general merriment of the room, and started chopping spinach.


      * * *


      Jolie filled Mercy in on all the details of last night as she tried on clothes.


      Mercy had been right about the shopping. David had significantly warmed to her as she picked out several new additions to her wardrobe, including a green sweater, corduroy pants and a pair of new boots that all fit well enough to head to class in.


      She exited the changing room with her final stack of purchases and finished her retelling with, “You might want to talk to Hauk. While I was around the corner trying not to hyperventilate, he took a better look. I just hope LaRoche can tell us what was on that needle.”


      Mercy nodded. “Yeah. I’ll try to keep tabs at the station. It’s not my case, so...”


      “Be careful.”


      “Mercedes!” Three women in their late twenties waved on their way into the workshop behind the display room.


      Mercy nodded a friendly acknowledgement back.


      “Happy hour Friday? We’re heading topside.” The woman turned from Mercy to Jolie. “Uh, Jolie can join us. If she wants.”


      Now she was getting invitations. Jolie had to come down to the store more often. “Thanks, but I can’t Friday. I have a date.”


      The women nodded awkwardly at her.


      “With Hauk,” she added. That changed everything.


      Two of the ladies grinned, but the other widened her eyes. “He scares me.”


      “Hush, Beth, it’s not his fault.”


      She blushed, “No! Not that. He’s just so big. And he fights so viciously. Didn’t you see those videos?”


      The ringleader cleared her throat and spoke to Jolie. “Don’t listen to her. Hauk is a doll. Have fun.”


      Jolie laughed. “I’d better get back. The ‘doll’ is making breakfast.”


      A chorus of “awwws” greeted that. The ringleader put a hand on the clothing pile in Jolie’s arms, and her voice came out carefully neutral. “Are you buying these?”


      “Yeah.” Jolie set them on the counter and motioned at the new ensemble she was wearing. “These are for today.” She gave an appropriately sheepish grin, not that she felt the least bit sheepish. “I found myself in need of clothing this morning.”


      A twitter of excitement from the ladies. The ringleader nodded briskly, neutrality changing to satisfaction as she picked through the not-small stack on the counter. “We’ll get back to you when the rest are ready.”


      “And I just...walk out wearing these?”


      The woman pursed her lips in mock severity. “I’d warn that Hauk will track you down should you neglect to pay, but in this case Mercedes might be a better threat.”


      Mercy pumped a fist. “Mad, bad and dangerous to know, that’s me. And I’ll join you for happy hour. Somebody’s gotta get Beth’s tipsy derriere back home.”


      “I wasn’t drunk! I swear!”


      Jolie laughed as she headed for the exit.


      “See you tonight, Jolie!” Mercy called before turning back to the ladies. “Yeah, you just hung out in the bathroom for twenty minutes and don’t remember what you did there. That’s not the least bit drunk.”


      With a smile on her face, Jolie quickly made her way to the common area. She’d spent a little longer than she’d intended, but it was worth it to feel more like a real citizen of the Underlight. Once in the great room, she found Hauk at a table by himself in front of a feast. With that hyperawareness he had, he stood and turned before she reached him.


      She smiled and planted a kiss on his cheek before sitting next to him. “You were busy.”


      He sat and fidgeted with a napkin. “I, uh, had help.”


      “Mmm...tasty.” She reached for the bacon. “I take it everyone approves?”


      “I didn’t tell anyone. Fruit?” He held out a spoon of fruit salad—definitely not something Hauk would’ve made himself.


      “Yum!” She tapped her plate, and he dished some out. Spearing a piece of cantaloupe with her fork, she bumped shoulders with him teasingly. “But they figured it out?”


      His discomfort was strangely precious. “I apologize. Apparently, whistling is the equivalent of wearing a sign that says, ‘I had an orgasm with a woman last night.’”


      “Don’t forget this morning.”


      A choked cough sounded behind them, and Jolie craned her neck to find Travis standing there, eyes blinking. “Uh...good morning,” he said. “Apparently a really good morning for some of us.”


      Travis worked at her condo as a valet and moonlighted as a journalist for Saoirse Press, a political blog run by the Boston Underlight. He looked like a scruffy surfer-boy, but like any good journalist, he had a suspicious streak and an inquisitive mind that Jolie, the daughter of a news media mogul, appreciated.


      Hauk rubbed the back of his neck. “Fuck. I swear I tried to be discreet.”


      Jolie laughed. “Travis, join us. We have breakfast for twelve. Hauk?” She grabbed his chin. “I don’t care who knows about us.” To prove the point, she kissed him.


      He froze. When she pulled away, he darted his eyes around the room as if searching for who noticed.


      Her smile slipped. “Unless you don’t want people to know?” That would be a first. Parading her around like the latest model Maserati was usually activity number one for a new boyfriend.


      Hauk locked his eyes back on hers. “No. I’m proud to be dating you. Don’t think otherwise.”


      But there was something he wasn’t saying.


      Travis hopped up from where he’d just sat across from them. “I’ll come back later. Hauk, I need to talk to you.”


      Jolie put a hand up to stop him. “No, no. Sorry. Sit. I can’t stay long anyway. I gotta get to class, and I’d hate for all this to go to waste.”


      “Yeah, sit,” Hauk added. “What’s up?”


      Travis tentatively lowered himself back to the bench, surveyed the food and then dug in hungrily. “So, ah, I’ve been looking into that video.”


      Hauk’s jaw tightened. None of them had to ask which video Travis meant. It was the one that proved Hauk had gone berserk while serving in Afghanistan, killed the seven other men of his squad and torched their barracks. It was how he’d gotten burned and why he was a fugitive with a life sentence in military prison hanging over his head. Hauk had no memories of the night, and until that video had fallen into their hands, everyone in the Underlight, including Hauk himself, had assumed he was wrongly convicted.


      The video had also shown that Hauk and the other members of his squad had tattoos of Atropos. As a berserker, Hauk was immune to the tattoo’s magic, but the other members had been under the control of Ananke. As far as Jolie was concerned, Hauk hadn’t murdered the men as much as released them from slavery. Ananke had done the killing when their free will was stolen from them. But Hauk still hadn’t taken the news of his “guilt” well. It wasn’t like they could explain magic to a court of law either, which made any hope of getting his conviction overturned that much more dim.


      Travis avoided Hauk’s eyes by focusing on his eggs. “I’ve found some interesting things around that time and place. But it would help if I had a little more to go on. Jolie mentioned there might have been more extenuating circumstances. But she wouldn’t say more.”


      Jolie bit her lip. Before the fire, Hauk had caught his squad doing something big and bad. Out of respect for their memory, he wouldn’t say what.


      By the rigid set of his countenance, she didn’t think he was going to now, either. But he surprised her by unlocking his jaw to say, “Operation Echis.”


      “Echis?” Travis asked.


      “Deadly little bitch of a snake that lives in Afghanistan. We called it a saw-scaled viper, but I had a buddy who was into snake hunting and knew all the science-y names, which is the only reason I know what that means. But that’s all I’m going to say.”


      “More might help me—”


      Hauk cut him off with a glower. “Help you what? Satisfy your curiosity? It was five years ago on the other side of the world, and we are too late and too far away to do jack shit about it. I killed seven people who depended on me then set our house on fire. I was rightfully convicted. Nothing you find will change that.”


      Travis nodded, but the confusion on his face said his reporter’s brain didn’t understand how Hauk could live with the mystery.


      Jolie tapped her temple against Hauk’s shoulder, unsure how best to comfort him. He nodded an acknowledgment before turning back to his food. Paused as a thoughtful look crossed his face.


      Cautiously, he put an arm around her waist. At his tug, she scooted closer. He nodded again, this time in the affirmative, apparently deciding his experiment in social touching was successful. His thumb hooked into the waistband of her new pants, as if claiming her.


      She liked it. Particularly after that weirdness when she had publicly kissed him.


      For a few minutes they ate and talked about inconsequential things—her classes, Travis’s quest to find a job in a newspaper not owned by her father, Hauk’s latest project at the forge.


      Too soon, she rose to leave. Sat back down and poked Hauk in the side. He jerked away then resettled himself with a frustrated hiss.


      Whoops. She hadn’t meant to make him uncomfortable. On the other hand, maybe if she did that sort of thing enough he’d get used to it. She’d have to ask him what was best next time they were alone. In front of Travis, though, she moved on like nothing had happened. “You got a notebook and pen I can borrow? I don’t have anything to take to class.”


      He rubbed the back of his neck in another motion of discomfort. “Check my desk. Take whatever you need.”


      “Thanks. Are you sure that’s okay?”


      “Oh yeah, yeah,” Hauk said, his usual smile smoothing back into place. “It’ll have work notes in it. Don’t pay ’em too much mind. Speaking of, I like your earrings.”


      This morning on her shopping trip she’d found them, thin pipes of silver that curved asymmetrically, matching without being identical. They were striking pieces, imaginatively designed and well crafted. “I like the artist’s style. Pretty fond of the man, too.” Despite his instructions, she’d pay a lot of mind to Hauk’s work notes.


      He lifted one of his metal eyebrows. “Artist, huh? Never been called that before. I hope whoever was keeping shop didn’t make you pay for those.”


      “No, but I fully intend to. David said he had to ‘talk to people’ and he’d get back to me with a total.”


      Hauk turned back to his breakfast. “Well, he’ll be talking to me, and you know what I’ll tell him. If you like those, I can make you more. I didn’t used to do a lot of jewelry, but it sells well, so I’ve been practicing.” The underground shop was the tip of the Underlight’s commercial iceberg. Most craftsman had a storefront online, where they made money for “topside” expenditures like happy hours or to buy things the Underlight couldn’t provide.


      Jolie had hoped to pay Hauk without him knowing it, but with the unpredictable payment system they used down here, that would be a challenge. So she put her hands on his shoulders and her lips right next to his ear. “Guess I’ll just pay for it on Friday then.”


      His fork stopped halfway to his mouth.


      “See you for sparring.” She kissed his cheek and walked away.


      * * *


      Hauk finished taking the bite of whatever the hell was on his fork and about-faced to watch Jolie’s hips sway out the door.


      “G’damn, man,” Travis muttered.


      Hauk turned back to his friend. Travis had a crush on Jolie. Not a bad one, Hauk didn’t think, more like an “I-like-you-and-you’re-hot” sort of thing. Still, it had to suck to lose to the guy with no face.


      Not that Hauk’s winnings were going to last. She’d made that clear last night. While the kitchen had helped him make breakfast, it’d hit him that the more people who knew and got all excited about them as a couple, the more people who were going to sympathize with his mopey ass after Jolie had moved on. When she’d kissed him so publicly, he’d realized he had a decision to make. If she was going to treat him like a boyfriend in the Underlight—even though he wasn’t one—he could either enjoy acting the part, or he could do the smart thing and hold back from playing make-believe.


      Smart had taken a severe beating from the joint forces of hormones and pride. It had been a long time since anyone had seen him get feminine attention. Maybe it was vain, but he missed that more than he cared to admit.


      “Congratulations.” Travis held his fist out. “If I know anyone that deserves her—and can put up with her—it would be you.”


      Did he tell Travis the truth of it or bump fists?


      Hell, honesty was overrated. He didn’t know how long he had to live the dream. Might as well go all the way. He reached out his fist.


      * * *


      Jolie cracked open Hauk’s notebook as Dr. Graves yammered about the socio-political ramifications of corporate involvement in the yada-yada. She should be paying attention, but this was her only professor to still run a lecture class. Usually she sat in the front and played the good student; he was on her dissertation committee, after all. But surely this far into the semester she’d earned a slacker day. She sat in the back and kept her phone in her lap to somewhat follow the class’s color commentary on social media but spent most of her focus getting a glimpse into the inner workings of Hauk’s brain.


      And a gorgeous brain it was. Hauk wasn’t the most accomplished artist with a pen, but the early sketches gave enough of his ideas to see how they would translate into metal, and the renderings grew more detailed and sure as they went along.


      Just as fascinating were the snippets of verse scattered throughout the designs. Some were attributed to bands or the occasional old poet, but some had no author noted. She didn’t recognize any of those from the radio or from works she’d studied in school and wondered if he’d written them himself.


      As the leather-bound book progressed, the art got more imaginative and the writing had fewer attributions. As he’d mentioned, more and more the work tended toward jewelry, quirky necklaces and bracelets or wedding sets for those who wanted something a little different than the standard solitaire and circle. Toward the end she found a page with several careful sketches of a rose ring. The laborious detail in the drawings and the graceful intricacy of the piece made her breath catch. He’d taken special care on this design.


      Jolie had a special affection for roses because of Papa Marcel, her mother’s father. He’d owned a film company, Rosebud Media, which had been his pride and joy. It was because of him she’d moved to Austin and had the wealth, not to mention the confidence, to break away from her father’s control. After Papa Marcel had died this past summer, she’d gotten her first and, at least for now, only tattoo: rose petals blowing away across her abdomen and hips.


      But the rose of Hauk’s sketches wasn’t the baby bud of Papa Marcel’s film company or the decimated beauty of her ink. This rose sat in full bloom at the ring’s center with leaves and thorns wrapped around the finger in delicate detail. A triumphant rose. The unattributed poem accompanying it, however, was anything but triumphant.


      

      



      ...For Her


      From sleep she stirs. I wait in


      Simple awe drawn from


      Her courage, cursing my


      Composure, frozen with


      Scars. Her smiles when frail


      Or sure come from a strength


      I lost in blaze and blood.


      But, oh, to reclaim my fire...


      

      



      Mouth dry, she smoothed the pad of her finger over the words, feeling the dip where his pen had pressed in, the scratches where he’d crossed words out to change the flow. Her heart picked up as she read them a second time and a third, reeling between discomfort and awe. Maybe they were just a meaningless pretty he’d created, like so many other designs in the book. But the rose, the talk of scars and fire, the title of the poem...these pages had to be more.


      Such profound emotion, more than she’d guessed. He’d said he loved her, but panicked as she’d been, the words hadn’t had half the impact of these pages. It was almost too much to handle. It would’ve been too much in the past. But there was something magnetic in Hauk’s depths, something genuine and precious that she didn’t want to run from.


      Dr. Graves called the end of class. She shut the notebook and followed the others out.


      Had Hauk forgotten the poem was there, or had he meant to let her see it? The work was dated from less than a month ago, just before they’d kissed. Had he made the ring yet? Were his feeling substantially changed now that they had moved forward? If so, how?


      In her fog of questions she nearly ran into Dr. Echelson, her other professor of the day and a fellow member of the Underlight. Usually he was in class before she was, with notes already scrawled across the chalkboard in his old-fashioned, elegant writing.


      “Oh, excuse me, Jolie.” He blinked at her as if walking in his own fog.


      Worry for him rumbled through her gut as she took his arm. “You okay, Dr. E?” He appeared a bit distracted but otherwise clear-eyed.


      “Oh, yes. Fine.” He frowned at a clock in the hallway. “And running behind. My, where has the time gone?” He looked behind him, in the direction he’d come from. “I could swear it was...but no matter. Shall we?” A brief and insincere smile lit his face.


      Dr. E was sharp as a blade, only in his fifties, but she supposed a time gap would worry anyone. Except it wasn’t the first time gap she’d heard about today. In the shop, the women had teased Beth about being too drunk to remember twenty minutes she’d spent alone in the bathroom the last time they went topside. Beth had protested that she hadn’t been drunk. What if Beth was right?


      Jolie gripped Dr. Echelson’s arm a little tighter and didn’t move forward. “How long?” she asked.


      “What?”


      “How long did you lose track of?”


      He straightened his cuffs and pulled one sleeve of his jacket on. “It’s of no matter. We need to get to class.” The white sleeve of his other arm had a pinprick of blood on it.


      “Wait.”


      He drew himself up as if affronted. She pointed at the mark. His eyes turned hard as he pulled his jacket back off. “Help me roll it up?”


      Jolie carefully turned the cuff back, keeping his shirt as pristine as she could while folding it. Sure enough, there on his biceps was a prick the size of a needle. “Get LaRoche to test you.” She shouldn’t be telling him what to do; he was her professor and a leader in the Underlight. But they needed to know.


      He bowed his head. “Damnation.”


      “Professor?”


      He sighed a curt breath. “Of course I will. I suppose if I turn up positive, I’ll be stepping down as chairman of The Thing.”


      The Thing was the governing body of the Underlight, and the notion of Dr. E not being on it crushed her. He was one of the people she respected most for his wisdom and his tolerance, and he’d championed her acceptance into membership, despite all the opposition. But they still had no idea what Ananke’s serum did.


      Brayden had been the first one, that they of knew of anyway, to be injected. When nothing had come of it, everyone had assumed the formula was defunct. But if Ananke was still inoculating members of the Underlight, it seemed more likely the formula was either incubating or waiting to be activated. “I think Beth was hit last week when she was topside with friends. There could be others. We need to test everyone.”


      Dr. E shook his head. “We can’t force people to do any such thing.” He sighed. “But we can request it. Get down. Talk to LaRoche and see what kind of circus it will be to have a hundred test subjects in his lab. We’ll need to advertise to anyone who spends a significant amount of time topside and pray this doesn’t turn into some sort of witch hunt.”


      Jolie pursed her lips but nodded. “We’ll do what we need to to protect the Underlight.”


      Dr. E regarded her sharply. “No. We won’t. We’ll do what we must to preserve our freedom. Not the Underlight. If we lose the free society we’ve created, we’ve died more surely than if Ananke killed us—and we’d have done it to ourselves.” He pulled a notepad from his pocket and scribbled something down. “Take this to any representative of The Thing, please. I’ll catch you up on class later.” He regarded her levelly. “And I’d appreciate it if I heard you were the first volunteer for testing.”


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Eight


      The Underlight had morphed into a zoo during the two days since Jolie had come home with the announcement of Dr. Echelson’s attack. Nothing like a little paranoia to change the atmosphere of a place. Then, of course, some people refused to acknowledge there was a threat.


      Hauk wasn’t sure which side was worse, the fear-mongers trying to ban people going topside or the ostriches insisting people getting shot up with a secret formula by their magic-wielding enemy was nothing to worry about.


      Thankful to be out for a bit, Hauk adjusted his hoodie and resettled his pack over his shoulder as he stepped into the elevator at Jolie’s condo. His bag contained a change of clothes and all the other sundries he’d need for the night. He was happy to be out of the Underlight, thrilled to be here and nervous as hell.


      As he rode up the high-speed elevator, he listened to a silence so profound he could swear he heard his heartbeat. For two days now he’d been good around her—no talk of the future, no repeat of the dreaded L-word—and Jolie had been happy. His feelings were a bit more mixed. Each touch came easier than the last, a little more natural, a little less considered. The way he wanted to be.


      Each touch also made him fall a little harder for the woman, a feat he hadn’t known was possible.


      The car dinged, and the doors opened into Jolie’s palace in the sky. The woman he desired above all else owned a whole effing floor near the top of the city’s ritziest condo. Everything inside was first-class, from the slim furniture in muted colors to the deco artwork to the pool table with tasseled pockets and real felt. What he remembered most though, from his last and only other visit here, were the glass walls that overlooked Austin from fifty-five stories up, putting her view more than ten stories above the city’s next tallest building.


      Last time he’d been here was during the day. Now the city lights glowed below them, blurring the streets and making the goings on below feel distant and small.


      It was a startling contrast to the one room he lived in. He loved his home, but given the choice he’d have a hard time relinquishing this space and that view. As long as he was a fugitive though, he’d always live underground. It bothered him that if he and Jolie got serious, the way he’d like, she’d have to leave this to be with him. He’d take the sky away from her.


      In some ways it was good she couldn’t love him.


      Before the doors finished sliding open, Jolie was there to pull him into her home and into a kiss that wiped his worries away. “Glad you could make it,” she whispered.


      “Where else would I be?”


      Her smile broke like the sunrise across the Afghan desert, beautiful and dangerous. A kitchen alarm sounded behind her. “Potatoes are ready. Come on.”


      The skirt of her purple dress fluttered with every graceful step. White stockings ended in thin heels that might put her over six feet tall.


      In her show, her stockings were always attached with garters. He wondered if that’s what was under her skirt right now. And if so, if they were white like her hose or purple like her dress or some other color entirely.


      He followed her into the kitchen.


      Was she wearing lace? Or something sheer? Another G-string?


      She removed potatoes from the oven with a fuzzy green mitt, lit the burners on the stovetop and set a grill pan on to heat. That done, she pivoted to him with a come-hither smile. “I can feel your eyes on me.”


      He obeyed the smile and took a step toward her.


      She played with her silver necklace, running a knuckle along the base of her throat. “I like that feeling.”


      Another step, and he caught her in his arms. “You’re awfully fun to watch.” He couldn’t help himself; he put a hand on her thigh. When she didn’t protest, he smoothed it up her leg, dragging her skirt up a bit at a time.


      “Whatcha doing?” she purred.


      He grinned. “I want to see if you’re wearing garters.”


      She laughed low then surprised him by smacking his hand hard enough to sting. “Naughty boy.”


      He let go of her skirt.


      She shook a playful finger at him, and he wanted to bite it. “After dinner you can find out whatever you want.” Nose in the air in mock hauteur, she spun back to the stove. “But you have to wait until then.”


      The knitting biddies may call them la belle et le bête, but tonight she made him feel like the big bad wolf—absolutely ravenous.


      Butter sizzled in the pan, and she put two beef filets in.


      “Can I do something to help?” Something to do with his hands other than grab her?


      “You can pour us margaritas. I made some.” She motioned her chin toward a full pitcher.


      “Some?” He poured two glasses, and it barely made a dent. “Is a platoon arriving, or are you trying to get me drunk?”


      She wrinkled her nose with a flirtatious grin. “I wouldn’t put it past me. Getting you drunk, not inviting a platoon. Even I have my adventuresome limits. But you might want to watch yourself. I might try to take advantage of you.”


      He curled around her from behind and handed her a glass. “Please do.” And he meant it. Get him drunk, get him so blazingly horny he couldn’t think straight, she could do whatever she wanted to get him out of his head and into bed with her.


      Although blazingly horny was at the moment doing just fine all on its own. She relaxed back against him, and he rested his chin against her soft hair. “This,” he said, “is exactly what I needed today.”


      “Me too.” She reached back and squeezed his hip. “Hey, I have a present for you. Or a choice or something.” She walked away from the stove and tugged him with her. Out of a drawer she pulled two things and then sat up on the counter and demurely crossed her ankles. “You don’t need to decide right now, or even tonight unless you want to, but I figured we’d go ahead and deal with it before it’s critical.” She held up her hands. In one was an unopened box of condoms, in the other a printout.


      Confused, he took the printout and read it over. “A blood test?”


      “I’m on the shots for birth control, so that shouldn’t be a problem, and I just had that done.” She tapped the paper, dated from a couple days ago. “I always use condoms. Always. Like, I think there were a couple of times in college when an ex and I were drunk, but that’s it. I should be clean.” She unhooked her ankles to catch a heel around his right thigh, the one that wasn’t metal. “If you’re interested in going without.”


      His body tightened. Making love to Jolie without that barrier seemed like the way it should be between them. He was surprised she made it an option, though. Like her, he’d been scrupulous about protection back when it had been an issue for him. Then again, she knew he hadn’t come vaguely close to sex in five years, so there was no reason for her to worry. Still, he had to ask, “Not that I’m complaining, but why break your rule with me?”


      “First off, I trust you to tell me if there’s something I should know.” She paused expectantly.


      “Yeah. I’m clean,” he assured her. “Second off?”


      Her eyes peered up at him from under those long auburn lashes in a rare shy expression. “I kinda like the idea of there being nothing between us.”


      He tossed the box of condoms out of the kitchen and kissed her. She threw her arms around his neck, the untouchable vixen gone for the moment. He scooped her up off the counter and held her, her shy declaration meaning more to him than he could say.


      After a moment she pulled back. “We should probably check on the steaks.”


      She liked hers very rare. He wanted her to have things just the way she wanted. He could kiss her forever, but grilling meat waited for no man. He carried her back to the stove. She laughed as he shifted her onto his hip so he could turn the thick steaks with her silver tongs.


      Soft kisses pressed against his neck and jaw.


      “You keep that up, and I’m not going to make it to dinner. I’m just warning you,” he told her.


      After one more kiss she slid down his body in a most unhelpful move. “Salad’s in the fridge. I’ll go get it.”


      A quick sashay, and she opened the door. The light hit her smiling face.


      He wanted every day of his life to be just like this. She bent over to get the salad bowl.


      Exactly like this.


      * * *


      Hauk’s pretty blue eyes glinted merrily across the table from Jolie. She warmed at the sight and at the free sound of his laughter. Tonight was perfect.


      He downed the last swallow of his drink, and she tossed her napkin on the table. Dinner was over; they had waited long enough. Time to begin operation drive Hauk crazy with lust until he wasn’t self-conscious anymore.


      Sounded like a solid and awfully fun plan to her.


      “More margarita?” Before he could answer she reached for the pitcher.


      “Sure.”


      She stalked around the table to him. The poor man made a desperate and mostly successful effort to keep his eyes on her face. “You’re cute.” She picked up his glass then returned it with another generous serving.


      He quirked an eyebrow at her. “Um, how?”


      “Trying to keep your eyes on my face.” She swiveled his chair away from the table and toward the floor-to-ceiling windows. With her phone she turned up the stereo. “Makes me wonder what I’d have to do...” she closed her eyes, letting the music soak through her for a moment, “...to make the rest of me irresistible.”


      If music was oxygen, then dancing was how Jolie breathed. Without conscious effort, her body slid into the rhythm of the sultry bass. It was painful not to move when a beat pulsed. She danced with a burlesque troupe because she could. Because it was fun and freeing and she liked showing off. And maybe just a little because of how badly it would horrify her mother. Each piece of clothing she stripped off her body was getting away with the crime of leaving her old life behind.


      She danced entirely for herself. Not for the audience and definitely not for men, or at least she never had before. But Hauk focused on her with undisguised awe, and she wanted to dance for him, to move to the rhythm of his breath, to read her next step from the desire in his eyes.


      She swayed in closer, and his attention didn’t stay on her face. He assessed her greedily. Turning, she gave him a good view of the whole package, bent forward and snapped back up. He groaned. His hands curled around her hips, tugging her closer.


      Then they released. “Sorry.”


      Smiling over her shoulder, she saw his hands squeeze into fists. “It’s all right, baby, there are no rules here. It’s look and please touch.”


      The pressure on her hips returned immediately, lighter this time. The sweet contrast between his eagerness and reticence turned her on more than she’d imagined. She wanted to break down that hesitance. Make him wild for her.


      She undulated as his hands brushed down her thighs then propped a spiked heel up on his lap. “Take this off for me?”


      His fingers trembled as he slipped off her shoe and dropped it behind the chair. She sat sideways in his lap and kicked her other shoe away. His arms cradled around her.


      “Still want to check if I’m wearing garters?”


      Starting at her ankle, he skimmed his hand up her leg. Each inch higher, the pressure increased. His breath shallowed, sending shivers up her back. As he leaned in, his smell of smoke and lemon and leather knotted her insides. His mouth caught hers hungrily, his tongue still cold and tasting of lime from the drinks they’d shared.


      Her garter snapped against her thigh. “I want to see these. Take your dress off for me.” His voice was thick and dark like melting chocolate. Her plan was working.


      “Bossy, bossy.” She rubbed noses with him.


      “Please?”


      She twirled off his lap. “I thought we’d try it burlesque style.” The dress was a wrap she wore for this very purpose. One tie, and it was loose. She peeled the fabric away from her chest. His eyes darkened as he leaned toward her. She turned her back to him.


      “Aw, baby.”


      She let the dress drop off one shoulder and glanced over to see his expression. She might name that one “barely contained tiger.” She slid the dress back up.


      “Please.” The teasing please from earlier was a full-fledged beg.


      She dropped both shoulders off.


      “Yeah, that’s what I want. I want to see you.” The ache in his voice was exactly what she wanted to hear.


      With deliberate slowness, she lowered the dress down her back.


      He groaned. The heat emanating from him practically steamed the air. “I want you naked.”


      She released the dress to pool on the floor and pivoted back to him. “I’m going to remind you later that you said that.” Later, when she tried to get his clothes off. “So you want the stockings off?”


      “Off.”


      “Unclip the garters,” she ordered as she bent over again and ran her fingers up her thigh.


      “Yes, ma’am.” His fingers shook as he made quick work of them. Hands gripping her thigh, he seared her with his gaze. She held it, dropping all pretenses to let him see her own desire. His breath rattled out of him.


      Propping a foot back up on his leg, she eased the first stocking down. He watched each inch of her leg as it was exposed then stroked his hands up her naked skin. While he was thus distracted, she undid the first button of his shirt. He had an undershirt beneath, but it was a start.


      His hands stilled. She moved to the second button. He let her undo it and move down to the third. She dropped to her knees between his legs and tugged his shirt tails out. “I’m going to make you scream my name,” she promised.


      His hands gripped her shoulders as she kept going with the buttons. Each little crack in his cloth armor felt like a breakthrough.


      “I’m going to make you so damn happy, Hauk.”


      She finished the last button, and his shirt front fell open.


      “You already make me happy,” he said. His voice was so sincere it tugged at something deep inside her.


      Her breath caught. She pulled them both to standing, made quick work of her last stocking and threw it around his neck. With her nylon rope, she pulled him to the window.


      “Where are we going?” he asked.


      “I know you like the view.” It was a staggering drop down fifty-five floors, and the one time Hauk had been over, he’d loved leaning on the floor-to-ceiling glass to take in the vertigo-inducing drop.


      He’d love it even more now.


      She dropped the stocking, slid her arms around his neck and let him press her against the window. Her heart beat wildly at the clear glass separating her from a fall, and instinctively she clung to him tighter. He kissed her ravenously. She pressed closer, reveling in the hardness of his body, from his broad shoulders to the erection straining against her.


      Time to do something about that. She slid down him, keeping eye contact as her nails scratched down his chest. When she hit her knees, his eyes darkened. As she unhooked his belt, a tremble ran through him. His mouth opened as if to speak, but he shut it purposefully.


      Still censoring himself? She’d fix that. She kissed him through the hem of his shirt as she undid the button and then the zipper of his pants. Staring brazenly up at him, she hooked her thumbs in his fly, just millimeters from his eager cock. “You’re gonna need to push these down for me. I’d say I’m happy right where I am, as you once told me, but honestly I’d be a lot happier with your dick in my mouth.”


      He shoved his pants over his hips so fast they might’ve been on fire. But at the last moment, he caught a belt loop on the left side, keeping them from falling.


      She narrowed her eyes at his crooked finger. Oh, she’d make him forget to hold on, all right.


      * * *


      Jolie kissed the head of his cock, and it was all Hauk could do to stay standing. She took him in her mouth, and it was all he could do to stay breathing. The cinnamon and vanilla of her perfume surrounded him, and the sight of her on her knees was more heart-stopping than a free-fall into the Austin skyline beside them.


      She was the most exquisite sensory overload in every way.


      He hooked his finger tighter into the belt loop to keep from accidentally letting go. His metal leg had moving parts, and he was terrified he’d shift his weight and catch her hair. She’d scorched her hair for him two weeks ago and had been so sad; he’d be damned if he let his mechanical leg yank more out in the middle of this.


      Her fingers caressed him. He moaned. This was not going to take long. He’d return the favor then lay her down on the wood floor and make love to her.


      But for now, her tongue was mind-blowing perfection as she touched him intimately. Everything melted into the background but the feel of the woman he loved pleasuring his body. With his free hand he touched her face. His fingers shook as he curled them into her hair and tried not to press her into him.


      She hummed happily at his touch, and the burlesque temptress gave way to the joyful woman he’d fallen hard for. He could feel his orgasm building and didn’t fight it. He’d been so long without. His fingers squeezed her as he gasped out, “Jolie, I’m going to come.”


      She growled and took him deeper, but he hadn’t expected her to turn away. The pleasure built until his body couldn’t contain it.


      Don’t say I love you. Don’t say I love you.


      The world shattered into bliss.


      His knees buckled. Don’t fall on her. He reached for the glass. Don’t drop your pants. He grabbed the belt loop back.


      Don’t say I love you.


      He gasped for breath as his body shook from the release. The world’s most perfect woman sat back on her heels looking up at him expectantly.


      His mind reeled for something to say, something other than the “Gods, Jolie, I love you so fucking much,” that ran through his brain like a chant. Something not inane like “wow,” or asshole-ish like “great job.”


      He had nothing. He jerked his pants up and fastened them so he could put both his hands back on her. Tell her with a touch. Was that a pout on her amazing mouth? He’d fix the pout. He hauled her up to standing and crushed her against the wall in a kiss.


      * * *


      The best blow job she’d ever given and not only did he hang on to his pants, but he shoved them back on immediately after. And he didn’t say he loved her again. Not that she deserved that last one, though she was again disappointed by its absence.


      He’d said it last time she’d gotten him off. What did a girl have to do to make the man let go?


      And then he was kissing her again, and it was hard to care about anything else because she was turned on as hell and Hauk was the best kisser on the planet.


      He lifted her up until she was his height, and she wrapped her legs around him, squeezing his torso. Too much clothing. He was still wearing too much.


      His mouth pulled away from hers so he could glance around the room.


      “What?” she asked.


      Mischievous eyes met hers again. “I was going to take you to the couch, but...” His powerful arms lifted her higher. She released her legs to let him do whatever he was doing. “Can you reach that?”


      She looked behind her to the crossbar above her head holding the window in place. Reaching back, she grabbed on.


      “Perfect.” A moment later he had her thighs over his shoulders and his hands under her ass. His warm breath teased her right where she wanted his mouth.


      “Oh. Oh, yes.” She leaned back in anticipation. A deep laugh, and his tongue caressed her. “Oh, God, yes.”


      She’d had wicked dreams about Wesley Haukon and his tongue for the past two and a half months. The real thing was so much better. He devoured her, wringing moans from deep inside her as his tongue plunged and teased.


      Her hands slipped across the cold glass as her back arched over nothing. But his hands held her safely; the rhythm of his mouth kept her anchored. The city spread out beneath her with its manic glow, enticing her with the vertigo-inducing drop.


      It wasn’t enough. She leaned up so she could see Hauk instead.


      Too often she’d pushed for the sensation, the bigger thrill, the higher fall. But with Wesley Haukon, the man was the thrill. She didn’t need any adrenaline but his presence to feel like flying. And God, with his mouth driving her higher with each perfect thrust of his tongue...


      His eyes caught her stare, held it as his thumb pressed inside her. His tongue flicked across her clit. The spark that shot through her nearly jolted her from his hands, but he held her steady as the pressure increased, his tongue insistent and sure.


      Her senses narrowed down to the feel of Hauk and the physical joy of what he could do. The feeling inside her tensed then burst into rapture, exploding like fireworks into the skyline.


      * * *


      Jolie went limp in his arms, and he lowered her to her feet, still carrying her precious weight for fear she’d drop. The taste of her was like morphine after five years of agony, and he had to have more. “Want you.”


      “Yes. Yes.”


      Exactly what he needed to hear. He’d never yearned for anyone or anything so much. He turned her to the windows. Her skin was smooth and hot as he clung to her, losing his senses to the rapture she inspired.


      She stroked a hand down his face, humming in that happy way she had.


      He buried his face in the raw silk of her hair, unable to get close enough to her. Her scent enveloped him. He reached between them to free himself from his leathers.


      “What are you doing?” she asked, her voice sex-drugged. “Hauk...”


      She pushed back against him, fitting her body tighter into his. The firm roundness of her bare ass against his erection nearly undid him. Gripping her hips, he ground his temple against her scalp and gasped in air. He had to get himself under control enough to be gentle. Not to slam into her like an animal.


      “Hauk. What are you doing?”


      “Need you,” he grunted in answer. She was his. At least for a while. Gods, he needed this. Needed her.


      “Hauk, wait.” Her elbows knocked back into him, not painful but insistent. “Stop.”


      Stop? The word barely registered through the fog of longing. Why? He squeezed his eyes shut.


      She’d said they could do this. She’d said she wanted to. Gods, don’t stop him now.


      She twisted against him. Jolie had changed her mind. Didn’t matter why.


      Every instinct in his body screamed at him to complete this, to make them one. But he forced himself to freeze. Her waist was firm in his grasp. He held on like an anchor, trying to find himself again in the swirling current of desire and pain.


      “What are you doing? Turn me around.”


      Grabbing for the shredded ends of his restraint, he pushed away.


      As he stumbled toward the couch, he did his pants back up with clumsy fingers. His insides were numb. Numb and out of control at the exact same time. He’d done something horribly wrong—he must have or she wouldn’t reject him, right?—but he didn’t understand. Growling, he jabbed an accusing finger at her. “You said it was okay. You said you wanted me.”


      “It is. I do.” She took a step toward him.


      So confused. He threw a hand up to ward her off. “Don’t come near me.” Thankfully she stopped, because he was afraid he was losing his shit. “You said we didn’t need a condom. With the paper and the—the box of condoms. You said it was my choice.”


      Her eyes flashed angrily. “I said we didn’t have to use a condom because I wanted there to be nothing between us. You still have all your clothes on!”


      He glanced down at his outfit, barely aware of it.


      She gesticulated wildly. “I want you to look me in the eye. I want you naked. Both of us naked. We can do that right now. Or later tonight. Or whenever you want. But not like...like that.” She pointed at the window. “Not the first time.”


      She pursued him again. He hopped up and moved to put the couch between them.


      Fuck him, she was right. His stomach dropped, heavy with the weight of his mistake. What was he doing? Treating her like a back-alley whore, that’s what he was doing. He squeezed his eyes shut again, trying to hold back the pressure crashing in from every direction.


      He opened his eyes. She was in front of him again. He still wanted to grab her, throw her on the couch and rut her like an animal, and she was so much better than that.


      He had to get out of here.


      He headed for the elevator.


      “What are you doing?” she called after him.


      “You’re right.” Steady voice. Don’t let her see that you’ve lost your fucking mind.


      “Okay. I’m right. So why are you calling for the elevator?”


      He glared back at her over his shoulder. Stupid fucking elevator was fast, but it could still take a minute to get to him. Too damn long. He had to get out.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Nine


      Jolie stared at Hauk in jaw-dropped confusion. She’d wanted to make him lose his shit. Well, she’d succeeded. Go team idiot. “Oh, fuck. Hauk, don’t... It’s okay. I’m not mad.”


      He kept his back to her, not acknowledging her words. She had a feeling once that elevator got here, he was out. Her back stiffened in alarm. She had maybe thirty seconds.


      “Look at me, please.” She walked toward him again, slowly this time.


      He threw out a hand. “Just stop,” he gritted out. “Stay away from me.”


      His words cut, and she lashed out. “You can’t just leave. That’s ridiculous.”


      A door dinged, and he sprang at it.


      Alarm became panic. She sprinted after him. “Don’t go. You can’t go.”


      The door opened; he got in. He was leaving her like this? Not okay. No way in hell. Setting her jaw, she grabbed for him.


      He evaded her easily and moved to the back of the elevator. She couldn’t catch him? Fine. She stood in the opening so the doors couldn’t close. He’d have to physically move her out of the way, which he could easily do, as he was a fricking behemoth with mad combat skills. But at least he’d have to touch her again.


      His eyes turned flat. “Get out of the door.”


      “Make me. I’m not letting you leave.” Because something about that crushed her. She’d screwed up, pushed too hard too fast, and she couldn’t shake the fear that his departure would mess them up for good.


      With a determined frown, he lowered his head. She had faith that even mad he wouldn’t hurt her, and that was the advantage she needed.


      He crossed the elevator in two strides. She held her ground. He picked her up by the waist to move her. Instead of struggling, she wrapped her arms around his chest in a bear hug.


      He yanked his hands off her like she was on fire. “Let go.”


      She cinched her legs around his knees. “If you leave this building, you’re taking me with you.”


      “You’re in your underwear,” he yelled.


      She yelled right back. “You think I care if people see my ass? Remember where we met?”


      “Jolie, dammit! Let go!”


      “Don’t. Leave. Me.” God, she sounded anguished. She didn’t mean to sound that broken, and yet she sniffed each breath, practically crying. “Call my bluff. Ride the elevator down. You will be the center of attention everywhere you go.”


      “That’ll get me arrested.”


      “Don’t care right now. Don’t leave.” She’d forgotten about him getting arrested. If he went down, she’d ride with him. Spend the fifty-five floors trying to get him back upstairs. But once they made the foyer, she’d have to let him go for his own safety.


      


      He couldn’t get to the foyer. Despair clawed at her throat. “Don’t leave, Hauk. Please, baby, don’t leave me. This is my fault. I’m sorry.”


      “It’s not your fault!” His voice boomed over the inane love song on the stereo, filling her space with his anger.


      The elevator dinged and tried to shut, slamming into their shoulders before popping back open. “Jolie.” His voice was dangerously soft. “Let me go.”


      She burrowed closer. “No.”


      The next moment strung out too long with its indecision and anger. The elevator dinged again. His body rigid with tension, Hauk drew in a shaky breath.


      And stepped back into her home.


      The doors closed behind him. She relaxed just a little. “Thank you.”


      His chest rose and fell heavily, and he kept his hands out to his sides, careful not to touch her. “What are we going to do now? ‘Talk about it’ is not the answer to that question. Not right now. Maybe not ever.”


      She put her feet on the ground and leaned away from him on wobbly knees. “I hadn’t gotten that far.”


      His voice softened. “Oh, damn, sweetheart. You are crying.”


      He said it like he’d already guessed. She quickly dashed the tears away and forced her voice to remain steady. “I’m fine. You’re here. I’m fine.” She tugged him toward the hallway. “Come away from the elevators.”


      * * *


      He didn’t budge. He still didn’t trust himself to move. “How badly did I scare you?”


      “You didn’t scare me.” Her voice was scoffing, but she wouldn’t look at him, just kept trying to tow him away from the exit.


      A six-foot-seven man going crazy on her? He probably terrified the shit out of her, and that was not okay. “Don’t lie to me. I lost my head.”


      She spun back to him with an incredulous laugh. “Honey, you’re a berserker. I’ve seen you lose your head, and that wasn’t it.” She tugged again, so stubborn. “Now, come to bed.”


      It only took a moment to disengage himself from her grip.


      She cocked her head in confusion at the empty space in her hand as he backed up.


      “I’m not going to bed with you. I don’t want to sleep in the same bed if we didn’t make love. I can’t do that right now. I want you too much.”


      “Okay, well fine, let’s—”


      She kept coming at him, pursuing him relentlessly. Her luscious body was barely covered in scraps of satin and her skin flushed with emotion. He took another step back because his twitchy instincts still told him to lay her on the floor.


      “Stop, Jolie. You need to stop.”


      Something in his tone must’ve finally registered with her, because she quit chasing him.


      “I can’t do this.” He finally caught her eyes. She looked utterly bewildered, and he couldn’t blame her. “I just can’t strip down and...” He tried to stay calm, but despite his best intentions his voice rose with each word. “It’s not going to happen. Not tonight. Not any time soon. I’m not standing in front of you without my skin.”


      She hissed in a breath and leaned away from him.


      He realized what he’d said. “Clothes. Without my clothes.”


      Here was where she finally realized he was out of his fucking mind and sent him home. She was going to stand there, a sensual goddess in lingerie, while he still had the taste of her on his tongue, and that was the way it ended. “I’ll go.”


      She went to the couch and picked up his duffel. He needed to call the elevator back.


      But instead of coming to him, she went to the hallway. “I know you said we weren’t going to talk about it, but that’s bullshit. We both need a few minutes to calm down, so let’s get ready for bed. Then we can talk. Dumping your girlfriend over something she said in haste when she was upset is not okay.”


      She headed down the hall with his bag.


      “Girlfriend?” he asked, confusion cutting through the other crap in his head.


      She swung back around, bag clenched in her fingers like she might throw it at him. “Yeah. Am I not anymore?”


      Once again he was thrown off-balance. “We hadn’t established that to begin with.”


      She crossed her arms, unintentionally pushing those distracting breasts up over the top of her bra cups. “I thought you were all into monogamy. That’s what you implied anyway, back when I was dating Paul, who wasn’t. Do you not want me as your girlfriend?”


      Was she kidding? Despite his confusion, a flutter of hope warmed him. “Be my girlfriend?”


      “Yes. Now that that’s officially established, don’t walk out on me all pissed without giving us a chance to work it out.” She stalked into her bedroom.


      He followed her. His girlfriend. That meant he was her boyfriend. The way she treated him in the Underlight was real. But didn’t that imply they had a future? Or were at least considering one? It did to him. Maybe to her it was only a sign of exclusivity.


      Exclusivity was good, though. His and only his. Very good indeed.


      His duffle was on her bed. She came out of the bathroom carrying a toothbrush. When she saw him, her shoulders relaxed significantly, and she pointed backwards. “Your toothbrush is still there.”


      The musculature of her four-pack abdominals twisted with the motion, highlighting her slender waist. All that bare skin kept his nethers standing for roll call. “Can you put pants on? A shirt? I can’t think straight with you that naked.”


      Frowning, she glanced down at herself, like she’d forgotten she had no clothes on. “Oh. Sure.” She disappeared back into the bathroom.


      He used to be that casual about nudity. Well, his own, anyway. Naked women had always done things to his brain, like turn it off. That hadn’t changed.


      He sat on the bed and put his head in his hands, counting breaths until he had them somewhat even and under control. After a minute he could feel her presence back in the room. He glanced up to find her observing him from the doorway with a frown. Thankfully she’d put on sweatpants and a T-shirt.


      Not that that made her any less desirable, but it helped his brain focus on something other than animal needs.


      “I’m going to go pick up the kitchen.”


      He stood up to help.


      “Sit. It’s ten minutes of space. Change if you want to. I’d like that, but it’s up to you.” She shut the door as she left. A firm click, and he was alone. After a moment the music from the living room cut off, leaving him in silence.


      He hefted himself up and headed for her balcony. There, with the rough air and muffled silence, the troubles of the world felt far away, and the distance to the horizon reminded him how damn small he was in the grand scheme of things. A rare feeling when he towered over most crowds. He used to get a kick out of standing above everyone. Now the attention it attracted made his face that much harder to hide.


      But here at Jolie’s, he could be above it all and still alone.


      A cold wind tugged at his clothes as he gripped the railing. Her bedroom overlooked a different direction than the downtown views of the living room, presenting a more idyllic scene of the lake that wound its way through town from the west Austin hills.


      The first time Hauk had visited her condo, he’d been disdainful of the decadence of it. Maybe even intimidated. As an enlisted soldier from a blue-collar family, this was not the kind of place he ever thought he’d hang out. Jolie was not the kind of girl he ever thought he’d date. He’d always had a healthy opinion of his abilities as a soldier and as a decent human being. But a girl like her and a guy like him? That just didn’t happen.


      Calmer now, he could admit a big part of his problem was that if he made a checklist of everything he could possibly want in a woman, she’d fulfill every one. He tapped his metal leg against the metal of the railing. Being so incomplete in front of that perfection was hard.


      But when she smiled with that boldness in her eyes focused entirely on him, he didn’t feel incomplete. He felt invincible.


      He turned from the view and back to her bedroom with its tempting four-poster, sparse but elegant furniture and door to a bathroom that was bigger than his quarters at the Underlight.


      His girlfriend’s bathroom. Her choice of words.


      He headed to the sink. In the holder next to hers was the toothbrush she’d given him after he’d spent the night passed out from a berserker rage. Back then his toothbrush had made three in the holder—hers, his, and Paul’s. But now there were only two.


      He checked his watch. Jolie would be back soon. He decided to change his clothes.


      * * *


      Jolie knocked on her own door, her stomach fluttering with nerves. She had her speech all planned out, what she needed to say to convince him to stay the night. She was willing to give a little if he was. Hopefully the ten minutes she’d spent righting the kitchen and tracking down every piece of tossed clothing had been enough time for him to clear his head, too.


      Each piece of wardrobe had sent a jolt of regret through her. Some day she would learn that balls-to-the-wall wasn’t the best way to tackle every problem.


      “Come in,” Hauk said, his voice garbled, and she bulled her way into the room.


      She stopped when she found him in flannel pants, brushing his teeth. He hadn’t changed out of his button-down, but that was probably because he intended to sleep in the undershirt beneath it.


      At least, that was what she hoped. He wasn’t hopping on his motorcycle in cotton PJ bottoms, that was for sure.


      He winked and went back into the bathroom. The sink ran, and she wondered what parallel dimension she’d entered, where Hauk was making himself at home in her bedroom.


      It was a good parallel dimension, but not what she’d expected.


      She crossed into her bathroom and contemplated the second sink. He stood up straight, smiled at her. She changed her plan. “Hold my hair while I wash my face?”


      The clip she used most nights was right there on the counter between them. He didn’t pay it any mind, just said, “Sure,” as he came up behind her. “What do I do?” His fingers gently combed through her hair as he gathered it at her nape. “Like this?”


      Mouth suddenly dry, she swallowed. “Yeah. That’ll work.” She leaned down and splashed water on her face as he patiently kept her hair from the stream.


      “I didn’t mean to be an asshole, Jolie. I’m sorry.”


      She turned to him, face dripping and mascara likely running down her temple.


      He used his hold on her hair to gently turn her back. “Wash your face. I’m saying this now while you can’t protest.”


      She ought to tell him he didn’t need to apologize but didn’t think he’d like that. So she grabbed the soap and started foaming away her makeup with more vigor than needed.


      The composure in his voice was layered over the gruffness of raw emotion. It reminded her how deep his waters ran under that placid surface. Deep and rocky. “I thought I was at peace with what happened. The scarring, I mean. But I guess I’m not. I hate putting you through this. I wouldn’t blame you if you weren’t interested in dealing.” With his free hand he stroked her back. “But I hope you are.”


      She hastily splashed handfuls of water against her and popped up with water still dripping down her chin and clinging to her lashes. “I’m interested. I want to.”


      Amusement lightened the weight of his words as he handed her a towel.


      “I have black all under my eyes, don’t I?”


      He nodded.


      Embarrassed, she grabbed eye makeup remover and finished the job. He watched her with the sort of laid-back ease she loved about him. So little fazed Hauk; it had been one of the hardest things about tonight, knowing she’d caused him to lose his cool. She wanted to tear down his inhibitions, not his peace of mind.


      Eyes no longer ringed with black, she hopped up to sit on the counter so she could tug him between her knees.


      He touched the hair at her temple and ran his fingers down a strand. “I’d like to stay tonight,” he said. “No matter what we do or don’t do. I want you, don’t get me wrong, but being with you is better than not, no matter what.”


      She dropped her head against his chest and wrapped her arms around his midsection. God, he was so perfect. His big hands slid down her back, and he held her, no demands, no expectations, just contact. As if he were the one comforting her after what had happened.


      He was always like that, taking care of everybody else, throwing himself in the path of bullets and bad mojo to protect people. Despite his selflessness, and how selfish and pampered-girl useless she could be sometimes, he still wanted her for more than her looks and in no way for her money. Hauk was the most heroic and fascinating person she’d ever met, and he liked her for her. It was the best feeling in the world.


      His heart beat steadily under her cheek. They were going to be okay. She took a deep breath. “I’m willing to negotiate my stance.”


      “Your stance?”


      She tipped her head up to face him. “On sex. My demands. I’ve decided to see reason and initiate peace talks.”


      He shook his head as he looked away. “Sweetheart, that’s nice, but you were perfectly reasonable.”


      “I don’t care about reasonable.” She wrapped a leg around his good thigh. “I want you unreasonably bad.”


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Ten


      Jolie held her breath, waiting for his response. She didn’t have to wait long.


      With a harsh exhale he dug fingers into the hair at her temple and drew her mouth to his in a rough kiss. All the calm he’d been exhibiting vanished as his tongue searched her, and she responded just as hungrily, clenching the fabric of his shirt to pull him closer.


      He pulled back just enough to whisper, “What do you want from me, babe? I’ll do my best, I swear.”


      Their breath comingled in the hot space between them. Thinking became a challenge. But there was something important she wanted. She had to ask. “I want to face you. Is that—was that one...”


      “No, that’s good. We can do that. I’d like that. I really would.”


      She poked his shoulder. “No covering my eyes.”


      His jaw opened and closed wordlessly as his eyes said, “Busted.”


      She softened her expression. “I didn’t mind last time. But for this, I want to see you.” She ducked her head. “It means something to me.”


      “I promise. Something else?”


      This was the big one. The make-or-break-it requirement. She considered the clothing wrapped around her fingers. A barrier wasn’t what she wanted, not in the long term. She wanted his skin to touch and kiss. To explore and claim. She wanted total freedom with him.


      Flattening her hands against his shirt, she studied his eyes, worried that what she needed most from him was too much to ask. “Promise me that one day these will be gone. That we’ll keep trying until we can do this. I don’t care if it takes time. That’s fine. But one day. It’ll be better for both of us.”


      He stood up straighter, pulling away. If he said no, it was going to hurt, and she’d have to decide what to do.


      Tension stiffened her shoulders. “Please, Hauk.”


      He caressed her face and tucked one hand around her jaw. “Jolie.” With his other hand he took the silver Thor’s hammer he wore around his neck, the symbol of his faith. He stared at the floor as he thought over his words then looked her in the eye. “I swear on Mjolnir that one day I will come to you naked. What happens then is up to you.”


      It was the most heartfelt promise she’d ever seen him make, and she deeply appreciated it. But seriousness made her uncomfortable, and she couldn’t help breaking the mood with a joke. “What happens then is I’m going to fuck the hell out of you. You’ll be sore for days.” Crude but honest, that she could do.


      He laughed, untroubled by her levity. “I’m in favor of that.” Scooping her up off the counter, he turned them toward the bed.


      “I have one more thing. But you can keep moving.”


      He lifted an eyebrow.


      She wiggled the box of condoms from her pocket and slapped it on his chest. “Consider this an incentive.”


      His chuckling response was more abashed than disappointed. “Quality incentive, indeed.” He placed her gently on the bed and moved the box to the bedside table.


      She didn’t want him to be offended. “Hey, my sister got pregnant at eighteen. It changed her life and, unfortunately, her personality. She and I were friends before it happened. You have your safety blankets, I have mine.”


      He lay down beside her, listening attentively.


      “That I’m offering at all makes you a Big Deal. You do get that, right?”


      He stroked her face. “You know if something happened, I’d be here. We’d handle it together. I’m not saying that in any way to change your mind, but you need to know.”


      She nodded and wrapped her arms around him. “I know.”


      He kissed her again. “I like being a Big Deal.” He tugged the hem of her shirt. “Can I?”


      “Of course.” She flicked the side of his open button down. “Can we take one of your two shirts off?” She gave him her best flirty pout. “Please?”


      His attention wandered her face, dazed, before settling on her lips. “Yes.”


      “Hauk?” She tugged on a button.


      “Huh?” He looked down at his shirt. “Oh. Yeah.” His cheeks pinked.


      She chuckled and pushed the shirt over his shoulders. Watching carefully for his reaction, she kept going, moving the fabric past the short sleeves of his undershirt until her fingers were brushing his skin.


      His breathing picked up, and he held himself perfectly still. She couldn’t tell if he was turned on by her touch or trying to hold back a reaction. “How are you doing?”


      “Picturing you naked.”


      She hadn’t asked “what,” she’d asked “how.” But he probably knew that.


      His shirt dropped to the bed, and he reached for hers. She lifted her arms so he could drag the fabric up her skin. When her shirt was gone, he admired her enthusiastically.


      She laughed. “You’ve been to enough of my shows. I’d have thought you’d have gotten your fill of these.” In demonstration, she shimmied.


      His look said she’d gone crazy. “Never. Besides. I can’t do this at your shows.” He gently cupped her breasts, filling his hands with her. “I will never, ever get enough of this.”


      She hummed and pushed against his palms. He squeezed, building a warm pleasure inside her. “Good, ’cause I like your hands on me.”


      He let one hand go to slide his fingers up her bra strap. “Can I...” He stopped, frowned.


      “What?”


      He shifted uncomfortably, reluctant to finish.


      “Talk to me, Hauk.”


      “I want to take everything off you.” He didn’t say, “and that’s not fair,” but she read it on his face.


      How to best respond? She leaned in. “Honey, you touching me? It feels good. Don’t get me wrong, I want us to be together because it’s emotionally close and—and stuff.” Romantic of the Year, that was her. But he was a man. Hopefully he’d understand what she meant. “But I also want you because you make me hot. I want your hands all over my naked body. And your mouth. I want you to make me scream and beg. Kiss me, touch me, strip me, pin me, tease me...do whatever you want.” She watched the hunger build in his eyes until she knew she had his full attention. “And one day you’re going to say the same thing to me.”


      He kissed her again.


      * * *


      Hauk unhooked her bra with one hand and was ridiculously proud he still could. She shrugged out of it, curves bouncing and nipples already peaked. Then he contemplated her pants. He wanted her naked. Ignoring the voice that told him he wasn’t making any sense, stripping her while he planned to keep every stitch on—hey, she said he could—he lowered her to the bed and made quick work of it.


      Her pale skin and hourglass figure spread before him in a perfection of female beauty. He’d meant it when he said he’d never get tired of this. He would remain in awe of her body every time he got to see it.


      Wednesday night, when he’d explored her for the first time, he’d paid attention to what she liked—what had made her breath catch and her skin quiver. Eager to practice what he’d learned, he slid his fingers down her stomach and over her hips bones.


      When he’d flicked his tongue across the curve of her waist, she’d moaned. He tried it again, and she reacted the same. So he nipped at her skin, and she clutched at his back. The action scraped his shirt up into her fingers, exposing a piece of his waist.


      His throat tightened. He would ignore it. They couldn’t do this if he freaked out every time he felt a little air in an unaccustomed place. He would concentrate on her and what he was doing. He could do that.


      Determined, he licked down her hip, loving the contours of her body. Yes, this is what he would focus on. Her body was the perfect distraction. He moved back up to kiss her breasts, taking one and then the other in his mouth until she panted and writhed beneath him.


      His own breath came out in gasps as his head swam with the cinnamon and vanilla scent of her. He kissed her lips and her hands dug into his shirt and it wasn’t enough. Before he could change his mind, he slid her hand down to his waist, under the fabric at his back.


      She tensed, and he feared he’d screwed up, that the feel of him freaked her out more than she’d anticipated.


      But she groaned and wrapped a leg around him, and her hand pressed against his back, smoothing up.


      And she was touching his skin.


      Her other hand joined the first, pressing firmly against him just like he’d asked her to. Even so, the unaccustomed feel sparked chaos in his head. He tensed, struggling against an emotional assault that strafed like a machine gun.


      Jolie stopped, as if she sensed his distress. “Too much?”


      Her stillness helped him find shelter. She’d noticed and hadn’t pushed. He swallowed. Took a moment to find his center. “No. Not too much.” It surprised him that he meant it.


      She chuckled, a low, sexy sound. “You want to get the condom then?”


      Yes. He did. He let go of her just long enough to get that rolled on and lowered his body back onto hers. Again, the words to tell her he loved her were on the tip of his tongue, and again he bit them back.


      Maybe, maybe that would come later. For now, this connection was what he wanted more than anything, and he didn’t want to screw it up.


      She caressed his face, kissed him as if blessing the act.


      Pushing carefully, he joined his body to hers. Her smile grew more sultry as he slid in tighter. Her breath hitched and her chest arched as he filled her. Her softness enveloped him in ecstasy.


      And they were one.


      He returned her smile. Started to move, slow as he could stand. Despite his desire to drive into her recklessly, the last thing he wanted to do was hurt her.


      But she was hot and wet and all encompassing. Gods, she felt so good. So damn perfect. He could get lost in the feeling.


      Her fingers played with his waist band. “Please, can I? I’ve fantasized holding onto your amazing ass as we did this.”


      He made a noise that hopefully sounded like yes. Her hands slid against his ravaged skin, and he froze up in a sudden surge of uncertainly. “That’s the worst. You might not want—”


      “I want.” The fingers of both her hands dug into muscle, clinging to him. Or, at least he assumed both did. On one side her nails bit into his skin erotically. On the other, there was only a vague sense of pressure, like he’d been anesthetized.


      But as the hand he could feel urged him further inside her then back, increasing the friction and escalating their pace, he found he didn’t care.


      “More,” she demanded, her sultry breath panting against his shoulder.


      He thrust into her harder. Her legs cinched around him, her heels driving into his back. She arched her hips, changing the angle and bringing them even tighter together. Her sweat-slick skin glided across his, the beads of her nipples rasping against him. He swirled his tongue in the salt at her throat.


      “More, God, more!” Her voice was husky with need.


      Need for him.


      He buried his face against her neck and crashed into her the way he wanted to. Her moans escalated to excited screams as her hips, her hands, his pace all synced into rhythm.


      “Don’t stop. Oh, God, don’t...”


      “No stopping.” No force in this world or the next could make him stop the perfection of their union.


      She yelled his first name as her body tensed.


      He lifted his head to watch, and she looked him right in the eyes as her orgasm hit. Her back arched further, pressing her breasts into him as her hips quit moving. She squeezed around him and satisfaction filled her face.


      At the sight, he came, too. Pure sensation overwhelmed him as he stiffened and released. For just a moment, Jolie and the relief of their lovemaking was all the universe had, and it was a perfect place to be.


      He collapsed on top of her, out of breath.


      She let go of his bare skin and put her hands more comfortably on his covered back.


      “If that’s what I get,” he gasped, “for letting you grab my ass, you can grab it whenever you want.”


      Her laugh was loud and unfettered. He picked his head up, keen to see her happiness. She was flushed and smiling and relaxed.


      He’d done that. Damn, he’d done good, if he did say so himself. “Wesley, huh?” he teased. “Going with the first name. I don’t hear that much anymore.”


      “Felt more personal.” A kiss. “My Wesley of the Divine Tongue.”


      My. He liked the sound of that. “More?” he asked, hopeful and already needy. He didn’t think there was such thing as enough when it came to Jolie.


      “Oh, yeah.” She pushed him off of her and onto his back. “But this time I’m on top.”


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Eleven


      Hauk should not think lustful thoughts at a funeral; it was generally considered the wrong frame of mind for the occasion. But memories of the last sixteen hours kept intruding on his consciousness, swinging his mood from anger to joy at inappropriate moments.


      Technically he wasn’t at a funeral. He was near a funeral, sitting on the pink granite tombstone of the dearly departed Potts family. An untamed shrubbery blocked his view of the somber crowd, including Jolie, all bowing their heads at Cassie’s graveside. Whenever he’d peek around the bush at the mourners, he’d sober up. He hadn’t known Cassie, but the way she’d gone made him seethe. He owed Ric Suarez a funeral of his own.


      Hauk sighed and checked his watch. Another inappropriate action. Good thing he was hidden. Funerals made him restless. Funerals and ramp ceremonies. Last roll calls. At nineteen on the runway at Kandahar Air Force base in Afghanistan, he’d helped carry the flag-draped coffin of a guy he’d met at the enlistment office. Bearing those empty remains to angel flight, the reality had sunk in that there wasn’t anything he could do for Todd anymore. Todd wasn’t in pain. At best he’d reunited with some good folk and at worst he’d gotten some peace.


      One day, one way or another, everyone had a last roll call. When that day came for Hauk, he’d rather people think about the good things in their own lives and not imagine his dead ass moldering in the ground. The living might be offended by his changeable mood, but wherever Cassie was, he didn’t think she cared.


      He took another glance around the wild greenery at Jolie and wondered how she was doing. A perfectly constructed funeral expression hid any real emotion. Drove him crazy when she did that. He wanted to protect her, to help her and make her happy—or happy as she could be under the circumstances, anyway. But with that damn mask hiding everything inside he had no clues to help guide his actions. He’d do the best he could when she got back to him.


      She made him so happy, more than he’d thought he could be again.


      Beside her, Catrina resembled a bumblebee in her bug-eyed sunglasses and black suit over a traffic-light-yellow top. Mercedes was there, too, in her policeman’s uniform, as well as Brayden and a few other Underlighters in more traditional funeral attire. Not as many as would have liked to come, but ever since the discovery of Dr. E people were getting afraid to go topside. In theory he agreed with the open knowledge policy of the Underlight, but sometimes people behaved more rationally when they were a little more ignorant. Ignorance truly was bliss sometimes.


      The service ended, and he watched Jolie’s bright hair wind through the black-draped crowd. Sometimes knowledge was bliss. Like knowing the wide-eyed wonder on his girlfriend’s face in the middle of passion. The way her skin felt. The way every part of her tasted. That reality was so much better than anything he’d imagined.


      And he was doing it again. Lust-brain at a funeral.


      No, after a funeral. Far more appropriate. Hopefully.


      Jolie scanned the graveyard, and he stood just enough for her to spot him. In another minute she, too, was standing on the Potts family plot. She dropped into his arms and curled herself against him, like it was the most normal thing in the world to do. Love swelled in his chest for the woman who’d turned his life around into something shiny and new.


      Last night she’d been above him, her curls waving as she moved. She’d smiled as she came. He’d joined her, and she’d fallen on his chest. Still joined, they breathed together, her body pressing against his with each inhalation.


      And suddenly he’d wanted everything off. He’d wanted to rip away all the pieces between them and enjoy her skin on his, the way it should be. He’d held her close until the feeling passed. It wouldn’t have survived the space created by her body’s absence, short as it would have been, as he’d tried to get his clothing off. It would have been fumbling and embarrassing and finally a failure when what they had was close enough.


      But the fact that he’d felt that way for even a second...it was a start. He’d made an oath, and come hell or high water by the end of the year he’d take his damn clothes off in front of her. He didn’t want to merely have the guts to strip, though. He could force himself to do pretty much anything he put his mind to; the ability to box up everything he felt and get the job done was one of the consequences of the life he’d lived.


      But intimacy with Jolie wasn’t something he wanted to get done. He wanted to like it.


      “How are you?” he asked.


      She swayed in a noncommittal gesture. “Funerals suck.”


      He kissed her forehead, trying to make her feel better.


      Instead of leaning in as he expected, she straightened up and smirked at the oversized tombstone next to him with the family name blazoned triumphantly across. “I think if my last name was Hooker, I may not order that big of a marker.”


      He didn’t think it was a rebuff, just Jolie trying to be strong. He loved that about her, but he wished she’d let herself lean on him a little. Especially now with all the shit going on. He was worried about her safety. “So...about these attacks. What are you thinking?”


      Her focus trailed back to the dwindling group. “I don’t know. I wish I knew what Ananke’s endgame was. I’m...” Her voice trailed off.


      Scared? Please, for the love of the gods, could she for once in her life show a little fear of something she should be afraid of?


      “I don’t think they’ll attack me,” she finally said. “My dad—”


      “Is in Houston,” he finished. “And they’ve attacked you before.”


      She didn’t say anything, which he took as a good sign she was listening.


      So what was the best way to phrase his request? “I’d like to watch out for you. How much are you going to let me?” Otherwise known as, how much was he going to have to sneak around trying to keep her safe? And how much was she going to kick his ass when she caught him? Worse, how long would she not sleep with him?


      He could see her protest already forming.


      “Not forever,” he assured before she could say it. “I’m a big fan of having individual lives and don’t want to live in your pocket. But we don’t know what’s going on, and I’m going to...” Stress? Panic? Take up stalking his girlfriend like an asshole? “Worry.”


      “Come on, Hauk, be reasonable. Are you going to go to class with me? Rehearsal? Happy hour with the Pussy Will-Oh! dancers on Tuesday? You’d hate that.”


      He lowered his head. She was right. Nervous as he was, life went on. He tried to come up with an answer that would satisfy her and the churning in his gut when the back of his neck tingled. Violence was going on somewhere nearby. He scanned the scene.


      Jolie tensed. “Pain-dar going off?”


      That was Brayden’s name for his sixth sense for violence, part of the package deal he’d gotten after he burned. Movement caught his eye. “Mercy. Let’s go.”


      Trusting she’d follow, he ran for the street.


      * * *


      Jolie sprinted after Hauk, feeling warmth beneath her worry. She was backup, huh? Nice. Definitely an upgrade from “wait-in-the-car-girl,” her job on the last mission he planned.


      They dashed into the street that separated Oakwood Annex from the main cemetery and found four thugs accosting Mercy. No sweat for the three of them.


      Heck, no sweat for Hauk by himself.


      He grabbed one of the attackers by the collar.


      In the older section of the cemetery, a flash of color caught Jolie’s attention. Catrina wandered between headstones, talking to herself and staring at the ground. The sunshiny yellow of her undershirt, Cassie’s favorite color, blazed brightly now that her funereal jacket was off. She rotated her pearl necklace around her fingers, and her eyes were red.


      Hauk and Mercy had this situation completely under control. Jolie decided to check on her boss. She’d taken Cassie’s death hard, and nobody should be alone right now for safety reasons if nothing else. “I’m heading for Catrina,” she called as she jogged across the street and past the other gates. “Catrina!” she yelled.


      Her boss’s head popped up, startled. Seeing Jolie, she waved a gloved hand and managed a sad smile.


      Jolie caught up with her. “Everything okay? What are you doing over here? You didn’t lose any time, did you?”


      She glanced back at the street, where Mercy had a guy against the car, Hauk had one on the ground and the other was nowhere to be seen. Mercy flashed her badge and appeared to be telling the few gawkers to “move along.”


      Catrina followed her gaze. “Goodness. No. I was looking at markers. We McGregrors have been in Austin since the mid-eighteen hundreds. Did I ever tell you that? I took my great-great grandmother’s name. Her grave is over there.” She pointed, a hint of her sly smile peeking through the grief. “She was a hellion.”


      If someone had asked where Catrina came from, Jolie would likely have answered that she’d sprung fully formed from a velvet curtain, already bedecked in heels and feathered lashes. Her boss had never spoken of family, which seemed odd if they lived here in town. Jolie wondered if they’d accepted her decision to live as a female.


      As if reading her mind, Catrina added, “It’s sad when you have to go back a century to find somebody who’d approve of your lifestyle. I suppose you can relate.”


      Jolie shook her head uncomfortably. “Papa Marcel, my grandfather. He died this summer.” She rubbed her hand across her tattoo, a gesture that wasn’t lost on Catrina.


      “Ah. That explains a lot.” Catrina smiled warmly and squeezed her shoulder. “Well then.”


      Jolie returned the smile. “I didn’t mean to interrupt. Hauk thinks everybody who lives topside is a target, so I was worried. Both of us do have a history with them.”


      Catrina’s smile melted into frustration. “You’re not interrupting. I dropped my sunglasses and I’m trying to retrace my steps. But don’t worry. I’ve been taking extra precautions.” She gave a significant glance back at Hauk. “I hope you have, too. I imagine you’ll have ’round-the-clock protection if you let a certain muscled beast with superpowers have his way.”


      Jolie rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah. He’s offered. Let’s look for your sunglasses.”


      Catrina stopped her with a hand on her shoulder. Violet eyes—Jolie was surprised her boss had bothered with her contacts this morning—took her in resolutely. “I hope you take that offer. Don’t be stubborn about this, Jolie. Not after Cassie.” Her hand moved to Jolie’s cheek, patting it lightly. “I don’t mean to sound like your mother, but you are one of my girls.”


      Jolie squeezed her hand. “Don’t worry. ‘Please hop into bed with a felon for the next few weeks’ is, shockingly, not one of the things my mother ever said to me.”


      Catrina cackled in surprise.


      “Besides, you’re far too young and naturally gorgeous to be my mother.”


      “Incorrigible,” Catrina muttered, but she sounded somewhat mollified.


      The path from whence Catrina had come was filled with wildflowers. Jolie headed back that way, eying the bluebonnets for hints of the black Fendis Catrina never left home without.


      It wasn’t that she didn’t want Hauk around. The problem was, she did. An amount that terrified her. The last twenty-four hours, even with their fight, had been some of the best ever. Despite their relatively brief acquaintance, Hauk knew her like nobody did. She felt so relaxed around him, it was easy to just fall into the moment and not think about the future or what sort of appearance she was giving off. Maybe the whole “just be” thing was a goal for some people, but a lifetime of formal events among Houston’s elite, alongside over a decade of ballet with its mirror-gazing precision, made that transparency terrifying. Wildly out of control, even.


      She wasn’t the kind of woman to turn her safety, her leisure time, her future plans—all the things that made her her—over to a man. And Hauk made her want to do just that.


      A spot of black amidst Indian Paintbrushes made her stop, and she kicked at the green with the toe of her pumps, just in case it wasn’t expensive plastic she’d noticed.


      Success. “Found ’em!” she called as she kneeled to retrieve Catrina’s sunglasses.


      A boot appeared from behind the gravestone to her left. Jolie scanned up black pants to steroid-sized biceps and a brainless grin.


      “Get Hauk!” she yelled and popped up to standing.


      The man wound back, as if to toss something at Catrina.


      Jolie knocked his elbow up, sending whatever it was flying off course.


      Catrina screeched and ran for the gate. Another man shot out toward her from behind a monument. The first guy grabbed Jolie by the waist and yanked, slamming her back into his concrete torso.


      She elbowed him in the jaw. He released her, and she sprinted toward Catrina’s assailant. As long as one of them got out, they’d be okay. Catrina could get Hauk.


      Jolie grabbed the second man’s jacket. He spun and swept a kick at her feet.


      She tried to sidestep; her skirt tacked her legs together. His foot hooked her ankle and she fell to the grass.


      The first man jerked her by the feet, dragging her farther into the graveyard.


      * * *


      Jolie was missing. Dammit. Had she said something about Catrina? Hauk had dodged the crowd and crouched between two vehicles parallel parked on the street. In all likelihood he was overreacting, but he didn’t like Jolie out of his sight. Especially not after Mercy had been attacked. His neck was still buzzing, and he didn’t know if it was a hangover or something new.


      They’d stopped the attack before anyone got needle-happy, but the evidence was in the man’s jacket. Fortunately, the other police wouldn’t ask as many questions when a fellow officer had been accosted on the street.


      In broad daylight.


      In front of a crowd.


      What the hell? Ananke was many nasty things, but discretion was usually one of their better traits.


      Screaming his name, Catrina came hauling ass out of the old cemetery. Being seen be damned, he popped up and ran to her. “Where’s Jolie?”


      Catrina folded in half, sucked in air and motioned behind her.


      “Get in your car and get out of here,” he ordered as he ran past the old gates.


      Nothing. No sounds, no flash of movement, nothing to tell him where in the forty acres of markers Jolie might be.


      A hop off a lower tombstone got him onto the massive Benson crypt. He closed his eyes to concentrate on the uncanny sensation in his neck, trying to pinpoint a direction.


      There. He opened his eyes. Two men had her by either arm as a third approached. She used the leverage of her captors to kick him in the chest with both feet.


      Good girl.


      The man on the ground pulled a needle.


      Hauk was going to be too late. Unless... He despised the berserker rages and the loss of control they entailed, but right now it was his best bet to get to her. No question then. “All-father, get your holy ass down here. We’ve got a woman to defend.”


      He leaped from the crypt. His gut ignited, burning from his center and radiating out as an unwelcome guest took up residence. The fire mellowed to an electric vibration that shorted out all thoughts but the mission. With Odin he was faster, stronger and more resilient.


      Better able to get to Jolie.


      * * *


      Jolie’s captors slammed her forward onto her knees then face down in the dirt. She tried bucking them off, but three on one was not going to go well, no matter how much of Hauk’s training she remembered. A needle pierced her skin, and she howled in anger.


      The pressure on her back released. A hideous crack of bone and a scream sliced off into silence.


      Jolie flipped over, yanking the syringe out of her arm. Full still; he hadn’t depressed the plunger. Relief flooded through her.


      The needle-wielding guy was dead beside her, his neck at an unnatural angle. Another’s head had made a bloody encounter with a headstone. She snapped her attention away from his crushed-in skull. Her final attacker backed up in terror.


      The hair on her nape prickled with fear. She peeked over her shoulder to where his gaze was fixated.


      Hauk advanced, his hoodie thrown back and the sunlight pouring full on his wrecked face. The fresh blood spattering his leather jacket was nowhere near as terrifying as the bloodthirsty expression that said he’d mentally checked out.


      The beast was in.


      Her last assailant tried to run, but Hauk caught him by the throat. With a quick twist of his wrists, the man joined his partners dead on the ground.


      Her nerves jangled in his unnatural presence. She tried to keep the fear from her eyes as Hauk faced her. Running was a terrible idea. Keeping calm was her best bet. “Well, there you’ve gone and killed them all, and you’ve got nobody left to play with.”


      His breath heaved in and out in erratic bursts. He shook his head as if to clear it and stared at her with one eye the normal blue and one grayed out. Like Odin, the god who possessed him in a rage, he only had one good eye in this state.


      He reached down to help her up, his lips moving until they finally managed, “Are you—” gulping breath, “—okay?”


      Deciding it might be bad form to refuse a god, she took his hand. It was hot to the touch and vibrated with energy. “Yeah. They didn’t inject the formula. Nice timing. I take it you’re sorta in there?”


      He nodded, his head wobbling on his neck as he waved a hand to say, “so-so.”


      In the past, a berserk rage—a berserkergang, Hauk had called it when he’d tried to explain it to her in the hospital two weeks ago—took him over completely. He had no choice in his actions or memory of them afterward. But recently he’d discovered that if he called it on himself, he kept some measure of control and some dim recollections. He was still prone to more bloody violence than normal, which made sense as he had a Viking god sharing his head, but they “worked it out together more” was his exact quote.


      Thus far, Odin had at least let Hauk decide whom not to hurt. Even in a full-on craze he’d never done a thing to her, other than his tendency after the fight to cart her around like war spoils. A habit for which she’d endlessly teased him.


      It was unnerving to see him in this state. Freaky even. But no matter what, Hauk was still in there, and he’d saved her ass quite a few times as his alter ego.


      She stepped up onto a tombstone to see how much of the crowd was left at the gates. Maybe they should get Mercy, although she hated to involve her in hiding bodies. The dead were all Atropos, but until “magical lobotomy” was a recognized legal construct, ditching bodies was a great way to get a policeman into spectacular trouble.


      “Hauk...” Hauk was stacking bodies onto his arm. All three of them. At once. “What are you doing? We have to get rid of them.”


      He looked around at the graveyard, a hint of amusement on his face.


      She glared. Yes, ha-ha, there were a million dead bodies here. She mimed digging up a grave. “Not gonna work.”


      He stacked the last body and nodded at one of the few mausoleums hulking over the graves and marched.


      “They’re locked.”


      With a firm twist of his wrist the handle cracked past the lock.


      “Well, okay. That works. Unofficial Hamiltons they shall become.” She kicked the blood spatters on the ground and shivered at the gravestone with gore stains.


      Hauk came back out empty-handed and started rubbing dirt on the blood.


      She put her hands on her hips. “I’m sorry, sweetie. I have no idea how to hide murder evidence. I’m utterly useless in this.”


      He laughed. After a moment of rubbing, the red was almost gone. The rest would probably soak in or disappear with a rainstorm, and nobody was looking for these guys anyway.


      She glanced back toward the street. “I think if we hold tight for another ten minutes it’ll be clear enough for us to get to my car unseen. I can drive you home.”


      Hauk’s voice was gravelly but amused as he asked, “Gonna carry me to it?”


      She’d forgotten about that. Once Odin got bored and left—usually after the fight, but sometimes he found something else amusing and stayed a bit longer—Hauk passed out for eight to ten hours to heal up his wounds.


      While she contemplated other options, Hauk swept her up into his arms.


      “Whoa. Again? Seriously?” She suppressed the desire to struggle as her feet left the ground. It wouldn’t do any good. “Don’t you dare throw me over your shoulder.”


      He shifted her back down to cradle her like a child and started toward a side gate.


      “You have a bad habit of toting me around when you get like this. Please tell me you are not walking us back to the Underlight. We’re too far.” Not that that had stopped him before. His endurance in this state was spectacular. As long as he was still active, he seemed to go forever.


      “My bike. This way.” His voice had the same timbre, but the cadence was different. Almost like English was his second language.


      “I can drive your bike.”


      He grunted.


      “I’ll take that as a yes. You can put me down, you know. I will walk with you.”


      He faltered.


      She pitched her voice as low and calm as she could. Panic typically made him clutch her tighter, no matter what she was saying. Calm made him listen. “I’m still yours, even if you put me down.”


      Reluctantly, he stopped and set her on her feet. His face scrunched as if he was listening. Then he shook his head and lurched forward again.


      “What?” she asked.


      “He likes you.”


      “Who? Odin? Odin the Pagan god likes me? He told you that in your head?” She hurried to catch up with him.


      He increased his stride as a blush tinged the back of his neck. “Yup.”


      “Uh, cool. Is that why you keep picking me up all caveman style? Odin’s whispering in your ear, compelling you to snuggle with the hot redhead so he can cop a feel?”


      He flipped her the bird. She laughed, feeling more relaxed around rage-Hauk than she ever had.


      Out a side entrance, Hauk’s bike was parked behind a bench. It was his pride and joy, specially designed for him by Tally and LaRoche to run on a cup of water instead of gasoline. Plus it looked damn sweet, in a junkyard-salvage sort of way.


      Jolie had driven it once. While not the fastest thing on the road, it responded like a dream and took corners like nobody’s business. She slid onto the front of the bike. “No offense to Odin, but I’m driving.”


      After a moment’s hesitation, Hauk got on behind her.


      * * *


      We shall let the woman drive if it pleases her so.


      Hauk didn’t like anyone else driving his bike. The last time Jolie had done it, she’d gotten his tires slashed. But he pictured her happy and naked, and suddenly it was easy to let her have her way. As he wrapped his arms around her stomach, he felt an extra buzz of excitement. Mine, he mentally reminded his brain-partner.


      Yes. Ours.


      Before he could argue, adrenaline jolted him, putting him back on edge. Something smells wrong.


      Jolie threw the switch. The engine roared to life.


      He tossed her off the bike and followed.


      His bike exploded.


      A boom, and shrapnel blasted into his back and side. Heat blazed fast then evaporated. A small bomb. But enough to do a killing job.


      If they’d been on the bike.


      Jolie screamed in pain.


      Only then did he realize he’d only covered half of her. His hands shook as cold rage numbed him.


      A metal rod, the shock absorber coil, had embedded into her abdomen. Blood soaked her clothing, and burning scored the edges of the wound. Her breathing came out in gulping pain.


      “No, no. No,” he muttered. So much blood. The shaking moved inward, until he was trembling all over.


      His own body began its rapid healing as Jolie’s eyes rolled back. Small explosives ripping through people. Men died from this. He’d seen it too often in the war.


      We must move. Someone will have heard.


      He shook his head and dug in his pocket for his phone. Call 9-1-1. Get help. Too much blood. Had to fix it.


      We’ll get caught. You’ll go to jail.


      “Don’t care.” His phone was broken. He could go to the street. Get help from somebody. He didn’t want to leave her. She was crying. “Sh-sh. Baby, it’s okay. I got you. You’re going to be okay.” Was she? The bomb was meant for him, but it had gotten to her instead. He couldn’t lose her.


      We can take care of this. Give her cider. Cider was the food that made the Northern gods immortal. When they were sharing space, Odin transferred it to Hauk to heal his wounds. We can get it to her. Get somewhere safe. Give us free reign.


      Hauk pulled Jolie close to him. He never knew what Odin would do when he let him take over completely. The god was known for having his own agenda and not being entirely honest.


      But Jolie was limp against him. “Cold...” she murmured.


      That was it. “Please, please, please, baby. Hang on.” He kissed her lips. Her arms wrapped around him with feeble strength.


      He let Odin take over.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Twelve


      Jolie woke up to a world that was pitch black and smelled of dead things. But she was warm. And Hauk was with her. She’d been in so much pain. Now it was gone.


      She stroked up the ridges of his chest, feeling his skin through the cotton, reassuring herself it was, indeed, her boyfriend she held. “Hauk?” More touch to reassure her. “I know this sounds idiotic, but please wake up and tell me we’re not dead. Because if this is death, it sucks.”


      Her phone was in her pocket. She pulled it out, hoping to get some light. Surely death didn’t include her phone. But the screen was broken and the back was crunched in.


      “Mmmm...” Hauk said.


      She crawled on top of him. “Wake up. Where are we?”


      His arms tightened around her. One hand skimmed over her back then reached above her, as if feeling for the ceiling. He sat up, keeping one hand protectively wrapped around her head. “Are you okay?” he asked, concern filling his voice.


      “Yeah. I feel fine. So again, I gotta ask, you don’t think we’re, like, dead, right? Because I distinctly remember having a hole in my stomach.”


      His face buried against her shoulder, and he squeezed her so tightly she thought she might break. “Don’t. Do that. Again,” he growled.


      “No self-impaling? Check. Not on purpose, anyway. I pinky swear.”


      His arms loosened. “We’re not dead. Odin fixed you. I don’t know how. And I have no idea where we’re at. I blacked out. Feel the ground for a wall.”


      “Odin fixed me? I’m not going to ask.” He started to release her, and her heart beat faster in fear. “Can we stay together?” She flinched at how weak that sounded, unaccustomed to needing comfort. “Never mind. I’m cool.” But she was far from cool. She was downright terrified.


      He chuckled hollowly. “I’m sure you’re fine, sweetheart, but I’d feel better if you’d keep in contact.”


      Her shoulders loosened as she returned a manic laugh. “Okay. If it’ll make you feel better.”


      Together they inched forward until they reached the marble smoothness of a wall. Kneeling hip to hip, their hands traveled up until he grunted. “I know where we are.”


      Beneath her fingers, the wall gave way and dipped down, like the inside of a drawer.


      Hauk’s voice was a strained calm. “Babe, let’s turn around.”


      She slid her hands down inside the wall until she touched brittle fabric and something like leather and bone. It dusted beneath her fingers.


      They were in a crypt. Her hands were on a corpse.


      Screeching, she jerked them up. Her fingers slammed into fabric and stiff muscle. Dead things everywhere. She screamed and lurched back as cold fear squeezed her.


      Hauk caught her. His strong arms wrapped around her as her teeth chattered in terror of the dark, the dead and her own near dying. She hated to be afraid. Prided herself on never being fearful. But tears coursed down her cheeks as she shivered and cowered.


      “It’s okay,” he whispered soothingly, his lips right against her scalp.


      “No. It’s not.” He felt so good against her. So good and so soothing. She didn’t want to need him, but the more time they spent together, the more impossible it felt to contemplate a life apart from his. “There’s a second body in there,” she said between gulping breaths.


      “Yeah. We’re in the crypt I used to hide the Hands. The good news is the door is unlocked. Once we find it. And it’s tall enough in here for me to stand.”


      She was lifted off the ground, and he cradled her like a child as he moved carefully forward in the dark. “No. Hauk, I can stand. I’m okay.” But that might be a lie. She trembled everywhere.


      “Just let me get the door, sweetheart. It’s okay.” Another cautious step forward. “I fuckin’ hate graveyards. Pointless waste of grass. I can’t imagine you like ’em any better.”


      He stopped, and the door creaked open, pouring morning light into the crypt. She shut her eyes against the sudden brightness. She’d passed out before lunch yesterday. Nearly a whole day had gone unaccounted for.


      Despite her mortification, she clung tighter to Hauk as he carried her out of the tomb. She had to think of something—anything—to say other than yelling her fear. “What do you mean, waste of grass? You don’t want a headstone? Something pithy? You know, way way in the future.”


      “Nah. I don’t need a grave.” He spoke with an unsettling intensity, like he’d thought about this. Although she supposed with the risks he’d taken in life, he might have. “I don’t want to be buried. I want to be burned. I don’t need a marker. My actions are my legacy. Not some chunk of rock.”


      She opened her eyes to study his disturbingly earnest face. “I don’t need to know that. If you make me mourn you, I will never forgive you.”


      “Same here.” He pressed his forehead against hers and sighed. “I need to tell you something. I don’t know what Odin did last night. You were bleeding out, and I let him take over. I don’t know how he fixed you.”


      As disturbing as that was, Jolie was glad to be alive. “I like my insides inside. You did the right thing.” She gave him a quick squeeze. “You can put me down now.”


      A bear hug of a squeeze, and he set her down slowly, as if reluctant to let her go.


      The morning was just beginning, and the gentle noise of birdsong and sparse pre-work traffic filled the chilly graveyard. Hauk closed the crypt behind them. Without another word they headed for his motorcycle to see what was left. The pieces were gone, but the pavement was scorched black where the explosion had occurred. Hauk grabbed her again as he stared at the charring with a greenish expression.


      Jolie gulped. “My car it is.”


      They trudged around the outside of the fence to the other entrance, where Jolie’s GT-R waited, covered in morning dew. She pulled out her key fob.


      Hauk scooped it out of her hand. “Wait.”


      She frowned, ready to be anywhere but here. “Why?”


      His eyes were guarded as he said, “I just want to check something.” He ducked his head beneath the car and inspected the undercarriage.


      “You think there’s a bomb here too?” That had to be Hauk at his most overprotective. Surely her father’s organization wouldn’t plant a bomb on her car.


      “Since that bomb went off in the factory,” he said, his voice mumbled by the metal between them, “I decided to spend some of my recovery time studying them. I’m no expert or anything, but... Damn.”


      She paled. “What?”


      A minute later he came out from under the car, holding an electronic box with wires.


      “No. My dad wouldn’t.” She and her father had their differences—a lot of big ones—but to want her dead? He couldn’t hate her that much. Could he?


      “Your dad’s not calling all the shots.” He put the bomb on the grass, popped the hood and stuck his head in. “He’s in Houston. You pulled a successful run while I was out of commission. I’m not the only problem they’re ‘dealing’ with.”


      Jolie’s chest, which had started to unclench, squeezed up again. “Are you looking for a second one?”


      “Yeah. Sometimes there’s an obvious one for people to pull and get all relaxed so they don’t find the real one. I don’t see anything, but I’ll take the car for a quick drive to make sure. Unlikely, but we’re playing this safe.” He opened her car door.


      “Wait, you’re taking it for a drive? To see if a bomb goes off? No. No, that’s not the plan.” She hustled around the car and opened the passenger door. “If you drive, I’m in, too.”


      He propped his elbow on the roof of her car and cocked his head. “What purpose would that serve?”


      “The purpose of me not standing here freaking the hell out waiting for you to explode.”


      “It’s unlikely there’s a problem. I’ve checked all the places I’ve read about.”


      “You said you weren’t an expert.”


      He motioned at the car. “Hence the driving.”


      She raised her chin. “Then we do it together.” She got into the passenger seat.


      Hauk kneeled in the doorframe without getting in. “You will get out of this car and let me do this.”


      “No.”


      “You will get out or I will physically remove you.”


      She shot him an incredulous look. Hauk never did that. Not to her.


      His eyes were clear, his voice level. “Call me whatever kind of misogynistic caveman asshole you want. I don’t care. You’re not riding in the car. In the unlikely event there is a second bomb, there is no sense in both of us going up. So get out, or I will take you out.”


      He sounded utterly serious. She balked at being bossed around. Especially on this. “Then I can drive it while you wait.”


      “No.” The word came out with a predatory growl. “Get out of the car.”


      Without a doubt, she knew she was getting out of that car one way or another. Angry and flustered, she made her stiff joints exit the vehicle. He got in, and any gratefulness she might have felt for his protectiveness vanished.


      Heart in her throat, she moved off a few paces as the grisly image of an explosion consumed her imagination. She fluttered her eyelashes, pushing back more frightened tears.


      The car started...and nothing happened. She took a tiny breath as the car pulled forward, Hauk grim at the wheel as he sped up and rounded a corner out of sight.


      For two heart-pounding minutes, she waited for the sound of combustion. The birdsong, comforting earlier, held an ominous note, and the wind’s susurrus through branches of new leaves seemed a miserable omen.


      She hated him for making her wait, making her fear.


      The car came back into sight. She held her breath as the car stopped in front of her, shut off. Nothing happened.


      Clumsily, she made her way back to it. Hauk opened the driver’s door and stepped out. By his expression, hard but worried, she knew he was fully aware how much she despised him at the moment. Without a word, she took his place in the driver’s seat. Her door slam was loud in the quiet street. He came around to the other side and got in.


      “Don’t ever make me do that again,” she said.


      She didn’t look, but she could feel his eyes on her as he said gently, “You know I will if I have to. I’d rather you hate me than watch you die.”


      Why did he think she felt any differently? She couldn’t respond without screaming at him, so she didn’t try, just stomped the gas.


      * * *


      The study in Jolie’s condo was filled with her grandfather’s treasures—movie posters, memorabilia from his famous friends, his one Academy Award and, most precious to him, his nameplate as executive producer of Rosebud Media. She had some of his furniture and things incorporated into the rest of her home, but this room was the shrine to his memory. She didn’t typically have much use for an office; her laptop went everywhere. But it was a perfect space for more formal occasions, like now, when she needed the weight of money and status behind her.


      Much to Hauk’s displeasure, she’d dropped him off at an entrance to the Underlight and came home. More like kicked him out, yelling that he’d made her get out of the car and she might not be as strong as he was, but he’d damn well better do the same.


      She’d also kept the bomb. He’d assured her it couldn’t activate now that it was detached from her car, but he’d wanted to bring it to Tally and LaRoche. She’d promised to bring it to them later.


      After that, he’d gotten out of the car. Sorrowful resignation had cut sharply across his face, as if he thought they were over. She’d been so pissed she hadn’t had it in her to correct his wrong notion. She was angry and needed some space, but they were fine.


      The real problem was she was scared, deeply so, for quite possibly the first time in her life. There was something she needed to find out, and she didn’t want anyone there for it—not even Hauk. She’d sent a text as she rode up the elevator and now waited in front of a thirty-inch monitor, video chat open, ready to talk.


      After a moment, her father’s face appeared. “You rang?” he asked, his tone ironic.


      Reginald Benoit had aged well. Salt and pepper hair, suit jacket trim over straight shoulders, a little work around the eyes and mouth to tighten without looking “done.” The green eyes she’d inherited still stared back at her with incisive clarity.


      She put the bomb on the desk in front of the camera.


      His gaze shifted down and back up, unconcerned. “What is that?”


      “It’s the thing somebody put under my car this morning, Dad.”


      To her relief, his eyes widened just a bit and the corners of his mouth tipped down. He hadn’t known. He shook his head as his expression hardened. “Jolie, the choices you are making are dangerous. I’ve told you time and again that you need to change your lifestyle or risk serious consequences.”


      “It was your people who planted it.”


      He hummed an angry sound she knew too well. “I heard about that little stunt you pulled at the chemical plant.”


      “Did you also hear how Grant Barnett offered to let me go if I put out?”


      Another slight show of surprise, but this one he hid almost immediately. “We’re not angels. I’ve never claimed to be. But we have a purpose. You and that felon you hang out with, and the anarchists you associate with, are a purposeless menace.”


      When she was younger she hadn’t seen how angry he was at anyone but her. Now she got the impression Grant Barrett was in for a nasty surprise. “That ‘felon’ is my boyfriend. Still inviting me to family functions with a plus one?”


      “The burnt-to-a-crisp one? You’ve got to be joking.” The disdain in his tone and disgust in his eyes set Jolie’s teeth on edge.


      “He’s a good man that one of your people tattooed with the Atropos sign without his permission. The things he’s in trouble for were done while stopping your men from activating it. He saved my life twice in the last twenty-four hours from bombs your people planted. I am alive because of him. If that matters to you even a little, then you should be grateful. You may not be able to see past the scars to what an incredible man he is, but I can.”


      Her father averted his eyes, lips pursed. When he returned his attention to her, some of the veneer was gone. He stared through the screen with no trace of his usual disdain. Instead of something serious, though, he surprised her with, “Your birthday’s this weekend. No one’s at the Santorini villa right now. Why don’t I send the jet to Austin Saturday morning, and you and your—” he grumbled the next word, “—boyfriend can take a trip. Bring friends. Or if you’re not interested in Greece, you can pick the locale. It’s your birthday present from your mother and me. You may have lost the good sense God and quality genes gave you, but we still wish you a happy twenty-fifth year.”


      The sudden change of subject threw her off. He was always good at that. “The jet? For my birthday? You hadn’t mentioned...” It sounded like a lot of fun—and a big relief—to just get away for a while. But things in the Underlight were escalating so fast, it was a bad time to leave them bereft of the people she’d most likely bring: Hauk, Mercy and herself.


      Wait a minute.


      She studied her father’s face for signs of deception, but every line spoke of sincerity. “I already have a party planned. Would a different weekend work?”


      He shrugged. “I can’t guarantee it’ll be available. You know how busy I am.”


      She barely held back an eye roll. “Yeah.” Her father’s complete absence from home growing up had been a point of contention between them her whole life. “I’ll think about it.”


      He nodded. “You do that. Think hard. Have your party somewhere more fun. Your new friends will, I’m sure, love it.” He left off, “because the ninety-nine percent can’t jet off around the world to party without our help,” but like so much of her father’s communication, it was there unspoken. The softness left his features as his no-nonsense face returned. “I assume we’re done here. Let me know about the jet. I’ll have someone sweep your car for further additions, so stay in the condo for the next couple of hours.”


      Jolie straightened her spine and pulled all the gravitas a daughter of Reginald Benoit could muster. “No.”


      A manicured eyebrow lifted. “No?” To her surprise, the business-shark mien broke enough for a proud smile. “Neutral third party. That’s my final offer. Take it or not, I’m sending a technician.”


      This time she did roll her eyes. “Fine. But I’ve got things to do, so you have half an hour.” And having a neutral third party check over her car sounded like an excellent idea.


      She signed off, full of relief that her father had no idea about the bomb.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Thirteen


      The heat of the forge roared like the mythic wildfires of Muspelheim. Hauk’s work fire, though, stayed safely contained in the hearth. He lifted the rag he kept doused in cool water and rubbed it against his sweatless skin. In the patches where the burning had gone the deepest, the glands didn’t work, leaving him vulnerable to overheating if he didn’t manually keep his skin damp. But he refused to let his scars stop him from doing something. It was why he’d chosen metalworking as his career at the Underlight—it made him face fire again.


      He lifted his hammer for the next swing of the largest project he’d ever worked on. For a moment his hand faltered. He’d never seen Jolie so angry, and she’d been the inspiration for this particular piece. If she was going to leave him, was it worth continuing?


      Using tongs, he plunged the thinly molded metal into a bucket. Water sizzled and hissed, some evaporating on contact. He pulled the piece back out and set it on his bench. It would fit the front cage of his left calf, making it smooth again for the first time since the fire. Metal still, but more like a leg. He was working on three others as well. Together they would cover the whole of his missing limb.


      His hideous reflection stared back at him in the still-hot metal. Usually he avoided mirrors. This time he regarded the distorted visage, trying to see it impersonally. Just one more walking carcass out of the billions on the planet. By all accounts, he shouldn’t even be among the living, and yet here he was.


      Whether or not Jolie stayed or went, that was his face. This was his life. Impossible to achieve as it seemed, he deserved to be whole again, within if not without. As long as he was stuck in this life, he deserved love and a chance at his old plans of marriage and a family.


      He would finish the leg. He swung the hammer around in his hand, feeling its weight, and reached for the tongs to reheat the replacement skin so he could keep working.


      The door creaked open behind him. Instead of into the fire, he hastily put his work back under the bench. He wasn’t ready to share it yet, not until it was done. Even then, if he didn’t show Jolie, he may not show anyone for a long time. That was okay. When he was done and had it affixed into place, he would know it was there.


      “Hauk?”


      He pivoted at the sound of Jolie’s voice, anxious to see if her face would tell him anything or if she’d put that mask back up. The second was always a bad sign. But instead of blank, her expression was pensive. Even more mysterious, a white leather suitcase stuffed to near bursting was clutched in her hands.


      “Everything okay?” he asked, unsure what else to say. He stayed in place, waiting for her move though everything in him ached to run to her and pull her into his arms.


      She bit her lip. “It’s this weekend. Whatever Ananke’s doing. It goes down then.”


      Even more unexpected. “How do you know that?”


      She shrugged, feigning nonchalance. “I talked to my father. He tried to get me out of town, pretended it was a birthday present. He said you could come, too, and anyone else I wanted to bring.” She frowned. “I like to think he wanted me gone to keep me safe. But I think he wanted you gone for a different reason.”


      The suitcase took on new meaning. “So you’re going?” He didn’t know what to think about that. He liked the idea of her not being here for whatever was going down, but it wasn’t like her to run.


      Then again, he’d never seen her as scared as she was this morning.


      Her thoughtfulness turned to confusion. “What? No. Of course not.”


      He motioned to the suitcase.


      “Oh.” She shook her head. “No, I’m moving in for the week. If it’s going down, then I’m here for it.” Alarm widened her eyes, and she shook her hand vehemently. “To the Underlight. I wasn’t inviting myself to live with you. They have extra rooms.”


      She was staying, thank the gods. And fuck it, he was going for broke. He strode across the forge and took her suitcase. “Well, I’m inviting you. My girlfriend is not moving in to some empty room down the hall for a week. Unless you’re radically opposed, stay with me.”


      He tipped her chin up so he could see her reaction. When relief flowed across her face, he grinned, lightness filling him despite the upcoming shit-storm. No matter what was going on around them, the two of them were okay.


      “Gimme a moment to put things back in order here.” He carefully set her bag down and took a couple of minutes to clean up the forge while she leaned in the doorway and watched, another thoughtful but otherwise unreadable expression on her face.


      Tools in place, fire doused, he returned to her. She reached for her bag, but he picked it up first. “I got it.”


      She opened her mouth as if debating a protest.


      “Come on, babe. Let me carry your bag. Please.”


      With a nod, she put her hand on his arm. “We’re in this together until the end, whatever that is. You and me.”


      He touched the soft skin of her cheek. He’d revel in the feel of her for the rest of his life if she let him. “Through the end and out the other side. I’m your man.”


      Her arms wound around his neck.


      He smiled, a little embarrassed. “Although you probably don’t want to do that right now because I’m, as Catrina would say, a hot mess.”


      She backed away, chuckling. “You do smell a little smoky.”


      “To the shower it is. Anything for my girl.” To his delight, that produced another laugh.


      Back at his room, he shoved clothes from one drawer to another to give her some space while she politely protested that she could live out of the suitcase. But he saw her smile when he turned for the shower and she started unpacking her things. He liked the idea of their stuff intermingling. He hoped she left things here. She could have all of the drawers she wanted.


      Together to the end, she’d said. She’d meant this weekend and whatever Ananke had planned, but he’d make sure this weekend wasn’t an end, just another adventure on a life that was just beginning.


      He stepped out of the shower and contemplated the pants he’d brought to change into. He’d neglected to grab a shirt. Maybe that had been on purpose.


      For Jolie, moving down here, speaking in terms of longevity, being afraid in front of him, those things were hard. For him, this was hard. He pulled on his leathers and stared around the screen, chest naked. It made his soul feel exposed. The darkest parts of him open for inspection.


      Jolie had her back to him and was singing again, something soft this time. Sounded sweet. She had a beautiful voice.


      He let the lilting notes soothe him until he had the courage to walk out, barefooted and bare-chested. She sat on the floor, flopped forward until her chest rested against her legs. He’d seen her do that before when she was stressed. She said stretching soothed her. Looked awfully painful to him.


      But he sure appreciated her flexibility. She moved into the splits and continued her stretches. Damn, the girl could move. Lust, trusty emotion, gave him more courage. He cleared his throat, all too conscious of the bright lights and his partial nakedness. If she turned and smiled, it would be okay. If she turned and did something else...


      “All moved in?” he asked.


      “Yup. Just loosening up a bit.” She shot him a playful grin over her knee. Then she did a double-take. Her eyes widened in curious surprise, and her legs closed. Not a good sign.


      He could feel himself blushing while he debated heading back to the bathroom or forward to his shirt drawer. “I forgot a shirt. I need to, uh...”


      She hopped up, practically drinking him in with her eyes. “You need to stay just that way.” After two steps in his direction she discarded her shirt. A much better sign.


      He stood rooted to the spot, mesmerized by her slender waist and pale green bra. She reached behind her to unhook it, but her fingers hesitated at the clasp. “This is okay, right? You would’ve asked me to get you a shirt if you weren’t ready for this. Right?”


      He nodded mutely. A wildly happy grin made her expression glow. She unclasped the strap and let the lace fall to the ground. Her arms circled his neck. Her naked skin molded against his in the most wonderful, uncomfortable embrace. She felt so perfectly right against him, but every shift of her smoothness against his marbled skin made him hold back a flinch as he wondered what she must be thinking. Once again, he wished he could offer her more than the brokenness he had.


      She nuzzled his chest with a happy purr. His heart swelled with love for this woman who didn’t seem to mind. He fisted a hand in her hair and held her close.


      “I have wanted this so badly,” she said. “Thank you.”


      He kissed the top of her head. “You know what I want?”


      Sparkling eyes peered up at him. “What?”


      “To throw you on the bed and make love to you. But you probably knew that.”


      Her grin turned wicked and her hands slid to his ass, pressing his hips into her. “Well, you know sex is my usual reward for good behavior.”


      He nodded in mock solemnity. “You’ll have me trained in no time.”


      He started to pick her up, but she pressed gently against him. “Wait.”


      Uh-oh. “What?”


      She licked her lips, suddenly serious. “You cannot kick me out of the car anymore.”


      He sighed. She didn’t just mean the car. “It makes no sense for both of us to be in danger when it only has to be one of us.”


      “It doesn’t have to make sense. If you walk through hell, I’m walking with you. That’s what the word ‘together’ means. What you face, I face. What I face, you face. We don’t do the good or the bad alone.”


      Watching her in danger was going to be the death of him, but her words hit home. Six years in the Army, three combat tours and he knew exactly what she meant. His face crunched up as he tried to process and accept her demand. “If you ever, ever want to step back, even a little, you do it. I much prefer being in front of you.”


      A corner of her mouth curved up, obliterating the seriousness. She cupped his jaw with her palm, her body stretching up against his. “And here I’d gotten the distinct impression that you liked it behind me.”


      The blood for thinking went elsewhere at the memory of her bent over her kitchen table, screaming his name. Damn woman knew how to confuse him into getting her way.


      “Come on, Hauk. Together. No ordering me around. Even for my own protection. Say it.”


      “I call unfair use of my libido.”


      She hummed a sexy, throaty noise. “This morning, I call unfair use of those big muscles you’ve got.”


      He picked her up and tossed her on the bed. She squealed in surprise, and he crossed his arms. “Fine. Together. Your way.”


      With a triumphant grin, she grabbed the buckle of his pants and tugged. “Then get your ass on the bed, soldier.”


      Gazing from her sparkling eyes to her bouncing breasts, he felt pretty triumphant himself as he let her pull him down to join her.


      * * *


      “So my idiot buddy’s in the helicopter yelling, ‘Don’t forget the photographs!’ ’cause he can’t hear the bullets flying over the rotors.”


      Jolie shook her head at Hauk’s story and, despite the dangerous situation he’d been in, couldn’t help sharing his grin. He thought the memory was funny. She supposed it was, if life-threatening danger was your regular operating mode. “He’d dropped you into an ambush?”


      “Yeah. And I’m trying to get my squad under cover while waving up at him like a perfect target, trying to tell him to get his ass back in the air.” He shook his head and laughed. “I’m damn lucky I didn’t get my head blown off.”


      They reached an entrance to the Underlight, and she pulled him against the wall by the door. “No, I’m lucky you didn’t get your head blown off.”


      He kissed her thoroughly, almost easily. In many ways, their five nights together had done them good. It had felt startlingly normal to fall into new routines with him, and Jolie had never felt so comfortable around anyone. Despite the doomsday hanging over their heads, life was almost perfect.


      Hauk chuckled under his quickening breath as he pulled back and faced the door. “I’d better get you inside before I do something untoward in the hallway.” His tone was teasing, but the words were more of a lie than a joke.


      She ducked her head. That was the only thing marring the beauty of their relationship. Nearly a week of sleeping side by side, and he still wasn’t comfortable around her. Every time they made love, she could feel his hesitance in the way his muscles tensed beneath her fingers, the way he turned his head so he didn’t have to face her and the way he consistently redirected everything back onto her. He was a generous man, in life and in bed, but it wasn’t generosity guiding his actions. He still didn’t trust her. And they were running out of time.


      Even so, she peeled the water-doused shirt from his back and answered him in faux-teasing kind. “This is clean water on you, but me? I’m in my sweaty gym clothes. You must be desperate to consider anything now. And after this morning, too.” Thus far she’d tried to ignore the problems between them, to keep moving forward like he wasn’t behaving strangely. Each time he’d been grateful.


      Today was no exception. He tucked a curl behind her ear and stepped back, a relieved smile on his face. “Must be the birthday glow.”


      He’d been super sweet about her birthday, starting with flowers and breakfast in bed for her this morning. She knew most of it was just him and his kindness. But there was a manic tinge to his attendance that was more than the enthusiasm of a new relationship.


      The weekend had arrived. Tomorrow morning the Benoit jet would be at Austin International, ready for her and whomever she chose to get on it. But that plane would go back to Houston empty. She was staying.


      Sadness swept through her. She and Hauk had just gotten started, and this could be the end if Ananke’s unknown plans were as bad as they feared. She squeezed him once then headed for the door. “Let’s get some lunch.”


      He frowned, sensing her mood change, but docilely followed her into the Underlight.


      A tense stillness had taken over the place. No laughter greeted them in the kitchen as they prepped salads and chicken. In the common room a lone guitar played a distracted tune. Though fake greenery draped the pipes, the flower boxes hadn’t blossomed yet, and the grand space felt empty. Even the knitting crew kept intent on their stitches without the usual banter and gossip.


      Jolie swirled green tea around her mug to cool it. “Maybe we shouldn’t have said anything.” They’d told Dr. Echelson her suspicions about the timing, and he’d let The Thing know. A big announcement had followed.


      Hauk shrugged. “I dunno. People like knowing around here. It’s sort of the expectation. The Thing wouldn’t have appreciated silence, that’s for sure.” But he sounded uncomfortable as if he, too, had mixed feelings.


      Travis and Brayden dropped down at their table with a “Hey” and a “Yo.” To Jolie’s surprise, Catrina followed with her own plate of fruit and quiche. Travis worked as a valet at Jolie’s condo, giving him odd hours. She didn’t want to know how Brayden the hacker made his money. But Catrina—or Carlton, her birth name that she still used at work and other times when she thought it best to dress her physical gender—had a day job at an ad agency.


      “Lunch break or day off?” Jolie asked.


      Catrina pushed her uncharacteristically wavy hair behind an ear. She had her “androgynous” look going, not made up or coiffed like a woman but not bothering to pass as a man. Something was deeply wrong. “Oh, I didn’t feel like going in today. I figured if it’s my last day, I might as well do something fun with it.” She wrung the pepper mill until her quiche looked like it’d been dragged through the dirt, then dabbed her fork listlessly into and out of the eggs.


      Travis snorted. “So you decided to go underground and sit around depressed?”


      Her lips quirked, though the smile didn’t reach her eyes. She laid her head on Jolie’s shoulder. “Not all of us have someone to go underground and mate like bunny rabbits with, so yes.” A lazy bite of her concoction, and she added yet another crank of pepper.


      Jolie blew Hauk a kiss. He held back a grin as he tucked into his food, feigning casual.


      Brayden halfheartedly patted Catrina’s leg. “I’m always here for you, sweetie.”


      She chuckled, her humor rebuilding. “Reading yesterday’s news? I’m actually considering it. I suppose I am depressed.” She picked at her food again then turned back to Brayden, suspicious eyes narrowed. “You don’t already have an engagement lined up for the post-party tonight? What happened?”


      Brayden shrugged uncomfortably. “I felt like I needed to stay close to home.”


      Catrina didn’t drop her gaze. “You’ve been drinking with me a lot more than usual this month. Not the reaction I’d expect from you for an apocalypse.”


      Brayden stared at his food, his voice full of strained humor. “What can I say, I’d like to spend the end days with my friends.”


      Jolie slapped her silverware down. “It’s not the end days.”


      Brayden’s eyes widened. “I just meant—”


      “No. I’ve been talking like that, too. We have to stop. We don’t know what’s happening. We’ve tackled problems before. There are a lot of us. Most Underlighters test clean of the drugs. We don’t even know what they’re planning. So what if it’s big? So are we.”


      Travis and Brayden cocked their heads in unison to stare. “Woo,” Brayden said with mock enthusiasm.


      “Win one for the Gipper,” Travis added.


      Jolie narrowed her eyes. “You two deeply resemble vanilla and chocolate Twinkies.”


      Brayden grinned. “I’d make a sexual innuendo, but your boyfriend’s right here, and I’m much smaller than he is.”


      Catrina gave her half of a smile. “Well, I’m almost inspired. Thank you. And happy birthday. Can we be at your party already please? Trent, the bartender I promised you, makes an orgasmic gin gimlet. And Brayden, dearest, before you snark on what that says about my past, don’t forget whose skills you’re condemning.”


      Brayden lifted his hands in surrender. “I’ll have to try one.”


      Jolie chuckled. “Fine. I’m a cheeseball. But my cheeseball birthday request is that everybody acts like we’re still going to be here Monday. I’m the happiest I’ve ever been. I’m not giving up without a helluva fight.” Without checking for agreement, she speared more salad.


      Catrina laughed, eyes once again sparkling. “If your lover gives you puppy-dog eyes one more time, I’m going to be sick. Otherwise, I will gamely attempt chipper. But only because it’s your birthday and you’re my best dancer. Don’t tell anyone I said that.”


      For the next half hour, they ate their lunch in friendly chatter, discussing her birthday party at the condo, the next Pussy Will-Oh! show and other normal things. Hauk had agreed to go to her party, probably because Jolie hadn’t been wearing any clothes when she told him how much she wanted him there. Maybe that was cheating, but on this particular she didn’t care. Attending her birthday party was a boyfriend requirement.


      The fork slipped from Catrina’s fingers and clanked against the table. The rest of them turned at the noise, but she didn’t seem to notice them as she rubbed her forehead like she’d suddenly grown tired.


      Jolie reached for her hand. “Everything okay?”


      “Sorry, sweetie,” she muttered. “I’ve been out of it all day, but something just...” She stopped talking. Shook her head like she was trying to clear it, the loose black waves of her hair swaying gently in front of her face. A deep breath, and she sat up straight, her face relaxing.


      Brayden scraped the last bits of egg from his plate. “It’s been that kind of day for all of us.” He ate the egg then flicked his empty fork at Hauk. “Except for him. Color me jealous.”


      “’Bout damn time,” Hauk muttered.


      Brayden winked at Jolie. She grinned back.


      Catrina reached a hand toward Hauk. “Can I borrow a knife?”


      He blinked at the unexpected question. “For how long? You need to cut something right now, or you want something to wield over the weekend?”


      “Just for now.”


      Shrugging, he pulled a blade from his ankle sheath and handed it over before turning back to Jolie. “So, no birthday cake? They can make gluten-free cake. I looked it up.”


      “Ooh, he uses a computer,” Brayden teased. “Very technical.”


      Catrina grabbed a hank of her hair and flicked the knife, severing it. In shock, the table watched as she grabbed another lock.


      “Whoa,” Jolie said. “What are you doing?”


      More hair fell. Catrina’s face remained impassive as she chopped crooked layers millimeters away from her scalp. “Cutting it off. It’s too long.”


      Jolie reached for the knife, but Catrina was uncooperative. “Honey, there are people who do that. And not during lunch. They’re professionals and stuff.” Despite her best efforts, Catrina’s movements didn’t falter. Panic tinged her voice. “Stop!” She reached again.


      Hauk yanked her away. “That’s sharp. Her hair will regrow. Your hand won’t. Catrina, what the fuck are you doing? Gimme my knife back.” Half her hair was already gone.


      Brayden leaned in to say quietly, “Girlfriend, people are watching.”


      Catrina pointed the knife at him, her face a forbidding glower. “I am not your girlfriend.”


      Brayden scooted back with his hands up. “Ooookay. You’re right. I don’t have girlfriends. It’s just a saying.”


      Catrina stood. With a final lop, the last lock was on the ground. Her hair stuck out from her skull in a jagged patchwork. Ice-cold eyes pierced Brayden. “You disgust me.” Dropping the knife on the table, she stepped away.


      Jolie grabbed her hand. “Where are you going?”


      Catrina twisted her hand from Jolie’s grip. “I have to leave now.”


      Brayden blanched and his voice came out a panicked whisper. “It’s the potion. She’s been potioned. They turned it on. Shit.” He patted himself as if searching for some change in his own infected body.


      Jolie grabbed Catrina again. Her suddenly crazy boss pulled back as if to swing at her. Hauk seized her elbow, rooting her to the spot. “I thought she hadn’t been injected,” he said.


      “Unhand me,” Catrina warned in low, growling tones.


      She sounded like a man, not like her normal self. Her posture was stiff and upright, chest thrust forward. No sway to her movements or glimmer in her eyes.


      Jolie shook her head, freaked beyond measure at the change. “At the cemetery. She said she’d lost her sunglasses. I believed her. But I’m a dumbass because she wouldn’t remember if they’d gotten to her.”


      Brayden stood up and backed away, shaking his hands in fear as if to ward it off. “I still test positive. What are they doing to her?”


      “Him,” Catrina announced. She lunged at Brayden, but Hauk held her back.


      “What the fuck are we supposed to do?” Hauk asked.


      The lunch crowd had gathered at the commotion, ringing the five of them in. Somebody called Catrina’s name.


      Catrina dropped down, grabbed at Hauk’s other ankle holster and came up with a gun. “It’s Carlton. Get out of my way. I’m leaving.”


      Hauk caught her wrists and jerked them upward. The gun went off. Chunks of ceiling rained down as people screamed and ran from the common room.


      A twist of his hands, and Hauk had the gun away from her. He swept his foot. Catrina landed face down on the floor. He caught her hands behind her back as she yelled imprecations and flailed her legs.


      Jolie gaped at her boss. Hauk caught her eyes, questions in his. He’d done what he had to for everyone’s safety, but now what?


      Dr. Echelson strode out of the diminished crowd. Despite his graying hair, the fifty-something man usually seemed vigorous and youthful. But the tired lines in his eyes and weary way he dropped to his knees by Catrina showed his age.


      “Carlton,” he said with the steady voice he used to bring errant students back to attention.


      Catrina returned his gaze with an angry but noticeably calmer expression.


      “Where do you need to go?”


      She struggled once, but Hauk held her steady. She glared back at him before turning back to Dr. E. “It’s not any of your business.”


      Dr. E smiled, almost chummy, and cajoled, “Well, now, we can be reasonable. I’m sure you’d like a new outfit to go about in. Something less feminine. We can accommodate that. In exchange, let me know where you’re going.”


      Her outfit wasn’t particularly feminine, not compared to what she normally wore. But at the word, Catrina shuddered and relaxed. Her eyes shifted down, as if she were coming up with a lie, before she smiled innocently back at Dr. E. “Home,” she said. “I’m going home.”


      Dr. E looked past her shoulder and nodded.


      On her other side, LaRoche held a syringe. He dropped to his knees, the whites of his eyes round and startling in his dark face, and injected her.


      She yelled once, struggling futilely against Hauk’s hold until she relaxed into unconsciousness.


      Hauk released her gently. “You didn’t use mine, did you?” At Hauk’s request, LaRoche had designed a sedative capable of dropping him when he’d gone berserk, just in case it was ever needed. They’d only used it once, an occasion Jolie vividly remembered as he’d been fully under Odin’s control and carrying her back to his room.


      LaRoche dropped to a crouch to check Catrina’s vitals. “No. Your sedative would take her out for a week. Or permanently. This is an earlier version I designed that didn’t work. Fast-acting, but too weak for your amped-up metabolism.” He sat back on his heels. “She’s okay.”


      Tally wound her way through the crowd. “They’re clearing out the shop for her.”


      “The shop?” Jolie asked.


      “It’s the only place down here with a lock.” She handed LaRoche a clean syringe. “Here you go.”


      He took it and drew a vial of blood while Tally soothingly stroked his braids.


      “Anything new?” Dr. Echelson asked.


      LaRoche shrugged. “The closest thing I have to compare it to is Hauk’s blood. He’s got that tattoo, and there is something similar in the magic. Please understand, we’re not talking normal chemistry here, so a lot of what I’m going on is hypothesis. I thought maybe the similarities were what made it magical, but after what Catrina just did, I think it’s more than that. I think the formula is a variant of the tattoo.”


      A few gasps sounded from the remaining crowd.


      Jolie said, “Last time I was at their temple, they had these sticks that could break magic. They ended Hauk’s rages and the effects of their tattoo. But it only temporarily worked on the Hands of Atropos because the tattoo would ‘reboot’ it, so to speak. If we got ahold of one of those wands, would it break the, uh, potion or whatever?”


      LaRoche stood up and brushed off as he considered. “It would probably break it temporarily. The formula works virally. It can self-replicate, which is why it doesn’t flush out like normal chemicals would. Unlike that tattoo, though, if we could kill it or completely remove it from somebody’s system, there isn’t anything to make more—like the magic in the tattoo would. But I’m not a magician. I’m a scientist, and I have no idea how to do that.”


      Having seen the results of Tally and LaRoche’s “science,” Jolie had a hard time believing there was no magic in it. For them it seemed inadvertent, though, unlike Ananke’s ritualistic spellcasting.


      “Shop’s ready,” somebody yelled from the hallway.


      With a worried glance back at Jolie, Hauk carried the unconscious Catrina out of the common room.


      Jolie sat back down as she watched them leave. Brayden and Travis joined her. Amidst all the goings on that horrified her, the only thing she could voice was the inconsequential. “She was bringing the bartender tonight. No orgasmic gin gimlets.”


      Brayden’s face was frozen into a panic she’d never seen there before, but his voice was calm. “I can man the bar. Hauk’s a better bartender, but he wouldn’t like that much attention.”


      She shook her head. “It’s okay. My building’s concierge will find somebody.” Her shoulders slumped. She cared more about Hauk than anybody, and yet she’d barely cracked the surface of who he was, what he liked, what he was good at. “Hauk’s a good bartender?”


      “Yeah. He can even do the little curled peels and shit.” He puffed an amused breath. “And he does great flaming drinks. Go figure.”


      “I didn’t know.” There was so much she didn’t know about him. So much she wanted to learn. Jolie wasn’t the praying type, but just in case anyone was listening, she whispered her hope that she and Hauk would have enough future to learn each other right.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Fourteen


      Bass thumped, drinks flowed and bodies gyrated in the packed living room of Jolie’s sky-high palace. Hauk was unused to being in a crowd. At least the lights were dim, but still he felt uncomfortably exposed in the crush.


      Jolie had him on the living room floor, cleared of furniture to make room for dancing. Her body pressed against his as her tipsy laugh rang out. Not everyone here was from the Underlight, but their hysterical edge had infected the energy of the party. People drank and danced like it might be their last night on Earth.


      His bag was in Jolie’s room. Benoit’s jet wouldn’t be ready until the morning, so they felt safe that nothing would blow tonight and had decided to spend it here, where they could be truly alone. After he made it through this crowded hell of a birthday party, he’d have her to himself in private luxury for the rest of the night. He couldn’t wait.


      Or at least that’s how he’d felt before that asshole Paul, her ex, showed up. The pretty-boy had been hovering the whole party, getting in a dance whenever Hauk left Jolie’s side.


      She tugged at his neck, and he leaned down so her lips could reach his ear. “You okay? Having fun?”


      He nodded a lie then waved at Brayden for another drink. His friend had spent the entire damn party at the bar. Hauk was worried about him.


      “Is he okay?” Jolie asked, noting the direction of his stare.


      Hauk shrugged. Thinking back over the week and a half he’d been out of the hospital, Brayden had been uncharacteristically quiet. “Maybe I should check on him.” To make sure he wasn’t giving himself alcohol poisoning, if nothing else.


      Jolie gave him a squeeze. “I’m heading for the bathroom. When I’m back, flag me down if you want more of an intervention.”


      Hauk kissed her on the top of the head. Even touching her in such a simple way made him feel like he was on camera, as if the whole room must be watching and laughing as the ugliest guy there dared to touch the most beautiful girl.


      But Jolie pulled his face down and planted her lips on his. “You’re mine. I’m yours. Everybody here should know that.” Eyes sympathetic, she traced his jawline with her thumb. “And thanks for lying about having fun.”


      A lump built in his throat, and all he could do was nod. He didn’t like being in public. He didn’t like being stared at, and people did stare. He’d always claimed he was worried about getting caught and hauled off to jail, but deep down he knew that was just an excuse. He hated strangers looking at him.


      But maybe it was okay when he was with Jolie.


      He forced his chin up and shoulders back, military straight as he marched to the bar where Brayden was overindulging. He leaned on the counter where the bar had been set up, encroaching into his friend’s space.


      Brayden handed him a cider. Hauk had made the switch from beer so he could kiss his celiac girlfriend without fear of hurting her.


      “Your girlfriend’s drinking margaritas. Sure you don’t want anything stronger?” Brayden asked.


      The stool next to Brayden emptied and Hauk sat, trying not to contemplate why someone might leave right after he arrived. “Sure you don’t want to stop before I have to carry your ass to a hospital?”


      “Pff.” Brayden waved a hand dismissively, but his bleary eyes wouldn’t focus.


      “What the hell is wrong with you? It’s not this weekend, so don’t give me that bullshit.”


      Brayden glared at him for a moment then finally shrugged. “Got a crush.”


      Mr. Different-Person-Every-Night? Hauk grinned and raised his glass. “Congratulations. Quit drinking and ask him or her out.”


      “She’s not here.”


      “Did you invite her?”


      “No.” Brayden sighed. “Hauk, she’s a horrible bitch. I can’t ask her out. Let’s drop it.”


      He snorted. “You’re a horrible asshole as far as your dates are concerned. You two will be perfect for each other.” He lifted his bottle to his mouth.


      “She’s your ex-fiancée.”


      Hauk shut his lips before he spat his drink everywhere. Slowly and oh-so-carefully he set the cider down on the bar. “Excuse me?”


      Bradyen blew out a stream of air and scooted farther back on the stool. “Never mind.”


      Hauk leaned in, refusing to give him space. “If you touch Ashley, I will remove your balls. Ask me if I’m kidding.”


      “I know! After what she did to you, I couldn’t even consider—”


      “No. That’s not the problem. What Ash did...” He didn’t want to think about the way the first woman he’d ever fallen in love with had come back into his life to deceive and betray him to the Order of Ananke. Nearly got him killed—worse, turned into a drone. At least she felt guilty about it afterward, or so he’d been told. “Ash has a bad habit of trusting the wrong people. Too damn naïve. Which is exactly why you need to keep your dirty hands and mind off of her.”


      Brayden shot back the rest of his drink. His voice wasn’t loud, but there was a weird undercurrent of strength to it. “Did you ever think maybe if she was a little less naïve, she’d make better choices?”


      Anger jerked his shoulders rigid. His asshole best friend really believed that. Hauk launched up and loomed over him, unleashing the full threatening power of his height and face. “Is that what you do? You’re the great teacher of life? Helping people out by fucking them over? Ashley is off limits.” He pounded two fingers into Brayden’s chest. “If we ever see her again, don’t you dare go near her.”


      “Uh...” Brayden shrunk up as tiny as he could and pointed behind him. “Paul’s following your girlfriend out of the room.”


      Pissed as he was at Brayden, Hauk swung around. Sure enough, pretty-boy was heading down the hall after Jolie with a single-minded determination.


      “Fuck.” He turned back to Brayden, unsure if his message had gotten through loud and clear enough yet.


      On the other hand, he didn’t want to let Paul catch up to Jolie. The only reason she’d quit seeing the pretty-boy was because Paul wouldn’t make a commitment. Hauk had watched the way Paul stared at her all night with greedy eyes. Paul was ready to make that commitment if it meant he could have her back.


      Brayden had turned near green with either alcohol or fear, and his hands shot up in surrender. “I don’t even know where Ashley is. I haven’t seen her since you two left the Underlight together. And I’m not going to. I’m not going to go out with a girl that duplicitous.”


      Paul was exiting the room. Hauk gave Brayden a forbidding glare. “Keep it that way.”


      Crossing the damn dance floor was going to take forever. Usually he terrified a crowd into parting, but he didn’t want to do that at Jolie’s birthday party. So he dove in, trying to hide his face as he wound through the mass of dancers.


      As he moved, he felt every glance and point like a bullet in a firefight. He kept going, each stare urging him on to find the one woman he could trust to see him as a man and not a victim.


      When he finally made it to the hallway, Paul had caught up to her. He stood a little too close, and she didn’t seem to mind. He asked her a question that Hauk couldn’t hear, and she led him into her bedroom.


      Hauk felt the blood drain from his face as he watched them go. The music of the party pulsed loudly, amplifying his frustration. Maybe he should go back there, let her do whatever it was she was going to. She’d told him that she was his girlfriend, and in his head, he trusted her. But his heart...his heart couldn’t see how she would pick a metal worker as fucked-up in looks and in the head as he was when she could have a handsome rock star with no mental baggage.


      Hauk hadn’t tried hard enough this week. He’d seen the disappointment in Jolie’s face every time he pulled away from her. He knew it saddened her every time he refused to face her. He hadn’t been the man she needed because he’d been a coward, and he was a lucky son-of-a-bitch if he wasn’t about to pay for it right now.


      One unsteady foot in front of the other, he headed for her door.


      * * *


      Jolie sat on her bed and stared up at Paul. He’d been so serious when he asked if he could talk to her that she couldn’t brush him off. They’d never had the official, “We’re not doing this anymore,” talk, just drifted their separate ways as his band schedule and her activities with the Underlight (not that he knew anything about those) kept them busy. She had a feeling the unspoken was about to be said aloud.


      She despised these talks.


      Paul grinned down at her in that charmer way that had made her stomach flip-flop last summer. She’d thought he was so punk with his tattoo sleeve and rakish curls. But that was a schoolgirl’s punk.


      She had a real rebel now.


      “So,” he started, his smile growing as his footsteps glided toward her.


      Self-consciously, she realized she was on the bed, and that might get taken the wrong way. They’d been in this room many times before and all when they were here to make a little noise. Discomfort tightened her gut. She stood up. “Let me start.” Before he could get out whatever proposition was very clearly on his tongue.


      He stilled, his features all coated in confusion. She didn’t buy it.


      She wanted to grimace but forced her expression into something kinder as she walked over to him. “Come on, Paul. You know this is over.”


      His pose deflated. “No. I don’t. I’ve missed you. I’ll give you the relationship you want. No more fan-girls. I promise. And I’ll keep that promise.”


      Sincerity filled his hazel eyes as his gaze shifted to the bed and back with a longing she used to wish for. If he’d bothered to offer her this three months ago, she’d have rejoiced. But then she might not have given Hauk a chance, and that would be a tragedy.


      She took Paul’s hands in hers. It wasn’t like he was a bad guy, and she hated to hurt him. Honesty would be best, though. Rip the bandage off swiftly. “There’s somebody else. We’re serious.” She took a steadying breath, trying to clear the alcohol from her brain so she could say this right. “As in, he might be the one serious.” She bit her lip. “No. As in I’m sure he’s the one. I’m taken. Permanently.”


      Unless it all ended tomorrow.


      Paul grimaced as he stepped out of her reach. “Not the burned guy? Tell me it’s not him.”


      Her anger flared. “Why does it matter what he looks like?”


      He rocked back on his heels and sneered. “He’s past hideous. He’s terrifying. And you’re so much better than that.”


      She straightened up and popped a hip, her voice rising in anger with every word. “Better than what? A military veteran who got burned serving overseas? A man who makes an honest living working with his hands? A good person who treats me with respect and affection? Somebody generous and thoughtful who spends his life doing good for others? I’m too good for him because, what? I’m pretty? I’m rich? Those things have nothing to do with who I am. I didn’t earn either one. If there’s a problem, it’s that Hauk’s too good for me.”


      By the time she’d finished her tirade, Paul had his hands up in surrender. “Sorry. I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”


      “You never do when you glance at somebody and make judgments.”


      He ran a hand through his hair as he made a gruff sound of frustration. “You’re not just pretty or rich. You are sexy and smart and fearless. You say what you think no matter what.” He gave her a rueful smile. “You even tell me when my songs suck.”


      She shot back archly, “Sometimes your songs do suck.” She shook her head, cooling her temper. “Mostly they’re pretty damn good, but nobody’s perfect.”


      “Yeah, but you deserve as close as it gets.” His voice still sounded petulant, but she could hear him winding down. He was giving up.


      One more reiteration. It did Paul no favors to leave him with hopes. “Hauk has every quality that matters to me.”


      He drew in a thick breath and crossed his arms. It was done. “Yeah, well, I guess you’re pretty enough for the both of you.”


      She chuckled softly. “You know it.” With a forced smile he held his arms out, and she took the offered hug. “I had a lot of fun.”


      He squeezed her tightly, patted her back twice and let go. “So did I.” He averted his face. “Now I think I’m going to raid your liquor cabinet one more time and head out.”


      “Have at it.”


      His back was a little more rigid, his gait a little more hurried, but otherwise Paul held it together as he turned his back on her and headed for the door. Jolie took a shaky breath. She’d had men take it a lot worse.


      The door opened. “Hey,” Paul said. “It’s the lucky asshole.”


      Hauk stood in the doorway, mouth gaping. He’d clearly been listening, but the dazed look on his face said he didn’t care that they’d caught him. Unsure what he’d heard, Jolie faked casual, but anxiety rolled through her stomach and up her throat. She’d called him “the one.” He might have said he loved her, but he’d never said anything like that.


      His eyes found hers. To her surprise, the depth of emotion in them soothed instead of disquieted her further. Still, she cocked her head, asking with a glance what the hell he was doing spying on them.


      Paul observed the interchange, a hint of regret in his eyes. With a nod, he left.


      Hauk watched him go.


      “Eavesdropping? Really?”


      His head whipped back to her, a tiny smile breaking through the shell-shock. “And you found out I was previously engaged how?” He stepped into her room and shut the door.


      She frowned. “You were in a public place.”


      He kept approaching, his eyes so hungry it made her blood pulse faster.


      “And...I dropped down from the ceiling to a spot where you couldn’t see me,” she admitted. “How much did you hear?” She’d been too honest in her haste to get rid of Paul. Her ears burned and her mouth had parched with embarrassment.


      Instead of answering, he scooped her up. “Thank you.” His voice was hushed with relief. “Thank you, thank you.”


      The intensity of his naked emotion eased the discomfort with her own soul, stripped too bare. She might have said he was the one, but he’d designed a rose ring and written a poem that she’d reread until she had it memorized. If those were for her, he felt the same way. If they were a meaningless pretty...


      Unable to meet his eyes, she wrapped her arms and legs around his torso and nestled her face into his neck. “Don’t thank me. It was an entirely selfish decision on my part.”


      A wordless sound somewhere between a laugh and a choke came from him as he squeezed her tighter.


      She nuzzled up the rough skin of his right side until she reached his ear and lightly bit the lobe between two spikes. Lust was an emotion they shared in equal measure. That made it safe. She swirled her tongue around the piercing, loving the feel of skin meeting metal. Hauk and his many textures was part of her fun. “I have plans to make you pay for it later anyway.”


      “Anything.”


      “I’ll remember you said that.”


      A wash of panic crossed his features.


      She raised an eyebrow. “No take-backs on my birthday.”


      * * *


      He still hadn’t completed the leg. The gods knew he wanted to give her whatever she desired. He wasn’t sure how much of what she’d said was true and how much she’d said just to convince Paul to back down, but either way her words had been shelter from the night’s barrage.


      The whole party she’d claimed him publicly, from dancing to kisses, and now with Paul. She never hesitated or acted the least ashamed to have Hauk at her side. For that alone, he wanted to give her anything, tiny to gargantuan, that she asked for.


      But his leg wasn’t just about pride. Until the gears were properly shielded, he was afraid of hurting her.


      Her thighs unclenched from around him, and reluctantly he let her hop to the ground. “We should get back to the party,” she said. “I’m the guest of honor, after all, and I’m pretty sure Mercy’s about to surprise me with some churros-inspired gluten-free cake.”


      That startled Hauk into a smile. Mercy had done just that. “What makes you think so?” He let her lead him toward the door.


      “Eh, just a guess. But I’m uncannily accurate when it comes to these things. Now, I need my boyfriend to get back onto the dance floor with me. And then, after everyone’s gone, we can celebrate my birthday again.”


      “Yes, ma’am.” He glanced back at the bed, wishing he could pull her into it right now and find out all the ways she wanted to celebrate in private. He still couldn’t completely let go of the nerves being physical with her gave him. But it was time he moved past it and let them enjoy each other as they should. Starting tonight.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Fifteen


      Alcohol buzzed through Hauk’s system, relaxing his body and fuzzing his mind. The last of the guests finally stepped into the elevator. Good riddance. If they’d stayed five minutes longer, he was going to boot their asses into the elevator shaft, regardless of what floor the carriage was on.


      He hung back as they left, trying not to lurk in the shadows like a creeper. Jolie blew kisses and exchanged good-byes. When the doors started to close, she grabbed his shirt and yanked him against her back, forcing them together for the final goodbye. Like he was co-host presenting some domestic tableau of farewell.


      Before the doors had even finished sliding shut, she launched into his arms. “Take me to bed.”


      Better words had never been spoken. He crushed a kiss against her mouth, and she responded with equal fervor. She tasted of tequila and lime, her body already hot against his fingers. Her heels beat against his ass; her tongue wrestled with his. Gods, he needed her. Now.


      Determined not to stumble, he started down the hallway.


      “Lights. Lights,” she murmured against his mouth.


      “Where are they?”


      She waved toward the computer screen that controlled everything in the condo, and he carried her that way. At the push of a button, the lights in the condo went off. Moonlight streamed through the windows, hiding the remains of the party in shadows and giving him all the light he needed to take her back to the bedroom.


      Alone at last.


      With each step, his heart fluttered in nervous excitement. He had no idea what she planned, but he knew he both dreaded and desperately wanted it.


      As they crossed the threshold to her room, lips once again locked together, she released him to struggle with the zipper of her dress. He helped her ease it down over the arch of her back to the curve of her ass. Her body slid down his, pressing against his erection. He groaned. She tried to step away, but he wouldn’t let her.


      “I get to take it off this time.” She had a tendency to remove her own clothing. Damn burlesque dancer.


      He touched the back of her thigh, rubbing his thumb across the silk of her hose. He’d be happy with whatever she had on, but secretly hoped she’d done thigh-highs and garters again. She hadn’t worn them since that first night they’d made love. Part of him feared she wouldn’t again after the way he’d acted.


      He gathered the fabric of her full skirt and dragged it slowly up her leg. Thigh-highs ended in lace. Gratified by her choice, he snapped the elastic of her garter belt. She shuddered.


      Unable to stand it any longer, he spun her none-too-gently about. She giggled as she turned. Jolie liked a little rough in her tumble. He spread the back of her gown, pushing it over her shoulders and letting it fall. The black cotton pooled at her feet, leaving her body in scraps of black lace.


      He groaned. “Turn around.”


      She smirked over her shoulder. “I’ll turn, but you’re not calling the shots tonight, babe. Not on my birthday.”


      Turn she did, making his heart stutter as her pale skin caught the moonlight. She arched an eyebrow, challenging him, as her hands touched the top button of his shirt. Despite the bravado on her face, her fingers trembled. She feared his rejection.


      The realization stabbed at him. His brave girl, the best thing that had ever happened to him, had to fake confidence because of how he’d treated her.


      He had to fix this. But it wasn’t as if his reactions were conscious choices. He’d become so programmed to back away from intimacy that it was instinctual at this point. He could choose to trust her intellectually, but his body was a different matter.


      Again the fantasy of cuffing her to those sturdy bedposts rose in his imagination. Not once had he imagined the reverse.


      But could he do it?


      Right now he just had to reassure her she could take his shirt off. That he could do. He ran his palms over the jutting curves of her hips and winked.


      Her faux confidence broke into a radiant smile as her fingers made quick work of his buttons. That was what he wanted, his girl feeling happy and free in his presence. Today was her birthday. Tomorrow was D-Day. He was going to give her the night she wanted.


      “I got a deal for you,” he said before he could change his mind.


      She stopped with his shirt halfway down his arms, a question in her eyes.


      “Got a blindfold?” He was getting something out of this deal if she took it.


      “Yeah.” She lifted her chin in that little-pampered-princess way that came out on rare occasion. “For whom?”


      He grinned and dropped his button-down to the floor. “Who do you think?”


      “I’ll assume that’s my concession. What’s yours?”


      He shifted his weight back, centering himself, and swallowed. “Got restraints?”


      The shock on her face would amuse the hell out of him if he wasn’t so nervous. Her hands squeezed his biceps, and she considered him as if waiting for him to admit he was joking. He almost did.


      Apparently deciding to take him seriously, she scampered onto the bed. Leaning sideways over the other edge, ass up in the air, she dug for something underneath.


      If Jolie owned something other than a G-string, he’d seen no evidence of it. Which wasn’t a problem as far as he was concerned. Watching those muscular curves sway as she searched under the bed eased some of the tension from his shoulders.


      She popped back up and sat on the bed with a brown square of fabric, two pairs of fuzzy leopard-print handcuffs and a lopsided grin. “I’m not really a professional here.”


      He took a nervous step forward. “I don’t think we’re going anywhere that requires training.” The fabric she held was familiar. “Is that the blindfold I gave you—”


      “The first time I left the Underlight? Yup. I saved it. A souvenir of my first trip down the rabbit hole.”


      She crawled across the bed to kneel in front of him, and he pushed a curl behind her ear. “I think you had the most expedited recognition I’ve ever seen. Pretty mean feat, all things considered.” Like her father.


      “I think they were afraid you’d drag me down again, regardless of my acceptance,” she teased right back. Her face became serious again as she put the handcuffs between them. “Are you sure?”


      The eagerness on her face was unmistakable. She craved this. If it wasn’t her birthday, if tomorrow wasn’t what it was, if he’d had a couple fewer drinks, if, if, if...then he might’ve said no. But he didn’t want to run from her anymore.


      He leaned forward until his forehead rested against hers then he touched her lips tenderly with his own. Her hands twined around his neck, and he felt her need. Somehow she needed him. He cupped her face and deepened the kiss. She rose up higher and pressed her body against his. The heat of her skin felt so damn sweet.


      When he released her, he looked into her eyes, dark in the moonlight and full of emotion. “No, I’m not sure,” he admitted. “But I want to try.”


      “Let me know the moment you want out, and I’ll let you go.”


      He nodded. “Don’t take the blindfold off.”


      She waved it like a flag. “I won’t.”


      “This will be a lot easier if I’m not thinking about you looking at me.”


      She smiled. “I won’t. I promise.” Her eyes darted around the bed until they settled on the posters at the foot. The curve of her lips became absolutely wicked. “Think you can stretch?”


      He focused on her mouth and the sexual promise in it as he headed to the foot of the bed. It was a California king, and his fingers could just wrap around the cold metal on either side.


      Her eyes darkened even more as her teasing smile turned hungry. “God, I love how big you are. It’s like you could swallow me up.” She crawled to him, her hips swaying with each movement across the deep purple covers. “Although I suppose I’ll be the one doing most of the swallowing tonight.”


      “I’m going to tackle you if you keep talking like that.”


      She reached up and snapped the first handcuff on his wrist. She tried to tug it to the bedpost. Something ornery in him wouldn’t let her. Instead he cradled her face and pulled her in for another kiss. She didn’t resist. As their tongues entwined, she tugged his wrist again. This time he let her guide it to the bedpost and lock him in place. She stroked his other arm.


      “Wait.”


      She pulled back from the kiss, worried.


      He reached out to touch her chest, sliding his hand over one breast and then the other to tease her nipples through the lace of her bra. “Just realized I wasn’t going to be able to do this.”


      She laughed a pretty sound. Her head tilted back as her back arched, pressing herself more firmly into his hand. He rattled the chain of the one cuff, wishing he’d thought of this first. But before he could ask her to take the handcuff off, she pulled out of his reach. “My turn.”


      He growled at her. She shook the blindfold at him. He considered for a moment then put his hand up by the post.


      Another click, and he was tethered. His breath sucked in, nervous but more excited than he expected. This encounter was entirely in her court. She got to choose what they did. It surprised him how much relief he felt, knowing every touch stemmed from her desire.


      She inhaled slowly, her chest heaving with the motion as she lifted the blindfold to her face. A wink, and she tied it on.


      There they were again, the words on his lips to say he loved her. But she couldn’t see him swallow them back this time.


      She dropped to all fours and her hands slid across the bed toward him. He gripped the bedposts as he watched her progress. Her fingers hit his thighs. Reflexively, he tugged back. Metal caught, and he nearly toppled forward before the chain caught again, holding him in place.


      Jolie stilled, her hands light on his legs. “You okay?”


      He tightened his grip and righted himself by stepping back toward her. “Yeah.”


      A pause before her hands pushed against him, traveling at an even pace up his legs to the waistband of his pants. Her smile grew brighter, more excited as her breath picked up.


      Touching him turned her on. He’d never seen that so clearly as he did here, stuck in place with nothing to do but watch. Her eyes were covered, so he didn’t feel the need to turn away. He could study the easy way her full lips curved. How her jaw relaxed and how the strain that sometimes creased her forehead was smoothed to careless joy.


      Her thumbs slid under his waistband, tickling his abdomen. His lungs emptied as his cock hardened. But instead of lingering, her hands slid up his stomach. She groaned as she leaned into him. He couldn’t pull away. Her mouth descended onto his solar plexus, kissing the base of his rib cage and tonguing the line between his abdominals.


      He tensed, muscles quivering. He couldn’t do this. “Stop.”


      The heat of her mouth backed away immediately. He missed it as soon as it left.


      “Is that what you want?” she asked.


      He licked his lips. No, it wasn’t. He shook his head. She couldn’t see that. “No,” he said. “Don’t stop.”


      Her fingers pressed against his abs to steady herself as her mouth reached his neck. He ducked his head down, and her teeth found his ear, biting lightly on the lobe. She liked to do that, he’d noticed. Which was good, because he liked it, too.


      “When you mean it, say ‘anarchy,’ and I’ll unlock you,” she said.


      While she was in reach, he kissed her temple. “I’ll remember.” An alternate word for “no” would give him a chance to think about it, to make sure he was making a decision and not letting the inhibitions he wanted to defeat make the decision for him.


      She pulled her head out of reach, and her hands slid up his stomach. As her nails lightly grazed his chest, he knew without a doubt that he did, indeed, want to beat his. He wanted her here, like this, not just for her happiness but for his own.


      He deserved to be touched.


      * * *


      Mine, mine, mine, mine. Jolie touched his chest with her fingers and then her cheek, giving herself time to grow accustomed to its texture. Though he’d had his shirt off before, she’d never felt like it was okay to take her time and really get to know the feel of him. This was special, and she cherished the trust it took to let her touch him at her own pace.


      His breath came hurried, a mixture of tension and lust sending his chest heaving. At the moment she thought tension had the lead, but she could fix that. She just had to keep him from saying the safe word.


      With her eyes shielded, each touch was heightened, each sound more intense as she stroked then kissed Hauk’s chest. Her hands slid to his back as she kissed sideways from his sternum. Her lips found his nipple and she flicked it with her tongue. He jerked, as he’d done the one time before that she’d gotten her mouth there. But this time he couldn’t get away.


      And he didn’t say the word.


      She bit down lightly, and he murmured praise to his gods. She sucked, and he groaned.


      “Like this,” she told him, blowing cool air against his damp skin. “We deserve to be always like this.”


      Slowly, firmly, she explored his skin, kissing, touching, blowing and tasting. When she started, the chains rattled with each wordless jerk against her onslaught. As she continued, invading him intimately, he relaxed until he sagged against the chains, his breath ragged.


      She slipped her hands down the plane of his rippling abs to the buckle of his pants. He tensed again. She kissed down from his ribs as she undid the button. Delving her tongue into his belly button, she unzipped the fly.


      “Jolie...”


      The plea walked the edge between begging her to stop and to continue. Afraid of pushing too hard too fast, she walked her hands back up his chest and kissed paths she’d already trod. He moaned, and for the first time his body pressed to hers.


      She whimpered eagerly, leaning into a touch that felt like a validation. “God, Hauk.” She kissed back down to the waistband of his pants. Farther, then, pushing the leather around his hips. She nuzzled against the satin-smooth skin of his erection. “You want my mouth here, baby? Is this what you’d like?”


      “Yeah,” he breathed. “Please, sweetheart. Please.”


      She took him in, filing her mouth with his velvet-coated hardness. The metal rattled again, this time as he struggled to get closer to her. She kneaded her hands into his ass, loving the feel of his muscles. He didn’t seem to mind this time as he gasped in pleasure at the ministrations of her tongue.


      As his breathing increased to a pant, she cradled his balls, teasing him gently until he was close to the edge.


      Then she pulled away.


      He moaned in need. “What are you doing?”


      She slid off the bed down one pant leg. “Taking your boots off.”


      “What? Why?”


      “Because. I want to.” She made quick work of the laces before reaching back up to stroke him idly again. “Do you mind?”


      “No,” he said, voice infinitely frustrated.


      “Don’t worry, baby, I’ll make it worth your while.”


      He shifted his weight, lifting one foot then the other to allow her to remove the boots.


      As soon as they were gone, she rewarded him by continuing her attentions on his cock. He relaxed again and shifted into her touch.


      Her own breath caught at the feel of his surrender. She wanted to push further, to slide his pants down until he was naked before her. But she didn’t want to startle him into ending the gift he gave her now.


      Softening her approach, she slowed the tempo, lavishing care on him with all the affection she felt.


      Affection? Or love? She hadn’t brought herself to say the term, but she had started to accept it. She rolled the word through her mind as her mouth moved around his sex, letting the feeling flow through her. Hopefully a little of it came through to him.


      He moaned. “Gods, I want to touch you.”


      She pulled back and kissed him gently. “And I want to pull these off. May I?” She slipped her fingers into the inside of his waistband. “Please?”


      He swallowed. “Yeah.”


      She started to push.


      “Wait.” He sounded worried.


      She stopped. “If you don’t want to...” She’d be kinda crushed. She’d turned greedy when it came to Hauk and wanted all of him.


      He sighed. “My left leg. The machinery is exposed. I don’t want you to get hurt.”


      Relieved, she smiled. It wasn’t that he didn’t want her. Or at least, he had a reason more substantial than that. “I’ll be careful. I promise not to touch the metal below the skin. I’ve been pretty good about it in workouts, haven’t I?”


      He didn’t immediately say no.


      She nuzzled against his hip. “Oh, please, Hauk. Let me have all of you. I want you so badly. All of you.”


      His weight shifted before once again he leaned into her touch. “Okay.” It was a whisper. It was enough.


      Reverently she slid the last of his clothes off. One foot lifted then came down softly, the other up and then down with a muffled clank. He shook at the sound. She pressed her face against his good thigh, comforting him. Thanking him.


      She couldn’t see him, but she knew he was there, fully exposed before her. Keeping her promise, she clutched his good thigh with one hand and used the other to softly stroke his balls and the skin just behind. Her mouth returned to his cock, more forcefully this time. She would make him come, bringing his body the sort of relief he gave her heart by baring himself.


      But before she could finish, he said, “Anarchy. Anarchy.”


      Disappointment sank into her. Groaning a protest she pulled back. Hauk didn’t sound unhappy. What had she done wrong? She fumbled blind fingers to his right wrist. The cuffs opened without a key. Frustration hollowed her insides as she depressed the switch.


      He moved swiftly, the click of the other lock sounding almost immediately. Instead of disappearing, he pounced. She toppled back onto the bed, surprised by the ferocity when she’d expected a retreat.


      His mouth closed over hers, diving into her with a hunger she took and matched. He yanked her underwear off. Landed on top of her again, crushing her into the mattress. There was no space between them as his rough skin scorched her.


      God, she wanted this. Him. All over her, inside her. Nothing felt as good as Hauk.


      His hips shifted until he was between her thighs.


      “Condom,” she gasped. “Bedside table.”


      “I’m naked,” he countered.


      “I’m blindfolded. Pick.”


      His weight lifted as he surged to her left. A wrapper crackled, and he was back on top of her. She lifted her hips in expectation, but he didn’t take her. Instead he gathered her wrists and pinned them above her head in one powerful hand.


      “Come on, Hauk. Come on. I want you. Please.”


      “I love you.” His voice was raw as if the words tore from him.


      She moaned, thrilled to hear them again. “I—”


      His other hand landed on her mouth. “Don’t. Don’t say anything unless it’s my name or instructions. Just listen. I love you.” He kissed her throat, his mouth demanding and perfect as his hand left her lips.


      Craving for him—his words, his body, everything he had—overwhelmed her. She had no choice but to do as he commanded. “Wesley, please. I need you inside me.”


      With a groan he took her, his cock filling her completely and perfectly in one deep thrust. “I love you so much, Jolie. I can’t help it.” Another thrust.


      Heart pounding, she cried out in joy and shifted to let him in deeper.


      “I love you inside and out. I love to hear you laugh.” More strokes, more declarations, each feeding the insatiable hunger he’d created. “I love the way you fuck me. I love talking to you and fighting with you. I love the way you look and the way you feel. I love the way you think. I love you. No matter what you do or don’t feel for me, I love you.”


      Each word marked her as his. She let it happen, shedding her fear to belong to him body and heart. The pressure built as he stretched her from her pinned hips to her pinned hands and again inside from each crashing thrust. “Hauk—”


      “Don’t. Don’t answer me. Please don’t.”


      If he wasn’t ready, her response could wait. They would make time. “More,” she demanded instead.


      He thrust harder. “I love you,” he repeated.


      She wrapped her legs around him as tightly as she could, urging him on. “More, Wesley, more. Never enough of you.”


      “Gods, I love you.” He released her hands to cup her jaw. His cheek pressed against hers, bracketing her face.


      She reached around him, one hand pressing his shoulders, the other his hip, as close as she could be. “Wesley. My Wesley.” Another firm thrust.


      She dropped into ecstasy like a free-fall. “God!” Her arms released as her body shook, waves coursing over her in pleasure.


      He cried her name and convulsed. She grabbed onto him again, pulling her lover against her to ride out the last of the spasms.


      His arms heaved her against him as he tumbled them sideways. “Don’t leave. Don’t leave,” he pleaded. “Stay.”


      “I’m staying.” There was no question of it.


      He calmed then, holding her. She wriggled close as she could, so happy to be lying side-by-side with no tension between them. She slid a leg over his hip to keep him close. It was the metal leg, but he either didn’t care or didn’t notice.


      His hands stroked her back. His face nuzzled against her, closer than he should be able to because of the distortions on his face, and even that was good because it was him.


      “I love you,” he whispered.


      “Wesley,” she breathed.


      He cut her off with a kiss.


      She pulled back. “Take off the blindfold.”


      His fingers caressed her temple. He was going to do it.


      He shifted, and the side of her foot slipped between the bands of his leg. Something caught the side of her arch and jabbed into it.


      She yelped in pain.


      He froze. “Shit.”


      “Blindfold, Hauk. Get it off.”


      But he wasn’t paying attention. “Shit.” He carefully removed her foot. “Oh, baby, I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”


      “It’s okay.” It hurt, but that was nothing compared to the fear that she’d lose him again.


      “You’re bleeding.” His voiced sounded so bleak. He let her go and shifted away, as if he were leaving the bed.


      She reached for the blindfold to take it off herself.


      “Hold on.” His weight left the mattress. “I don’t have my clothes on.”


      “Who cares?” A minute ago he didn’t care. “Hauk?”


      “Where’s your first aid kit?”


      She took the blindfold off. His ass disappeared into his pants as he strode into her bathroom.


      Disheartened, she leaned back against her pillow. “Under the sink.” The cut was worse than a scrape, but not doctor-worthy. “It’s nothing. I’m fine.”


      He returned with the kit and sat on the bed, his eyes downcast.


      “Hauk...”


      With gentle fingers, he cleaned the cut but didn’t respond.


      “Hauk.”


      “How badly does it hurt?”


      “Ex-dancer. That’s nothing.” She hadn’t gone pro, but she’d been close enough that working on seriously dysfunctional feet was once a norm.


      He pressed at the spot, and she barely held back a pained squeak. “Damn, woman. I think the bone is bruised.” He finally looked up, self-recrimination all over his face.


      “Hauk, don’t. Don’t blame yourself.”


      He shook his head. “I knew better. I knew this could happen. I just want you so badly I lost my head.”


      “I knew it could happen, too. But I’m fine.”


      “You’re not fine.” His voice was loud. “You’re injured the day before Ananke springs their plan. And why?”


      “Because I need you.” She shifted her weight and gripped his shoulder. “You keep talking like you’re the only one with needs. You’re not. I needed this tonight. I needed you to make love to me. I needed your skin against mine. I still need it. I’m scared shitless about tomorrow, but I can handle it because I have you here, not just distracting me, but making me whole. Keeping me strong. That cut? That’s nothing compared to what you give me.” As his expression softened, she relaxed back onto the bed. “You want to play doctor for a couple of minutes, that’s fine. Then lie back down and let’s forget about it. I’ve danced en pointe with a whole lot worse.”


      His fingers trembled as he bandaged her foot. He didn’t say anything, but she could tell by the hunch of his shoulders that he still took too much blame.


      So careful. They still felt they had to be so careful around each other. She was pushing him hard, but that had always been her way, and tomorrow loomed so close. Was she too pushy for their own good?


      He ran his fingers gently across her ankle, a hopeless longing on his face. She had no idea what the best way to go from here was. The side of her foot was wrapped. Reaching forward, she tugged on his shoulder. He tensed, that natural reaction against touch still his first response. But this time he let go enough for her to pull him down next to her.


      They lay face to face, and he stroked her hair back over her ear. “I’m working on it,” he told her.


      She placed a hand over his heart. “I know. Thank you.”


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Sixteen


      “Do you know any lawyers not attached to Ananke?” Travis asked impatiently over her voicemail.


      Jolie sipped her morning coffee as she admired the view of Hauk sleeping peacefully in her bed. What would he think of them not just digging up his past but sending it back into court? He’d given uneasy permission for the first. But the second? He’d be pissed.


      “This is big,” Travis’s voice continued. “I can’t see how his conviction will stick with all the murkiness surrounding his case and Operation Echis. At least run it by a good lawyer and see. But not one connected to Ananke. Their fingerprints are all over it. Afghanistan has billions in unexploited mineral wealth, and somebody’s using the military to get at it.”


      If they could get Hauk’s conviction overturned? If he could be a legal citizen again? That would be worth pissing him off a little. Eddie, a friend of her family who was a few years older than her, had gone to Harvard Law. His parents were probably in Ananke up to their necks. But he was gay and decidedly out of the closet, despite his family’s lack of support. The Order might not have touched him because of that. She’d have to feel it out carefully, but he was a possibility.


      “Check the— What the...? Gotta—” A static-y thump, like the phone was dropped, and the connection cut off.


      Her nerves tingled, jolting the last of the morning tiredness from her. “Travis?” She tried calling his number.


      Hauk stirred, likely awakened by her tone. “Everything okay?”


      Travis’s phone went straight to voicemail. She checked her clock. It was after ten. They’d slept in longer than they’d intended. Worry made her grimace. “Travis left a message. It got cut off, and now he’s not answering.”


      Hauk swung his legs out of the bed, already in go mode. “Think he got injected?”


      “The voicemail was from late last night. He must’ve gone somewhere after the party. So maybe. But an injection wouldn’t stop him from answering his phone.” She shook her foot nervously. It was The Day. The rules were different. “Let me check if he came in to work.” She called downstairs to the valet station and asked to speak to him.


      He’d been scheduled. He hadn’t showed. No phone call. Adrenaline kicked in, anxiety for her friend wiping the last traces of sleep from her brain.


      Hauk saw her face and didn’t ask questions. “Let’s get home.”


      * * *


      The tension was touchably thick by the time Hauk and Jolie stepped into the Underlight’s common room. Dr. Echelson stood on a table with the rest of the Thing at his feet in solidarity. Though he’d technically stepped down until LaRoche had the potion figured out, the citizens of the Underlight, including Hauk, still looked to him as a level-headed leader.


      LaRoche, even more haggard than before, sat off to one side at a table with his microscope, while Tally took blood samples from a line of volunteers.


      Mercy was on her feet, arguing with the Thing. Hauk’s usual modus operandi was to go stand by his fellow soldier and ask questions later. So he headed her way.


      “I can secure defenses here,” Mercy was saying. “We’re sealed in. There are pinch points. But we have to separate—”


      “There will be no segregating,” one of the Thing reps said, voice insistent.


      “I’m not segregating! I’m keeping us safe until LaRoche can find an antidote.”


      “We’re not locking half the population...” His voice trailed off as Hauk stepped into the center of the room, Jolie right behind.


      Mercy sighed. “Thank the Virgin you’re here. Maybe they’ll listen to you.”


      He smirked. “Worried I wasn’t coming back?”


      Jolie leaned against him, listening. Her touch felt odd at such a tense moment when he had to step into his military self. Odd, but a welcome reminder of why he did what he did—not for the sake of the fight, but for the people he needed to protect.


      Not that Jolie was going to let him protect her.


      Mercy hissed an exasperated breath. “Wouldn’t blame you if you did stay gone. Especially now that they’re refusing to separate out the people who’ve been potioned. Even knowing what it does.”


      Hauk lifted his brow in surprise. Damned organization that let people make their own damned decisions, even when it put everybody else in danger.


      He didn’t need a bench to stand above the crowd. He turned in a circle until he had everyone’s attention and said, “We all understand that Ananke’s formula puts you under their sway, right? Those who’ve been injected and don’t take necessary precautions will become a secondary attack force for Ananke to work against us from the inside. You’ve seen or at least heard how it works, how quickly the shift happens and how forcefully it’ll change you. For the safety of the whole Underlight, I request that you find a way to lock yourself up. If you don’t and you’re here, you will turn against your friends. If you’re elsewhere, you’ll go to Ananke’s temple and tell them how to find us.”


      The buzz in the room became an uproar as people digested that. Several people shifted to a table on the side. Hauk sent a questioning glance to Mercy.


      “People requesting the Underlight lock them up for the next twenty-four hours.” She sighed. “We’re going to have a crowded shop.”


      “We’ll keep it under control together.”


      Her frown darkened. “No. We won’t.” She held up a paper. “This was in Echelson’s office this morning.”


      Hauk snatched it out of her grip.


      “The attack will be tonight around sunset. We know it because that’s when they’ve ensured you’ll be elsewhere.”


      Jolie crowded against him to read. The paper admitted they had Travis. If Hauk didn’t come for him at the temple at nineteen hundred tonight...


      “They’re going to tattoo him,” Jolie said, face grim.


      “It’s a trap, Hauk.” Dr. Echelson’s voice surprised him by its proximity. While they’d read the note, he’d come to stand right next to them. His voice was calm but urgent. “They want our best defense gone and you at their mercy. I know he’s your friend, but you’re not supposed to come back from this, and neither is he. What even guarantees they’ll keep their word? Travis could already be one of them. By going to him, you put yourself and all of us at greater risk.” He bowed his head. “I’ll lead by example and allow myself to be locked in the shop for the night. I beg of you to likewise think of the good of the Underlight and stay.”


      “‘Never leave a fallen comrade,’ Doc.” Hauk shook his head. “I can’t not go.”


      The professor’s lips thinned. “It’s a fool’s errand, Hauk. We need you here.”


      Tally stepped up to the group and put her hands out between them. Her normal cheer was lost in exhaustion; even her hair, normally spiked into a pixie-like halo, had deflated. But her voice was firm, filled with an understanding and clarity well beyond her sixteen years. “Physically defending the Underlight is going to be a moot point if we can’t get the formula reversed. LaRoche is trying his hardest, but he doesn’t think he can do this. Not by the time we’ll need it, anyway. If Ananke has an antidote, that’s what we need more than any plan to keep us secure. A sample, notes on how they made the curse, anything that would give him a clue how to fight it. Without that, we’re sunk. The shop doors won’t hold back a crowd forever.”


      Tally was right, but rescuing Travis and scouring Ananke’s laboratories for an antidote? That was asking for two impossible feats in one trip.


      Two impossible feats that had to be done if he wanted a home to come back to. Hauk nodded, determined. “Mercy’s right. This place can be locked down tight, and she can handle it. They don’t know how to get in unless somebody tells them. Today we make sure everyone is accounted for. We make sure they understand the risks. We lock up as many infected people as will let us. We take whoever’s left and see who can fight. We barricade the entrances and post guards, in case somebody gets through. LaRoche and Tally will keep trying to combat the formula. I’ll go get Travis and the antidote, if there is one.”


      “Me too,” Jolie said.


      Hauk frowned at her.


      “Together.” Her face was unyielding as she reminded him of his promise.


      Reluctantly, he nodded. “Together. Now I’ve got preparations to make. Doc, pick somebody who’s been tested clean to come up with an alternate location to retreat to in case things go south. It’s imperative that only those who’ve tested clean know where it’s located. If Ananke brings the fight here, we’ll need a place for the refugees to gather that can’t be reported back. Anyone not willing to test can find their own retreat zone.”


      The list of things that needed to happen to save the Underlight wasn’t daunting, it was just this side of futile. Dr. Echelson wasn’t wrong. Hauk was walking into a trap he wasn’t meant to get out of alive. As much as he hated putting her in danger, Jolie would be a strong asset tonight. She’d already proved she’d see a mission through, no matter what. Tonight they were getting out in one piece together or going down together. Possibly for good.


      * * *


      Hauk was crazy busy, organizing the barricades, planning a direct assault, discussing the defense plan with Mercy...so it wasn’t hard for Jolie to slip out onto campus. Travis had been smart enough to dump all the information he’d dug up onto a cloud drive they shared. With the little she’d skimmed, she thought he was right. They had a case.


      So instead of moping around the Underlight all afternoon, she’d decided to video phone her friend the lawyer. She and Eddie had kept in steady contact until last summer, when Papa Marcel had passed away and Jolie had moved her life in a new direction. Of all the people from her old life, though, who might laugh and support her down wilder paths, Eddie—Edgar Marcus Reyes III—was top of the list.


      He answered on the second ring. His smile was bright as she remembered, his brown eyes crinkling just a little more at the corners. “Red? Long time no see.”


      She smiled into the phone and relaxed back onto the hillside, where sunbathers and illegal rollerbladers disguised her presence better than a suspiciously dark corner. “How ya been?”


      “Working, working. You?”


      There wasn’t time for a long catch up, so she cut to the chase. “Ever heard of Ananke?”


      As if she’d hit a magic button, his friendliness morphed into lawyer face. “Greek goddess of fate,” he answered. “Why?”


      Undaunted, she continued. “Are you in? It’s important.”


      His façade stayed locked in place as he shook his head. “You?”


      She shook her head. “No.”


      “Married into it and calling to invite me?” He only seemed partially joking.


      She held her left hand up to the camera to show off the lack of ring. “Definitely not. Life’s taken a bit of a turn since I moved to Austin.”


      “So I’ve heard,” he said. “The old Houston grapevine hasn’t completely collapsed.” His congenial expression came back in smaller measure. “Nah, I got introduced a long time ago. It was the main reason Dad didn’t want me to come out back when I was in high school. He feared it would ‘interfere with my prospects.’ I still could’ve been tapped, but I didn’t feel like throwing in with an organization that wouldn’t approve of my lifestyle. Plus, from what I’ve seen anyway, their politics in other ways aren’t up my alley. Why are you asking?”


      She took a deep breath. Eddie’s words and demeanor rang true. She’d been right. “I have a new man, and he’s the greatest thing that’s ever happened to me. But he needs a lawyer who’s willing to take on a goddess. You up for it?”


      He didn’t hide the surprise on his face. “You have a serious man?”


      Jolie stuck her tongue out at him.


      He grinned. “What’s the story? The case. You can tell me the other story later.”


      “Oh, just an international conspiracy, a five-year-old mystery, seven deaths and a raging inferno. Again, I ask, you up for it?”


      He blew out a curious breath. “You had me at ‘Oh.’”


      * * *


      Hauk stood in front of his ancestor altar, watching the smoke rise from incense cones and weave among the sculptures he’d crafted. He lifted the largest one, a Valkyrie-inspired piece with feathered wings and a longsword.


      Val-kyrie, a “chooser of the slain” who winged fallen warriors to Val-halla, “hall of the slain,” to live in feasting and deathless fighting until the end of the world. They held a special place in Heathen myth, both comforting for their power to intervene and feared for their job of selecting who would die and where they would spend their afterlife.


      Beneath the statue was the ring he’d crafted with a blooming rose in the center. The one he’d planned to give Jolie when he got up the courage to propose.


      One day. One day.


      He had a sense that day wasn’t going to arrive. In the Army he’d carried this weird superstition that he’d know the day he was going to fall. That it would have a different tang to it, a peace so strong he could march into battle, recognize what was coming and face it head on.


      Like Odin walking into the jaws of the Fenris-wolf at Ragnarok.


      Logically he recognized there was no sense or reason or predicting who was coming home with their soul intact and who was arriving in a bag. War was chaos. Yet his gut had never given up believing he’d somehow know.


      Today, somewhere between barricading the south entrance and reviewing the guard assignments for each checkpoint, that serenity had washed over him like Valkyries whispering in his ear. “Today. Prepare yourself.”


      He knew.


      He would leave Jolie the ring. She could do with it as she pleased. The gods knew he had little else of material value to give. Now he had a vow to fulfill and only a few hours left to do it. The plans for the Underlight’s defenses were in place, and other hands worked to finish the final details. He had time.


      He breathed deep of the altar smoke, a last communion with his ancestors before he joined them, and headed for the forge.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Seventeen


      No one had seen Hauk in over an hour. Jolie glanced in his room and found it empty except for a lingering smell of patchouli. The only other place she knew to go was the forge. With a full heart, she turned her feet that way.


      Eddie had skimmed the material. His eyes had lit up and he said he’d get back to her. She’d seen that look before. He was fascinated.


      Good.


      Now she had to confess what she’d done. She had something else to confess, though, and this time she wouldn’t let Hauk stop her. With her soul bared and everything right between them, they could get through tonight, get his name cleared and start a life together.


      The door to the forge was wedged shut. Hauk did that sometimes when he wanted to be alone. She knocked anyway, hoping she would be an exception. “Hey, babe. It’s me.”


      A grunt that sounded vaguely like, “Justasec.” The flame of a blowtorch. A light clank on the ground. Then another.


      He was walking without shoes. In the forge?


      The door opened. Hauk stood in the frame, blowtorch in hand, face-shield down and a pair of scandalously short shorts hanging on his hips.


      She swallowed a laugh. “Umm...”


      He knocked up the face-shield with his free hand and tugged her into the room. “Yeah, yeah. Catch-me-fuck-me’s are hilarious.” He resettled the chair against the door and headed back toward the bench, his cheeks red from more than the heat.


      “Catch-me-fuck-me? Is that a request?”


      “The shorts. Standard PT issue for Ranger training. Most intimidating part of Ranger School is walking in on someone doing sit-ups.” He sat on the bench with an embarrassed smile. “They’d look a helluva lot better on you.” Turning, he slid his mechanical leg onto the bench.


      Jolie had never seen it before and approached curiously. The front was solid, gleaming metal from thigh to ankle, but the back was a silver cage housing brass gears and colorful wires. She couldn’t see it, but Hauk had told her wires and tubing surgically connected the device to the nervous system in his thigh, allowing it to respond like a normal leg. The whole thing attached a few inches below his hip with a metal cincture. The way he moved, it was impossible to tell his leg was missing if you didn’t see the metal beneath. Tally had built a miracle unmatched by modern science.


      He crooked his knee, picked up a silver sheath from his workbench and fitted it over the back of his calf. “Hard to get this project done in my leathers, hence the getup.” He dropped his face-shield and pointed to a wall, where safety garments hung on metal hooks. “There’re more over there if you want to get any closer.” After sparking up his welding torch, he began soldering the metal skin over the cage of his leg.


      Fascinated, Jolie grabbed a rubber band from her pocket to stuff her hair back into a bun and headed across the room for a mask and gloves.


      When she got back to the bench, he was finishing up the second side. Unlike most of Hauk’s work, with its fanciful lines and hammered textures, the metal was smooth and contoured in precise realism. He’d been working on these for a while.


      “They’re beautiful,” she said in awe.


      Another grunt as he contorted, trying to reach the line where his calf met his knee. Finally he frowned. “Don’t suppose you know anything about welding?”


      She opened her mouth in surprise. “No.”


      Annoyance twisted his face as he tried to find an angle that would work.


      “How hard is it?” she asked.


      He shrugged. “I don’t care if it’s smooth, just that it’s on. So in this case, not very.”


      Nothing about this project said, “I don’t care.” The pieces were not only beautifully crafted, but fitted seamlessly into the casing. “Are you sure? I mean, I’m willing to try, but I don’t want to mess up your work.”


      He gave her a smile with a touch of weariness in it. “It’s the back of my knee. Nobody’s going to see it but you.”


      There was something deeply important to him about having this done. She wasn’t sure she could do any good, but she’d give it her best.


      They spent a few minutes with scrap metal so he could show her how to use the torch and have her practice. Her seams were bubbly and uneven, but the procedure was easy enough. After a few tries he declared her work solid enough to hold.


      “Are you sure?” she asked again, pushing the welding mask up from her latest zig-zagging line. “We could get Tally in here—”


      He dropped a hand onto her shoulder. “No Tally. Just you. Please.”


      She looked from her messy efforts to his gleaming silver leg and up to his face. He was serious. She took a deep breath. “Okay. Lie down.”


      “I’m not going to be able to get the last piece, either. I’ll help you set it in place, but...”


      She nodded and pushed him toward the bench. “In for a line, in for a square. We’re good. Just don’t be pissed when it’s uneven.”


      He lay on the workbench on his stomach, cheek resting on his crossed arms so she could see his smile. “It’ll match the rest of me better.”


      With a laugh, she dropped her face-shield and bent over the project. As she touched the metal casing, steadying herself for the weld, she realized how close she was to him. For the first time, he was letting her touch his leg. He couldn’t feel her fingers, but he knew she was there. Not just to touch but, in a way, to heal him. She ignited the fire and bent to work, determined to do him proud.


      The last line of the calf went easier than she’d expected, and she moved on to the back of his thigh.


      “I love that you sing,” he said.


      She stopped mid-hum, just now realizing she was doing it. “Oh, I hadn’t meant to.”


      “I can tell. I love that about you.”


      Her eyes watered, and she paused to blink away the tears before turning the fire back to his casings. “I love you.”


      He went very still, his eyes boring into her.


      She focused on her work. “You wouldn’t let me tell you last night, but I want you to know. I’m sorry it took so long for me to say it. It’s been true for a long time.” She started the next line, concentrating carefully on metal and fire as she said the words she’d been practicing. “The only good relationship I’ve ever seen is Papa Marcel and David. But David died when I was thirteen and, well, of course they weren’t married, this being Texas and all. Papa Marcel never dated seriously again. To say the least, I don’t know how this is done.” She finished the last line, shut off the fire and pushed her face-shield up. “Stay there while it cools.”


      She moved to the side where she could see his eyes and the ardor inside them. His emotion, unconcealed as always, helped her speak her own. “I do know I can’t imagine my life without you in it. I know that my day is better when I wake up next to you. I know that with you I feel safer, more cared for and like a better person than I’ve ever been in my life. Sex means more than it ever has. And it’s better. I’d be happy with you and only you for the rest of my life. I want it that way. If that’s not love, I don’t know what is.” She wrinkled her nose. “And I’m wearing a welding hat and gloves.” She took them off with a self-conscious laugh. “Sexy.”


      “You have no idea,” he rumbled. There was something anguished in his expression as he pulled her down to his level and kissed her.


      She wanted to clear all his sorrow away, help him find a new life. A happy one. With her.


      His lips brushed her forehead like a benediction. “I love you, too. I will love you for the rest of my life. And beyond if there is one.”


      * * *


      Hauk let go of the woman he loved as bittersweet emotion flooded him. Jolie spoke the sweetest words he’d ever heard, and if his premonition was right, they would hurt her more. “Let me get some water to cool this.” It would make the joints more brittle, but she didn’t know that. He only needed it to last a little while.


      She smiled merrily as she helped him spray cold water on the jointures. Together they put away tools and scrap. He scrubbed down the table, the last chore to do. While he finished up, she pulled the rubber band from her hair and shook her head.


      Flame-red curls fell around her shoulders. Light from the hearth danced across her face, lighting the freckles he loved to kiss. His heart stuttered. She captivated him. He’d never imagined himself with a beauty like her, even for a night. And yet she loved him. If somehow he did make it through this, he’d put the ring on her finger tomorrow.


      He reached down and felt the seams on his legs. Cool enough that it wouldn’t burn her. It was time to fulfill his vow. Despite his resolve, apprehension made his motions clumsy as he gave the table one last polish and put the brush away.


      As if she read his mind, she stepped up to him and put her head against his chest. He wrapped her in his arms and buried his lips in her hair. She was lightness itself as he picked her up and set her on his workbench.


      Jolie tried to pull him closer but he stepped back. Suddenly shy, he grabbed the hem of his shirt. He’d said he would do this. He was practically naked now, thanks to the stupid-ass shorts, the only thing he owned that allowed him to work on his leg. But still, his gut heaved nauseously at the idea of standing completely naked before anyone. Air touching him from every angle. Fire lighting each grotesque pockmark.


      But it might be his last chance to fulfill his promise. And Jolie loved him. He drew from her words the courage he needed to pull the hem up, baring his chest and back. The shirt dropped to the ground. He didn’t look at her face—couldn’t—as he grabbed the waistband of his shorts. His heart pounded; his hands shook. He dropped the rest of his clothing to the floor.


      He stepped away from the fabric, aware of the crackle of the fire, the heat flickering across him, the hushed intake of her breath. Head bowed, he clenched his eyes shut. Hope, damned emotion, kept him on the edge of panic. If he didn’t care so much he could box up his feelings and make this unveiling bearable. But nothing had ever mattered as much as the next few minutes. If Jolie could accept this, all of him, then maybe he, too, could find a way to see past his own skin. If she couldn’t...


      He spun slowly, displaying the whole of himself—the squared-off patchwork on his abdomen, the only place they were able to harvest skin. The stark ridges over his lower back and glutes, where the fire had raged the worst. The thigh juncture where skin met metal, replacing nearly a fifth of his body with science.


      It wasn’t much, but it was all he had to give her. He finished the turn. Breath held, he raised his eyes to meet hers.


      She waited for the eye contact, a smile on her lips. “I love it. You are perfect to me.”


      He breathed again. Her arms stretched toward him. Gratefully, he walked into them. After a moment, he tugged at her shirt, and she lifted her arms. He stripped her efficiently until they were both naked. Unlike his, her smooth body glowed in the light. He ran his calloused fingers over her soft skin, marveling in her supple perfection.


      “Join me,” she said.


      He climbed onto the table next to her. Her fingers were unhurried as they explored him again. Not demanding or frenetic like last night, but comforting and sure.


      Her skin was already slick with sweat from the heat of the forge, allowing their bodies to glide against each other. Her skin tasted of spice and salt, her kiss of mint. She returned his kiss with a longing that matched his own as her touch drove all dark thoughts away. Her body was all he needed, not a new leg or face or skin. He let her hands do what pleased her as his mouth wandered her body. He reveled in the softness of her neck and belly, the pebbled firmness of her nipples, the wet heat of her sex.


      “Please,” she begged.


      “I don’t have a condom.”


      “I don’t want anything between us. Not this time.”


      Neither did he. He wrapped his arms around her, pressing her against him as he joined his body to hers in naked perfection. Her face nestled against his neck and she moaned. Her hands tightened around his back as her legs wrapped around his. Together, as tight as they could be, he touched inside her. Her pleas escalated as they moved faster, striving together for bliss.


      She stiffened, digging her fingers into him. “I love you,” she cried. Her body clenched around his. His own orgasm crashed into him, and he yelled her name.


      Her fingers stroked his face as she shuddered against him, and he held her tighter, relishing every caress of her closeness. Whatever happened tonight, he had this perfect moment to carry with him, whether it was back home to her and the ring he’d made or across the veil to the peace of the other side.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Eighteen


      Jolie lobbed the grenade at Ananke’s gate, and Hauk hit the gas, sending his new cobbled-together motorbike speeding away from the explosion. Fire lit the night, the blast reverberated and the metal gate crumpled.


      Jolie leaned into the turn with Hauk as they skidded a one-eighty and headed back toward the fire. She braced herself against his back. Heat flared as they raced through the gates. Ignoring the road, they headed straight for the temple steps, blasting tracks through Ananke’s perfectly manicured lawns.


      The Order knew they were coming. Sneaking was pointless, so they’d decided to go in with a statement. When they had Travis safely out of the compound, Ananke’s forces would be focused on the temple, and she and Hauk could secretly double back into the laboratories for the formula.


      Ananke’s temple loomed large on the hilltop, a pristine replica of The Parthenon. The sun’s last orange rays faded behind it. In front, a bull-sized brazier crackled with fire, throwing yellowed brightness on the facade and painted pediment. A double row of columns cast shadows over the temple walls. Inside, they were supposedly keeping Travis.


      Hauk’s steambike roared as they rounded the brazier, drowning out the yells of the Hands of Atropos running for the temple. Jolie squeezed Hauk’s thigh. Ananke hadn’t been expecting this.


      The bike jounced as they took the steps into the temple, leaving the last of the daylight behind. As Jolie’s eyes adjusted, the temple interior came into focus.


      A sixteen-foot-tall statue of Ananke stood at the head, golden wings spread behind her. A black snake wrapped around her from legs to neck. A red rope dangled from her outstretched hand onto a giant drop spindle then off the spindle to the floor to wrap into an infinity sign.


      Travis teetered on the goddess’s shoulder, bound hand and foot with ropes. Jolie pointed. Hauk nodded, and the bike headed for the cord. Without discussion, she knew the plan. She’d climb up and retrieve Travis, while Hauk defended their retreat from the ground.


      The bike stopped and the back end flipped around. Hauk pulled his guns. Jolie leaped for the cord.


      The polished marble had been pitted to look like rope, giving her the purchase she needed to climb. Bullets blasted below her. Each one shot fear into her, and she fought the impulse to turn and check on Hauk. Their chances of survival went up the faster they got Travis out.


      She reached Ananke’s fingers and did a muscle up onto the wrist. Don’t look down, just run. She scampered across the outstretched arm, not giving herself time to think about the slippery fall. The head of the statue loomed in front of her, impassive disdain in her eyes. The Order believed in Fate, a future that was set and uncaring of whom She trod upon in the name of relentless progress.


      A perfect goddess for her father and all of the privileged unconcern she’d grown up around. Jolie sneered as she took the last steps to Travis. She didn’t need her riches or her beauty. She didn’t want the supposedly perfect life that had been set before her. She wanted freedom, a purpose, her friends and Hauk. And if they succeeded tonight, she’d have it all.


      She kneeled beside Travis, relieved to see the even rise and fall of his chest. His eyes were closed, but he stirred at her touch. “Travis. Wake up. We gotta go.”


      One eye opened groggily. “Wha...”


      She pulled a knife from the ankle sheath Hauk had loaned her and cut his bindings. “Can you hold on? I’ll get you down.”


      Or she thought she would, anyway. The snake made sliding down Ananke’s tunic impossible.


      Travis fumbled up to sitting, turned over and vomited down the side of the statue.


      “My feelings exactly. Let’s go.” She tugged the belt loops of his pants, positioning them over the first snake coil at Ananke’s chest. “Can you stand if I lower you down?”


      Between the pedestal and the coils, she thought she could get him close. He nodded weakly, giving her little confidence, but she didn’t see an option. She grabbed his hands, hooked her feet over Ananke’s arm and dropped backwards.


      Travis yelped as she slid him over the edge. She was used to lifting and lowering people from her aerial work, but he wasn’t used to being carried. After a moment of flailing, his toes slipped on the edge of Ananke’s sandal, stretching him out like a target.


      “I’m letting go,” she warned. He’d hurt himself less in a fall from that height than a gunshot wound.


      “No...”


      She dropped him. He slipped down Ananke’s foot, landing on his ass at the base of the statue. Jolie swung up and made quick work down the statue.


      Hauk had backed the bike to them, hiding behind it and shooting at anyone who came close. He dropped a clip. Jolie hurried Travis to the bike.


      “I’ll get on first,” Hauk ordered as he popped in a new clip. “Follow fast, and we can take off.” Then they’d leave Travis somewhere secure and return for the antidote.


      Hauk crouched up onto the bike and kickstarted it. Jolie reached back for Travis.


      The barrel of a weapon pressed into her belly. “Travis?”


      His eyes were clearer now, and they didn’t register as him.


      Disappointment and anger punched into her worse than a physical blow. “Fuck.”


      * * *


      Hauk grimaced at the sound of motors rumbling in the distance. Ananke was gathering forces, probably for a blockade. They needed to be out now if they wanted any hope of doubling back. Tally’s design was great for maneuvering, but it couldn’t outrace anything Ananke rode.


      Six guards had sniper positions behind the second-floor columns. Priests entered from behind the statue to add their magical mayhem to the party. No telling what they could do. At least a dozen men were gathering around the brazier.


      What was taking Jolie so long to put Travis on the bike? He risked a glance backward, and fear sank through him. Jolie had her hands in the air, eyes blazing mad, and Travis had a gun pointed at her abdomen. Those bastards had potioned him, too.


      Of course they had.


      Another shot clipped the bike. He kicked his foot over, dropping back behind it.


      More footsteps. More Atropos were entering with the priests.


      “Travis,” he said casually as he could muster. “What’s your command here, bro? I see a gun but I haven’t heard what you want us to do.”


      Travis’s eyes stayed trained on Jolie. “No demand. Just holding until they get here.”


      “So if I get up and take a hike...”


      “I shoot her.”


      He nodded grimly. Time to take a risk or lose everything. “Clockwise,” he commanded.


      Jolie rotated right as he kicked Travis’s wrist the other way. A bullet shot into the statue.


      Hauk grabbed the gun. “Glad I haven’t been training you,” he grunted, peeling the metal out of Travis’s hand. A knee to the gut, and Travis was on the ground. Hauk checked his wrist, praying it was the formula that had Travis playing for the wrong team.


      An alpha tattoo with dangling scissors marked him as Atropos.


      “Lying motherfuckers.”


      “What?” Jolie asked.


      It would be a mercy to kill Travis and free him from Ananke’s slavery. The anger inside, the place where the rages came from, told him to get it over with. There was no known cure for the tattoo.


      “Shit,” Jolie said. She’s seen.


      She didn’t need to watch this. “Get outside. I’ll meet you in a moment.”


      “Get him on the bike,” she said.


      “He’s gone, babe.”


      She shook her head. “We’ll figure it out.”


      Travis reached for the gun. Hauk cuffed him across the temple, knocking him out. “We can’t. Get on the bike. The Underlight needs us.”


      “No!”


      He picked her up and tossed her on the bike, following behind. He was just big enough to start the machine with her in front of him. She struggled against him, trying to get back to Travis, but he accelerated, speeding them toward the exit. They were here to rescue their friend, not his empty shell of a body. He’d have to find a way to put Travis out of his misery when Jolie wasn’t watching. That was not a pain she needed to carry.


      Chanting, unnerving and loud enough to compete with the sound of his bike, echoed in the temple. He picked up speed.


      A chain rose, stretched across the temple entrance at neck height. He spun the bike so fast it tipped. Grabbing Jolie, he kicked off the ground. The bike pounded onto its side and kept sliding under the chain.


      He landed on top of Jolie on the marble floor. She groaned. Hopefully nothing was broken. “Get on the bike and get out,” he ordered, hoping against sense she’d listen.


      “Fuck you,” she answered. “Together.”


      The sense that tonight was his final battle still ran through him in full force, but there was no way he’d take her with him. He glared up at the statue lording over them. “Fuck fate,” he told it. “Odin, get down here. We’re taking these assholes.”


      The spirit launched into him, filling him with renewed vigor. He hopped to his feet and pivoted to see the whole of the approaching army. A gunshot slammed him in the stomach. He grinned at the shooter. “Gotta do better than that, ladies.”


      * * *


      Jolie peeled her aching body off the floor. “Ladies? Misogynistic asshole, what?”


      Beside her, Hauk was larger than life, zinging with uncontained energy. Once again, her nerves set on edge just being in his presence, but she was glad for the extra help.


      “Hello, Odin. I would say that’s medieval of you, but...”


      Hauk winked at her. Pointed at the floor.


      “No.” Was she telling a god no? Was that a bad idea?


      He grinned, seemingly impressed by her lack of obedience, and moved so they were back to back. Hauk had gone over the basics of fighting this way. She liked it, standing heel to heel with the man she loved, facing threats with absolute confidence in each other.


      The chanting escalated. The first wave of Atropos approached, swinging their anti-magic wands. Ananke’s mind control wouldn’t work on Hauk because of the rages. If they could hit him with the anti-magic, they’d have an opportunity to activate his tattoo before he could call Odin back. She’d focus on stopping anti-magic.


      The first soldier approached, brandishing his wand like a club. She let the muscle memory Hauk had drilled in to take over.


      Overhead swing. Dodge back. Grab his wrist. Slam it on her knee.


      He released the wand.


      She stabbed him with it, and he fell to the floor, writhing as his tattoo temporarily deactivated. She returned to ready, wand up for the next one.


      “We have to get Travis,” she called back. Another soldier approached, and she waved the wand, warding him off.


      “He’s gone, babe.” The cries on the other side sounded like Hauk was already stacking up bodies. He’d have to keep that up for a while yet to take on this whole crew.


      She couldn’t stand that those bastards had given Travis the tattoo. The idea of somebody taking him over was an unbearable crime she couldn’t think about right now. But that wasn’t the only problem. “He knows where the Underlight is. He can tell them how to find us. Make me a path. I’ll hit him with this and get him to the bike.” Travis would be nearly comatose after a wand strike, but at least he’d be on their side.


      Hauk’s breath came out frustrated and harsh, but he did as she asked. “Duck and run.”


      Jolie dropped to a crouch. A body swung over her, arcing into nearby soldiers. She scrambled until she was out of the press then shot into a sprint.


      “Travis!”


      He pushed himself uneasily from the foot of the statue, leaning forward as if he was about to puke again. Poor guy had been through a lot. She was about to send him reeling again.


      Hopefully his body could take it.


      She skidded to a stop and slapped the wand across his arm. A burst of light, and he howled. She kneeled beside him, using the statue for partial coverage. “Travis? Gonna make it, buddy?” Please...


      He blinked. The glassy determination cleared from his eyes. “Jolie?”


      “Our ride’s that way. Gotta move.”


      She tried to pull him up, but his fingers dug into her collar, pulling her back. “Can’t. Tattoo. They gave me...”


      “Yeah. I know. We’re taking you back anyway. Don’t try protesting, and let me know when you need me to zap you again.” One arm under his shoulders, she half carried him across the room.


      In the oversized doorway, Hauk fought from the bottom of a pack. Men clambered around him, leaping and clawing like animals.


      Jolie struck out with the wand, dropping as many as she could.


      Travis started to shake again. “Jolie...I can’t...”


      She hit him again. He yelled in agony and dropped to his knees. Her gut twisted in equal parts sympathy and panic. This run was looking more futile by the moment, but thinking that way didn’t help. She shoved the wand into his hands. “Make sure you get out.”


      “But—”


      “You need to get out before you tell them what you know. No matter what. Get out.”


      His eyes widened in understanding, and he crawled toward the exit, ignored by the Hands. He crossed the entrance to the temple and stumbled on the steps. Slow but steady progress took him toward the shadows outside.


      “Hauk. Let’s go!” She swiped another wand from the ground and stabbed it into the nearest Hand, working her way around the crowd until she was in the doorway.


      The chanting stopped. Echoes lapped around the room and faded, leaving eerie silence behind. Jolie took a nervous step out of the temple. The room lit up in a pure white light that ended at the door, as if it couldn’t cross the threshold. The pile of fighters collapsed to the floor in a screaming mass of bodies.


      “Hauk!” She reached for him.


      An arm locked around her waist, pulling her back. “Beat me this time, bitch.”


      Ric, the guy who’d murdered Cassie. Rage roared through her. She shot her elbow back for a face strike.


      He stepped to the side, and another set of hands grabbed her. Two men stretched her between them. She picked her feet up, dropping her weight. Instead of falling, they lifted her up.


      Ric laughed. “They spent so long relying on magic. Finally the priests realized sometimes the best thing is to blow all of it.”


      The white light wasn’t magic; it was anti-magic, contained by the temple walls. Ric and his compatriot had been planted outside to avoid getting hit.


      “Hey Haukon,” Ric called. “Look what we’ve got.”


      Hauk, depleted of Odin’s powers, gouged his way through the pile of screaming humanity. His wounds bled and his face was grim. He saw Jolie and shoved harder, knocking everyone aside.


      Jolie pointed her toes, trying to regain her balance, maybe throw one of her captors into the light. But they held her aloft, just high enough that she couldn’t find solid footing.


      Ric raised a gun. “And we’re tired of trying to make nice.”


      Time slowed as the gun steadied in his hand. “No!” she screamed. The air left her lungs as his finger closed on the trigger


      The rapport exploded into the night, deafening her.


      Hauk jerked with the impact and fell backwards onto the pack.


      Cold shock ripped through her, shooting prickly numbness from her core to her fingers. “No!” she screamed again, “Hauk!” He’d been shot before. This was no different. He’d get up.


      But he didn’t. He breathed in pained gasps and crashed down on the seething pile of bodies. Blood pumped in angry gushes from a bullet hole at his throat.


      Heart thundering, Jolie wrenched at her captors’ hold. “Get up!” she screamed at him.


      Priests strode forward, carrying rope, ignoring their own soldiers writhing at their feet. Grant Barrett and Pierce MacArthur, a friend of her father’s, marched at the head.


      Her struggle turned feral. If Hauk couldn’t get up, she had to get to him.


      At a nod from Pierce, priests bound Hauk’s feet with ropes and tossed the ends out the open door. Jolie was thrown to the ground. Marble jammed into her wrists and knees, shocking her stiff joints.


      Ric and the other Hand picked up the rope and heaved, jerking Hauk forward by his ankles. His body rolled over the rest of the fallen Atropos and slammed to the temple floor.


      Jolie scrambled up the slick stairs to him. Shuffling as he moved, she bore down on the gunshot wound trying to stanch the flow. His blood streamed hot and thick around her fingers.


      Too fast. He was losing it too fast. “Call Odin. Get him back here.” This was not the way it ended.


      He tried to speak. Blood bubbled from his mouth, but no words came. His hands shifted sideways, urging her to leave.


      The suggestion made her angry. “Fuck that. I’m staying with you.” His waist tipped over the steps, and she lifted his head, keeping it from slamming onto the marble, as if a potential concussion was the biggest problem. Her blood-soaked fingers cooled in the chill air and left crimson fingerprints on his phoenix tattoo. Her tears swelled with each step. “Call Odin! Make him heal you!”


      He burbled something into the blood seeping down his chin. His eyes rolled back in his head. The movements of his hands grew weaker.


      Her whole body went cold. “Wake up! Odin, get your ass down her! Wake the fuck up!”


      Nothing changed but the growing crackle of fire.


      The inexorable progress down the steps ended in front of the brazier.


      More Hands swarmed forward, each grabbing onto him with the eagerness of bullies preying on the fallen. She shoved the nearest.


      Arms encircled her again, yanking her back. “You don’t want to go where he’s headed, hotness.”


      They lifted Hauk and carried him closer to the blaze.


      She understood. Her stomach plummeted. She slammed her head back into Ric’s jaw. He grunted but didn’t let go.


      Blood coursed down Hauk’s torso from gunshots and stab wounds. His fingers jerked with each slow gasp. The Hands carried him closer to the heat.


      They tossed him into the blaze.


      “Wesley! No!” She clawed at Ric, struggling to get to the pyre. Hauk did not die like this. This was not the end.


      It took four men to force her to the ground. Cold metal locked around her wrist. The Hands left, and she ran toward the fire. She couldn’t get close enough. She scratched at the cuff on her wrist, tearing into her skin. She barely felt it. Nothing mattered if she couldn’t get him out of that brazier.


      A cry, almost eagle-like, tore into the night. Hauk’s mouth was open, his eyes bulging wide as fire once again consumed his skin. The stink of burning flesh assaulted her, and she retched on the steps. Her muscles quivered, ceasing to function at her command.


      Another cry.


      Hauk went still. Smoke rose from his body, almost birdlike as it swirled gracefully into the night.


      Her legs gave out, and she collapsed onto her ass. Blackness threatened her vision, but she willed it back. Blackness meant giving up. She would not give up on Hauk.


      But he didn’t move. She pushed her hair from her face, dragging cold blood across her cheek and streaking it in her hair. Hauk’s blood. Her clothes were sticky with it, her hands coated in drying scarlet. Bile filled her mouth as shaking overtook her. The fire continued to rage, the stink growing unbearable. Tears obscured her vision as pain stripped her bare and flayed her.


      Hauk was dead.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Nineteen


      “The price of anarchy, Jolie Benoit.” Pierce’s voice was soft against the crackle and hiss of the fire and the heavy gasp of her sobs.


      Jolie wanted to strike out at him but couldn’t find the strength to do anything but clutch at the marble steps and cry. Her strength was burning away on a pyre.


      Pierce stood above her, somehow regal even in his ridiculous toga-like getup, and stared down at her with unflinching gray eyes. “Tomorrow we’ll give you your own choice.”


      “Fuck you, Pierce.”


      He continued like she hadn’t spoken. “We’ve already given your reporter friend the tattoo. He may have run off, but he will come back to us soon. Meanwhile the others we’ve inoculated are programmed to secure the Underlight, infect those they can with the potion and report back to us your location so we can take care of any stragglers. The Underlight is dead, Jolie. You have until morning to consider carefully your choices. We give you this option in honor of your father. But whether you join us willingly or not, you will be one of us tomorrow.”


      He left and it didn’t matter. Hauk was dead. They could do what they wanted, and she wouldn’t give a damn. Her reason for fighting was gone.


      Together. She and Hauk were supposed to be together to the end. He’d promised.


      A dark chuckle behind her made her hackles rise. She didn’t turn away from the fire, couldn’t tear her eyes off of Hauk’s blackened body, but she sat up straighter.


      “I hope you keep that bad attitude, hotness. I’ve been promised a nice present for my hard work.” Ric’s voice snaked around her, oily and chill-inducing.


      The revulsion that prompted broke the thrall of Hauk’s remains. Hatred seethed through her blood. She aimed it at Ric with all the withering disdain a Benoit could muster. “It would take more than a lobotomy to get my hands on you, asshole.”


      He grinned. “I don’t think you’ve got it in you to give in. I think you’re doomed. And that will make you mine.”


      She stepped toward him, nails ready to sink into his skin, but he stayed just out of reach. “Coward.”


      “You have no idea what they can do.” His grin turned into a snarl. “But you’ll find out what I can. And then I’ll dump you for the next pretty bitch who comes along.” He blew a kiss off his fingers. “Hasta mañana, hotness.”


      She lunged against the chain, straining to reach him as metal ground against metal, holding her back.


      He laughed and turned around lazily. So confident.


      Her arm couldn’t reach him, but she bet her foot could. She executed a roundhouse, leaning into the chain for leverage. With a satisfying thud, her shin connected with the back of his skull.


      He stumbled forward, yipping like a puppy and grabbing his head. He glared venom at her. “You’ll pay for that.”


      She wagged her fingers in a “come and get me.” He could probably beat her in a fair fight, particularly with one of her hands bound, but she didn’t care.


      Instead of advancing, he spit on the steps at her feet.


      “Coward!” she yelled. “You’re not half the man he is. Programmed murderer.”


      “Maybe, but I’m the one standing here with a gun in my holster, and he’s the one roasting.”


      Jolie yanked against the chain, straining for him again. “Come back and fight, asshole! Come back!” No matter what she yelled, he ignored her all the way around the temple and out of sight.


      The scream built from deep inside, an animal sound of fury and despair. She faced the fire. Keening her pain to the sky, she could swear she felt her heart break.


      * * *


      Screams of the zombied citizens echoed through the halls as Mercy sprinted to the shop. The door was cracking. If it burst, a flood of infected people would likely overwhelm their defenses. But that lock and those hinges were designed to discourage mischievous kids, not hold back a determined tide.


      The bursting door, of course, would be the least of their problems if the handful of pendejos who’d refused to be tested and came up infected managed to beat their way past a guard station and escape to bring Ananke down upon them.


      Somebody else was dealing with that containment. She had to make sure these doors held.


      “How’re we doing?” she asked the guards. But she didn’t need to see their wide-eyed stares to know. The relentless pound and creak said those doors weren’t long for this world. Nearly two-dozen people were throwing their weight against the wood. “Ay, Virgen.”


      “Incoming!” yelled from around the corner.


      One of the knitting crew streaked down the hallway at breakneck pace, brandishing what looked like a bloody knitting needle. A guard from the main room staggered around the hallway, bleeding from his side.


      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” Mercy raised her tranq gun and aimed for the knitter’s thigh.


      The dart hit true, and the knitter paused midstride. Fought forward a step. Fell.


      The door groaned behind Mercy, and she threw her back against it. “She did that with a knitting needle?”


      The guard fell back against a wall, breathing hard. “She stabbed herself in the arm and then me. It’s not deep, but damn.”


      Another pound on the door. “Stabbed herself? Why?” That was disturbing.


      “No...idea...” The guard sank down, eyes suddenly heavy.


      “Chris? What’s going on?”


      His eyes fluttered closed as he rested against the wall, clutching his side.


      Her muscles tensed for action, pushing down the flutter in her gut. “You’re freaking me out, man. What’s happening?”


      Eyes clearing, he raised bloody fingers toward her.


      “Yuck. Get to the doctor. We’ll hold ’em.” The only people excused from guard duty were Doc Benson and Tally and LaRoche, the former to care for injuries and the scientists to keep working on an antidote.


      Mercy had little hope for that. The pair hadn’t slept in two days. She and the other guards had to hold the fort physically until Hauk and Jolie got back, hopefully with a solution to the formula. Something LaRoche could study and replicate quickly.


      Chris sank to the floor to study the unconscious knitter. “I’ve got this. You get to the main room.”


      “Why, more knitting-needle-wielding crazies? You don’t look like you can handle anything right now, much less this breaking dam.” There was something off about Chris’s eyes. “Seriously, man, take a break. Go see Benson.”


      He lunged at her. Mercy ducked and tripped him.


      The bloody knitting needle arced toward her side. She stepped away and brought the gun up to his neck. “What are you doing?”


      He swiped. She shot. The dart pierced home, whipping his neck to the side and throwing him back. Her friend glared at her with such vitriol she hardly recognized him.


      The other guards stared. “Was he infected?”


      The door groaned behind her.


      She looked from Chris to the needle and paled. “Viral. LaRoche said it worked virally. They’ve been programmed to infect the rest of us with their blood.”


      A vicious slam, and one hinge popped. Fear jerked in her belly, insistent. Again she shoved it back. There was no time to be afraid. She dropped her empty clip and slammed another one in. She’d spent the day filling as many vials as she could while Tally bolted together a gun that could shoot repeating darts. It wasn’t the most accurate weapon she’d ever owned—by a long stretch. But she’d practiced enough to get the hang of it. She’d managed to make enough darts to down the known population of infected people and a few to spare, but if Ananke’s formula was infectious...


      Her gut turned leaden. “I can’t tranq them all.”


      “We can’t hold them,” the guard grunted, pushing against the doors.


      They couldn’t. The doors wouldn’t hold, and who knew how many people in the common room were infected by now? Somebody was going to escape. They had to do something else. “You’re right,” she said. She couldn’t tranq them individually, but maybe there was a way to get large numbers at once. “Hold the doors. I’ll try to get a canister.”


      She turned for the lab. LaRoche had spent over a year developing a formula to drop Hauk in his rage state. Surely he had something that would work.


      A booming crack. Screams. The door had opened.


      She glanced back. Brayden led the charge out of the shambles of the Underlight’s shop. He winked at her and raised one hand, handcuffs dangling from his wrist. They’d double-chained him, knowing he’d be able to pick the shop lock. Apparently he’d picked the cuffs, too.


      He pointed, and the crowd surged toward her. Mercy ran, her heart in her throat. She had to reach the lab. If she, Tally and LaRoche couldn’t sedate the whole damn Underlight, they were doomed.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Twenty


      The sizzle and crack of a dying fire woke Jolie from unsettling dreams. A corpse-strewn battlefield. A reckless feast. Ravens circling a dangerous crowd.


      And Hauk.


      “Wesley?” she asked, voice cracking around a sore throat and parched lips.


      The brazier’s bonfire had slackened to glowing embers beneath a blackened skeleton. She sat up and rested her head on her knees. Her joints were stiff from sleeping on marble in the cold, her eyes sore from crying.


      The scent of wine drifted with the breeze. Two men stood on a ledge around the brazier, pouring liquid onto the fire’s remains to finish it off. Ananke performed their Grecian funeral rites correctly. She buried her forehead tighter against her legs. More useless trivia from the daughter of a newsman. Completely and utterly useless.


      The fires inside the temple behind her kept the pre-dawn from utter blackness, but Hauk’s bones were near invisible in the dark. She rattled her chain—still firm—and debated what to do. If she pretended to give in, they’d surely have a test for her. Probably to reveal the Underlight’s location. She couldn’t do that. Unless Travis already had. Or Ananke’s plans had succeeded last night. Could Mercy really have kept all of them secure the entire night? And if so, how were they going to jail that many crazed people until LaRoche came up with a solution?


      In all likelihood, Ananke already knew where the Underlight was, and refusing to tell was simply asking to be Ric’s bed slave. And yet she wanted to believe they’d made it, that something she cared about had survived the night.


      She clutched her knees, trying to think of some way out. The men with empty wine jugs walked back into the temple as dawn light seeped across the horizon. The sky’s deep violet melted to rose as the first sun of spring appeared over the horizon.


      Last night had been the equinox. She’d almost forgotten.


      The smoke of Hauk’s pyre gathered and spiraled up, as if caught in a whirlwind. Her eyes were drawn to the brightness in the center of his grave, where the wine bearers couldn’t reach to fully quench the coals. Their yellow glow echoed the rising sun in a mockery of hope. In a trick of morning light the glow seemed to spread, widening under Hauk’s bones until his remains luminesced.


      She stood and stretched to the end of the chain, trying to find words of farewell that could encompass some small part of what he meant to her. Heat still surged from the brazier, warming her chilled skin.


      “Wesley...” She knocked tears from her cheek. How was it possible she still had any?


      It wasn’t a trick of light; the fire was growing again, reigniting from those central embers. The smoke thickened, burning her nose. She stayed close as she could anyway.


      “Oh, Wesley.”


      The flames re-kissed his bones, burning the soot away and cleaning them white. The fire built quickly, unnaturally so, claiming the space Hauk’s broad frame took up and heating the air to blistering. She took a step back as the brightness flared, momentarily blinding her.


      Bird caws. Two enormous ravens flew low over the temple and toward the sun. They wheeled about and back over the fire, basking in the smoke, diving toward the flame and rising just before the brightness engulfed them.


      Shadows moved inside the glowing brazier. A scream pierced the morning and was echoed by the birds. The fire abated, dying as quickly as it had burst back to life. The ravens flew off into the sunrise.


      Hauk lay whole upon his bier.


      Perfect, unscarred skin, two muscular legs, short hair the color of wave-kissed sand, a hint of stubble on his surprisingly boyish features. This fire had rebuilt the damage the first had wrecked.


      Jolie gasped and ran toward the brazier. The chain yanked at her shoulder painfully, nearly dropping her to the ground. “Hauk! Hauk!” she yelled.


      It didn’t make sense. She didn’t care. If he was there, whole and handsome, then maybe he wasn’t dead.


      “Hauk!”


      His eyes jerked open, blue as the lighting sky, and he gasped in a deep breath. His broad, naked chest filled and collapsed. Filled again.


      “Hauk!” her voice squeaked as she cried his name over and over.


      He turned to her, eyes and mouth open in shock. She reached for him. His perfect mouth curved into a smile so warm and comforting she wanted it touching her now.


      “Jolie.” He unclenched his fingers and with small movements tested the rest of his muscles. That done, he examined his hands. With a sigh of relief, he raised them to the sky and mouthed something that looked like, “Thank you.”


      He pushed himself to sitting as if he’d risen from sleep, not the dead, and rolled his neck. Smile somber, he hopped off the pyre and jogged to her.


      She threw her arms around him. The first solid feel of him made her weak all over, and she fell against him. He caught her, engulfing her in his strong arms. He was warm, nearly hot to the touch. But he was solid and he was real. Gratitude for the miracle consumed her.


      He groaned. His fingers cupped her chin, tipping her face up so he could kiss her.


      His kiss was solid and needy, and she kissed him back with all the night’s heartache in her touch. He released her mouth. She rubbed her face against his torso, still trying to convince herself he was real. Her heart felt so full she couldn’t speak meaningful words. Sniffing back tears against the unfamiliar smooth skin and soft hair of his chest, she managed, “You’re naked. And you’re pretty.”


      He chuckled; the sound reverberated through his body, calming her. “I’ll thank them for that soon.”


      She scrutinized his face, trying to understand. “Who? For what? How did this happen?”


      He wiped a thumb across her cheek, softening the crusted blood with her tears. His smile was sad. “I’m still dead, sweetheart. I’m not here for good. But I died too soon. I have one more job to do.”


      The words stabbed at her already beaten heart, and she clutched at him madly. “No! You can’t go back. I need you. Here. You can’t—”


      “Shh, honey.” He took her hands gently in one of his and brushed the other through her hair in a soothing motion. “I’m sorry, but we have to move. The priests could be back any moment, and who knows what we’ll find in the Underlight when we get there. I know where the antidote is. We’re going to get it and bring it home. I have until sunset.”


      She took a deep breath to quell her rioting emotions and focus. They had to save the Underlight. She could figure out a way to keep him when that was done. One problem at a time.


      He chanted something in a foreign language. The cuff fell off her, clanking against the steps. Jolie kicked it, and the cuff clattered away, chipping marble as it spun.


      He scowled at the cuts on her wrist. “Did they hurt you while I was gone?”


      She stretched her sore fingers and shook her head. “You didn’t kick our buddy Ric’s ass half hard enough last week. Though we already knew that.”


      His eyes darkened menacingly, making the handsome face surprisingly intimidating. “If we see him again...” He cracked his knuckles and turned toward the temple.


      She grabbed his hand. “What happened, Hauk? Please. I need to know. You can tell me as we move.”


      He stared at her hand in his then followed the line of her arm and shoulder to her face. His expression was pained for just a moment before he shook his head. “I’m not supposed to tell, but if they wanted obedience they sent back the wrong guy.”


      * * *


      The hall stretched like a stadium, cavernous and filled with laughter. Tables overflowed with roasted meat and cups of drink. Couples head-banged to a metal band blaring in one corner. Leather, metal, kilts and Kevlar attired the soldiers cramming the tables.


      Two giant ravens flew about the ceiling, their screeching caws piercing the sounds of the party. One dove down between the tables to peck at a wolf eating scraps from the floor. The wolf turned and snapped, but the bird was already up, flying toward a dais, where a man and woman lounged in state.


      She was glorious to behold, blond hair braided into hundreds of tiny locks, brown leather dress and bustier revealing a killer figure. A stained sword rested at her side.


      He was grizzled and disheveled, with a steely beard and one eye covered in a patch. His combat uniform was clean but worn. His one blue eye surveyed the crowd with the world-weariness of one who had seen too much. And yet his skin was young and smooth as a child’s. A spear stood against his chair and a violin rested on a table beside him, as if he’d just set it down.


      A chant overtook the noise of the crowd as cups pounded the table in rhythm.


      Chanting for Hauk.


      He was carried aloft on numerous shoulders, having proven himself by downing a warrior his first time on Valhalla’s ever-changing field of war. The men he’d seen slaughtered in the fight now surrounded him in a raging party, drinking, feasting and flirting with Valkyries.


      Best of all, he was whole again. No scars, no pieces missing. Completely himself.


      Freyja smiled indulgently as he was placed before the thrones. “If it isn’t our phoenix,” she purred.


      Valkyries, muscular and shapely women whose strong-willed smiles reminded him of Jolie, strode through the crowd and up the steps, eyeing him like a new piece of candy.


      It had been a long time since he’d felt the covetous stare of a stranger.


      Freyja observed him thoughtfully. “I fear you’ll have a hard time laying claim to this one, ladies. His heart flies elsewhere.” She nodded at him. “Fear not, warrior. She has caught my eye. I will bring her here when her time is passed.”


      Jolie would join him in time. The afterlife just kept getting better.


      Odin huffed an angry breath. “Bah. She’ll be a shell by morning. A used-up husk before you can claim her. Wesley Haukon, you died too soon.” He lifted an eyebrow. “Again.”


      “Jolie?” Hauk asked, the first shadow falling over his joy at finding himself home in the hall of warriors. “What’s happening to her?”


      Freyja ignored him and poked Odin with the hilt of her sword. “Come now, my friend. You like your men foolhardy. And you were ejected by Ananke’s magic.”


      “Bah.”


      Hauk interrupted the gods’ banter. “What about Jolie? Is something going to happen to her?” Last he remembered, she was on the steps of the temple, a few yards from his bike. If she’d run for it, she could have gotten away. If she’d stayed to watch him burn...


      “Chained to the steps of the temple,” Freyja answered.


      Of course she was. His heart clutched with fear for what they’d do to her. Hauk straightened. “I have to get back.”


      Odin frowned. “You’re dead. Welcome to Valhalla. And you’re not supposed to care about Earthly things anymore.” He turned to Freyja. “Why does he still care?”


      Freyja shrugged. “Love will do that sometimes.”


      “You said I died again,” Hauk pursued. “That means you can send me back.”


      “I was possessing you the other time,” Odin answered. “Idunna and I got enough cider into you to bring you back before brain damage set in.” Idunna was the goddess who tended the apple orchard of Asgard, where Valhalla was located. “It was the first time I’d fought with you, and you were too fun to let go so quickly.”


      “When you killed my squad?” There was nothing fun about that, even if they had been possessed by Ananke. Fucking crazy god who shared his body.


      Odin didn’t acknowledge that he’d spoken. “But this time, the ashes of your charred corpse are at the bottom of a brazier dedicated to some other god. That’s a step up from curing a few moments’ asphyxiation. Well beyond our abilities.”


      Freyja clucked her tongue as if affronted. “Come now, Grey-beard, between Idunna’s healing and my magic, I’m sure we could weave something, even if you couldn’t. At least for the few hours he needs to set this right.”


      “Even your magic has its limits, Freyja.”


      Determination flashed in her eyes. Hauk had no doubt he would get his potion.


      Odin lazily pounded his spear, but there was something cunning in his eyes. “Wesley Haukon, if they manage it and you almost die again between now and sunset, call on me so we can fix it before your body’s been burned to cinders.”


      “I was shot in the throat. I couldn’t call. You could’ve just shown up like you did all those other times.”


      The god merely smiled.


      The doors boomed open, and a chill wind blew through the hall. A tall woman with red-streaked locks and vine tattoos covering her bare arms glanced around, gave a slight shudder and marched forward. “You seek me?”


      Freyja stood. “Idunna. Welcome. Meet Wesley Haukon. He died too soon.”


      “Again,” Odin added.


      “Grey-beard doesn’t think we can remedy it this time.”


      Idunna looked Hauk up and down. “Oh he doesn’t, does he?”


      Odin leaned on his hand, single eye glittering happily. He caught Hauk’s gaze and winked.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Twenty-One


      The Underlight was eerily silent as Hauk and Jolie approached the main doors. He’d given Jolie the slender vial of liquid antidote to carry so he had both of his hands free. The too-small pants he’d scrounged off a downed guard barely gave him room to fight, much less pocket a precious few ounces of liquid.


      Jolie had filled him in on everything from Travis’s departure to Ananke’s plan to infect the whole Underlight. There’d been no sign at Ananke’s headquarters that their location had been leaked, so this unnatural quiet wasn’t what he’d expected to find.


      He motioned for Jolie to scoot back. “I’ll open it. Be ready to run.”


      “From what? Empty space? It feels...” She didn’t finish the thought, but he knew what she meant. It didn’t feel like anyone was alive behind the doors.


      He took a sharp breath and reached for the knob. He’d come back from the damn dead to save this place. Failure was not acceptable. “Ready?”


      Jolie caught his eyes then looked him over again with that same awed stare that broke his heart. She wanted him back, and she wanted him like this. The whole package, legs and skin and everything. He didn’t blame her. Only a few hours into being whole, he couldn’t imagine going back, no matter what the incentive.


      Finally she nodded. He opened the door.


      The citizens of the Underlight lay in tangles on the floor, as if they’d fallen where they stood, struck down by an instantaneous killer. Brayden stretched into the doorway, one hand reaching toward them, eyes closed and mouth gaping.


      “Oh my God,” Jolie murmured, voice hushed in shock.


      Hauk kneeled by his best friend. “He’s breathing.” Relief poured through him.


      “They’re asleep?” Jolie rushed past him and rested her hand on the back of another. The shallow but steady rise and fall showed that that woman, too, was asleep. “What the hell?”


      She stood and caught his eye. Almost as one, they said, “Tally and LaRoche.”


      Quickly they made their way to the lab. Now that the initial shock had worn off, he heard the sounds of sleeping breaths and noticed the minute movements of life in the friends and associates they passed. The Underlight was full of people, all of them unconscious.


      Jolie gave an uneasy laugh. “I’m pretty sure this is the wrong fairy tale.”


      “What?” Hauk asked.


      She shook her head.


      The lab door was not only shut but sealed tight. Mercy lay in front of it, empty gun in her hand. Several Citizens surrounded her, each with a dart stuck somewhere in them. Hauk knew that pose too well. She’d fallen making her last stand.


      Glad that she’d merely fallen asleep, Hauk reached over her to bang on the door. No answer. He banged again, louder.


      Mercy groaned. Jolie dropped down next to her and shook the girl’s shoulders, but she didn’t wake.


      Finally Tally’s face appeared in the window. She opened her mouth in a scream and backed away.


      “Tally!” Hauk yelled. “Open the damn door!”


      LaRoche appeared with a gun aimed at the glass.


      Hauk dropped to a crouch.


      “What’s wrong?” Jolie asked.


      “I don’t think they recognize me.”


      Jolie popped up. “Of course they don’t.”


      He reached for her. “They’ve got a gun. Get your ass...”


      But instead of a gun rapport, the door opened a crack.


      “It’s me and Hauk,” Jolie said. “We have the vial. What the hell happened?”


      The door opened wider. “Hauk?” Tally asked. “Where is he?”


      Jolie pointed down. Hauk waved up. Tally contemplated him for a moment, pixie-cut hair sticking up in random points and dark circles showing how little she’d slept. Her eyes widened in recognition, and she face-planted on his chest. “Ohmigod!”


      “Your boyfriend got the gun on him still?” he teased.


      She swatted him. “What happened?”


      He motioned around at the sleeping bodies. “We have more pressing concerns than my face.” But the question made him uncomfortable. He’d be gone at sunset. The fewer people who saw him, the better. He’d have to get Tally and LaRoche to keep quiet about it and convince Jolie to tell everyone the truth—that he’d died at the temple—and leave it at that.


      LaRoche poked his head out, exhaustion creasing his young skin. “What the...”


      Jolie stuck the vial out at him. “Antidote.”


      A new vigor filled his movements as he swiped it from her and spun back into the lab.


      Tally stood up, staring at Hauk as she reached down to help him to his feet. “Mercy told us that the virus spreads by blood. They were cutting themselves and infecting others, and there was no way of knowing who’d been hit. So we dropped sedative into the air filtration system. It was the only way we could think of to stop anyone from leaving.” Tentatively, she reached up. “Can I...”


      Hauk leaned down so she could run her fingers over his cheek.


      The touch was feather-light. Fascination replaced the weariness on her face. “Wow.”


      He scuffed the ground with a boot, feeling weirdly vulnerable without the scars to hide behind. “It’s not permanent.” Neither was his heartbeat, but he wasn’t ready to announce that.


      She frowned, not understanding, but didn’t push. “Well, I’m glad I got to see. You’re like a teddy bear, all bashful smile and baby-cheeks.”


      He lifted an eyebrow, and there was no tug of metal against his skin. “Baby-cheeks?”


      She grinned. “Yup. I didn’t think you’d be so sweet-looking.” Reluctantly she nodded back at the lab. “I’d better go help.”


      “Hey, Tally.”


      She turned back.


      “Don’t tell anyone you saw me. Just keep my presence between the four of us, okay?”


      Again she nodded, all the questions she wanted to ask in her eyes.


      He ducked his head without answering.


      “Y’all got it from here?” Jolie asked.


      “Yeah. He’ll need a couple hours to study and replicate the formula, but they’ll sleep plenty long enough. You’re on your own for a while.” She put a hand on Hauk’s arm. “I thought you two weren’t coming back. We didn’t know what we were going to do. I...” She faded out. “Well, I’m glad you came back, no matter how you managed it.” With a grateful smile she stepped back into the lab and shut the door.


      Hauk escorted Jolie back to his room. Once inside, she wearily dropped to his bed and lay back, her red hair spilling against the coffee-colored sheets like blood staining the ground.


      There was no blood in Valhalla. No death and no pain.


      There was no Jolie, either—at least, not yet. But Freyja had said they’d be together again one day. He could wait for her. He was at peace with dying, always had been. Now that he knew what awaited him, he had nothing to fear and much to gain.


      “What’s on your altar?” Jolie asked, the sadness in her voice jarring his thoughts.


      He was worried about her. Her sorrow was the one thing he couldn’t make peace with, and he hated the thought of her mourning him.


      “We didn’t leave it this way,” she continued as she stood and went to his altar.


      On it was the pewter cup he’d made for rituals, the one he’d left inside its usual cabinet and not out here. Its bowl was filled with an amber liquid, reflecting a fire that wasn’t there.


      Fear spiked through him.


      Jolie reached below the chalice to a note threaded through the rose ring. She touched the ring reverently, as if she knew what it meant, and pulled out the paper. Her head tipped, her hair spilling over one shoulder as she frowned down at the note. “‘Your choice.’ That’s all it says. What does that mean? Who did this? What’s in the cup?” She sniffed it.


      “Don’t.”


      She turned to him, confused. “Do you know what this is?”


      He hesitated. Before he’d come back, Idunna had pulled him aside, her apple green eyes gazing with fixed intensity. “After years of delivering your cider, I’ve decided I like you, Wesley Haukon. For you, I’ll work on something stronger. Likely as not I’ll fail—Death is a jealous mistress—and regardless, you’d return as you were before, with the scars and the missing leg. That kind of healing is not for my hands. But should I figure something out, your ancestors will bring it and then you can make your choice.”


      He flinched at the memory. He’d pushed it aside, hoping it wasn’t a decision he’d have to make. He was at peace. He didn’t need this on his head.


      Jolie’s spine straightened. Like always, she saw right through him and read his silence for what it was.


      His heart pounded. He couldn’t go back to the scars, to living hidden from everyone and everything, not when he had an option. They’d be together again in time, and this way he didn’t force her to spend the rest of her life underground. She may want him, but nobody wanted that much of their life dictated to them, especially not a free soul like Jolie. She had to let him go. “Let’s head topside. I only have a few hours. I want to walk in the sunshine for a bit. See people and not have them stare. I want to eat at a restaurant. Go sit in a crowded place. And then I want to come home and make love to you like this. Please. Let it be. Let me have one day of peace.”


      Her expression hardened. “Tell me what happens if you drink this.”


      * * *


      Jolie waited, her anger building. Hauk had been so calm the whole time he’d been back, as if death was a relief. She couldn’t abide it. Irrational though it may be, his flippancy felt like the ultimate rejection just after she’d decided she was all in.


      But there was something about that cup and more about the way he reacted to it. He was afraid. There was only one thing Hauk was afraid of, and it had never been dying.


      Without an answer he turned away and dug in a drawer for clothes. Blue eyes burning with none of the awkward hesitation she was used to, he peeled off the ill-fitting shirt he’d lifted from a Hand of Atropos. The skin of his muscled chest was perfectly smooth, from his broad pectorals down to the trail of brown curls between his narrow hip bones. His face was handsome, but damn. His muscular shape was the one vanity his scars had allowed him, and he’d worked to make sure he kept it. Without the mottling to distract the eye, his body was every bit as spectacular as she’d imagined it could be.


      She reached out to touch him and realized she’d traveled across the room without conscious intent.


      He hugged her without hesitation, pulling her against wonderfully smooth skin. “I’d wanted to go out, but you could convince me otherwise.” His forehead touched hers, his hands caressing her back. “Gods, I want you like this. I want to feel you everywhere. I want out of my head and into your body. I love you and I want you to know me like this. Like me. I’d almost forgotten what it felt like to be me.”


      She leaned into his heat and tangled her fingers in the hair on his chest. There was no denying it felt good. She wanted him like this, too. To not worry about how she touched him or what he was thinking. To just have fun exploring each other.


      And then, after one perfect day, she’d lose him.


      “What’s in the cup?” she asked again.


      “Goddammit, Jolie. Don’t.”


      “What’s in the cup?”


      He set his jaw and didn’t answer.


      “It’s what I think it is, isn’t it? You can stay. But you have to go back to the way you were.” Silence. She slammed her palms against his chest and backed out of his arms. “Answer me, damn you.”


      “Yes,” he ground out between clenched teeth.


      Even expecting it, the answer hit her like a slap. A disbelieving laugh shuddered from her. “And you were just going to leave me after a stirring goodbye fuck? Are you kidding me? I thought you loved me.”


      He ran a hand through the back of his hair in a gesture both familiar and strange. “You know I do.”


      “No, I don’t. Not anymore. In sickness and health. For better or for worse. That’s what I meant when I said I love you.” She turned away, unable to look at his handsome face, the one he couldn’t live without. The ring on the altar mocked her with its blooming beauty. She crossed to pick it up. “Who is this for? Were you going to sell it?” She’d been so convinced it was hers.


      “You know it’s yours.”


      She held it up to him. “For which finger?”


      He averted his gaze, unable to answer.


      Anger welled so strong she couldn’t contain it. She flung his masterpiece at him. Reflexively he blocked it, and the ring went flying under the bed.


      “I would’ve said yes,” she spat out and stormed toward the door. “Have a perfectly gorgeous day without me. As far as I’m concerned, you’re already gone.”


      “Jolie, stop. Please.”


      The pain in his voice slowed her, but not enough that she could look at him. “Tell me something, Hauk. Would you still love me if I wasn’t beautiful?”


      “Of course I would.”


      “Would you still want me?”


      “Don’t ask ridiculous questions,” he growled.


      She glared over her shoulder. “Why aren’t they ridiculous when you ask them? Call me if you figure out the answer. As long as I have you, I don’t care about anything else. Because I love you. I’ll be waiting.” Her voice broke on the last word and she walked out, slamming the door behind.


      * * *


      Hauk watched in confused frustration as the door slammed. “I died!” he shouted after her.


      Only silence in return. He wanted to follow her down the hall, beg her to come back, but he knew at a gut level that she wouldn’t. For some unfathomable reason, she didn’t want him as he stood. She wanted the broken him.


      No, that was unfair. She wanted longevity, or thought she did. But how much had she thought that through? They’d only been together a short time. He’d made a ring, sure, in some wishful dream, clinging to hopes he shouldn’t have. But marrying him required her to make far more compromises than was fair or reasonable. He was a felon, for the gods’ sakes. They couldn’t even get married, not legally. If he put that ring on her finger, he was condemning her and their children to a life underground when she’d chosen to live in the sky.


      Oh hell, the ring.


      He dropped to the floor and searched, scrounging on the ground for his masterpiece, the one he’d crafted with Jolie in mind for every delicate petal and hint of thorn. He found it under the bed and crawled back out. He grasped the ring as he curled up and put his head on his knees.


      He’d given Jolie everything he had—his fear, his pride, his heart and his scarred body. In return he wanted one perfect day. But still she demanded more.


      One day in the sunshine, no stares, no scratches where skin met metal, no watching out for the cops and no fear of brushing into a stranger.


      With or without her, he could still have that. Setting his jaw, he hopped to his feet and headed out to rejoin the world one last time.


      * * *


      Jolie sat with her back to her living room window and chewed two-day-old birthday cake. It was already stale, but she didn’t have the energy to dig for something else to eat. Everything inside and out of her hurt, but if this was what Hauk truly wanted...


      Her phone rang. She whipped it out, glanced at the number long enough to see it wasn’t him and set it back down with a sigh. Now that her anger had cooled into sorrow, she knew it was foolish not to spend what little time they had left together. The sun was already high in the sky; half the day had passed.


      She got up and hit the button for the elevator. She’d call on the way to her car.


      First she checked who’d called and scowled when she saw it was Eddie. Little good a lawyer was going to do now. She listened to the short message anyway.


      “I’ll take your case if Sergeant Haukon’s willing to turn himself in. It’s not a guarantee, but I wouldn’t ask him to risk it if I didn’t think we had a damn fine shot. Call me.” A pause. “Jolie Benoit, what the hell have you gotten yourself into?”


      Eddie’s voice had the manic strain he used to get during finals when he survived on caffeine and cigarettes instead of food and sleep. This was more than a case to him; he was hooked. Maybe enough that he’d be willing to clear Hauk’s name posthumously. Give him back the military honors he deserved. That was something.


      The elevator binged, and she shoved her phone into her pocket. The door opened.


      She found herself face to face with Hauk.


      After an awkward pause he held up the keycard she’d given him. It was the first time he’d used it. He shoved it into the back pocket of his leathers.


      Though she guessed most women would call him passably handsome, to her he was painfully so, framed in the elevator like a portrait. It was strange to see him with this new face and without his hoodie, just a T-shirt and pants. So normal. His hair was short and consciously disheveled, as if he’d tried to fix it but didn’t quite remember how. A more sedate bit of knotwork tattoo circled his left bicep and again at his wrist. No piercings, but he had the same Thor’s hammer hanging on a leather strap around his neck. The rose ring hung there, too.


      A lump formed in her throat.


      Those sky-blue eyes studied her from the same height with the same affection and intensity she knew and loved with all her heart.


      The elevator started to shut between them. This time he held it with his hand and stepped into her place with no prompting. “I wasn’t having any fun without you,” he said.


      She stuck her hands in her back pockets to keep them away from his body. “I’m half-tempted to drag you back to the bedroom and kiss you until you promise to stay. But I don’t want you to hate me for it later.” A quick frown. “Not that you’d give me a choice if the situation was reversed, but don’t think I love you any less just because I’m not trying to choke that brew down your throat.”


      He took her elbow and pulled her against him. Once again she was struck by how easily he reached for her now. It was unfamiliar, yet exactly what she wanted.


      “Don’t,” she whispered. “Don’t touch me like you care. I will go outside and we’ll eat. And then we’ll come home and I’ll decide what to do, but if you touch me now I will do everything I can think of to make you stay.”


      His hand stilled on her arm for just a moment before he let her go. She pushed the button for the elevator to return. “Oh.” She pulled her phone out of her pocket. “I will make you listen to this.” On the chance his criminal record had something to do with his decision, she put the phone on speaker, hit Eddie’s voicemail and handed it to him.


      The elevator doors opened, and he listened as they stepped in. Mistrust filled his eyes. “Explain.”


      “Travis found something before he was kidnapped and put it in our shared drive. I sent it to a friend I know is clean.”


      “A lawyer?”


      Jolie nodded.


      The tiny hope that flickered in his eyes died as quickly as it came. “The system is corrupt. There’s no way I’d win. Your friend may be good, but he’s optimistic if he thinks this wasn’t and still isn’t rigged.” He faced the doors as they opened into the foyer. “Besides, I did it.”


      She shrugged. “Guilty people get off all the time on technicalities. Don’t you think it’s about time a good guy got off on one?”


      He grunted, stepped out of the elevator and changed the subject. “Makes me sick what happened to Travis.”


      There had been no sign that he’d returned to Ananke’s Temple, and she and Hauk had searched for him on their way home with no luck. “Hopefully he found a place to hide out.”


      Hauk’s voice was full of recrimination. “That’s not going to work. I should’ve killed him back when I had a clean shot.”


      Jolie’s stomach lurched. “No. We don’t kill our friends. He’s got the wand. He’ll keep using it.”


      His shoulders slumped like he’d been worn ragged. “Eventually he will have to sleep, and he’ll wake up theirs. If I were in his position, I’d find a way to kill myself before that happened. He doesn’t have an easy way to do it. It would’ve been a kindness to make it quick.”


      She glowered at him. “Most of us aren’t as willing to toss our lives away as you are.”


      “It’s not my life if somebody else owns it. Besides, if he goes back to the temple, he’ll give Ananke everything they need to find us. He knows that, and as long as he’s got that wand, he will care.” He frowned. “Maybe we should go back home just in case.”


      Jolie took an unsteady breath. Travis was deeply attached to his life, but when Hauk put it that way, well, she could see herself considering the same option.


      She would think about that later. Not today. She couldn’t handle more than she had right now. “I bought Brayden a phone, but I haven’t handed it over yet. Let’s head back up and get it. We can drop it off in the lab so they can call us if we’re needed.”


      Hauk considered her proposal, and she could see his desire for how to spend his last day warring with his sense of responsibility.


      She hit the button to return upstairs, and the doors immediately opened. “Come on, Hauk. Pick yourself for once. It’ll be okay.”


      After another moment’s hesitation he stepped in. “Okay. Then where do you want to eat?” A little of the humor returned to his face as he said, “I’ve never taken you out.”


      She narrowed her eyes as she joined him. “Today is not the day to ask me on our first date. Not on the day you plan to leave me.”


      The humor left his face and he quietly leaned against the back wall. As they soared back up, his silence turned pensive. A ping at her floor, and he asked, “How much confidence do you have in your lawyer friend?”


      A crack. Surely that was a crack in his resolve. She wet her lips. “A lot.”


      He nodded.


      She stepped out of the elevator.


      “I’m not leaving you, you know,” he said quietly. “That’s not what this is.”


      She crossed her arms and bitterness infused her tone. “How else am I supposed to view it? Doing what’s in my best interest? Not shackling me with a scarred felon?”


      He flinched as he stepped forward. That was exactly how he was justifying it.


      Setting her jaw, she grabbed his shirt and yanked him out of the elevator. “Since you still haven’t noticed, I’ll let you in on a secret. I like to make up my own mind. And you know what? Fuck letting you make up yours.” She tossed her shirt over her head, and his eyes dropped to her chest. “Stay with me, soldier.” Determined to make this count, she kissed him.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Twenty-Two


      Jolie’s kiss spun his head and left him panting for more. She yanked at his shirt, and he helped her pull it off, thrilled he could stand naked before her and not be ashamed. He followed her to the wood floor, his mouth never leaving hers. Her fingers clenched in his hair, and the tug felt perfect. Better than he remembered.


      He rolled her on top of him, fumbled for her bra clasp. Her hands worked his fly and she shoved at his pants. Soon he was spread naked below her. She ogled him covetously. He may not be magazine-worthy, but her eyes said he was desirable, and this time he believed them.


      “Stay with me,” she whispered and gently kissed his stomach.


      “Won’t be like this,” he argued. He reached for the yoga pants she wore and pulled.


      She shifted until he could take them off of her, and they were naked together. Her perfect body slid against his, fitting perfectly against him. She gently scraped her fingernails down his chest, sending frissons of excitement through him.


      If he stayed, it could never be like this again.


      “Stay. I love you.”


      He started to tell her no, but she kissed him and stopped the words. She tasted like cinnamon and smelled like vanilla soap. Her damp hair stuck to his shoulders. Her skin was silky beneath his fingers. Like always, she overwhelmed him. Too much. But too much was just right when it was Jolie Benoit.


      Her hot mouth moved to his neck, and he gasped in a breath. “I love you, too.”


      “Then you should stay.” Her hand wrapped around his cock.


      He thrust into her fist, his body relaxing as he let her touch him. He’d always felt so thankful just to have her near, so responsible to make sure she was happy, he’d never just lie back and let her administer to him. But the happy sounds she made said she was having fun without his help. He lay heavily on the floor, resting after what felt like a lifetime of tension. Of death and fighting, of a hideous face that hid his own, rewriting his life and changing who he was.


      Death’s freedom called him like a siren, but his one sure anchor to life stroked his body, bringing forth the most glorious sensations. “Gods, Jolie.”


      “I love this,” she said. “I’ve loved this every time.”


      He shook his head. “Never like this.”


      “Always like this.” Her hands shifted to his chest and she shifted on top of him. A kiss, and she joined her body to his.


      He groaned with pleasure and smiled to see her above him, her damp curls hanging in her face, her body undulating as she rode him slowly. Her eyes glittered with intensity. For once her masks were all gone, leaving nothing but raw need and hope. The passionate honesty he’d so longed for brought a gasp to his lips and drove a wedge into his conviction.


      “It’s always like this for me, Hauk.” She placed a hand on his chest. “I’m in love with what you have in here.” With her other hand, she cupped his temple. “And what you have in here. I’m making love to what you have inside. I couldn’t give a damn what you have out here.”


      Her hands slid to his shoulders and she pushed harder, faster. He grabbed her hips, pulling her tighter with each stroke. She was heaven. Nothing compared to the feeling of her.


      “Please stay—oh God, Hauk, stay. Don’t make me live alone. I need you.”


      The tremor in her tone cut at him, marring the perfection of letting go. He sat up, stopping their movement, and twined his arms around her shoulders so he could look her in the eye from inches away. “You don’t need me.”


      She took his face in both hands and pulled him into a fierce kiss. “You’re wrong.”


      She slid up and down again, the new angle pleasuring him in new ways. He threw his head back and tried to catch his breath, but she curled around him, her face buried in his shoulder, her scent everywhere as her body squeezed and pumped his.


      He flipped her down onto her back, trying to get back control of his mutinous thoughts. He thrust harder, setting a new pace. “You won’t feel that way forever. If I stay or if I go, you will get over this. Over me. I can’t give you what you deserve. And I will not have you resent me for it.”


      She stilled, no longer meeting his pace but passive beneath him. He stopped.


      “Is that what you really think?” She reached up to push a lock of wet hair from her face, her eyes blank.


      Their bodies were slick with sweat. They had slid together so smoothly, so heartbreakingly perfect in their union. It was painful not to keep moving, but he forced himself still. “That’s what I know.”


      She pushed away, and reflexively he let her go. She squirmed out of his arms and stood; his body screamed with the loss.


      “What are you doing?” he demanded.


      “Leaving.”


      “No.” He grabbed her wrist. She resisted his pull, so he stood up.


      “Funny, you not letting me leave.” She was crying.


      He couldn’t stand to see her cry. He didn’t know what to do about it, and he ached for her. “Make love to me. Please.” He was begging and didn’t care.


      “Or what? You’ll die?” With a sob, she threw herself against him.


      He cradled her in his arms. “I love you so damned much.”


      She shoved him again, splitting their embrace. Instead of running she reached for his shoulders and pulled. He lifted her up. A few steps, and he had her pressed against the window.


      She gripped the wall, rose high above him and plunged down, taking him hard. He groaned as she squeezed his hips with her knees and moved, fucking him angrily and so fantastically at the same damn time.


      “I will never forgive you if you make me mourn you.”


      “I’m not afraid to die.”


      Her nails dug into his back. “Why are you afraid to live?”


      The words were a punch. He shoved her back into the glass and thrust, releasing his anger and pain into her. She took it and screamed for more, clenching him with her thighs as her hips kept his rhythm. With a howl of pain and joy, he emptied himself into her body.


      He needed to rest, to ease himself against her softness, but she continued to move, demanding more than he had, pushing him further. “I-I can’t. Jolie. I...”


      She kissed him, her hot mouth insistent as she teased his tongue with her own. Like a spark to a blaze, his body roared back to life.


      “Yes, yes,” she encouraged, tangling her hands into his hair.


      He kissed her breasts, suckling and teasing as he fed his own fire alongside hers. Her cries escalated until he knew she was near to orgasm. He thrust again, pushed his face against her neck, breathing in her scent and nipping at her collarbone.


      “You’re mine,” she said.


      “Mine,” he answered back.


      “Then keep me.” She clenched around him, her whole body stiffening as she came.


      Her back arched. The sunlight touched her lips, her eyes, her flame-bright hair and the pale dust of freckles that he loved so much. He found himself coming again at the sight and feel of her. He shook, and she trembled with him.


      Fearing his ability to stand, he hugged her close and dropped to his knees then onto the floor. She wiggled, trying to get closer to him still. The writhing comfort of her closeness—physically and emotionally—sent aftershocks through his system.


      They held each other and breathed as their heartbeats slowed to something resembling normal life. She kissed his neck and nipped his jawline in a move that was more contentment than drive. Her eyes were dead serious as she said, “Let’s do this again tomorrow.”


      “Just tomorrow?”


      She touched his necklace, sticking the tip of her finger through the ring. “And every day after that. I want to marry you, Hauk.” A smile, simple and a little sad, turned her expression hopeful. “Let me know when you’re ready, and I’ll get a dress. I know it’s cliché, but I want a big, poufy white one. With sparkles.”


      The idea of his tough girl in a glittering princess dress brought an unexpected smile to his face. A smile that left quickly. “We can’t get married as long as I’m a fugitive. You deserve a real wedding. Legitimate in the eyes of the law. And the right to live up here as well as down in the Underlight. You should have that choice.”


      “That’s not important to me.” But the touch of sorrow in her eyes said he was right. That was what she wanted.


      He stroked his fingers up her spine and made a decision he hadn’t realized was still up in the air. “So if your friend can get me that reversal, I’ll propose.”


      He could tell the moment his words registered because she went absolutely still. “Do you mean it?”


      A scarred future stretched before him, terrifying and sometimes brutal. But he had a home in the Underlight that wanted him and a job that mattered. Most of all, he had a woman he loved with all his soul who loved him back just as fiercely. Regardless of what the future had in store, they could hold on to each other. And that would be enough.


      He nodded slowly. “Let’s get to that cup before I change my mind.”


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Twenty-Three


      Jolie stepped off the plane at Sherman Army Airfield, clutching hot coffee in her hands, just like she had each Saturday for two months. The morning in Kansas was still chilly, despite Texas hitting its first hundred degrees yesterday. She zipped up her leather jacket and took another sip with a futile hope that the warm liquid would soothe the shiver she felt deep in her bones.


      But she’d felt that chill even back in the Texas heat. Today was not Saturday. It was Wednesday afternoon, and for better or for worse, today everything changed.


      After turning himself in, Hauk had been transferred to the U.S. Disciplinary Barracks at Fort Leavenworth just outside Kansas City with the rest of the high security military prisoners. They’d added AWOL to his charges and set in motion a new court martial for some unknown date in the interminable future. Jolie hadn’t realized—probably because Hauk hadn’t told her until her first visit to the prison—that the death penalty was now on the line.


      Since that day, she’d booked a regular charter that dropped her off on the base airfield each Saturday and took her home on Sunday. A few hours each day with Hauk and one night alone at a B&B in Kansas every week. The fact that Hauk had only once grumbled about the expense or her time spoke of exactly how much he needed those few hours they were allowed. On her end, the ability to hold his hand in a crowded room and talk about trivial things kept her going through the week, even as the inability to do more drove her crazy.


      Things had been quiet in the Underlight, but she feared whatever rebuilding Ananke had needed to do since their failed invasion would be complete soon, leaving the priests and their Hands back up to no good. Travis was still missing, and nobody knew what to do about it.


      They all needed their warrior back. If things went south, either at home or at the trial, she and Brayden had a last-ditch plan that she hoped to whatever Powers May Be they didn’t have to try.


      Eddie had finished going through the material, made a few phone calls and miraculously the date for Hauk’s Article 32, the pre-trial hearing, had been set for as soon as a bunch of mucky-mucks could get their polished asses into town. Unlike most, Hauk’s Article 32 was closed to the public for “reasons of national security.” Eddie hadn’t gone into detail, also for reasons of national security, but according to him, Hauk was a free man or a dead man, and what happened today would most likely determine which.


      Jolie rounded the corner into a visitor’s waiting area she knew too well, stocked with its bitter coffee and two vending machines sporting an assortment of food she couldn’t eat. Although if things went poorly, she might just indulge herself in a few donuts and a whisky chaser, hospital visit be damned after the wheat hit her system.


      As she got a clear view of the room, her eyes were drawn to a light gray Kiton suit jacket draped in perfectly tailored lines across her father’s knees. She froze.


      He held out a bag from her favorite gluten-free bakery in Houston. “A peace offering.”


      She set her jaw as she strode across the room, wondering what strings her father might’ve pulled to influence the outcome. When she stood in front of him, she didn’t take the offering but crossed her arms and shot him a stern glare. “What are you doing here?”


      “Not interfering, if that’s what you’re worried about.” He patted the seat next to him, completely at ease despite her anger. “Stroke of genius, bringing in Reyes to defend him. How did you know he wasn’t in the loop, so to speak?”


      She took the bag and sat down. Without looking, she knew inside would be two cinnamon rolls and an apple fritter, her favorite order on a really bad day. Back in high school, when she’d first gotten sick, her father had taken her to the best doctors in the city until they found what was wrong. Then he’d scoured Houston for the best restaurants that could accommodate her needs and forced out of business a few that didn’t scrupulously adhere to their claims. It was the one aspect of her life where she felt like he cared for her.


      She opened the bag and pulled out a cinnamon roll. By some method she couldn’t fathom, it was still hot. Miracles like that always occurred around her father. People were too afraid to disappoint him.


      “Prejudice,” she answered before taking a bite. “Eddie’s gay.”


      Her father huffed. “We couldn’t care in the least whom someone is screwing, Jolie. Not our concern. But image is everything in this world. If he’d kept it quiet, married, had a couple of kids—no one would care if they’re his or not—everything would’ve been fine. But his insistence on living out loud has hurt his career. Many high-profile clients won’t touch him for fear of how it will affect the outcome of their cases with more conservative judges and jurors. He’s not watching out for them with his selfish insistence on living openly.”


      She shook her head around a mouthful. “That’s not how the world should work.”


      “Your personal opinion on what should be doesn’t change the way reality works.”


      “But nothing will ever change if we keep playing pretend. People ‘live out loud,’ as you say, not merely for themselves but for a more honest future.”


      Her father made a noise somewhere between a grunt and a laugh before issuing one of his highest insults. “Idealist.”


      She would laugh if she wasn’t so up in knots over the trial. What he meant as censure was a trait she was proud of. She changed the subject. “If you’re not interfering, why are you here?”


      His eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “If you weren’t serious about Haukon, you wouldn’t be here. I have a deep-seated fear that he wouldn’t either.”


      The dryness in his tone gave away his meaning. She held up her empty left hand. “But he’s proposing, should the trial go our way.”


      Her father’s perfect countenance paled.


      She couldn’t help adding a jab. “We’ll come to family events if you promise nobody will kill him.”


      To her surprise, his color returned. “You have a deal. Don’t think I won’t hold you to it.”


      She leaned back against the seat. Hauk was going to kill her. “Well played.”


      He shrugged one shoulder and scanned the room casually. By this point in the conversation, the curious stares had ceased, and they were as private as they could be in public. He faced her squarely. “If you get out now, I can guarantee immunity. There will be no retribution, and you can live safely in your bohemian bliss. You have enough resources to provide a more than comfortable life for the two of you. If he’s freed today, he won’t need the protection your group can provide, and I can sleep at night knowing you aren’t getting your head blown off in some illegal and damn foolish attempt to live up to your idealism.”


      She lifted an eyebrow. “Surely this has nothing to do with getting the best fighter in central Texas out of the game?”


      “Call it a small recompense for my gorgeous, Ivy League-educated daughter hitching herself to an enlisted soldier who lacks a leg and a face when she could have had a Crawford. Or a Dyson.”


      “Dyson can’t keep his pants on around hookers, and Crawford likes to give women black eyes.”


      Her father’s spine stiffened. “Crawford? He never—”


      She cut him off instead of answering. “He sure looks good on the outside, though, doesn’t he? And that’s all that really matters.” Unable to contain herself, she stood and paced. “You already know my answer. Hauk and I are in. Even if the worst happens today, I’m still in because I believe in what we do. I am more proud of myself than I’ve ever been. I love my work. And I love him.” She lifted the pastry bag. “I appreciate the gesture. I don’t know how much was you caring and how much was you putting on a good show of it to get him out of your hair. But I’m not going to tell you want you want to hear because it would be a lie, and I’m tired of living that way. I’m living out loud, too. Hopefully with Hauk.”


      Her father’s face went from vaguely annoyed to impassive as she spoke, robbing her of any reaction. Of course he shut down when she was honest. It was what he did.


      He surprised her by standing up. “As intensely as I dislike what you’re doing with your life, you’re wrong if you think I have no concern for you.”


      She searched his face, and somewhere in the depths of those green eyes that matched her own, she saw feelings. She hated how much she still craved her father’s affection, but there it was, the small joy at being told he cared.


      With a longsuffering sigh, he pushed a stray curl back into the pins that held her barely fixed hair. “I will expect the two of you at Whitney’s birthday party on Sunday. The jet will be in Austin at four. There is no machination behind that, other than your niece’s disappointment should her adored Aunt Jolie not be there to celebrate her entrance into her teens.”


      He nodded a goodbye and strode past her, his expression shifting to a threatening glare the instant it left her. She turned to see what caused such a face and her heart stopped.


      Hauk stood in the doorway.


      When she’d helped him dress back into his old uniform, it held no decorations. Now he wore a crisp new suit with badges, pins and flare neatly filling his chest and sleeve and decorating a patch on his tan beret. The pride in his eyes as he stood soldier-straight told her everything she needed to know.


      Jolie dropped the pastry bag and ran. Hauk lifted her up and crushed her against him. After a kiss that was far too short, he turned to the doorway.


      “I’ll do my best to take care of her, sir. But you know how hard she is to handle.”


      Jolie could swear a trace of amusement entered her father’s expression. “I don’t envy you that.” A brief incline of his head and he was gone.


      “What was that about?” Hauk asked.


      “A promise to leave us in peace if we quit the Underlight. You heard my answer?”


      His smile widened. “Yeah.”


      “You agree?”


      “Hell, yeah.”


      * * *


      The Underlight common room was packed and waiting with festive glee. Hauk stepped back in with the uncanny feeling of returning to a dream.


      When he’d left, the air had been tense but hopeful, the Underlight returning to life as his body withered back to its scars and crippling loss. He’d ensured Brayden, Mercy and Catrina were safe then slipped away to meet Jolie’s lawyer and face his past.


      Two months of military prison, and the boisterous chaos was a welcome homecoming. He was proud of his uniform, proud of his service. But now that the choice was his, he knew he belonged here, fighting with the Underlight.


      A homemade cider was stuffed into his hand—after two months, they still remembered—and he was guided into the center of the crowd. Even in the Underlight, he’d always felt on the fringes, the burned guy who did violence so they didn’t have to. But the cheer on every face as they slapped him on the back and jostled for a chance to greet him didn’t faze him anymore.


      He liked it. His closest friends were all here, Catrina in a skunk-striped wig and sapphire blue dress. He shook his head. Jolie had told him she’d gone back to her old self—but now with wigs. Her recovery was even more entertaining firsthand.


      “They give you a rough time in the big house?” somebody yelled.


      “Eh, knock a few guys around with your metal leg, and the rest of them leave you alone.”


      Laughter surrounded him.


      Jolie hugged him tightly. The hour and a half plane ride in her rented jet hadn’t been nearly enough time after two months of dreaming about her. Her mussed curls and bright eyes said he’d done all right, though.


      He was going to do all right by her for the rest of his hopefully long life.


      Brayden tugged his arm and surreptitiously handed him a small box. “Right where you left it, buddy. If it smells like a hippie shop, it’s because your girlfriend drowned your altar in incense every day, sternly telling your ancestors what to do. If that had anything to do with the verdict, I say bravo.”


      Hauk popped open the box to see the rose ring he’d made. He smiled. It was time. If she wanted him—and she clearly did, thank all holy powers—then it made no sense for them to be apart. He set his cider down on the table and motioned for some room with his hands.


      Despite believing he knew the answer, his palms grew damp and his heart picked up speed as he turned Jolie to face him. She smiled up at him with a wicked sexy twist to her pink mouth, and he almost lost the ability to think. The crowd vanished in his mind as he licked his lips and dropped down to one knee.


      Her smile changed to surprise as her fingers clutched his tightly.


      She’d known, right? He thought she’d known he would do this. His breath stuttered as he sucked in air to say the words he’d been planning every night for two months. “Jolie Benoit, I love you. I love your bravery and your smile. Your wit and your talent. Your work ethic and your goodness. I want every night of my life to be with you. I want to go out into every day knowing I belong to you. And you to me. Marry me?”


      She kneeled on the floor before him, crying. He thought they were happy tears, but he was too nervous to know. She leaned in and pressed her forehead against his, then her lips. He kissed her back, still waiting for her to say something.


      She stopped the kiss long enough to say, “Yes. Yes. Yes.” Kissed him again.


      The crowd came back into focus, hooting their approval. She laughed through her tears as he pulled the ring from the box and slipped it on her finger. Her smile beamed as she showed it around to the crowd. More cheers, and she kissed him again, deeper this time, her hands encasing his head and her body pressed against him.


      He felt lighter than air as he kissed her back. A new man. A whole man. Nothing had to matter but their love and his mission. That was a good life and all he needed to be happy.


      A crack of metal on tile. Somebody yelled. Jolie jerked back, shock on her face.


      He shot up to standing and pressed her behind him, scanning for the danger.


      But his circle of friends wasn’t facing outward. They faced him. Brayden’s jaw dropped as he studied Hauk up and down.


      “What?” Hauk asked, suddenly self-conscious.


      He sensed Jolie stand up behind him and turned to see if there was something the other way. More gasps from the crowd. Jolie stared at him in wonder as she reached up and tugged at the side of his head.


      Without touching him.


      He reached a hand up and found hair. His hair.


      Jolie made noises of surprise as she smoothed her fingers across his face.


      The adrenaline wore off and he realized he was standing with easy balance, not the cumbersome tilt of his ill-fitting, prison-issue leg. He wiggled the toes of his left foot. Gawked at the sudden appearance of an entire limb. “What the...?”


      Jolie’s eyes moved from his face to her hand. Slowly she slipped the ring off until the metal was no longer touching skin.


      Pain shot down his left leg as he felt himself wasting back. “Stop.”


      She slammed the ring back onto her finger. Just as quickly the pain subsided.


      He breathed heavily, staring at the rose piece he’d made for her. Some new magic was here, one that didn’t cause him pain or frustration and had nothing to do with violence. A gift.


      He touched the hammer around his neck, thanking the gods before grasping Jolie’s hand. “Do me a favor and don’t take that off.”


      She nodded as a smile broadened across her face. “Never.” The smile reached her eyes, replacing the wonder with joy. “You are so stuck with me, soldier.”


      The noise of the crowd dimmed to meaningless noise as Jolie threw herself against him and dug her fingers into his hair. He kissed his fiancée with all the love he felt and all the hope he carried for a long and beautiful future.


      * * * * *

    

  


  
    
      Author’s Note


      I debated long and hard about how to end the book—whether to stick with the traditional “Beauty and the Beast” ending where beast is returned to his princely form or to have my “beast” keep his scars. For wounded warriors returning home in the real world, the miracles of modern medicine are extraordinary, but there is no magic that can fully bring back what they sacrificed.


      But I’m writing a fairy tale and the world of this book does have magic. In this context, sticking with the source material seemed best. What was important to me, however, was that Hauk reach a point where he not just earned the love of a woman, but found a way to be at peace with himself again—scars and all. In my mind this, and not the spell that Jolie wears on her finger, is the true happy ending.

    

  


  
    
      Find out how it all began with the first two books in the enthralling Tales of the Underlight series by Jax Garren, available now!


      How Beauty Met the Beast
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      Scarred. Damaged. Living with a terrible secret. Agent of the Underlight Wesley “Hauk” Haukon has nothing left but the fight for liberty against the oppressive Order of Ananke. He’s starting to lose hope...and then he sees her. Despite her night job as a burlesque dancer, grad student Jolie Benoit has always played the mostly good girl. That all changes following a scorching sexual encounter with a stranger whose face she doesn’t see. After she’s kidnapped by thugs and rescued by a man with a very familiar voice, Jolie becomes a pawn in a struggle she never knew existed...


      How Beauty Saved the Beast
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      Jolie Benoit left her old life behind to become an agent of the Underlight. Training under Sergeant Wesley Haukon, she’s honing her combat skills, all the while coping with the intense sexual attraction she feels for Hauk. She keeps their friendship casual, but when his high school sweetheart transfers into their division, Jolie finds herself grappling with jealousy. The Underlight gave Hauk a purpose, but he can’t escape his past completely. The physical and emotional scars from the fire that killed seven fellow Army Rangers will mark him forever. Jolie sends his protective instincts into overdrive, but he’s convinced he’ll never be worthy of her love...
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      About the Author


      Jax Garren is descended from Valkyries and Vikings (she’s part Swedish) but was raised a small-town girl in the Texas Hill Country. She graduated from the University of Texas with a degree in English and a minor in Latin and stayed in Austin to teach high school. During her eight years in public education she was in a riot, broke up fights, had cops storm her class with guns drawn...and met the most amazing young people who taught her more about life and hope than she taught them about any school subject.


      Jax believes in happily-ever-afters. She married her real-life hero, a handsome engineer who is saving the world through clean energy technology. Her heroine is Marion Ravenwood from Raiders of the Lost Ark, the perfect blend of tough and feminine. Jax blames Marion for her dream of traveling to Nepal to experience Himalayan palaces and monasteries and to drink yak butter tea. Jax can be found at www.jaxgarren.com or on Facebook. She would love to raise a glass with her readers to toast courage, adventure and love.
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      Where no great story goes untold.
The variety you want to read, the stories authors have always wanted to write.

      With new releases every week, your next great read is just a download away!


      


      Keep in touch with Carina Press:

      Read our blog: www.CarinaPress.com/blog

      Follow us on Twitter: www.twitter.com/CarinaPress

      Become a fan on Facebook: www.facebook.com/CarinaPress
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